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Prologue
The	Flowers	of	Manchester

One	cold	and	bitter	Thursday	in	Munich,	Germany,	Eight	great
football	stalwarts	conceded	victory.	Eight	men	will	never	play
again	who	met	destruction	there,	The	flowers	of	English	football,
the	flowers	of	Manchester.

Matt	Busby's	boys	were	flying,	returning	from	Belgrade,	This	great
United	family,	all	masters	of	their	trade;	The	pilot	of	the	aircraft,
the	skipper	Captain	Thain,	Three	times	he	tried	to	take	off	and
twice	turned	back	again.

The	third	time	down	the	runway	disaster	followed	close:	There	was
a	slush	upon	the	runway	and	the	aircraft	never	rose.	It	ploughed
into	the	marshy	ground,	it	broke,	it	overturned,	And	eight	of	the
team	were	killed	as	the	blazing	wreckage	burned.

Roger	Byrne	and	Tommy	Taylor,	who	played	for	England's	side,
And	Ireland's	Billy	Whelan	and	England's	Geoff	Bent	died.	Mark
Jones	and	Eddie	Colman,	and	David	Pegg	also,	They	all	lost	their
lives	as	it	ploughed	on	through	the	snow.

Big	Duncan	he	went	too,	with	an	injury	to	his	frame,	And	Ireland's
Jackie	Blanchflower	will	never	play	again.	The	great	Matt	Busby
lay	there,	the	father	of	his	team;	Three	long	months	passed	by
before	he	saw	his	team	again.

The	trainer,	coach	and	secretary,	and	a	member	of	the	crew,	Also
eight	sporting	journalists	who	with	United	flew.	And	one	of	them
was	Big	Swifty,	who	we	will	ne'er	forget,	The	finest	English	keeper
that	ever	graced	their	net.



Oh,	England's	finest	football	team	its	record	truly	great,	Its	proud
successes	mocked	by	a	cruel	twist	of	fate.	Eight	men	will	never	play
again	who	met	destruction	there,	The	flowers	of	English	football,
the	flowers	of	Manchester.

Anon.

On	6	February	1958	a	BEA	Elizabethan	class	Airspeed	Ambassador	charter
aircraft	carrying	the	Manchester	United	football	team	back	to	England	from
a	European	Cup	tie	in	Belgrade	needed	to	stop	at	Munich	to	refuel.	When
Flight	609	touched	down	at	Munich's	Riem	Airport	the	United	party	were
met	by	blizzard	conditions.	Snow	and	slush	covered	the	runway.	Conditions
for	flying	were	difficult	and	hazardous,	and	once	the	aircraft	was	refuelled
there	were	two	attempts	to	take	off,	both	of	which	were	aborted	due	to
engine	problems.	When	a	third	attempt	was	made,	at	3.04	p.m.,	the	aircraft
failed	to	get	airborne.	It	overshot	the	runway,	went	through	a	fence	and
crossed	a	road	before	one	of	the	wings	struck	a	house.	Seven	of	the	players
–	Geoff	Bent,	Roger	Byrne,	Eddie	Colman,	Mark	Jones,	David	Pegg,
Tommy	Taylor	and	Billy	Whelan	–	were	killed	instantly,	along	with	the	club
secretary,	the	first	team	trainer,	the	first	team	coach,	eight	sportswriters,	one
of	the	aircrew	and	two	other	passengers.	Two	weeks	later	the	aircraft's	co-
pilot	and	Duncan	Edwards,	one	of	the	most	promising	young	players	ever	to
come	out	of	England,	lost	their	battle	for	life,	bringing	the	final	death	toll	to
twenty-three.	Two	other	United	players,	Johnny	Berry	and	Jackie
Blanchflower,	were	so	severely	injured	that	they	were	never	able	to	play
again.

For	people	who	lived	in	Manchester	at	that	time,	and	for	football	fans
throughout	Britain,	it	was	one	of	those	moments	like	Kennedy's
assassination	or	9/11	when	everybody	remembers	exactly	where	they	were
and	how	they	heard	that	terrible	news.	I	was	an	eleven-year-old	schoolboy
and	I'd	been	going	to	Old	Trafford	to	watch	United	with	my	dad	for	two
years.	I'm	over	sixty	now,	but	tears	still	come	to	my	eyes	whenever	I	think
of	the	moment	I	first	heard	the	news,	or	when	I	think	of	the	words	of	'The
Flowers	of	Manchester',	the	ballad	that	was	written	anonymously	within
weeks	of	the	disaster.

According	to	a	report	in	the	Manchester	Guardian	on	3	March	1958,	the
song	was	first	heard	in	an	upper	room	of	the	Princess	Louise	pub	on	High



Holborn	in	London,	where	a	group	of	people	who	called	themselves	the
Ballads	and	Blues	movement	met	every	Sunday	night	to	listen	to	a
collection	of	new	and	traditional	songs.	'The	Flowers	of	Manchester',	the
report	said,	was	one	of	three	songs	that	had	appeared	in	the	Ballads	and
Blues	programme,	all	of	them	dealing	with	the	tragic	events	of	6	February.
Each	was	different	in	mood	and	character,	but	the	late	fifties	was	the
beginning	of	the	folk	revival,	and	they	all	fell	within	what	was	defined	as
the	folk	tradition.	All	three	ballads	were	being	sung	at	the	Ballads	and	Blues
club	before	the	end	of	February,	and	each	of	them	evoked	a	deep	emotional
response	from	the	audiences.

In	the	case	of	two	of	them,	this,	the	Manchester	Guardian	writer	said,	had
less	to	do	with	the	quality	of	the	songs	themselves	than	the	tragic	nature	of
the	accident.	The	first,	'Manchester	Mourns',	by	Dominic	Behan,	the	brother
of	Irish	playwright	Brendan	Behan,	was	in	the	heroic	Irish	tradition;	Behan
sang	of	'gallant	and	brave	boys;	footballers	great	and	true'.	The	second
song,	'The	Munich	Tragedy'	by	Joe	Moss,	was	written	to	an	American	tune
with	words	predominantly	in	the	American	idiom.	It	had	an	air	of	the
hillbilly	about	it	which	was	about	as	remote	from	the	world	of	Manchester
football	as	it	was	possible	to	get.	The	third	song,	however,	was	right	in	the
mainstream	of	the	ballad	tradition.	It	was	emotional	too,	but	it	was	free
from	bogus	sentiment;	it	was	the	eloquence	of	the	words	that	brought	the
tragedy	vividly	to	life.

The	words	of	'The	Flowers	of	Manchester'	appeared	in	a	folk	magazine,
Sing,	in	October	1958,	but	no	music	accompanied	it.	According	to	the
magazine	the	lyrics	had	been	sent	in	anonymously	with	a	note	saying	it
should	be	sung	to	the	tune	of	'High	Germany'.	The	song	was	first	sung	for
wider	public	consumption	by	Mick	Groves	of	the	Liverpool-based	folk
group	The	Spinners.	Mick	was	a	United	fan	from	Salford	and	he	sang	it
unaccompanied	on	The	Spinners'	first	album	Quayside	Songs	Old	and	New,
released	in	1962.	I	first	heard	it	being	sung	by	Terry	Whelan	at	the	Pack
Horse	on	Bridge	Street,	Manchester,	in	1964.	Terry	was	one	of	the	resident
singers	at	the	Wayfarers	Club,	a	folk	club	at	the	pub	a	crowd	of	us	used	to
go	to	on	a	Saturday	night.	I	got	the	words	of	the	song	from	The	Spinners
album,	and	when	I	set	up	a	folk	club	myself	when	I	was	at	university	in
Dundee	I	used	to	sing	it	regularly.	I	particularly	remember	doing	it	at	a
concert	when	I	shared	the	bill	with	The	Spinners	and	the	American	folk



singer	Tom	Paxton.	During	the	holidays	a	whole	crowd	of	us	used	to	hitch-
hike	around	Ireland,	often	singing	for	our	bed	and	breakfast	on	the	way;	a
rendition	of	'Flowers'	would	always	bring	tears	to	the	eyes	of	those	present,
not	to	mention	fond	memories	of	the	Irishman	Billy	Whelan,	who	lost	his
life	in	the	crash.

Nobody	knows	for	certain	who	wrote	the	song,	or	who	first	sang	it	at
Ballads	and	Blues.	It	is	often	attributed	to	Ewan	MacColl,	but	that	is	not
correct.	At	the	time	it	first	appeared	MacColl	was	a	regular	at	Ballad	and
Blues	and	he	probably	knew	as	much	about	it	as	anyone	in	Britain.	He	said
he	had	seen	several	texts	on	the	Munich	disaster	but	'The	Flowers	Of
Manchester'	was	certainly	the	best.	McColl	also	collaborated	with	The
Spinners	on	their	version,	which	may	go	some	way	to	explaining	why	for	so
many	years	he	was	rumoured	to	be	its	writer.

Since	2001,	before	the	home	match	that	is	closest	to	the	anniversary	of	the
disaster,	fans	have	gathered	under	the	Munich	Memorial	at	Old	Trafford	to
sing	'The	Flowers	of	Manchester'.	This	is	now	a	regular	event.	The	number
of	people	attending	increases	every	year	and	it	is	recognized	by	the	club,
which	fixes	temporary	boards	on	the	wall	under	the	memorial	for	fans	to
leave	floral	tributes.	With	its	re-emergence,	the	mystery	of	the	authorship	of
the	song	was,	for	many,	cleared	up.	Tony	Davis	of	The	Spinners	told	a
contributor	to	the	United	fanzine	Red	News	that	it	had	been	written	by	Eric
Winter,	the	Mancunian	editor	of	Sing	magazine.	He'd	published	it
anonymously	in	the	magazine	because	it	was	the	custom	of	folk	singers	to
write	anonymously	at	that	time;	they	believed	it	gave	the	material	more
credence.	This	claim	was	backed	up	in	Winter's	obituary	in	the	Guardian:
'his	song,	The	Flowers	of	Manchester,	prompted	by	the	Munich	Air
Disaster,	was	recorded	by	The	Spinners'.	The	only	doubt	in	my	mind	about
this	is	the	fact	that	the	writer	of	the	Manchester	Guardian	article	that	was
published	just	over	three	weeks	after	the	disaster	was	none	other	than	Eric
Winter.	Would	he	have	praised	his	own	song	so	highly	while	dismissing	the
other	two	that	had	been	written	in	the	wake	of	the	disaster?

Some	of	the	words	that	are	sung	now,	in	what	has	come	to	be	accepted	as
the	official	version,	are	different	to	the	words	of	the	original	that	I	used	to
sing,	notably	the	line	'There	was	ice	upon	the	wings	and	the	aircraft	never
rose',	which	has	been	changed	to	'There	was	a	slush	upon	the	runway	and



the	aircraft	never	rose'.	At	the	inquiry	just	after	the	disaster	the	German
authorities	contended	that	ice	on	the	wings	had	caused	the	crash	and	that	the
pilot,	Captain	James	Thain,	who	survived	the	crash,	was	at	fault	because	he
had	not	had	them	de-iced	before	takeoff.	When	the	song	was	written,
therefore,	ice	on	the	wings	was	accepted	as	the	cause	of	the	crash.	But
Thain's	position	was	that	what	little	ice	there	was	on	the	wings	was	thawing,
and	de-icing	was	not	necessary.	For	years	he	lived	under	the	cloud	of	blame
and	he	fought	to	clear	his	name,	maintaining	that	it	was	a	buildup	of	slush
on	the	runway	causing	deceleration	of	the	aircraft	and	preventing	safe
flying	speed	from	being	attained	that	was	the	cause	of	the	disaster.	The
German	authorities,	who	were	legally	responsible	for	the	state	of	the
runways,	would	not	accept	this,	and	the	British	Government	did	not	want	to
embarrass	the	West	German	Government	so	soon	after	the	war.	In	the	end	it
took	eleven	years	and	four	inquiries,	two	British	and	two	German,	to	clear
the	name	of	Captain	Thain	by	establishing	that	slush	on	the	runway	was	the
sole	cause	of	the	crash.

There	is,	I	believe,	one	other	small	but	important	change	that	should	be
made	to	correct	a	major	omission	in	the	song.	In	the	foreword	to	his	book
Johnny	the	Forgotten	Babe,	Neil	Berry,	the	son	of	Johnny	Berry,	points	out
that	the	lyricist	of	'The	Flowers	Of	Manchester'	is	not	the	only	anonymous
person	in	this	story:	'My	father	was	a	member	of	the	Manchester	United
team	and	was	on	the	plane	that	day.	The	injuries	he	sustained	prevented	him
from	playing	football	again.'	Of	the	eight	players	who	died	and	the	two	who
were	never	able	to	play	again,	rightwinger	Johnny	Berry	is	the	only	one
who	is	not	mentioned	in	the	song.	As	we	mark	the	fiftieth	anniversary	of	the
disaster,	it	would	be	appropriate	to	make	sure	that	along	with	the	others
Johnny	is	not	forgotten	by	changing	the	line	And	Ireland's	Jackie
Blanchflower	will	never	play	again'	to	'And	Johnny	Berry	'n'	Jackie
Blanchflower	will	never	play	again'.

Flying	is	a	lot	safer	now,	probably	the	safest	form	of	travel.	I	fly	thousands
of	miles	every	year	on	business	and	for	pleasure	and	I	have	no	fear	of	it.
But	to	this	day	I	cannot	board	an	aeroplane	without	at	least	a	thought	of
Munich	flashing	through	my	mind.	In	that	mad	scramble	for	seats	on	one	of
the	budget	airlines,	I'm	always	reminded	that	Bobby	Charlton,	Bill	Foulkes
and	Harry	Gregg,	the	survivors	of	the	crash,	were	sitting	near	the	front	of
the	aircraft;	those	who	died	were	all	sitting	at	the	back.	At	that	moment



before	take-off,	just	before	the	wheels	leave	the	ground,	I	think	of	the
aircraft	that	'never	rose'.	Until	we're	safely	up	in	the	air	and	beyond	the
perimeter	fence	of	the	airport	the	image	remains	of	the	broken	aircraft	lying
in	the	snow	at	the	end	of	the	Munich	runway.	'It	ploughed	into	the	marshy
ground,	it	broke,	it	overturned	.	.	.'

In	the	course	of	writing	this	book	I've	spoken	to	many	older	United	fans
who	were	supporting	the	team	at	the	time	of	the	disaster,	and	for	them,	like
me,	the	word	'Munich'	means	only	one	thing:	that	cold	and	bitter	Thursday
when	the	football	team	we	followed	was	destroyed.	Munich	is	a	great	city;
I've	visited	it	many	times,	landed	at	its	airport,	made	a	television	travel
programme	there.	But	whenever	I	hear	its	name	the	first	thing	that	comes
into	my	head	are	the	words	of	'The	Flowers	Of	Manchester'.	The	song	takes
me	straight	back	to	that	time	in	the	middle	of	the	1950s	when	Manchester
was	still	a	great	manufacturing	city	and	one	of	its	teams	won	the	affection
of	the	entire	British	nation	with	their	displays	of	footballing	skill.	In	1958,
when	disaster	struck,	Manchester	United	were	going	for	the	same	fabulous
Treble	of	league	championship,	FA	Cup	and	European	Cup	that	saw	Alex
Ferguson	knighted	forty-one	years	later.

Football	then	was	a	very	different	game	to	the	one	we	know	today,	and
the	lives	of	the	players	were	more	in	touch	with	the	mainly	working-class
support	that	football	enjoyed.	Pay	during	the	season	was	only	£20	per	week,
with	a	£4	bonus	for	a	win,	and	£17	a	week	in	the	summer	months.	It	wasn't
a	great	deal	more	than	a	lot	of	the	supporters	earned.	The	players	lived	in
modest	semi-detached	club	houses	or	in	lodgings	close	to	Old	Trafford.	A
lot	of	them	didn't	have	cars,	and	many	travelled	in	for	matches	and	for
training	on	public	transport,	shoulder	to	shoulder	with	the	fans.	The	club
was	very	much	part	of	the	community,	and	when	tragedy	struck,	the	whole
city	–	Red,	Blue	and	uncommitted	–	went	into	mourning.	The	film	and
television	script	writer	Colin	Shindler	is	a	lifelong	Manchester	City
supporter,	and	in	his	book	Manchester	United	Ruined	My	Life	he	expresses
the	feelings	of	everybody	who	was	in	Manchester	at	that	time:	'I	was
devastated	by	the	news	of	the	crash.	Everybody	in	Manchester	was.	I	am
informed	that	the	nation	wept	–	possibly	wherever	football	was	played	tears
were	shed	–	but	not	like	they	were	in	Manchester.	It	was	a	death	in	the
immediate	family	.	.	.	There	was	no	City/United	divide	on	this.	The	great
City	and	England	goalkeeper	Frank	Swift	died	at	Munich,	but	our	tears



were	shed	for	us	–	the	city	of	Manchester.'

Manchester's	Finest	is	about	the	people	of	Manchester	and	their	lives,	and
about	the	place	of	a	football	team	in	the	heart	of	a	city.	It's	about	a	time
when	that	city	was	paralysed	as	the	news	of	the	deaths	of	its	football	heroes
came	through;	a	time	when,	in	the	weeks	immediately	after	the	disaster,	a
patched-up	team	came	to	embody	the	heart	and	soul	of	the	city	as,	carried
along	on	a	great	wave	of	emotion,	it	reached	the	FA	Cup	Final.	It	was	a	time
when	memories	of	the	Second	World	War	were	still	fresh	in	many	people's
minds	and	Germany	was	still	regarded	as	the	enemy;	when	the	care	given	to
the	crash	victims	by	the	German	doctors	changed	these	views	and	helped
the	reconciliation	process.	Manchester's	Finest	is	about	family	and
community	and	the	links	that	bind	them	together	through	shared	allegiance
to	a	football	team,	and	about	the	creation	of	a	legend	that	was	built	into	an
international	brand	which	gradually,	in	the	eyes	of	many	people,	became
distanced	from	the	very	community	it	was	part	of.



1
One	Cold	and	Bitter	Thursday

It	was	getting	dark	as	I	walked	down	our	road	on	my	way	back	from	school
and	the	street	lights	were	already	on.	Heavy	black	clouds	filled	the	sky.
'Good,'	I	thought,	'snow's	on	its	way.'	It	was	certainly	cold	enough.	I	was
looking	forward	to	snowball	fights,	to	making	snowmen	and	big	long	icy
slides	down	the	middle	of	the	road.	But	then	I	thought,	'Oh	no!	What'll
happen	to	United's	game	against	Wolves	at	Old	Trafford	on	Saturday?'	My
dad	had	promised	me	that	we'd	go	to	the	match	against	the	league	leaders
but	it	would	surely	be	called	off	if	there	was	too	much	snow.

At	the	top	of	the	road,	just	after	the	telephone	box	on	the	corner	of
Greenbrow	Road,	there	was	a	row	of	four	neat	little	redbrick	houses
followed	by	a	pair	of	semis.	The	trouble	was	there	was	a	big	Alsatian	dog	at
one	of	the	semis.	I	didn't	like	Alsatians;	I'd	heard	too	many	stories	about
them	turning	on	people	and	biting	them,	and	there	were	quite	a	lot	of	them
on	our	part	of	the	estate.	I	walked	slowly	to	see	if	it	was	around,	because	I
wasn't	going	to	walk	past	it	if	it	was.	Better	to	take	a	detour	than	risk	being
attacked	by	it.	But	no,	the	coast	was	clear.	Maybe	it	was	too	cold	for	the
dog	to	be	out.	I	quickened	my	pace,	almost	breaking	into	a	run	to	get	past
the	dreaded	house.

After	the	houses	there	was	a	stretch	of	grass	that	had	a	long	row	of	three-
storey	flats	backing	on	to	it.	I	used	to	go	to	some	of	them	on	a	Saturday
morning	to	collect	the	football	pools	bags	for	church.	On	the	other	side	of
the	road	open	fields	stretched	all	the	way	to	the	Newall	Green	pub	and	to
Shenton's	Farm	about	half	a	mile	away.	Beyond	that,	country	lanes	weaved
their	way	into	the	Cheshire	countryside.	After	years	of	living	in	inner-city
Manchester,	Wythenshawe	was	like	living	out	in	the	country.	It	was	the
garden	suburb	that	everybody	in	the	slums	of	Hulme,	Ancoats	and	Ardwick



wanted	to	move	to.

By	February	1958	we'd	been	living	in	Wythenshawe	for	a	couple	of	years.
We'd	moved	from	a	terraced	house	on	Grey	Mare	Lane	not	far	from
Bradford	Pit,	three	doors	away	from	my	Gran	Kearney's.	Apart	from	the
green	fields	and	the	open	spaces	all	around	us	in	place	of	the	chimneys	and
the	gasometers	and	the	pithead	winding	gear	I'd	grown	up	with,	the	biggest
change	for	me	was	the	smell.	We'd	still	get	the	thick	pea-souper	fogs	out
here	–	Wythenshawe	might	have	been	on	the	edge	of	the	countryside	but	it
wasn't	far	enough	away	from	the	old	industrial	areas	with	their	chimneys
belching	out	black	smoke	to	be	clear	of	the	smog	–	but	the	air	was	much
fresher	and	there	were	none	of	the	foul	odours	of	industry.	Where	we'd	lived
in	Bradford	was	bad	some	days	when	the	wind	was	in	the	wrong	direction
and	the	stink	of	Clayton	Aniline	came	drifting	across	our	back	yard.	On
Wastdale	Road,	where	we	now	lived,	the	smells	came	from	Shenton's	cows
when	he	let	them	out	on	our	field	and	they	wandered	on	to	our	road,	or	from
the	fertilizer	they	used	on	the	market	garden	at	the	end	of	the	road.

In	the	summer	holidays	we'd	play	all	day	in	the	fields,	making	dens,
slinging	a	rope	over	one	of	the	top	branches	of	a	tree	to	make	a	swing,	or
playing	football	on	the	pitch	that	had	been	trampled	down	near	the	scout
hut.	The	fields	were	carpeted	with	flowers,	a	blaze	of	shining	yellow
buttercups	and	bright	white	daisies,	and	kids	would	go	home	with	great
armfuls	of	flowers	for	their	mams.	But	in	the	winter	all	that	open	space
made	it	feel	a	lot	colder	than	it	had	been	when	we'd	lived	among	the	tightly
packed	terraces	and	factories	of	Bradford	and	Beswick.

Wearing	short	trousers	didn't	help.	A	year	earlier	I'd	passed	my	eleven
plus	and	got	a	place	at	St	Bede's,	one	of	Manchester's	Catholic	grammar
schools.	It	was	the	junior	seminary	for	the	Salford	Diocese,	run	by	priests
with	a	monsignor	as	the	head,	and	the	rules	were	strict.	In	the	Upper	Third
you	were	not	allowed	to	wear	long	trousers.	Whatever	the	weather	you	had
to	wear	shorts,	which	meant	chapped	legs	for	most	of	the	winter.	How	was
it	that	the	cold	and	the	rain	always	seemed	to	get	up	inside	your	trouser	legs
to	make	your	legs	red	raw?

On	the	field	just	opposite	the	flats	was	the	pond	where	we	used	to	go	to
catch	frog	spawn	and	fish	for	newts	in	the	early	summer,	but	that	day	it	was
frozen	over.	There	was	a	jagged	crack	and	a	hole	near	the	middle	where



some	kid	must	have	gone	through	when	he'd	tried	sliding	across	it.	Probably
got	a	battering	from	his	mother	for	his	pains	when	he	got	home,	wet	and
muddy	and	shivering.

That	afternoon	of	Thursday,	6	February	1958	it	was	bitterly	cold,	but
apart	from	that,	it	was	just	like	any	other	afternoon.	School	had	been	boring
as	usual	and	we'd	got	some	of	that	dreaded	algebra	to	do	for	homework.
We'd	started	doing	it	just	after	Christmas	and	I	couldn't	make	head	or	tail	of
it.	Neither	could	my	mam	and	dad.	They'd	stay	up	for	hours	with	me	at
night	trying	to	help	me	with	it	and	make	sense	of	it,	but	how	could	you	add
up	and	multiply	letters?	It	didn't	make	sense.	We	were	in	for	another	long
night	of	scratching	our	heads.	But	who	cared	about	algebra?	These	were
exciting	times.	One	of	Manchester's	football	teams	was	winning	the
affection	of	the	entire	British	nation	with	their	skilful	displays	on	the	pitch;
Manchester	United	was	the	team.	In	the	second	half	of	the	1950s	they	were
the	top	team	in	Britain,	and	they	were	my	team	and	my	dad's	team,	and	his
dad's	team	before	that.

The	1950s	was	a	time	when	United	captured	the	imagination	of	the
footballing	world	with	the	fruits	of	their	youth	policy.	Every	other	club	in
the	country	decided	they	wanted	to	get	in	on	the	act.	No	longer	was	it
necessary	to	live	by	the	chequebook	and	the	transfer	system	when	there	was
so	much	talent	to	be	tapped	in	Britain's	schools.	United's	manager	Matt
Busby	was	the	man	behind	it	all.	In	the	1930s	he'd	played	for	Liverpool	and
Manchester	City.	After	the	war,	their	ground	having	been	wrecked	in	a
wartime	bombing	raid,	United	needed	a	young	manager	to	try	to	rebuild	the
club,	and	the	man	they	appointed	was	Matt	Busby.	Within	two	seasons	he'd
won	the	FA	Cup,	beating	Blackpool	4–2	in	a	match	that	is	regarded	as	one
of	the	greatest	ever	Cup	Finals.	Four	years	later,	in	1952,	Busby's	first
United	team	won	the	league	title	after	finishing	runners-up	in	all	but	one	of
the	previous	five	seasons.

But	by	this	time	the	team	was	getting	old	and	new	faces	and	younger	legs
were	needed.	Busby	dismantled	his	championship-winning	side	to	give
youth	its	head,	and	he	was	handsomely	rewarded	with	back-to-back	titles	in
1956	and	1957.	The	average	age	of	the	side	that	won	the	championship	in
1955/56	was	just	twenty-two	–	a	feat	that	had	never	been	achieved	before.
The	following	season	United	entered	an	exciting	new	competition	pitching



the	champions	of	the	national	leagues	from	all	over	Europe	against	one
another	for	the	prize	of	the	European	Cup,	and	at	their	very	first	attempt
United	reached	the	semi-final.	The	young	team	Matt	Busby	had	built
seemed	destined	to	dominate	football	for	many	years.

On	Wednesday,	5	February	1958	the	team	had	drawn	3–3	with	Red	Star	in
Belgrade,	a	result	that	took	the	Reds	through	to	the	European	Cup	semi-
final	for	the	second	season	on	the	run.	Despite	the	efforts	of	that	night	and
the	long	journey	home	from	Belgrade,	it	looked	on	form	as	if	on	Saturday
against	Wolves	the	Reds	would	close	the	four-point	gap	at	the	top	of	the
table,	putting	them	just	one	victory	behind	Billy	Wright's	side,	and	ready	to
increase	their	efforts	for	a	third	successive	league	title.	For	me	there	was	no
problem.	Matt	Busby's	Babes	were	invincible.	I	hadn't	seen	them	lose	a
match	at	Old	Trafford	since	I'd	started	watching	them	two	years	earlier,	in
the	1955/56	season.	I	couldn't	wait	for	Saturday	to	come,	and	I	couldn't	wait
to	read	Tom	Jackson's	report	on	the	Red	Star	match	in	that	night's
Manchester	Evening	News	when	I	got	home.

Along	with	Alf	Clarke,	his	opposite	number	on	the	Manchester	Evening
Chronicle,	Tom	Jackson	was	particularly	close	to	Matt	Busby	and	the	whole
of	the	United	team.	Both	of	them	had	a	column	in	the	United	programme
and	both	were	Red	through	and	through.	There	was	never	any	pretence	at
objective	reporting,	so	for	me	their	reports	were	great.	We	were	an	Evening
News	house	so	my	main	source	of	information	about	United	was	Tom
Jackson.	It	was	good	and	it	was	reliable,	because	it	was	very	much	in
United's	interest	to	keep	the	reporters	on	the	two	local	papers	happy	and
make	sure	they	had	all	the	latest	news	as	well	as	regular	access	to	the
players.

Wastdale	Road	was	a	dead	end,	and	our	house	was	near	the	end	of	it.	Just
beyond	it	there	was	a	wooden	fence	across	the	end	of	the	road,	fencing	off
the	big	market	garden.	Beyond	that	on	the	other	side	of	Clay	Lane	was	the
very	fine-looking	redbrick	chimney	and	boiler	house	of	Baguley
Sanatorium.	My	dad	said	it	was	where	they	burned	all	the	bits	they	took	out
of	people	in	operations	there	and	at	Wythenshawe	Hospital,	which	adjoined
it.	Over	the	road	from	our	house	were	the	white-painted	old	people's
bungalows	and	community	centre	of	Johannesburg	Gardens.	In	the	middle
was	a	beautifully	kept	lawn	with	a	rose	garden	at	the	top	of	it.	Our	front



windows	were	slap	bang	in	the	middle	of	the	gardens	on	the	other	side	of
the	road,	and	my	dad	always	said	there	was	nowhere	you	could	live	that
would	have	a	better	view	than	we	had.	We'd	been	lucky	to	get	a	house	in
Wythenshawe,	and	even	luckier	to	get	this	particular	one.	My	mam	and	dad
had	fancied	this	part	of	Wythenshawe,	and	when	they	were	on	the	council
waiting	list	they'd	come	out	to	look	around	here	and	seen	this	one	when	it
was	being	built.	As	soon	as	they	saw	it	they	decided	it	was	the	one	they
wanted,	and	they	went	down	to	the	town	hall	to	put	their	name	down	for	it.

The	house	itself	was	quite	funny-looking	really.	For	a	start	it	was	in	the
middle	of	a	terrace	–	quite	unusual	for	a	newly	built	house	in	Wythenshawe
at	that	time	–	but	it	also	had	two	front	doors	right	next	to	each	other.	The
proper	front	door	had	glass	in	it,	but	then	there	was	one	next	to	it	that	we
called	the	side	door.	It	was	in	a	little	porch	which	housed	the	dustbin	and
the	coal	hole.	It	was	the	door	we	always	used;	the	front	door	was	for
visitors.	I	went	in	through	the	side	room,	where	we	kept	the	Hoover	and
bikes	and	things	like	my	dad's	tools.

The	side	room	led	into	the	kitchen,	at	this	time	of	the	year	the	warmest
room	in	the	house,	because	as	well	as	my	mam	doing	the	cooking	we	had	an
electric	fire	in	there	as	well.	One	bar	of	the	electric	fire	was	on;	two	would
have	been	a	bit	extravagant,	a	bit	too	expensive,	and	it	wasn't	cold	enough
for	that.	My	younger	sister,	Joan,	was	sitting	at	the	kitchen	table,	crayoning.
My	mam	was	cutting	potatoes	up	into	small	pieces	and	putting	them	in	a	big
pan.	Good,	tater	ash	for	tea.	My	favourite.	As	she	worked	she	sang:

I'll	take	you	home	again,	Kathleen,
Across	the	ocean	far	and	wide
To	where	the	fields	are	fresh	and	green.
I	will	take	you	home	again,	Kathleen.

She	stopped	singing	and	looked	at	me.	'You	look	perished,	David,'	she
said.	'The	kettle's	on.	You	stand	in	front	of	the	fire	while	I	make	you	a	cup
of	tea.'	But	all	I	wanted	to	know	was	had	the	paper	boy	been	round	to
deliver	the	News	yet.	As	Mam	poured	the	tea,	she	asked	me	about	school
and	about	what	homework	I'd	got.	Had	I	found	out	how	to	do	that	algebra
yet?	'But	before	you	start	on	your	homework,'	she	said,	'can	you	light	the
fire	in	the	front	room	in	time	for	your	dad	getting	back	from	work?	It's
already	set.	All	you	need	to	do	is	put	a	match	to	it	and	then	make	sure	it



doesn't	go	out.'

I	took	the	matches	into	the	front	room.	It	was	freezing	in	there;	no	central
heating	in	those	days.	It	was	so	cold	that	there	were	bits	of	ice	on	the	inside
of	the	windows,	and	when	you	breathed	you	could	see	your	breath	freezing
in	front	of	you.	I	was	glad	my	mam	had	already	done	most	of	the	work,
laying	the	fire.	I	lit	the	firelighters	and	small	flames	soon	started	to	lick
around	them	and	the	coal.	But	it	was	going	to	need	a	bit	of	a	boost.	I	wasn't
supposed	to,	but	I	got	a	sheet	of	newspaper	from	under	one	of	the	cushions
and	held	it	in	front	of	the	fire	to	make	it	draw.	My	dad	used	to	light	the	fire
like	this.	Sometimes	it	would	catch	fire,	then	there	would	be	panic	to	get	the
paper	into	the	fire	before	it	fell	on	to	the	rug	in	front	of	it,	so	I	was	very
careful,	pulling	it	away	at	the	first	sign	of	scorching.

I	sat	there	watching	the	flames	licking	around	the	coal,	yellow	and	red
with	purple	and	blue	in	the	middle,	until	I	heard	the	paper	boy.	As	soon	as
the	Manchester	Evening	News	was	delivered	I	made	a	bee-line	for	it	and
turned	to	the	sports	pages	at	the	back	to	read	Tom	Jackson's	report	on	the
match	in	Belgrade	the	day	before.	Under	the	headline	'It	May	Be	The
Spaniards	Next,	But	United	Will	Never	Have	A	Tougher	Fight	Than	This!'
he	began	with:	'Now	I'm	ready	to	wage	my	last	Yugoslav	dinar	that	even
though	it	may	be	the	strutting	Spaniards	of	Real	Madrid	who	Manchester
United	will	be	set	to	face	in	the	semi-final	of	the	European	Cup,	they	will
never	have	a	tougher	fight	on	their	hands	than	the	one	they	survived	here
against	the	challenge	of	Red	Star.	Believe	me.'	The	report	went	on,	'this
match	that	ended	with	the	rivals	gaining	three	goals	each	and	United
through	to	the	last-four	stage	by	the	barest	possible	goal	margin	on
aggregate	had	everything	to	send	the	blood	running	fast	through	the	veins'.

What	a	great	match	it	must	have	been,	and	what	an	adventure	to	fly	what
seemed	to	me	like	halfway	across	the	world	to	play	a	football	match.	Some
of	the	players	themselves,	it	had	been	reported	before	they	left	for	Belgrade,
felt	they	were	taking	a	step	into	the	unknown	by	venturing	beyond	the	Iron
Curtain.	I'd	read	one	report	that	said	right-half	Eddie	Colman's	mum	had
been	so	concerned	that	she'd	made	up	a	food	parcel	for	him	containing	fruit,
biscuits	and	a	packet	of	tea.	I	tried	to	imagine	what	it	would	be	like	to	travel
all	that	way	to	play	football,	or	even	just	to	watch	it.	For	a	lad	who'd	never
been	any	further	from	Manchester	than	North	Wales	it	all	sounded	very



distant	and	exotic.	But	that	was	the	thing	about	supporting	United.	It	wasn't
like	any	other	football	team.	In	those	early	days	of	the	European	Cup	it	was
all	a	huge	romantic	adventure,	and	I	followed	every	episode	avidly.	Tom
Jackson's	words	really	conveyed	the	spirit	of	that	adventure.

How	else	but	by	sheer,	at	times	almost	desperate,	determination	and
drive,	the	deafening	roars	of	50,000	people	ringing	in	their	ears	–
and	some	remarkably	strange	decisions	by	the	Austrian	referee	–
could	Red	Star	have	pulled	back	three	goals	and	got	within	sight	of
forcing	a	replay?	It	wasn't	that	the	United	defence	cracked.	It	wasn't
that	the	forwards,	brilliant	in	the	first	half,	faded	out	of	the	game.
To	my	mind	the	pendulum	swung	in	Red	Star's	favour	directly	they
took	full	toll	from	a	penalty	kick	which	I'm	sure	nine	out	of	ten
referees	wouldn't	have	given.

'Here	we	go	again;	I	thought.	'That's	the	trouble	with	this	European	Cup.
To	win	it	you've	not	just	got	to	beat	these	clever	foreigners	with	all	their
tricks,	you've	got	the	foreign	referees	to	contend	with	as	well.'	From	what
I'd	read	about	them	they	sometimes	seemed	to	have	a	different	rule	book
from	the	one	we	had.	Tom	Jackson	confirmed	this	view.	'How	ironic,'	he
continued,	'that	big	Bill	Foulkes,	who	had	an	outstanding	game	at	right-
back,	should	have	conceded	the	penalty	when	he	made	what	seemed	to	me	a
perfectly	legitimate	tackle	on	Red	Star	centre-forward	Tasic.	From	that
moment	onwards	the	Yugoslavs	were	able	to	come	back	into	the	game	with
a	chance	of	saving	the	match	because	the	United	players	seemed	dubious
about	going	hard	into	the	tackle	in	case	they	might	be	penalised	further.'

I	never	missed	reading	Tom	Jackson's	reports	in	the	Evening	News.	It	was
a	bit	like	having	your	mate	or	your	mate's	dad	telling	you	about	the	matches
you	hadn't	been	to.	A	real	Red	telling	you	what	he'd	seen,	and	what	he
thought	of	the	match.	What	a	job	it	must	have	been,	getting	paid	to	travel	all
over	the	place	to	watch	United	and	to	be	so	well	in	with	the	club	that	you
were	almost	part	of	it.	Even	better	than	being	a	train	driver,	and	that	was
saying	something,	because	that	was	what	I	really	wanted	to	do	when	I	grew
up.

Further	down	the	page	in	that	night's	Evening	News	there	was	a	selection
of	comments	from	the	match	reports	that	had	appeared	in	that	morning's
national	newspapers.	Praise	for	the	spirit	of	the	United	players	and	for	their



performance	along	with	criticism	of	the	referee	were	the	main	points	made
by	most	of	the	football	writers	who'd	gone	with	the	team	to	report	on	the
match.	The	Daily	Mail	said	that	'Manchester	United	were	nearly	scared	into
a	replay	by	Austrian	referee	Karl	Kainer	–	pronounced	mud	in	Manchester
touring	circles	.	.	.	He	would	have	been	howled	off	an	English	ground	for
his	niggling	anti-tackling	phobia.'	The	Manchester	Guardian	described	it	as
'a	battle	of	wits	and	guts	and	rugged	tackling	.	.	.	the	Austrian	referee's
performance	on	the	whistle	assumed	the	proportions	of	a	flute	obbligato	due
to	the	frequency	with	which	fouls	were	committed	by	both	sides'.	Other
papers,	the	Evening	News	said,	had	reported	on	the	unbearable	tension	of
the	second	half	when	every	ounce	of	spirit	had	been	wrung	from	United's
brave	hearts	and	the	match	was	described	as	a	rough,	tough	tale	of	tempers
and	crazy	decisions.

The	Yugoslavian	press	had	seen	things	very	differently.	'United	were
unsportsmanlike	and	often	unscrupulous,'	Politika	reported.	'In	the	second
half	the	British	felled	opponents	in	an	impermissible	manner.	Many	times
we	asked	ourselves	where	was	the	renowned	British	fair	play?	That	is	only
a	legend.	There	was	not	a	single	professional	trick	they	did	not	use	to	bring
themselves	out	of	difficult	positions	and	were	often	unscrupulous	when	they
tackled	and	pushed	and	tripped.'	I	couldn't	believe	those	words.	To	me
United	were	everything	that	was	good	about	football.	Attack-minded,
flowing	football,	hard	but	fair	–	all	that	was	best	about	the	British	game.
Clearly	they	played	football	differently	in	other	parts	of	the	world.

We'd	got	used	to	seeing	United	going	forward,	but	in	this	game	they'd
obviously	been	up	against	it	in	the	second	half.	Like	all	true	fans,	though,
Tom	Jackson	concentrated	on	all	that	had	been	positive	about	the	display.
'The	real	story	of	this	full-blooded	cup	tie,'	he	wrote,	'is	not	so	much	how
United	had	their	backs	to	the	wall	in	the	second	half,	but	how	they	virtually
made	sure	of	victory	by	an	inspired	forward	display	in	the	opening	half.
Here	was	the	United	attack	in	their	greatest	and	most	polished	mood	of	the
season,	with	Tommy	Taylor	the	architect	in	chief,	and	the	young	Bobby
Charlton	–	the	best	forward	on	the	field	–	and	Dennis	Viollet	the	goal-
snatching	spearheads.'

And	the	defence?	It	was	good	to	read	in	the	report	that	they'd	played
brilliantly	as	well.	'Those	three	goals	against	might	suggest	they	panicked



under	the	weight	of	Red	Star's	heavy	pressure.	Not	a	bit	of	it.	Gregg,
Foulkes,	Mark	Jones	and	Roger	Byrne	never	lost	their	heads	in	matching
the	Yugoslav	forwards,	who	put	much	more	bite	into	their	play	than	they
did	in	the	first	leg	at	Old	Trafford.	Foulkes	takes	top	marks	because	he	was
the	coolest	and	surest	United	defender	all	through	the	game.'	It	was	good	to
see	Bill	Foulkes	getting	star	billing.	It	was	usually	Duncan	Edwards,	Roger
Byrne,	little	Eddie	Colman	or	one	of	the	forwards	who	took	the	plaudits.
Foulkes	was	as	hard	and	solid	and	dependable	as	you'd	expect	of	a	former
coal-miner,	but	he'd	faced	competition	for	the	right-back	spot	and	had	only
recently	re-established	himself	in	the	team	after	a	spell	of	being	kept	out	by
Ian	Greaves.

Clearly	it	had	been	a	good	all-round	team	performance,	another	job	well
done	in	Europe.	Tom	Jackson	summarized	his	report	with	the	words,	'That's
the	story	at	Belgrade	–	a	battle	which	will	be	long	remembered	in	this
European	Cup	which	has	produced	so	many	tense	and	dramatic	struggles
for	United.'

The	journalists	who	covered	United's	matches	were	close	to	the	team.
They	flew	with	them	to	their	European	away	matches	and	stayed	with	the
team	party.	None	were	closer	than	Tom	Jackson	and	Alf	Clarke,	and
alongside	his	piece	in	the	Evening	News	was	Jackson's	interview	with	the
captain	Roger	Byrne	in	which	he	gave	his	impressions	of	the	match.	'Fouls
galore,	but	not	dirty'	was	his	summary.

But	I	am	confident	that	the	way	we	played	in	Belgrade,	especially
in	the	first	half,	we	are	capable	of	giving	the	best	teams	left	in	the
Cup	a	very	good	run	for	their	money.	All	the	United	players	set
themselves	out	to	win	the	match	with	Red	Star.	I'm	sure	we	would
have	done	so	had	not	our	luck	been	out	as	far	as	the	referee	was
concerned,	especially	when	he	gave	that	penalty	against	us.	I'm	told
there	were	37	free	kicks	for	fouls	in	the	match	–	26	against	us	and
11	conceded	by	Red	Star.	From	that	you	might	think	it	was	a	dirty
game,	but	I	wouldn't	say	that,	even	though	there	were	one	or	two
instances	of	individuals	playing	the	man	instead	of	the	ball.	When	a
team	is	able	to	pull	back	a	goal	or	two	after	trailing	well	behind	it
gives	them	every	incentive	to	fight	all	the	harder.	Red	Star	certainly
gave	us	a	fight	after	our	forwards	had	produced	such	grand	form	in



getting	three	goals	ahead.	They	were	a	much	better	side	than	in
Manchester	and	I've	never	been	more	pleased	to	hear	the	final
whistle	than	I	was	in	this	game.

What	a	captain,	and	what	a	team	to	support.	United	were	the	centre	of	my
life,	and	going	to	Old	Trafford	the	most	important	thing	in	it.	I	wouldn't
dare	say	it	at	the	time,	because	it	was	probably	a	mortal	sin,	but	it	was	even
more	important	than	going	to	church.	'Roll	on	Saturday	and	Wolves,'	I
thought.	'We'll	cut	that	lead	to	two	points.'	Elvis	was	top	of	the	charts	that
week	with	'Jailhouse	Rock',	but	I	didn't	care	about	that.	My	favourite	song
was	the	'Manchester	United	Calypso'	and	I	was	singing	it	to	myself	as	I
went	into	the	kitchen	to	help	set	the	table	for	tea.

Manchester,	Manchester	United,
A	bunch	of	bouncing	Busby	babes,
They	deserve	to	be	knighted.
When	they're	playing	in	your	town
Take	a	trip	to	that	football	ground;
Take	a	lesson	and	you	will	see
Football	taught	by	Matt	Busby.
Oh	Manchester,	Manchester	United,
A	bunch	of	bouncing	Busby	babes,
They	deserve	to	be	knighted.

Our	little	back	kitchen	was	warm,	and	it	got	warmer	as	my	mam	opened
the	oven	to	get	the	tater	ash	out.	Condensation	clouded	the	window	that
looked	out	on	to	our	frozen	back	garden.	The	gate-legged	table	was	set,
ready	for	tea	as	soon	as	my	dad	got	in	from	work.	He	always	got	in	just
before	six	o'clock,	regular	as	clockwork.	He	worked	in	the	office	of	a	cotton
warehouse	on	Dale	Street	in	town	and	always	finished	at	five	o'clock.	Most
lads'	dads	that	I	knew	worked	in	engineering	works,	mainly	in	Trafford
Park,	but	my	dad	had	always	been	a	clerk	in	the	offices	of	the	cotton	traders
that	still	dominated	the	centre	of	Manchester.	He	was,	however,	already
looking	for	other	work.	By	the	late	1950s	Manchester's	once	great	cotton
industry	was	dying,	and	he	knew	the	work	wasn't	going	to	last	for	long.
Many	of	the	great,	solid-looking	Victorian	warehouses	that	lined	Portland
Street,	Whitworth	Street	and	Moseley	Street	were	already	half	empty.

Wages	were	low	because	there	was	no	longer	any	money	in	the	industry



that	had	once	been	the	foundation	of	Manchester's	wealth.	My	dad	used	to
get	£6	a	week	–	quite	a	lot	less	than	he'd	have	been	getting	if	he'd	done	an
engineering	apprenticeship	after	he'd	left	school	–	but	my	mam	worked
wonders	on	it,	always	managing	to	get	a	good	bit	of	meat	to	make	a	meat
and	potato	pie	or	a	hot	pot.	And	there	was	nearly	always	a	pudding	to
follow:	lovely	apple	pie	with	the	lightest	pastry	I've	ever	tasted,	or	a	creamy
rice	pudding	with	a	thick	skin	on	the	top.	Tonight	was	no	exception,	but	my
dad	was	a	few	minutes	later	than	usual.

The	clock	on	the	kitchen	wall	above	the	electric	fire	was	pointing	to	five
to	six	when	the	side	door	burst	open	and	my	dad	came	rushing	into	the
kitchen.	It	was	a	moment	when	time	stood	still,	one	that	is	still	clearly
etched	on	my	brain	fifty	years	later.	Even	now	I	can	hear	the	words	he
blurted	out.

'United	have	been	wiped	out.'

For	a	few	seconds	I	didn't	understand	what	he	was	saying.	Then	he	went
on:	'Their	plane's	crashed.	It's	in	the	stop	press	of	the	Evening	News.	Get
into	the	front	room	and	get	the	news	on	the	wireless.'

The	tater	ash	was	forgotten.	All	of	us	–	me,	my	mam,	my	dad	and	my
sister	–	rushed	into	the	living	room	where	the	fire	I'd	lit	an	hour	earlier	was
blazing,	taking	the	chill	off	the	room.	My	dad	went	to	the	big	radiogram	in
the	corner	and	switched	on	the	six	o'clock	news	on	the	BBC	Home	Service,
just	in	time	to	hear	the	chimes	of	Big	Ben	and	the	newsreader	say,	'Here	is
the	news.	An	airliner	carrying	the	Manchester	United	football	team	crashed
in	Germany	this	afternoon.'	We	didn't	really	hear	the	rest	of	the	headlines:
Lord	Hailsham	challenging	Mr	Thorneycroft's	suggestion	that	Britain	was
on	the	road	to	ruin;	anybody	allowing	dark	smoke	to	come	from	chimneys
would	be	liable	for	a	fine	of	up	to	a	hundred	pounds.	They	were	all
irrelevant.	They	just	passed	over	our	heads	until	the	newsreader	got	back	to
the	main	story.

A	British	European	Airways	charter	plane	carrying	the	Manchester
United	football	team	crashed	after	taking	off	from	Munich	Airport,
at	about	three	o'clock	this	afternoon.	The	weather	was	said	to	be
poor	at	the	time.	BEA	stated	about	half	an	hour	ago	that	the	plane
was	carrying	a	crew	of	six,	and	thirty-eight	passengers	–	including	a



baby.	They	say	they	believe	there	are	about	sixteen	survivors,
including	some	of	the	crew.	A	Reuters	report	from	Munich	says	that
survivors	include	the	Manchester	United	players	Gregg,	Foulkes
and	Charlton.	Reuters	says	that	two	other	survivors	are	Mr	Peter
Howard,	a	Daily	Mail	photographer,	and	his	assistant	Mr	Ellyard,
both	from	Manchester.

As	the	unemotional	BBC	voice	listed	all	the	members	of	the	United	party
who	had	gone	to	Belgrade,	the	sports	writers	who	were	believed	to	be	on
board	and	others	who	had	been	booked	to	travel	on	the	plane,	the	fact	that
my	dad's	words	were	right	drove	home	like	a	hammer	blow.	If	the	report
was	saying	that	Gregg,	Foulkes	and	Charlton	had	survived,	surely	the	rest
of	the	team	had	been	wiped	out;	but	there	was	very	little	information	at	this
stage,	as	the	newsreader	confirmed:	'Those	are	the	names	of	nearly	all	the
thirty-eight	passengers	believed	to	be	on	board.	It	is	not	possible	to	say	yet
what	has	happened	to	most	of	them.'	Other	than	that	he	was	able	to	say	that
the	plane	was	an	Elizabethan,	that	it	had	landed	at	Munich	to	refuel	and
should	have	arrived	in	Manchester	about	an	hour	ago.	The	Lord	Mayor	of
Manchester,	it	was	reported,	had	spoken	of	his	deep	grief	at	this	terrible
tragedy.	He	concluded	by	saying	that	yesterday	United	had	drawn	3–3	with
Red	Star	Belgrade,	putting	them	into	the	European	Cup	semi-finals	for	the
second	season	running,	and	that	they	had	been	without	question	the	most
successful	post-war	English	side,	before	moving	on	quickly	to	the	next	item
about	the	Commons	debating	an	Opposition	motion	attacking	the
Government's	industrial	and	social	policies.

We	didn't	want	to	know	about	the	rest	of	the	news.	Not	interested.	My	dad
went	over	to	the	radiogram	and	switched	it	off.	We	were	in	a	state	of	shock.
It	was	as	if	we'd	just	been	told	that	members	of	our	own	family	had	been
killed	in	a	terrible	accident.	You	felt	you	knew	all	of	those	players.	They
brought	us	joy	and	pleasure	and	excitement	on	the	football	field	every
week;	the	sense	of	loss	was	indescribable.	But	more	than	that,	there	was	a
sense	of	disbelief.	It	was	hard	to	comprehend	what	we'd	just	heard;	it
couldn't	have	happened;	but	if	it	was	on	the	BBC	it	had	to	be	true.

We	trooped	back	into	the	kitchen	in	silence.	I	was	in	tears	as	my	mam
served	the	tater	ash.	Good	as	it	was,	no	one	had	any	appetite	for	it,	nor	for
the	apple	pie	she'd	made	to	follow	it.



We	wanted	to	know	more.	We	were	desperate	for	more	details.	But	what
we'd	heard	on	the	six	o'clock	news	was	all	we	were	going	to	get	that
evening;	no	more	information,	and	nowhere	to	get	any.	By	this	time	the
paper	shop	over	the	fields	at	Greenbrow	Road	shops	was	shut,	and	even	if	it
hadn't	been	it	wouldn't	have	had	the	late	city	editions	of	the	News	or	the
Chron.	We	didn't	have	a	television,	but	for	those	who	did,	there	was	no
more	on	the	six	o'clock	television	news	than	there	had	been	on	the	radio.
Coverage	then	was	a	far	cry	from	the	rolling	channels	and	live	satellite
feeds	of	today.

Everybody	who	was	in	Manchester	at	that	time	remembers	the	moment
when	they	first	heard	the	news.	My	wife's	cousin,	Mary	Morris,	was	living
in	Chorlton	on	Medlock,	not	far	from	the	city	centre.	'I	remember	it	was
snowing,	very	cold	that	afternoon,'	she	told	me.

I'd	just	come	in	from	school,	and	at	the	time	my	mam	used	to	have
the	couch	in	the	middle	of	the	room	in	front	of	an	open	fire	we	used
to	have	in	them	days.	It	was	always	there	lit	when	we	got	in	from
school.	My	brother	James	was	already	in	and	he	was	sitting	there	in
front	of	the	fire.	My	mam	had	made	a	cup	of	tea	because	it	was
cold,	and	she	was	upstairs	changing	the	bed,	ready	to	do	the
washing	the	next	day.	It	was	about	ten	past	or	quarter	past	four	and
we	both	sat	down	with	the	television	on	and	all	of	a	sudden	the
programme	was	interrupted	with	a	news	flash	saying	news	had	just
come	in	that	the	plane	carrying	Manchester	United	had	crashed.	I
remember	getting	up	straight	away	and	running	to	the	bottom	of	the
stairs,	shouting	to	tell	my	mam.	So	she	left	what	she	was	doing
upstairs	and	came	down.	Then	we	sat	there,	the	three	of	us,	just
listening	to	different	things	that	were	coming	through	about	what
actually	happened.	When	my	dad	came	in	he	said,	'I	know,	it's	all
over	town,	everyone's	talking	about	it.'	So	all	four	of	us	just	sat
there	and	we	couldn't	say	anything.	I	don't	even	think	we	had	our
tea	because	it	was	just	so	much	of	a	shock.

Norman	Williams	was	one	of	the	real	diehards	who	had	been	watching
United	since	the	1935–36	season.	He	was	at	home	in	Droylsden	when	he
first	heard	the	news.	He	was	a	postman	but	he	was	off	work	because	he'd
broken	his	leg	while	on	his	way	to	Highbury	to	watch	United	the	previous



Saturday.	'I	was	reclining	in	my	chair	at	home,'	he	recalled.	'It	was	cold	and
the	fire	was	on,	and	as	I	sat	there	a	knock	came	on	the	door,	about	half	past
four	or	quarter	to	five.	It	was	the	paper	lad.	He	knew	I	was	a	big	United
supporter	so	he	wanted	to	let	me	know	that	United's	plane	had	crashed.
When	I	got	the	paper	from	him	the	stop	press	said	no	more	than	the	lad	had
been	able	to	tell	me.	There	was	hardly	any	detail	about	what	had	happened
so	I	just	sat	there	wondering	how	bad	it	was.'

Norman's	wife	Madge	was	at	work	when	she	first	heard	the	dreadful
news.

I	was	working	in	an	office	at	the	time	at	Laurence	Scott's	in
Openshaw	and	the	boss	came	up	to	me	and	said,	'Madge,	I've	got
some	bad	news	for	you.'	So	I	said,	'What	is	it?'	I	thought	something
must	have	happened	to	Norman,	but	he	said,	'It's	about	the	team.'	I
could	see	it	was	difficult	for	him	to	tell	me	so	I	said,	'What	about
the	team?'	He	still	couldn't	bring	himself	to	tell	me	so	he	said	to	my
friend	working	next	to	me	at	the	next	desk,	'Take	Madge	outside.'
He	followed	us	outside,	and	it	was	then	he	told	me	that	United's
plane	had	crashed.

'I	don't	believe	it,'	I	said.

'I'm	sorry,'	he	said,	'it's	true.	You'll	see	it	later	on.	But	I	want	you
to	go	home	now.	You're	upset.'

So	I	went	home,	and	when	I	got	there	Norman	was	very	upset.	He
was	sitting	there	with	his	leg	propped	up	and	I	said,	'Oh	God!	I
don't	know	what	to	say	to	you!'	and	we	both	had	a	cry.	Then	we
started	hearing	on	the	radio	what	had	happened.	We	heard	that	Matt
Busby	was	very	poorly	and	Duncan	Edwards	was	very,	very	poorly
and	we	started	to	hear	about	the	players	who	had	been	killed.	I
remember	they	mentioned	Tommy	Taylor's	name	among	those
feared	dead	and	that	upset	me	because	I	idolized	Tommy	Taylor.	I
thought	of	his	mother	because	she	used	to	sit	next	to	us	at	the
match.

After	our	tea,	that	had	remained	largely	untouched,	I'd	still	got	my
homework	to	do	for	the	next	day	–	all	that	dreaded	algebra	for	maths.	There
was	no	way	I	could	concentrate	on	quadratic	equations	though.	As	we



waited	for	the	next	radio	news	bulletin	I	kept	seeing	in	my	mind's	eye	all
the	players,	especially	David	Pegg,	who	for	some	reason	had	become	a
favourite	of	mine.	I	don't	really	know	why	that	was.	Perhaps	it	was	because
as	a	boy	you	always	got	passed	down	to	the	fence	at	the	front	of	the	terrace,
and	David	Pegg	out	on	the	left	wing	was	always	one	of	the	closest	players
to	me.	And	when	he	played	he	always	seemed	to	be	chewing	gum.	David
hadn't	played	in	the	match	in	Belgrade.	He'd	been	kept	out	of	the	team	since
just	before	Christmas	by	his	great	rival	for	the	number	eleven	shirt	Albert
Scanlon.	But	he'd	be	back;	he	was	too	good	to	be	out	of	the	team	for	long.
That	night	it	was	impossible	to	accept	that	I	would	never	see	him	or	the	rest
of	the	team	again.



2
Wiped	Out

It	was	nearly	six	o'clock	before	I'd	got	the	news	that,	in	my	dad's	words,
United	had	been	wiped	out,	but	others,	like	my	wife's	cousin	Mary	Morris,
had	heard	a	lot	earlier	that	Thursday	afternoon.	Many	of	my	friends	also	got
their	first	news	of	the	crash	when	they	switched	on	the	television	for
Children's	Hour	at	five	o'clock,	only	to	see	newsreader	Richard	Baker
saying,	'And	the	reason	you've	come	over	to	the	news	studio	is	that	we	have
to	report	a	serious	air	crash	at	Munich	Airport.	We	haven't	full	details	yet,
but	the	aircraft	that	has	crashed	is	an	Elizabethan.	It	was	on	charter	from
British	European	Airways	and	travelling	from	Belgrade	to	Manchester.	The
crash	was	at	Munich	Airport.	On	board	was	the	Manchester	United	football
team	returning	from	the	World	Cup	[sic]	match	in	Yugoslavia.	With	them
were	sports	writers	of	Fleet	Street	newspapers	and,	as	far	as	we	know,	team
officials.	Twenty-five	of	the	passengers	and	crew	are	believed	to	have	died.'

Earlier	on	that	February	afternoon	one	of	those	sport	writers,	Alf	Clarke,
who'd	reported	on	all	of	United's	games	for	years	for	the	Manchester
Evening	Chronicle,	had	telephoned	the	paper's	sports	desk	to	say	that	he
thought	the	flight	would	be	held	up	by	bad	weather.	By	three	in	the
afternoon	the	Chron	had	'gone	to	bed'.	The	final	city	editions	were	leaving
the	news-paper's	offices	on	Withy	Grove	when	news	of	the	terrible	disaster
came	chattering	through	on	the	teleprinter	in	the	newsroom:	'Manchester
United	aircraft	crashed	on	take-off	.	.	.	heavy	loss	of	life	feared.'	That	was
all.	The	report	was	unconfirmed,	but	it	went	into	the	stop	press	of	the	late
city	editions	of	the	Chronicle	and	the	News.	By	four	o'clock	the	first	news
of	the	disaster	was	out	on	the	streets	of	Manchester.

As	the	news	was	breaking	that	afternoon,	Jimmy	Murphy,	Matt	Busby's
wartime	friend	and	now	his	assistant,	was	on	his	way	back	to	Old	Trafford



from	Cardiff.	Murphy	was	manager	of	the	Welsh	national	side,	and	a	World
Cup	qualifying	game	against	Israel	had	coincided	with	the	Red	Star	fixture.
Murphy	had	told	Busby	that	he	would	rather	go	to	Yugoslavia	than	Ninian
Park,	but	his	manager	told	him	that	his	place	was	with	the	Welsh	side.
When	he	got	to	Old	Trafford,	Alma	George,	Matt	Busby's	secretary,	broke
the	news	to	him	that	the	charter	flight	the	team	was	on	had	crashed.	Murphy
was	stunned,	and	at	first	he	couldn't	take	it	in.	Alma	told	him	again,	but	still
it	didn't	sink	in.	Then	she	started	to	cry.	She	told	him	that	many	people	had
been	killed,	though	she	didn't	know	how	many,	but	some	of	the	players	had
died.	Murphy	just	could	not	believe	what	he	was	hearing.	He	said	later,	'The
words	seemed	to	ring	in	my	head.	Alma	left	me	and	I	went	into	my	office.
My	head	was	in	a	state	of	confusion	and	I	started	to	cry.'

As	soon	as	he	regained	some	of	his	composure	he	took	over	arrangements
for	informing	wives	and	relatives	of	the	party.	He	was	joined	in	the	terrible
task	by	assistant	secretary	Les	Olive,	but	they	often	had	to	wait	several
minutes	to	be	able	to	make	an	outgoing	call	as	the	club's	telephone	system
was	jammed	with	incoming	calls.	Chief	scout	Joe	Armstrong	was	sent	out
in	a	taxi	to	call	on	relatives.	As	he	left	the	ground	there	was	a	steady	trickle
of	people	coming	to	the	ticket	office	on	the	forecourt	of	the	ground	to	buy
tickets	for	the	fifth-round	FA	Cup	tie	against	Sheffield	Wednesday,	which
was	due	to	be	played	at	Old	Trafford	the	following	Saturday.

Armstrong	found	that	many	of	the	relatives	he	went	to	call	on	were	not	at
home.	A	lot	had	already	left	for	the	airport	to	meet	their	loved	ones	on	their
triumphant	return.	They	were	joined	at	the	airport	by	fans.	One	of	them	was
seventy-eight-year-old	Joe	Hartley,	one	of	United's	oldest	supporters,	who
never	missed	welcoming	the	team	back	from	their	European	adventures.	Joe
sat	in	the	lounge	with	a	red	and	white	scarf	around	his	neck.	When	Matt
Busby's	wife	Jean	arrived	he	laughed	and	joked	with	her,	talking	excitedly
about	the	team's	success	the	day	before.	Around	them,	also	waiting	for	the
flight	to	come	in,	were	some	of	the	players'	wives	and	girlfriends.

BEA	Flight	609	was	scheduled	to	arrive	at	Manchester's	Ringway	Airport
at	five	o'clock.	But	at	4.30	p.m.	the	airport's	public	address	system	crackled
into	life	and	BEA	hostess	Jean	Swainton	spoke	softly	into	the	microphone.
'People	waiting	for	BEA	Flight	609	from	Belgrade	should	call	at	the
reception	desk	in	the	main	hall,'	she	said.



Silently,	those	who	were	waiting	were	led	to	a	lounge.	There,	BEA	airport
station	manager	Gerard	Payne	told	them	there	had	been	a	serious	accident
but	that	full	details	were	not	yet	known.	Mrs	Busby	collapsed	in	tears.	Two
other	wives	clutched	each	other	screaming,	and	a	woman's	voice	cried	out
hysterically,	All	wiped	out!'	Hostesses	tried	to	comfort	them,	saying	that
there	were	some	survivors.	Joe	Hartley	slumped	forward	in	his	chair,	head
in	his	hands.

Tea	and	brandy	were	served,	and	taxis	were	ordered	to	take	the	players'
wives	and	girlfriends	home.	Inside	the	main	hall	a	woman	wearing	a	white
coat	whispered,	'There	are	only	ten	left.	I've	just	heard	it	on	the	radio.'	Then
Joe	Hartley	phoned	news	of	the	tragedy	through	to	United	chairman	Harold
Hardman	at	Old	Trafford.

Down	in	the	dressing	room	at	the	ground	a	small	group	of	apprentices	and
youth	team	players	were	cleaning	the	boots	of	the	first-teamers.	Their
activities	were	halted	when	one	of	their	trainers	came	in	and	told	them	that
the	plane	carrying	the	first	team	back	from	Belgrade	had	crashed.	At	first
the	seriousness	of	the	situation	didn't	register.	In	fact,	the	first	reaction,
some	of	those	who	were	there	recalled	later,	was	to	laugh	about	it;	maybe
somebody	had	broken	a	leg	or	something,	giving	one	of	them	their	big
chance	in	the	first	team.

One	of	the	apprentices	was	fifteen-year-old	Nobby	Stiles,	who	went	on	to
distinguish	himself	as	a	tough-tackling	wing-half	not	just	for	United	but	for
England's	1966	World	Cup-winning	team.	Nobby	lived	at	home	at	the	time
in	Colyhurst,	a	predominantly	Irish	Catholic	inner-city	area	of	tightly
packed	terraced	houses	dominated	by	the	huge	St	Patrick's	Church	on
Livesey	Street.	The	area	was	a	breeding	ground	for	boxers	and	for	good
footballers.	As	well	as	Nobby,	United's	Wilf	McGuinness,	Brian	Kidd	and
Carlo	Sartori,	Stan	Bowles	of	QPR	and	John	McGrath	of	Newcastle	came
from	this	area.	My	Uncle	Tommy	was	in	the	MacSweeny	Pipers,	an	Irish
pipe	band	that	was	based	at	the	church,	and	he	told	me	how	some	of	the
band	members	who	knew	Nobby	and	his	family	said	that	it	was	only	when
he	was	on	his	way	home	from	Old	Trafford	that	the	horrible	truth	hit	him.
By	the	time	he	was	changing	buses	in	town	there	were	late	city	editions	of
newspapers	out	on	the	street.	Nobby,	they	said,	grabbed	a	copy	off	a
newspaper	seller,	and	his	first	thought	was	how	strange	it	was	to	see	the



faces	of	Roger	Byrne,	Geoff	Bent,	Eddie	Colman,	Mark	Jones,	David	Pegg,
Tommy	Taylor	and	Billy	Whelan	staring	out	of	the	front	page.	They	should
have	been	on	the	back	page.	And	here	on	the	front	page	it	was	saying	they
were	dead.	'Eddie	Colman	can't	be	dead,'	Nobby	thought.	He	cleaned
Eddie's	boots.	None	of	them	could	be	dead,	but	especially	not	Coly.	But
that's	what	the	Evening	Chronicle	was	saying	in	big	black	headlines.	Nobby
remembered	feeling	sick	as	he	got	on	the	Colyhurst	bus.	When	he	got	off	he
knew	no	one	would	be	at	home	so	he	went	into	St	Pat's,	where	he	prayed
that	the	Chronicle	had	got	it	wrong.

The	news	was	very	quickly	all	over	Manchester,	and	the	city	went	into	a
state	of	shock.	On	the	streets,	victory	placards	on	the	news-stands	saying
'United	in	the	semis	again'	were	replaced	by	'United	disaster'.	As	the	winter
sky	darkened,	anxious,	news-hungry	crowds	began	to	gather	on	street
corners	in	a	city	centre	that	still	bore	the	scars	of	German	bombing	raids
carried	out	during	the	Second	World	War.	Much	of	the	city	had	been
obliterated	during	the	Blitz,	and	many	of	its	finest	buildings	had	been
destroyed.	Some	estimates	say	that	up	to	70	per	cent	of	Manchester's
Victorian	and	Edwardian	buildings	were	destroyed	by	German	bombs.	For
three	nights	prior	to	Christmas	1940,	Luftwaffe	bombers	dropped
incendiary	bombs,	and	for	a	time	the	whole	city	was	ablaze;	many	of	the
fine	historic	cotton	warehouses	of	Portland	Street	were	set	alight	or	razed	to
the	ground.	Within	a	mile	of	Albert	Square,	and	the	Town	Hall,	165
warehouses,	150	offices,	five	banks	and	over	two	hundred	business
premises	were	destroyed	or	so	severely	damaged	that	they	had	to	be
demolished.	By	1958	most	of	the	demolition	work	was	complete,	but	some
gaunt	shells	still	stood,	the	ghosts	of	past	Manchester	glories,	to	remind
Mancunians	of	those	wartime	atrocities,	and	there	were	bomb	sites	all	over
the	city	centre,	levelled	out	and	covered	in	black	cinders.	Most	of	them
were	used	as	car	parks.	This	was	the	city	that	was	trying	to	digest	news	of	a
terrible	tragedy	in	Germany,	a	country	that	was	still	thought	of	by	many	as
the	enemy.

Beryl	Townsend	had	been	following	United	home	and	away	since	1955.
She	went	to	all	of	the	matches	with	her	sister	Olga.	They	were	part	of	a
group	of	friends	that	included	Norman	and	Madge	Williams	who	had	set	up
an	unofficial	supporters	club	that	met	at	a	pub	on	Dale	Street	in	the	centre
of	Manchester	every	week.	Beryl	was	working	in	an	office	on	Canon	Street,



and	she	too	remembers	the	moment	she	first	heard	the	news.

The	caretaker	there	knew	I	was	a	big	United	supporter,	and	at	half
past	three	[sic]	he	came	up	to	me	and	said,	'I	don't	know	if	you've
heard,	but	United's	plane	has	crashed.'	At	first	I	didn't	think	it	could
have	been	true	because	I	was	convinced	they'd	been	coming	home
early	that	morning	and	if	there	had	been	any	problem	we	would
have	heard	by	that	time.	I	knew	they	had	to	be	home	as	early	as
possible	because	they'd	got	the	game	on	the	Saturday	against
Wolves,	and	also	we'd	been	told	that	one	of	the	Old	Trafford
directors	[George	Whittaker]	had	died	and	they	had	to	get	back	to
attend	his	funeral.	So	I	said	to	the	caretaker,	'I	think	you	must	have
got	it	wrong.	Maybe	it	was	the	journalists	who	were	coming	home
this	afternoon.	I'm	sure	the	team	were	due	home	this	morning.'

But	what	the	caretaker	had	said	had	got	Beryl	worried.	'I	was	sitting	there	at
my	desk	getting	more	and	more	upset,'	she	continued.	'I	couldn't	concentrate
on	what	I	was	doing,	so	not	much	more	work	got	done	that	afternoon.	The
time	dragged	on.	Outside	it	was	getting	dark.	Then,	at	about	ten	to	five,	my
boss's	wife	came	into	the	office	and	she	spoke	to	him	and	said,	"I'm	sorry
but	it's	true	about	United."'	Beryl	still	found	it	hard	to	believe.	She	said	to
her	boss,	'I'm	sorry,	but	I	can't	work	any	more.	I've	got	to	get	out	and	find
out	what's	happened.'

Beryl	recalled	the	scene	in	the	centre	of	Manchester	when	she	left	the
office:

I	walked	up	Market	Street	and	everybody	was	standing	around	in
small	groups	and	talking.	On	the	news-stands	the	headlines	on	the
latest	edition	of	the	evening	newspaper	said	'United	Plane	Crash'.
So	we	were	all	buying	the	paper	trying	to	find	out	what	was	going
on.	I	just	didn't	know	what	to	do	with	myself,	whether	to	wait	in
town	in	case	I	got	more	up-to-date	news	or	whether	to	go	home.	In
the	end	I	got	on	the	bus	and	went	home	to	see	what	news	I	could
get	on	the	radio	and	television.	My	sister	Olga	came	in	just	after	I'd
got	back.	Her	boss	was	a	United	fan	and	he'd	told	her	what	had
happened	so	when	she	got	back	home	we	both	sat	there	crying
because	nobody	knew	who	was	alive	and	who	was	dead	at	that
time.



As	the	twilight	gathered	and	Manchester's	uncomprehending	workers
began	to	make	their	way	home,	news	of	the	disaster	spread	quickly	round
the	city.	Tony	Willis	lived	in	Clayton,	just	round	the	corner	from	where	I
used	to	live	in	Bradford	before	we	moved	out	to	Wythenshawe.	He'd	only
just	moved	to	Clayton	himself	from	nearby	Ancoats,	which	was	only	about
half	a	mile	from	the	centre	of	town.	Ancoats	was	the	world's	first	industrial
suburb.	It's	now	on	Britain's	list	of	sites	for	proposed	World	Heritage	status,
but	then	it	was	like	a	vast	graveyard,	the	totally	unloved,	uncared	for,
forgotten	heritage	of	the	once	mighty	powerhouse	of	King	Cotton's	capital	–
Cottonopolis.	It	was	while	he	was	living	there	surrounded	by	derelict
canals,	former	steam-powered	cotton	spinning	mills,	terraced	housing	and
the	filth,	muck,	soot	and	grime	of	two	centuries	of	industrial	output	that
Tony	started	watching	United	with	his	dad.	By	early	1958	his	family	had
moved	out	to	Clayton,	not	far	from	the	Aniline,	but	Tony	loved	Ancoats.
For	a	child	it	had	been	an	exciting	playground,	and	he	loved	it	so	much	that
he'd	insisted	on	staying	on	at	St	Alban's	School	where	all	his	mates	were.
He	travelled	to	and	from	school	on	the	trolley	bus	along	Ashton	New	Road.

I	can	remember	getting	off	the	bus	at	Clayton	Aniline	that	afternoon
at	about	four	o'clock.	As	I	got	off	there	were	people	coming	out	of
work	and	waiting	for	buses	because	there	were	very	few	cars	then.
As	I	walked	past	I	became	aware	of	a	lot	of	people	talking	about
United.	I	didn't	quite	catch	it	all,	but	I	knew	something	had
happened,	so	I	got	home	as	quickly	as	I	could	and	then	I	was	told
what	had	occurred.	We'd	just	got	a	television,	and	my	abiding
memory	is	of	the	picture	that	came	on.	There	was	just	the	one
picture	of	the	wrecked	plane	in	the	snow,	and	it	kept	coming	on	all
that	night.	That's	all	we	were	shown,	and	I	can	still	see	it	now	in	my
mind's	eye	–	this	grainy	black	and	white	image	of	the	wreckage;
just	the	remains	of	the	plane	with	the	snow	filtering	down	on	to	it.
There	was	talk	over	the	picture	–	people	just	talking	in	general
about	what	had	happened	–	but	there	wasn't	a	lot	of	information.
We	didn't	know	very	much	about	it	at	first,	other	than	that
something	terrible	had	happened.

In	factories	throughout	Manchester	work	stopped	earlier	than	usual	as	the
news	began	to	filter	through.	Mather	and	Platts	was	a	huge	engineering
works	in	Newton	Heath	that	made	generators,	transformers	and	components



for	power	stations.	They	employed	nearly	seven	thousand	people,	and	Alan
Crookall	was	one	of	them.	He	remembers	vividly	how	that	afternoon	the
whole	factory	just	ground	to	a	halt.	'You	could	hear	all	the	machines	all	over
the	factory	going	off	until	the	whole	place	was	silent,'	he	told	me.	'Nobody
in	that	factory	could	believe	what	had	happened;	that	the	casualties	were	so
bad.'	And	one	of	those	casualties,	Alan	soon	discovered,	was	somebody
from	Mather	and	Platts	he	knew	well.	Manchester	Guardian	football	writer
Donny	Davies	was	the	headteacher	of	Mather	and	Platts	apprentice	school,
and	as	the	chairman	of	the	apprentices	committee,	Alan	dealt	with	Donny
on	a	daily	basis.	They	learned	that	afternoon	that	he	was	one	of	the
journalists	who	had	perished	in	the	crash.	As	the	list	of	the	dead	became
known	that	day,	many	Mancunians	like	Alan	were	touched	personally	by
the	tragedy.

In	the	United	heartland	of	Trafford	Park	the	first	sketchy	radio	flashes	that
had	been	heard	in	the	offices	and	works	canteens	that	afternoon	had	stunned
the	work	force.	Many	were	United	fans,	and	as	the	factory	hooters	sounded
and	work	finished	at	the	nearby	factories	dozens	of	men,	women	and	boys
came	running	to	the	locked	offices	of	the	ground.	There	at	Old	Trafford,	and
in	the	dark,	smoky	industrial	suburbs	that	surrounded	it,	were	the	diehards
who'd	spent	their	lives	living	through	the	team's	ups	and	downs,	standing	on
the	open	terraces	through	rain	and	snow,	peering	through	the	fog	at
shadowy	figures	on	the	far	side	of	the	pitch	before	the	days	of	floodlights.
To	many	of	them	the	players	seemed	so	close	they	were	like	family.	They
all	stood	together,	in	incredulous	groups,	around	the	newspaper	sellers	and
their	display	bills.

Old	Trafford	stood	on	the	edge	of	Trafford	Park,	the	world's	first	and
biggest	industrial	estate,	and	of	the	Port	of	Manchester.	Although
Manchester	was	thirty-five	miles	from	the	sea,	its	port	was	still	ranked	as
the	fourth	most	important	in	the	UK,	thanks	to	the	Manchester	Ship	Canal
and	the	direct	access	it	afforded	to	the	sea.	The	canal	ran	through	Trafford
Park,	making	it	well	suited	to	the	import	of	raw	materials	and	the	export	of
manufactured	goods	to	the	world.	The	Park	was	a	major	employer,	the
industrial	home	of	the	Co-operative	Wholesale	Society,	which	had	a	major
food	packing	factory	and	a	flour	mill	there,	and	over	forty	other	major
companies,	many	of	them	connected	with	food	processing	and	with
engineering.	It	was	a	major	economic	success	story	for	Manchester	and	its



working	people,	and	among	the	big	employers	was	Metropolitan	Vickers,
known	to	everyone	as	Metros,	or	Metro	Vicks.	It	was	here	that	John	Alcock
and	Arthur	Brown	first	met	each	other	and	talked	the	company	into	building
and	supplying	the	Vickers	Vimy	Aeroplane	which	they	flew	non-stop	across
the	Atlantic	in	1919.

During	the	Second	World	War,	Trafford	Park	was	Britain's	biggest
arsenal.	The	Metropolitan	Vickers	Company	adapted	its	machinery	when
war	broke	out	in	1939	to	produce	the	'Manchester'	and	the	'Lancaster'
bombers.	A	thousand	Lancasters	had	been	produced	in	Trafford	Park	by	the
end	of	the	war	in	1945.	Metro	Vicks	also	produced	other	armaments	and
war	supplies	including	radar	equipment,	control	systems	for	anti-aircraft
guns,	automatic	pilot	systems	for	aircraft,	aerial	compasses	and	bomb
defusing	equipment.	The	Ford	Motor	Company	also	re-jigged	the	machines
at	their	Old	Trafford	factory	for	the	production	of	Rolls	Royce	Merlin
engines	for	fighter	planes.	All	this	meant	that	Trafford	Park	was	a	prime
target	for	German	bombers,	and	one	of	the	places	that	was	hit	was	Old
Trafford.	In	March	1941,	the	main	stand	was	destroyed	along	with	the
dressing	rooms	and	the	club's	offices.

When	football	resumed	after	the	war	the	ground	was	derelict,	there	were
no	training	facilities,	and	United	had	a	£15,000	overdraft.	That's	when	Matt
Busby	stepped	in.	Matches	had	to	be	played	at	Maine	Road,	the	ground	of
Manchester	City,	but	Busby,	newly	returned	from	the	war	himself,	started	to
put	into	practice	ideas	he'd	formed	about	the	game	during	his	playing	days
with	Manchester	City	and	Liverpool	in	the	thirties.	Until	this	time	football
managers	had	been	largely	office-bound,	but	Busby	put	on	a	tracksuit	and
got	out	on	to	the	training	ground	with	the	players	to	show	them	what	he
wanted	and	how	he	wanted	the	game	to	be	played.	His	first	Manchester
United	team	was	already	in	place	when	the	club	returned	to	Old	Trafford.
With	a	few	shrewd	buys	and	his	revolutionary	new	style	of	management,
he'd	soon	created	a	team	that	became	one	of	the	most	attractive	footballing
sides	in	the	country.

In	the	years	immediately	after	the	war	football	attendances	were	high.
Demobbed	soldiers,	starved	for	years	not	just	of	top-class	football	but	of	all
forms	of	leisure	activity	and	entertainment,	crowded	into	football	grounds
and	into	dance	halls,	theatres	and	cinemas	with	their	wives	and	girlfriends.



There	were	lost	years	to	be	made	up.	My	dad	was	no	exception.	When	he
got	back	from	his	wartime	service	in	India	he	started	watching	United
again,	and	it	was	all	very	different	from	the	United	he'd	watched	before	the
war	when	the	side	was	struggling	in	the	Second	Division	and	Arsenal	and
Huddersfield	were	the	top	teams.	Like	my	dad,	Norman	Williams	supported
the	team	back	in	the	bad	old	days	in	the	1930s.	'I	never	thought	then,	when	I
was	six	years	old,'	he	told	me,	'that	United	would	one	day	become	such	a
great	team.	I	used	to	look	at	Arsenal	as	a	kid	and	I	was	jealous,	and	I'd	say
to	my	dad,	"Why	can't	we	play	like	Arsenal,	Dad?"'	I	asked	Norman	what	it
was	like	when	he	first	started	watching	United,	and	he	said	he	remembered
some	of	the	players	they	had	at	that	time	were	absolute	garbage.

Billy	Bryant	and	a	fellow	called	Smith	were	two	I	remember	in
particular.	But	as	soon	as	Matt	Busby	came	after	the	war	he	got	rid
of	both	of	them	right	away.	They	lasted	for	three	months	at	the
most.	Bryant	went	to	Bradford,	I	think,	and	Smith	went	to
Blackburn.	But	by	the	time	Busby	came	there	were	some	good
players	on	the	books	as	well,	like	Johnny	Carey,	Johnny	Morris,
Henry	Cockburn,	Allenby	Chilton,	Jack	Rowley	and	Johnny	Aston.
In	fact,	I	think	the	war	cost	us	titles.	I	think	with	some	of	those
players	who	were	around	at	that	time	we'd	have	won	the	league
earlier	if	it	hadn't	been	for	the	war.

In	the	1946/47	season,	when	football	returned	to	a	national	league	instead
of	being	divided	into	northern	and	southern	leagues	as	it	had	been	during
the	war,	United	finished	second,	one	point	behind	Liverpool,	in	the	First
Division	championship.	They	finished	the	next	season	and	the	season	after
that	as	runners-up	again.	My	dad	and	the	friends	he	went	to	the	match	with
had	never	seen	a	United	team	riding	so	high	in	the	league.	By	this	time	he
was	going	to	all	of	United's	matches,	home	and	away.	For	the	away	matches
he	went	with	the	same	group	every	week	on	a	coach	from	the	newsagent's
near	North	Road	in	Clayton.	One	of	the	group	was	the	wife	of	United	full-
back	Johnny	Aston,	who	lived	in	Clayton.	My	dad	knew	Johnny	well	and
used	to	go	into	work	with	him	on	the	bus	when	Johnny	was	on	his	way	to
training	at	Old	Trafford.

The	highlight	of	that	late	1940s	period	was	the	1948	FA	Cup	Final	against
Blackpool.	United	had	dominated	the	competition	that	season,	reaching



Wembley	by	scoring	eighteen	goals	in	five	ties.	My	dad	had	been	to	all	of
them,	and	he	wasn't	going	to	miss	the	final.	He	didn't	have	a	ticket,	but	he
went	down	on	the	day	with	my	Uncle	Tommy,	who'd	also	been	to	all	of	the
matches,	hoping	to	buy	one	from	a	tout.	But	he	didn't	have	much	money
and	by	five	to	three	he	still	hadn't	got	a	ticket.	Then,	seeing	his	red	and
white	rosette,	somebody	came	up	to	him	and	offered	him	a	seat	at	face
value.	When	he	got	into	the	ground,	just	as	the	teams	were	lining	up,	he
found	that	his	seat	was	just	next	to	the	royal	box	and	he	had	a	perfect	view
of	what	has	been	described	as	the	greatest	FA	Cup	Final	ever.	Blackpool	led
2–1	until	the	69th	minute	when,	after	constant	pressure,	United	turned	the
game	around	and	finished	as	4–2	winners.

The	reality	was,	though,	that	in	spite	of	the	fact	they	had	won	the	Cup	in
such	fine	style,	the	league	title	continued	to	elude	them.	Norman	Williams
felt	the	problem	was	that	by	this	time	the	war	years	had	taken	its	toll	on	the
group	of	players	Matt	Busby	had	inherited.	Having	said	that,	he	added	that
from	the	end	of	the	war	until	1952	they	were	an	absolutely	brilliant	team	to
watch.	'One	touch,	two	touch,	great	dribbling	skills.	We	had	Jimmy	Delany
with	his	pace	and	the	subtle	touches	of	Charlie	Mitten	on	the	other	side.	But
my	favourite	was	Jack	Rowley.'	It	was	a	team	that	finished	runners-up	in	the
league	three	years	on	the	run,	then	fourth,	then	second	again	before	finally
cracking	it.	When	United	won	the	league	in	1952	it	was	their	first
championship	for	forty-one	years.	And	this	was	only	the	beginning.	Matt
Busby	had	put	a	scouting	system	in	place	to	comb	the	land	for	the	country's
finest	young	players	and	bring	them	to	Old	Trafford,	where	he	brought	them
up	according	to	his	footballing	philosophy.	Over	the	six	years	since	he'd
arrived	at	Old	Trafford,	so	successful	were	Busby	and	the	back-room	team
he'd	put	together	to	groom	the	youngsters	that	United	won	the	FA	Youth
Cup	for	five	successive	seasons,	starting	from	its	inception	in	the	1952/53
season.

The	team	that	won	the	league	in	1952	was	basically	the	team	that	had	won
the	great	Cup	Final	against	Blackpool	in	1948.	In	Manchester	they	were
legends,	but	they	were	ageing	legends:	Johnny	Carey,	the	captain,	was
thirty-three,	top	scorer	Jack	Rowley	was	thirty-two,	and	most	of	the	others
were	around	thirty.	By	1952	the	first	wave	of	Babes	–	Roger	Byrne,	Mark
Jones,	David	Pegg,	Jackie	Blanchflower,	Dennis	Viollet	–	were	knocking	on
the	first	team	door.	Busby	had	already	begun	to	introduce	the	first	of	them



into	the	team:	Roger	Byrne	played	on	the	left	wing	or	at	left-back,	new
signing	Johnny	Berry	was	on	the	right	wing,	and	Mark	Jones	got	the	odd
game	at	centrehalf.	Towards	the	end	of	the	1952/53	season	players	like
Duncan	Edwards,	David	Pegg,	Jackie	Blanchflower,	Dennis	Viollet	and	Bill
Foulkes	all	began	to	get	a	game	or	two.	It	was	the	beginning	of	the	Busby
Babes	–	a	name	Matt	Busby	himself	never	liked.	He	always	preferred	the
Red	Devils	nickname	that	they	soon	acquired.

One	of	the	key	figures	in	the	United	set-up	was	chief	scout	Joe
Armstrong.	The	way	Joe	used	to	operate	was	that	he	would	always	talk	to	a
lad's	mother,	not	to	the	father.	One	of	the	key	players	he	brought	to	United
was	Bobby	Charlton.	With	all	his	connections	with	Newcastle	through	his
uncle,	Jackie	Milburn,	a	lot	of	people	thought	he'd	go	to	St	James's	Park,
but	representatives	of	other	clubs	were	calling	round	at	the	Charlton	house
almost	every	day.	By	this	time,	though,	United	had	captured	the	imagination
of	the	country	with	their	youth	policy,	and	Bobby	Charlton	said	to	Joe,	'I
don't	know	what	you're	worrying	about,	Mr	Armstrong.	I'm	signing	for
United.'

By	1955/56,	the	season	when	I	first	started	watching	the	Reds,	Matt
Busby	had	replaced	all	of	the	old	guard	with	a	team	built	around	youngsters
he	had	taken	from	school;	all	but	three	of	them	were	developed	through	the
juniors	and	the	youth	team.	That	season	they	took	the	First	Division	by
storm,	winning	the	league	with	an	eleven-point	margin	over	second-placed
Blackpool,	which	equalled	a	record	shared	by	Preston,	Sunderland	and
Aston	Villa	that	had	stood	since	the	previous	century.	The	achievement	was
remarkable	in	that	it	had	come	so	soon	after	winning	the	title	in	1952,	with
an	almost	completely	new	team.	Roger	Byrne	and	Johnny	Berry	were	the
only	players	from	the	1952	championship	side	in	the	1956	side,	and	they
went	on	to	win	the	league	again	the	following	season.

This	was	the	team	that,	if	the	reports	and	the	rumours	that	were	flying
around	were	to	be	believed,	had	been	wiped	out	that	Thursday	afternoon.

By	six	o'clock	a	special	late	edition	of	the	Manchester	Evening	Chronicle
was	on	sale	in	the	city	centre.	'About	28	people,	including	members	of	the
Manchester	United	football	team,	club	officials,	and	journalists,	are	feared
to	have	been	killed	when	a	BEA	Elizabethan	airliner	crashed	soon	after
take-off	in	a	snowstorm	at	Munich	airport	this	afternoon,'	it	stated.	'It	is



understood	there	may	be	about	16	survivors.	Four	of	them	are	crew
members.'	A	late	final	edition	of	the	Manchester	Evening	News,	out	on	the
streets	about	the	same	time,	carried	the	stark	headline	'United	Cup	XI
Crash:	28	Die.	Plunged	Into	Houses	At	Munich,	Exploded.	Survivors	Saved
In	Blazing	Wreckage.'	These	first	reports	were	inevitably	confused,	but
what	was	very	clear	was	that	there	had	been	a	major	catastrophe	involving
United.	'One	of	the	greatest	disasters	to	befall	British	football	struck
Manchester	United	this	afternoon,'	the	Evening	News	said,	'when	the	plane
carrying	the	£350,000	wonder	team	crashed	at	Munich.	At	least	28	of	the	40
aboard	were	killed;	some	reports	said	higher	casualties	were	feared.'
According	to	these	first	reports	the	BEA	Elizabethan	had	just	taken	off	and
climbed	to	sixty	feet	when	it	crashed	on	the	outskirts	of	the	city.

By	this	time	a	crowd	of	around	a	hundred,	mainly	workers	on	their	way
home	from	the	factories	of	Trafford	Park,	had	gathered	outside	the	ground.
Men	in	bowler	hats	and	white	collars	stood	side	by	side	with	men	in	cloth
caps	and	overalls,	waiting	for	news.	There,	in	little	groups,	the	muted
conversations	were	steered	by	the	same	emotions.	Disbelief	was	the	main
feeling.	It	wasn't	true;	it	can't	have	happened;	the	reports	were	exaggerated.
The	Reds	had	too	much	of	an	emotional	hold	on	the	people	who	were
gathered	here	for	them	to	be	able	to	accept	what	they'd	heard.	Many	had
spent	a	lifetime	living	through	the	team's	ups	and	downs	as	though	the
players	were	their	own	children	from	their	own	families.	There	was	also
sympathetic	concern	for	the	bereaved	families,	as	well	as	reminiscences	of
great	games	they'd	been	to	and	great	performances	by	the	young	players
whom	the	reports	were	saying	were	dead.	'To	think,'	one	man	said,	'it	was
only	yesterday	afternoon	that	everybody	was	all	over	the	place	in	our
factory	trying	to	find	out	what	the	score	in	Belgrade	was.'	Then,	as	the	news
sank	in,	talk	turned	to	how	well	the	team	would	have	done	in	the
forthcoming	fixtures.	'The	way	we've	been	playing,	we'd	have	murdered
Wolves	and	Sheffield	Wednesday.	It's	a	cruel	blow,	especially	as	we	were
just	hitting	top	form.'

Mr	Robinson,	who	lived	next	door	but	one	to	us	on	Wastdale	Road,
worked	in	Trafford	Park.	He	came	round	to	our	house	that	evening	to	see	if
we'd	got	any	more	news.	He	said	he'd	stopped	at	a	pub	near	Old	Trafford	on
his	way	home	from	work	and	nobody	there	had	been	able	to	bring
themselves	to	accept	the	full	extent	of	the	tragedy.	An	old	man	in	the	corner



said	he'd	first	seen	United	at	the	Bank	Street	ground	in	Clayton	when	he
was	a	kid	fifty	years	earlier,	and	he'd	watched	them	through	thick	and	thin,
including	the	time	in	the	1930s	when	they	nearly	went	down	to	the	Third
Division.	A	young	man	in	overalls	had	come	in,	pulled	a	bundle	of
programmes	out	of	his	pocket	and	thrown	them	down	on	the	bar.	'Best	team
in	the	world,'	he	said,	'and	they're	all	gone.	I've	been	collecting	these	tokens
all	season	to	get	a	Cup	Final	ticket,	and	there's	no	chance	of	that	now.'

As	the	night	wore	on	more	bits	of	information	came	through	on	news
bulletins	that	interrupted	the	scheduled	programmes	on	the	wireless,	and
from	neighbours	calling	in	with	details	they	had	picked	up	from	the
television.	The	story	that	was	emerging	was	that	the	plane	carrying	the	team
back	to	Manchester	from	Belgrade	had	stopped	at	Munich	to	refuel.	When
they	touched	down	in	Germany	they	were	met	by	blizzard	conditions;	snow
and	ice	covered	the	runway	and	beyond.	Conditions	were	obviously
hazardous,	and	once	the	aircraft	was	refuelled	there	were	two	attempts	to
take	off,	both	of	which	were	aborted	due	to	engine	problems.	On	the	third
attempt,	the	aeroplane	overshot	the	runway,	crashed	through	a	fence	and
crossed	a	road;	then	one	of	the	wings	struck	a	house.	Seven	of	the	players,
Roger	Byrne,	Geoff	Bent,	Mark	Jones,	David	Pegg,	Billy	Whelan,	Eddie
Colman	and	Tommy	Taylor	were	killed	instantly	–	as	well	as	the	club
secretary,	the	first	team	trainer,	the	first	team	coach,	eight	sportswriters,	one
of	the	aircrew	and	two	other	passengers.	Matt	Busby	was	seriously	ill.	He'd
suffered	fractured	ribs	and	a	punctured	lung,	the	reports	said,	as	well	as
injuries	to	his	legs.	A	hospital	statement	said,	'We	do	not	have	much	hope	of
saving	him.'	His	condition	was	grave	and	he'd	been	given	the	last	rites.
Duncan	Edwards,	Johnny	Berry	and	Jackie	Blanchflower	were	all	in	a
critical	condition;	most	of	the	others	were	lying	in	hospital	with	varying
degrees	of	injuries.

Television	reports	continued	throughout	the	night,	but	because	we	didn't
have	a	television	in	our	house	we	didn't	see	any	pictures	of	the	crash.	Nor
did	we	see	United	chairman	Harold	Hardman	breaking	down	as	a	television
reporter	said	to	him,	'I	know	this	is	a	terrible	shock	to	you.'	But,	recovering
quickly,	he	gave	this	message	to	supporters:	'Keep	your	hearts	up.	We	shall
carry	on	whatever	our	losses	and	we	shall	still	have	a	good	team.'

We	had	to	wait	until	nine	o'clock	for	the	next	news	on	the	radio.	The	great



big	mahogany	radiogram	in	the	living	room	was	turned	on	again,	and	we
heard	a	list	of	the	names	of	the	members	of	the	Manchester	United	party
who	were	known	to	have	survived:	'Matt	Busby	and	the	following	players:
Gregg,	Wood,	Foulkes,	J.	Blanchflower,	Edwards,	Morgans,	Berry,
Charlton,	Viollet	and	Scanlon'.	After	listing	other	known	survivors,	the
newsreader	went	on	to	confirm	our	worst	fears:	'The	people	believed	to
have	been	on	the	plane	who	are	so	far	unaccounted	for	are,	of	the
Manchester	United	party,	Walter	Crickmer	(secretary),	Bert	Whalley
(coach),	T.	Curry	(trainer)	and	the	following	players:	Byrne,	Bent,	Colman,
Jones,	Whelan,	Taylor	and	Pegg.'	Unaccounted	for.	The	newsreader	had	not
actually	said	the	word,	but	we	knew	they	were	dead;	the	heart	of	the	team.
Roger	Byrne	and	Tommy	Taylor	who	played	for	England's	side	and
Ireland's	Billy	Whelan	and	England's	Geoff	Bent	had	died;	Mark	Jones	and
Eddie	Colman	and	David	Pegg	also,	they	had	all	given	their	lives	on	this
far-off,	snowy	airfield.

'Wiped	out.'	I	couldn't	get	those	first	words	of	my	dad's	out	of	my	head	as
the	newsreader	went	on	with	the	terrible	news.	To	me	and	to	many	that
evening,	United	had	indeed	been	wiped	out.

Others	'unaccounted	for'	included	all	of	the	sports	writers	of	the
Manchester	and	national	newspapers	who'd	flown	with	the	team	to	report
on	the	match	and	a	number	of	individuals	who	had	booked	on	to	the	flight.
One	of	the	sports	writers	was	Frank	Swift	of	the	News	of	the	World.	Big
Swifty	died	in	hospital	that	evening.	He'd	played	for	Manchester	City	for
seventeen	seasons	and	had	been	the	greatest	goalkeeper	of	his	day.	The
Queen,	it	was	reported,	had	sent	a	message	to	the	Minister	of	Transport	and
Civil	Aviation	and	to	the	Lord	Mayor	of	Manchester	in	which	she	spoke	of
her	deep	shock	at	the	news	of	the	accident	and	sent	her	sympathy	and	that
of	the	Duke	of	Edinburgh	to	the	relatives	of	those	who	had	been	killed	and
to	the	injured.	President	Tito	of	Yugoslavia	had	also	sent	his	deepest
condolences	to	the	Prime	Minister,	Harold	Macmillan.

By	the	time	of	that	bulletin,	an	account	that	Daily	Mail	photographer
Peter	Howard	–	one	of	the	survivors	of	the	crash	–	had	telephoned	to	his
office	in	Manchester	that	evening,	after	climbing	back	into	the	wreckage	to
help	with	rescue	work,	had	also	come	through.	He	said	it	was	snowing
when	they	landed	at	Munich	to	refuel	before	taking	off	again	for



Manchester.	When	the	pilot	tried	to	take	off,	there	seemed	to	be	a	slight
engine	fault.	The	pilot	stopped,	then	tried	a	second	take-off.	That	didn't
seem	satisfactory	either,	so	he	taxied	back	to	the	apron	to	get	things
checked.	On	the	third	take-off,	when	they	crashed,	Mr	Howard	said	he
thought	they	were	'about	at	the	end	of	the	runway,	only	a	bit	above	the
ground'.	The	plane	suddenly	appeared	to	be	breaking	up,	accompanied	by	a
rolling	sensation.	There	wasn't	time	to	think,	and	for	some	seconds	there
was	'just	a	deadly	silence'.	Another	report	the	BBC	carried	was	from	a
German	correspondent	who	said	the	plane	had	crashed	into	a	wooden
barracks	at	the	end	of	the	runway	and	burst	into	flames,	but	it	wasn't	totally
burnt	out.

In	that	nine	o'clock	news	bulletin	we	also	got	the	first	reaction	to	the	crash
from	the	Football	League.	That	night	the	management	committee	had	an
emergency	meeting	to	discuss	the	immediate	consequences	of	the	disaster.
United's	match	against	Wolves	on	the	Saturday,	billed	as	the	outstanding
league	match	of	the	season,	they	decided	would	not	be	played.	The	other
ninety	clubs	in	the	league,	it	was	agreed,	would	play	their	matches	and
observe	two	minutes'	silence	before	kick-off.	Flags	at	all	grounds	would	be
flown	at	half	mast	and	all	990	players	would	wear	black	armbands	as	a
tribute	to	their	colleagues.	In	the	tradition	of	the	entertainment	business,	it
was	felt	that	the	show	had	to	go	on	as	soon	as	possible.

Again,	we	didn't	listen	to	the	rest	of	the	news.	Nothing	else	counted.	We'd
lost	our	football	team.	I	think	it	was	the	news	of	the	postponement	of	the
Wolves	match	that	really	brought	it	home.	I'd	been	looking	forward	to	the
match	for	so	many	weeks,	and	now	it	wasn't	going	to	be	played.	Would	we
see	any	more	matches	at	Old	Trafford?	In	the	midst	of	the	despair	of	that
evening	it	didn't	look	possible.	No	more	roar	of	the	crowd	as	the	red	shirts
appeared	from	the	tunnel	on	the	halfway	line;	no	more	Roger	Byrne	trotting
out	at	the	head	of	the	team;	no	more	towering	Tommy	Taylor	headers;	no
more	jinking,	hip-swivelling	Eddie	Colman	sending	opponents	the	wrong
way.	All	unimaginable.

The	radio	was	switched	off	and	I	tried	to	get	back	to	my	unfinished
algebra	homework,	spread	out	on	the	gate-legged	table	in	the	living	room,
but	it	was	no	good.	My	dad	sat	down	and	tried	to	help	me,	but	it	didn't	mean
any	more	to	him	than	it	did	to	me.	It	was	as	much	a	foreign	language	as	the



five	French	sentences	I	had	to	translate.	And	anyway,	how	could	you	think
about	maths	and	French	when	there	were	so	many	questions	to	be	answered
about	the	plane	crash?	What	had	happened	in	Germany	that	afternoon?
Why	had	the	plane	made	a	third	attempt	to	take	off	after	trying	and	failing
twice?	Surely	they	must	have	known	there	was	something	wrong?	Why
hadn't	they	just	stayed	there	until	the	weather	got	better	or	the	problem	was
sorted	out	properly?	Such	questions	would	be	asked	throughout	Manchester
for	many	months	to	come.

I	usually	had	to	be	in	bed	by	ten	o'clock,	but	there	was	another	bulletin	on
the	Light	Programme	at	half	past	ten	and	I	was	allowed	to	stay	up	to	see	if
there	was	any	further	news.	Sure	enough,	we	got	a	fuller	account	of	what
had	happened	than	anything	we'd	heard	all	night	when	they	put	out	a	report
from	Donald	MacKay	of	Radio	Free	Europe.	Our	old	radiogram	crackled	a
bit	as	we	listened	to	his	words.

This	is	Donald	MacKay	reporting	from	Munich,	Germany.	Late	this
evening,	rescue	and	clearing	operations	were	continuing	around	the
wreckage	of	the	British	European	Airlines	[sic]	plane	which
crashed	near	Munich	this	afternoon.	Snow	was	falling	when	the
plane	crashed	into	a	house	one	hundred	yards	from	Munich's	main
commercial	Riem	Airport	at	four	minutes	after	four,	Munich	time,
and	snow	continued	to	fall	most	of	this	evening.	Rescue	workers
led	by	the	Lord	Mayor	of	Munich	himself,	Thomas	Weimar,
worked	painfully	in	mud	and	wet	snow	around	the	shattered	plane.
Normal	airport	traffic	was	not	disrupted	by	the	tragedy.	Many	of	the
casualties	were	thrown	free	of	the	wreckage	and	lay	in	the	snow.	At
the	time	the	plane	crashed,	visibility	was	estimated	by	the	control
tower	at	a	mile	and	a	half,	but	as	darkness	grew	late	this	afternoon
the	only	light	was	from	the	burning	plane	itself	and	from	the	work
lights	of	the	firemen	and	rescue	squads	reflected	by	the	snow.	The
first	words	of	the	survivors,	the	witnesses	of	the	crash	and	the
wheel	marks	made	by	the	twin-engined	chartered	aircraft	itself
seem	to	confirm	early	reports	that	the	plane	barely,	if	at	all,	became
airborne,	before	crashing	on	the	fringe	of	the	airport.

I	sat	on	a	cushion	on	the	floor	leaning	against	the	radiogram,	my	ear
pressed	against	the	speakers.	This	was	more	detail	than	we'd	had	in	any	of



the	previous	reports,	and	acceptance	of	that	afternoon's	tragic	events	was
slowly	sinking	in.	My	mam	brought	me	a	cup	of	cocoa	as	the	report	went
on.	'A	German	customs	man	I	talked	to	who	saw	the	crash	said	his
impression	was	that	the	plane	burst	into	flames	and	crashed	even	before
leaving	the	ground	to	any	real	extent.	One	of	the	survivors	of	the	thirty-
eight	passengers	and	six	crew	members,	sports	reporter	Peter	Howard	of
Manchester,	said	this	was	also	his	impression.	Speaking	from	his	hospital
bed	to	reporters	tonight,	Mr	Howard	said	his	impression	was	that	the	plane
apparently	lacked	power	to	take	off.

Information	on	who	exactly	was	dead	and	who	was	alive,	who	might	be
able	to	play	football	again	and	whose	careers	were	over,	was	very
confusing,	and	that	is	one	of	my	overriding	memories	of	that	night	and	of
the	next	few	days	–	bewilderment	and	confusion.	What	was	clear	already,
however,	was	the	extent	of	the	tragedy,	the	loss	of	so	much	young	talent,
and	the	fact	that	United	would	never	be	the	same	again.	I	wasn't	the	only
one	in	Manchester	that	night	who	went	to	bed	with	tears	in	his	eyes.



3
Football	Taught	by	Matt	Busby

It	was	late	when	I	went	to	bed	that	Thursday	night,	much	later	than	usual,
and	I	hadn't	got	the	algebra	done,	or	any	other	homework	for	that	matter.
My	room	was	freezing.	None	of	the	bedrooms	had	any	heating,	and	getting
into	bed	in	the	middle	of	winter	was	a	bit	of	a	test	of	character	because	the
starched	cotton	sheets	we	had	were	even	colder	than	the	room	itself.	When
you	got	into	bed	it	was	like	sliding	in	between	two	sheets	of	ice.	The	shock
it	gave	you	was	like	jumping	into	an	icy	pool	of	water,	so	the	routine
always	had	to	be	the	same:	get	your	clothes	off	and	pyjamas	on	as	quickly
as	possible,	dive	into	bed	and	roll	up	into	a	ball,	and	gradually	edge	your
feet	further	and	further	down	the	bed	as	you	began	to	warm	it	up	a	bit.

That	night	was	as	cold	as	any	I	can	remember;	everything	I	touched	in	the
bedroom	felt	icy.	A	shaft	of	light	cut	into	the	room	from	the	electric	light	on
the	landing,	and	as	I	lay	in	bed	I	could	see	the	framed	picture	of	United	I
had	on	the	wall	at	the	end	of	the	bed.	I've	not	got	it	now,	but	I	can	still	see
it:	a	glossy	black	and	white	team	photograph	with	the	shirts	coloured	in	red
and	the	Popular	Side	in	the	background.	My	dad	had	put	it	into	an	old
wooden	frame	he'd	got	from	work.	It	was	the	team	that	had	won	the	league
in	1956,	and,	although	Matt	Busby	had	made	some	changes,	the	players	on
that	team	photo	are	still	for	me	the	Busby	Babes.	I	looked	at	it	and	tears
came	to	my	eyes	as	I	thought	about	the	players	and	some	of	the	games	I'd
seen	them	play.	This	was	my	team,	and	it	had	been	annihilated	that
afternoon.	Of	the	eleven	players	in	the	picture,	six	were	confirmed	dead	and
four	were	in	hospital,	and	we	didn't	know	if	or	when	they	would	ever	play
again.

The	goalkeeper	who	looked	down	from	my	bedroom	wall	was	Ray	Wood.
Ray	had	been	at	Old	Trafford	for	years	and	was	one	of	the	players	who



provided	a	link	with	Matt	Busby's	first	great	United	team,	the	one	that	won
the	Cup	in	1948	and	the	league	championship	in	1952.	He'd	been	signed
from	Darlington	in	1949	and	made	his	United	debut	that	same	year,	but	it
wasn't	until	the	1953/54	season	that	he	established	himself	as	first-choice
keeper.	He	was	a	very	good	shot	stopper,	though	his	handling	of	crosses
sometimes	let	him	down.	'You	didn't	get	miracles	from	Ray,'	Matt	Busby
once	said,	'he	was	just	there	when	it	mattered.'	A	few	weeks	earlier	he'd	lost
his	place	in	the	team	when	Harry	Gregg	arrived	at	Old	Trafford	bearing	the
tag	'The	World's	Most	Expensive	Goalkeeper'.	Gregg	was	a	more
commanding	figure	who	made	the	penalty	area	his	own	personal	territory.
In	contrast	to	Wood,	Gregg	was	totally	dominant	in	the	air.	He	had	a
massive	determination	to	make	any	cross	that	came	his	way	his	own,	and
once	he	committed	himself	to	getting	a	ball	he	usually	got	it,	and	then
immediately	looked	for	a	way	to	start	United	back	on	the	attack.	Both
keepers,	we	knew	from	the	news	reports,	had	survived	the	crash.	Gregg	was
one	of	the	few	who	walked	out	of	the	wreckage;	Wood	was	in	hospital	with
bruises	and	flesh	wounds.

The	right-back	in	the	picture	was	Bill	Foulkes.	Bill	was	an	ex-coal-miner
from	St	Helens,	and	a	reliable,	no-nonsense,	hard-tackling	right-back	who
for	the	first	few	years	of	his	United	career	kept	his	job	down	the	pit.	'A	big,
rough,	tough	and	reliable	lad	from	St	Helens'	was	the	way	Matt	Busby
described	him.	Foulkes	was	another	of	the	survivors	who	had	walked	away
from	the	crash.	But	then,	everybody	else	on	that	picture,	from	left-back	all
the	way	through	to	left-wing,	was	either	dead	or	seriously	injured.

Roger	Byrne	was	the	captain,	the	man	I'd	seen	lifting	the	championship
trophy,	and	because	he	was	a	bit	older	than	most	of	the	other	players	he	was
seen	as	something	of	a	father	figure.	Byrne	was	captain	before	I	started
watching	United.	He	was	a	local	lad	from	Gorton	who	made	his	debut	in
1951	and	became	club	captain	in	1954.	When	United	won	the	league	in
1952	he	played	on	the	left	wing,	but	when	Busby	wanted	him	to	play	there
permanently	he	wasn't	happy	and	asked	for	a	transfer.	Busby	backed	down
and	quickly	made	Byrne	a	left-back,	a	position	he	soon	made	his	own,	not
just	for	United	but	for	England	also.	According	to	what	you	read	about	the
team	he	commanded	a	lot	of	respect	in	the	dressing	room	and	he	was	a	key
figure	in	making	the	Babes	the	team	they	were.	I	remembered	him
particularly	for	his	pace,	and	because	on	the	pitch	he	always	appeared	to	be



such	a	cool,	confident	character.	Matt	Busby	had	a	high	regard	for	him,
describing	him	as	'an	aristocratic	footballer,	majestic	in	his	movement'.

Roger	was	so	fast	–	one	of	the	fastest	full-backs	of	all	time	–	but	at
the	same	time	he	controlled	his	movement	beautifully,	like
Nureyev.	He	would	go	up	the	wing	to	attack,	but	always	had	the
speed	to	get	back	before	the	opposition	could	make	anything	of	it.
Often	he	would	give	the	other	fellow	a	bit	of	a	start	before	running
to	catch	him,	just	to	keep	things	interesting.	Roger	was	brilliant	at
intercepting	passes.	He	could	read	a	situation	very	quickly	and
make	a	move	to	counteract	it.	And	he	had	the	knack	of	jockeying
wingers	into	positions	where	he	could	tackle	them	before	they
could	make	a	move.	Great	as	they	were,	Stanley	Matthews	and	Tom
Finney	never	played	well	against	Roger.	In	fact,	I	don't	think	Stan
liked	playing	against	him	at	all.

Little	Eddie	Colman	was	one	of	my	favourites,	a	real	local	lad,	born	and
brought	up	in	a	two-up-two-down	terraced	house	in	Archie	Street	in
Ordsall,	just	by	the	docks	about	a	mile	from	Old	Trafford.	He	was	one	of
the	youngest	players	in	the	team.	He'd	only	made	his	debut	in	the	1955/56
season	but	he'd	made	the	right-half	position	his	own.	He	was	one	of	those
players	who	was	a	joy	to	watch,	and	he'd	established	himself	as	a	great
favourite	with	the	supporters	at	Old	Trafford.	Eddie	used	to	entertain	the
crowd	with	an	impudent	array	of	skills,	in	particular	a	body-swerve	that	left
defenders	for	dead.	He	also	had	the	ability	to	see	and	deliver	a	pass	that
could	instantly	tear	the	opposition	apart,	and	he	was	able	to	control	the	ball
instantly	with	either	foot.	One	of	his	favourite	tricks,	I	remember,	was	to
receive	the	ball	on	the	touchline	and	beat	an	opponent	just	by	body-
swerving	and	rolling	the	ball	back	and	forth	with	the	sole	of	his	boot.	Matt
Busby	described	him	as	'the	little	stylist	with	the	wonderful	shake	of	the
hips	and	great	control	of	the	ball'.	But	we'd	never	see	that	body	swerve
again	because	Eddie	was	dead.

Centre-half	Mark	Jones	came	from	a	mining	village	near	Barnsley,	and
had	captained	England	schoolboys	before	making	his	United	debut	as	a
seventeen-year-old	in	1950.	Off	the	field	he	was	a	gentle	budgerigar
collector,	but	on	it	he	was	a	hard	rock	of	a	man,	the	classic	centre-half,	big,
strong,	hard-tackling	and	commanding	in	the	air,	the	linchpin	of	United's



defence.	I	always	found	it	amusing	that,	young	as	he	was,	whenever	you
saw	a	picture	of	the	team	–	like	the	one	that	had	been	taken	a	few	days
earlier	on	the	steps	of	the	aircraft,	before	they	flew	to	Belgrade	–	Mark	was
always	wearing	a	trilby	like	one	of	my	uncles.	As	well	as	that	he	smoked	a
pipe,	even	though	he	was	only	twenty-four,	and	he	was	reputed	to	be
something	of	a	father	figure,	always	on	hand	to	make	sure	none	of	the
younger	players	overdid	it	when	they	were	out.	Mark,	too,	was	one	of	the
dead.

Then	there	was	Duncan	Edwards.	I	knew	he	was	good,	but	I	didn't	realize
at	the	time	that	I	was	watching	one	of	football's	all-time	greats	–	perhaps	the
greatest	footballer	this	country	has	ever	produced.	He	was	a	power-house,
end-to-end	type	of	player	–	tall,	strong,	fast,	and	blessed	with	limitless
stamina.	He	played	at	left-half,	but	he	could	have	played	anywhere	as	he
was	two-footed,	a	great	tackier,	strong	in	the	air,	a	fine	passer	of	the	ball,
and	the	possessor	of	a	fierce	and	accurate	shot.	One	minute	he'd	be	back,
clearing	off	his	line,	the	next	he'd	be	surging	forward	at	the	other	end.	There
were	just	no	weaknesses	to	his	game.	He	made	his	United	debut	when	he
was	only	sixteen,	and	two	years	later	he	won	his	first	England	cap	–	the
youngest	England	player	so	far	that	century.	His	legs	were	like	tree	trunks;
he	always	wore	his	shorts	hitched	up,	folded	over	a	couple	of	times	at	the
waistband,	to	leave	his	massive	thighs	uncovered.	In	1957	he'd	played	in
nearly	all	of	the	first	team	matches,	but	he	was	still	in	the	Army	on	National
Service	so	he	played	for	them	too,	as	well	as	turning	out	regularly	for
England.	Within	a	twelve-month	period	he	played	just	short	of	a	hundred
games	for	United,	England	and	the	Army.	Matt	Busby	described	Edwards
as	'the	player	who	had	everything'.

He	was	so	big,	so	strong,	and	so	confident.	And	so	young.	We	used
to	look	at	players	in	training	to	see	if	we	might	have	to	get	them	to
concentrate	more	on	their	kicking,	perhaps,	or	their	heading,	or	ball
control,	whatever.	We	looked	at	Duncan,	right	at	the	start,	and	gave
up	trying	to	spot	flaws	in	his	game.	Apart	from	anything	else,	he
could	move	upfield,	brushing	players	aside	as	he	went,	and	lash	in
goals	when	we	needed	them.	Nothing	could	stop	him	and	nothing
unnerved	him.	The	bigger	the	occasion,	the	better	he	liked	it.	He
had	no	nerves	before	a	game.	While	other	players	would	have	to	be
pacing	up	and	down	a	dressing	room,	rubbing	their	legs,	doing



exercises	and	looking	for	ways	to	pass	the	time,	Duncan	was
always	calm.	He	was	a	good	type	of	lad	too.	Duncan	didn't	want	to
know	about	the	high	life.	He	just	wanted	to	play	and	go	to	his	digs
or	go	home.	He	lived	for	his	football.

Duncan	Edwards	was	in	a	critical	condition,	fighting	for	his	life	in	the
hospital	in	Munich.

At	thirty,	Johnny	Berry	was	the	old	man	of	the	team,	and	he	was	one	of
the	few	players	in	it	who	had	not	come	up	through	the	ranks	at	Old
Trafford.	After	Matt	Busby	had	spent	eighteen	months	trying	to	sign	him
from	Birmingham	City,	he	joined	the	club	in	the	1951/52	season,	and	had
been	a	regular	star	of	the	side	in	the	number	seven	shirt	ever	since	–	only
losing	his	place	to	Kenny	Morgans	a	few	weeks	before	the	crash.	As	well	as
the	classic	winger's	abilities,	in	particular	his	tremendous	knack	for	getting
to	the	goal-line	and	sending	in	dangerous	crosses,	Johnny	was	a	determined
little	player	who	had	the	heart	of	a	real	competitor.	He	had	an	eye	for	goal
and	he	was	cool	under	pressure,	as	he	showed	when	he	stepped	up	to	take
the	vital	penalty	against	Blackpool	that	secured	the	title	for	United	in	1956.
Now	Johnny's	condition	was	described	as	very	serious	indeed.	He	was
suffering	from	shock	and	concussion,	he	had	an	eye	injury,	and	he	had	lost
consciousness.	Morgans	was	also	among	the	injured	in	hospital,	with
concussion	and	suspected	fractures.	Kenny	was	only	eighteen,	an
outstanding	prospect	who	seemed	to	have	the	footballing	world	at	his	feet.
After	making	his	debut	earlier	that	season,	he	had	put	in	some	excellent
performances	and	unexpectedly	ousted	Berry	from	the	right-wing	position.
His	nippy	style	of	play	and	confident	ball	control	looked	set	to	make	him	a
firm	United	favourite	for	years	to	come,	but	how	bad	were	his	injuries?
Would	he	ever	be	able	to	play	again?

Liam	Whelan,	or	Billy	as	he	was	known	to	all	the	fans,	was	a	traditional
inside-forward	with	a	great	eye	for	goal,	a	bodyswerve	nearly	as	good	as
Eddie	Colman's	and	the	ability	to	put	his	foot	on	the	ball	and	slow	the	game
down.	He	was	a	brilliantly	gifted	player,	tall,	graceful	and	tremendously
skilful,	a	real	genius	with	the	ball	at	his	feet.	Billy,	we	all	knew,	was	a
devout,	teetotal	Catholic	lad	from	Dublin	who	had	chosen	soccer	ahead	of
Gaelic	football	after	winning	medals	for	both.	He'd	been	spotted	by	United
and	brought	to	Manchester	when	he	was	seventeen.	Although	he	too	had



lost	his	place	just	before	the	crash,	to	Bobby	Charlton,	he	was	still	young
and	I'd	had	no	doubt	he	was	going	to	be	back.	If	he	had	a	problem	about	his
game,	it	was	probably	because	of	his	shyness	and	the	fact	that	he	wasn't
very	assertive.	Matt	Busby	said,	'I	don't	think	he	knew	just	how	good	he
was.'

Tommy	Taylor	was	another	member	of	that	1956	team	who	had	come
from	a	mining	background,	and	another	who	was	an	England	regular.	For
me	he	was	the	most	exciting	player	in	the	team.	I'll	never	forget	how	high
he	used	to	be	able	to	leap	to	head	the	ball.	He	signed	for	his	hometown
team,	Barnsley,	in	1948	when	he	was	fifteen	and	scored	a	hat-trick	in	his
second	game	for	them.	He	joined	United	five	years	later,	in	March	1953,	for
a	then	record	fee	of	£29,999,	and	scored	on	his	debut	against	Preston	with	a
stunning	header.	Tommy	was	a	powerful	centre-forward	who	was	great	in
the	air,	so	good	that	he	ranks	with	the	all-time	great	centre-forwards.	He
was	also	a	clinical	finisher	with	both	feet,	and	an	unselfish	player	who
would	always	put	somebody	else	in	on	goal	if	he	had	a	clearer	chance.	In
fact,	he	always	seemed	to	be	just	as	happy	making	goals	as	scoring	them.

Dennis	Viollet	was	another	Manchester	lad,	a	natural	goal-scorer	with
lightning	reactions	in	the	box.	With	his	electric	pace	and	wonderful
dribbling	skills	he	was	the	ideal	striking	partner	for	Tommy	Taylor,	who
was	so	accomplished	in	the	air.	He	would	spot	Tommy	making	a	move	for
the	ball,	either	in	the	air	or	on	the	ground,	and	could	work	out	where	to
position	himself	to	take	advantage.	He	could	read	a	situation	before	a
defence	could.	And	not	only	could	he	take	chances,	he	could	also	create
them	with	wonderful	touches	of	skill.	It	was	always	a	bit	of	a	mystery	to	me
why	he	didn't	get	into	the	England	team,	especially	because	he	had	such	a
good	partnership	at	United	with	Tommy	Taylor,	an	England	regular.

Left-winger	David	Pegg	was	another	lad	who	came	from	a	coal-mining
background,	this	time	from	Doncaster.	It	was	hard	to	believe	that	he	was
only	twenty-two	years	old	when	he	died;	he'd	made	his	United	debut	over
five	years	earlier	at	the	age	of	seventeen,	and	by	the	time	I'd	started
watching	them	he	was	an	established	face	in	the	Old	Trafford	set-up.	He
was	quick,	and	he	had	a	decent	shot,	but	his	greatest	strength	was	his	ball-
playing	skills.	A	natural	left-sided	player,	rather	than	go	outside	the
fullbacks,	his	favourite	trick	was	to	cut	inside	and	go	for	goal	himself.	That



said,	he	was	also	a	very	good	crosser	of	the	ball.	Many	a	goal	came	when	he
put	the	ball	on	to	the	head	of	Tommy	Taylor.

David	Pegg	was	one	of	my	favourite	players,	but	he	had	a	rival	for	the
left-wing	berth	and	for	a	few	weeks	before	Munich	he'd	lost	his	place	to
Albert	Scanlon.	Albert	was	a	tricky	twofooted	winger	whose	speed	was	his
most	effective	weapon.	He	kept	Pegg	out	on	merit	and	put	in	some	brilliant
performances,	especially	in	the	5–4	win	at	Arsenal	the	previous	Saturday
when	he	had	been	the	star	man.	But	Pegg	had	real	class	and	I	always
thought	he	would	be	back.	It	was	interesting	to	hear	what	Matt	Busby	had
to	say	years	later	about	the	two	of	them	and	their	rivalry.	'David	Pegg,'	he
said,	'was	a	great	asset	then	and	would	always	have	been	a	great	asset	to	any
team	because	he	was	a	natural	left-flank	player.	David	was	very,	very
clever.	He	was	our	best	left-winger	by	a	mile.	Albert	Scanlon	was	a	good
direct	type	of	winger,	but	David	was	the	kind	you	do	not	find	very	often.'

And	then,	of	course,	there	was	Matt	Busby	himself,	the	father	of	this	great
young	team,	who	was	lying	in	hospital,	his	injuries	extensive,	his	condition
critical.	'Please	God,'	I	prayed,	'don't	let	him	die	as	well.'

When	I	looked	up	at	that	photograph	that	night	it	was	still	almost
impossible	to	believe	that	many	of	these	flowers	of	English	football	had
been	destroyed.	So	many	great	footballers	who	would	never	play	again.
This	United	team	had	been	on	the	verge	of	greatness.	Most	of	the	players
had	not	yet	reached	their	peak	and	fresh	young	talent	was	emerging	all	the
time	to	complement	the	skills	of	the	1956	and	1957	championship-winning
side.	There	was	healthy	competition	for	some	of	the	positions	from	players
like	Kenny	Morgans,	Albert	Scanlon,	Alex	Dawson	and	Wilf	McGuinness,
and	good	reserve	cover	for	just	about	every	position	provided	by	the	likes
of	Geoff	Bent,	Ian	Greaves,	Jackie	Blanchflower	and	Freddie	Goodwin.	But
for	me,	the	most	exciting	of	the	young	players	coming	through	at	that	time
was	Bobby	Charlton.	He'd	played	in	the	Red	Star	match,	and,	thankfully,	he
was	one	of	the	survivors	of	the	crash.

One	of	my	most	treasured	football	memories	is	going	with	my	dad	to	see
the	match	against	Charlton	Athletic	at	Old	Trafford	at	the	beginning	of
October	1956	when	eighteen-year-old	Bobby	Charlton	made	his	league
debut.	He	had	joined	United	as	an	amateur	in	January	1953.	Two	years	later,
on	his	seventeenth	birthday,	he	turned	professional,	and	the	same	season	he



helped	United	to	lift	the	FA	Youth	Cup.	Right	from	the	start	he	looked	like	a
special	sort	of	footballer	–	an	elegant	attacking	player	with	a	good	eye	for
the	telling	pass	and	a	powerful	shot.	For	the	game	against	Charlton	Athletic,
Roger	Byrne,	Duncan	Edwards	and	Tommy	Taylor	were	all	away	on
international	duty,	so	Bobby	Charlton	got	his	chance	coming	in	at	centre-
forward	for	Taylor	with	Geoff	Bent	coming	in	for	Byrne	and	young	Wilf
McGuinness	deputizing	for	Edwards.	Wilf	was	a	Manchester	lad	who'd
come	up	through	the	youth	team.	He	was	a	very	promising,	tough-tackling
wing-half	who'd	already	made	a	few	first	team	appearances.	Geoff	Bent	was
another	local	lad,	from	Salford.	Another	good	ball	winner,	he	could	play	on
the	right	side	of	defence	as	well	as	the	left,	and	was	noted	for	his	speed,
distribution	and	calmness	under	pressure.	If	he'd	been	on	the	books	of	any
other	English	team,	Bent	would	certainly	have	been	a	regular	first	team
player,	but	unfortunately	he	found	himself	behind	captain	Roger	Byrne	in
the	United	squad.	I've	always	thought	Geoff	Bent's	death	at	Munich	one	of
the	most	tragic,	because	he	didn't	really	need	to	be	there.

Back	on	that	October	afternoon	in	1956,	the	Charlton	Athletic	match	was
the	only	time	I	saw	Geoff	Bent	play,	and	he,	along	with	Charlton	and
McGuinness,	gave	the	team	a	very	youthful	look.	In	the	absence	of	Roger
Byrne,	Johnny	Berry,	United's	most	experienced	player,	captained	the	side
from	outside-right.	We	got	into	the	ground	early	and	I	got	a	place	on	the
fence	on	the	Popular	Side,	almost	on	the	centre	line.	The	cartoons	in	the
match	programme	made	a	bit	of	a	play	on	the	fact	that	it	was	Charlton
versus	Charlton,	and	it	was	Bobby	not	Athletic	who	took	the	eye	that
afternoon,	scoring	two	cracking	goals	in	a	fairly	comfortable	4–2	win	for
United.	Johnny	Berry	and	Billy	Whelan	got	the	others.

Bobby	Charlton	also	played	in	the	first	ever	match	I	went	to	see	at	Old
Trafford.	Before	we	moved	to	Wythenshawe	I'd	been	asking	my	dad	if	I
could	go	with	him	to	see	United	for	a	long	time,	and	eventually	he	agreed	to
take	me	to	an	FA	Youth	Cup	match	against	Newcastle	United	in	the	1955/56
season.	The	FA	Youth	Cup	was	of	massive	importance	to	United	at	that
time.	It	was	an	Under-18	knockout	tournament,	and	in	Matt	Busby's	opinion
it	was	essential	for	United	to	win	it	in	order	to	show	that	their	policy	of
finding	and	nurturing	the	best	young	players	really	was	the	best	way	to
guarantee	the	club's	future.	Youth	team	matches	attracted	big	crowds	to	Old
Trafford,	and	the	United	youth	team	was	simply	unbeatable.	They	won	the



Cup	for	the	first	five	years	of	its	existence,	going	forty-three	games	without
defeat.

As	we	approached	the	ground	that	afternoon	the	first	thing	I	became
aware	of	was	the	smell.	The	distinctive	smell	around	Old	Trafford	was	like
nothing	else	I've	ever	come	across.	I	can	still	recall	it	to	this	day,	but	to	try
to	describe	it	is	difficult.	To	me	it	was	the	smell	of	heavy	industry,	slightly
acrid,	certainly	not	very	healthy.	My	dad	said	it	was	something	to	do	with
Procter	and	Gamble's	soap	works,	which	was	nearby.	In	the	1930s	it	was	the
biggest	soap	and	candle	factory	in	the	world	and	by	the	late	1950s	it	was
employing	over	eight	hundred	people,	producing	brands	like	Fairy	Soap	and
Camay.

There	were	around	twenty	thousand	in	the	ground	for	the	game,	and	no
wonder	that	these	Youth	Cup	games	attracted	such	big	crowds,	because
what	a	game	it	was!	The	lads	in	the	youth	team	had	only	one	thought	in
mind	and	that	was	to	attack,	and	that	afternoon	they	ran	out	7–3	winners
against	a	good	Newcastle	team.	It	was	exciting	to	watch,	and	above	all	it
was	entertaining.	United	conceded	three	goals,	but	they	were	always	going
to	score	more	with	the	talent	they	had	in	that	team	and	their	absolute
commitment	to	driving	forward.	It's	over	fifty	years	ago	now,	but	I	still
think	about	that	first	game	I	went	to	because	the	young	players	who	came
through	from	the	youth	team	in	the	1950s	were	the	embodiments	of	Matt
Busby's	approach	to	football,	and	they	laid	the	foundations	for	everything
Manchester	United	now	stands	for	–	winning	the	game,	and	winning	it	in
style.	Football	as	taught	by	Matt	Busby.	Over	the	years	this	philosophy	has
provided	much	drama,	excitement	and	entertainment	and	its	still	there	to
this	day	in	Alex	Ferguson's	United.	In	April	2007	I	attended	a	match	at	Old
Trafford	that	ranks	with	any	from	that	time,	a	match	that	carried	on	the
traditions	established	in	the	1950s,	one	that	Matt	Busby	himself	would	have
been	proud	of.	For	those	who	weren't	around	at	the	time,	United's	7–1
annihilation	of	AS	Roma	in	the	second	leg	of	the	2006/07	Champions
League	quarter-final	was	a	bit	like	what	watching	the	Busby	Babes	was
like.

That	FA	Youth	Cup	tie	against	Newcastle	was,	like	the	Roma	game,	a
great	team	effort,	but	what	I	remember	it	for	more	than	anything	else	was
the	performance	of	one	man	who	went	on	to	embody	the	Manchester	United



spirit	more	than	anybody	else.	Seventeen-year-old	Bobby	Charlton	scored	a
hat-trick	and	was	the	outstanding	player	on	the	pitch.	Grace,	elegance,
power,	and	a	thunderous	shot	–	all	the	attributes	of	a	great	attacking	player.
Bobby	Charlton	had	them	all,	and	they	were	all	there	on	show	that
afternoon	in	a	performance	I've	never	forgotten.

Watching	United	in	the	1950s	at	any	level	–	first	team,	reserves,	youth	team
–	was	watching	the	beautiful	game.	But	it	was	all	set	in	some	distinctly
unlovely	surroundings.	With	its	mills	and	factories	and	its	mile	upon	mile	of
inner-city	terraced	houses,	the	Manchester	of	the	1950s	still	looked	like	the
city	from	which	mass	industrialization	had	spread	across	the	world.	Its
rivers	and	canals	were	dirty	and	polluted,	the	city	constantly	blotted	out	by
thick	yellow	pea-souper	smog.	Standing	on	the	edge	of	one	of	the	biggest
industrial	estates	in	the	world,	Old	Trafford	was	particularly	badly	affected,
and	the	atmosphere	around	the	ground	was	unhealthy.	Apart	from	the	smells
there	was	the	constant	fog.	Even	when	the	sun	was	shining	there	always
seemed	to	be	a	constant	haze	and	on	bad	days,	when	there	was	a	match,
players	at	the	other	end	of	the	pitch	would	be	quite	indistinct	as	you	peered
through	the	gloom	to	watch.

In	the	early	fifties	I	was	too	young	to	go	with	my	dad	–	or	at	least	that's
what	he	and	my	mam	said.	Instead	I	had	to	be	content	with	his	reports	when
he	got	back.	We	were	living	on	Grey	Mare	Lane	then	between	Bradford	Pit
and	Grey	Mare	Lane	Market,	and	my	dad	was	still	going	to	the	matches	on
the	coach	from	Clayton.	Our	house	was	in	the	middle	of	a	row	of	terraces
and	we	were	surrounded	by	railway	lines,	canals,	a	chemical	works,	a	coal
pit,	a	gasworks,	a	coke	works,	and	dozens	of	mills,	foundries	and
engineering	works.	The	smell	from	the	factories	and	the	chemical	works
made	the	atmosphere	rancid	and	acrid	and	created	a	semi-permanent	greeny
yellow	smog.	When	you	put	clean	clothes	on	they	were	dirty	in	no	time.	I
think	we	were	still	a	bit	of	an	unhygienic	nation	then:	a	bath	maybe	once	a
week	on	a	Saturday	–	if	you	had	one	–	and	your	clothes	washed	once	a
week	–	if	your	mam	went	to	the	washhouse	or	had	a	boiler.

In	the	winter	we	rarely	saw	the	sun	from	one	week	to	the	next.	When	the
fog	was	really	bad	it	invaded	our	school,	St	Brigid's	RC	Primary	just	round
the	corner	next	to	the	church	on	Mill	Street.	The	fog	would	make	the
classrooms	cold	and	damp	until	the	boiler	warmed	up	and	heated	the	frozen



pipes,	which	clanged	with	the	steam,	and	then	the	fog	disappeared.	The	fog
could	be	so	bad	that	I	remember	one	night	going	to	the	New	Royal	pictures
on	Ashton	New	Road,	and	when	we	came	out	it	was	so	thick	that	it	was
difficult	to	find	our	way	home	because	we	couldn't	see	the	names	on	the
streets.

According	to	a	survey	conducted	in	the	1930s,	the	area	we	lived	in	was
the	unhealthiest	place	in	Britain.	We	were	an	island	in	the	middle	of
Manchester,	surrounded	by	all	the	remnants	of	the	industrial	revolution.	All
around	I	could	hear	the	hooters	from	the	engineering	works	signalling	the
beginning	and	end	of	shifts.	On	a	Saturday	or	a	Sunday	morning	I'd	go	for	a
walk	with	my	dad	through	this	industrial	landscape.	It	had	its	own	sort	of
magic.	We'd	go	past	the	Lancashire	Hygienic	Dairies	grocer's	shop	on	our
corner,	where	sugar	and	butter	and	other	essentials	like	dried	peas	were	all
sold	loose,	and	bacon	was	cut	on	a	great	big	slicing	machine	with	a
dangerous-looking	blade.	At	the	traffic	lights	we'd	turn	right	along	Ashton
New	Road	and	walk	past	a	pub	on	every	corner	towards	Clayton	Aniline.
The	Clayton	Aniline	Company	manufactured	textile	dyes	which	were
exported	all	over	the	world.	It	had	been	there	for	nearly	eighty	years,	by	the
side	of	the	Ashton	Canal,	which	provided	a	plentiful	supply	of	water	–	the
key	raw	material	in	dye	manufacture.	All	I	knew	about	this	place,	though,
was	that	it	was	some	sort	of	chemical	works,	and	the	horrible	smell	from	it
used	to	hang	over	the	whole	area.	It	was	so	bad	that	it	made	rotten	eggs
smell	quite	fragrant.

Opposite	the	Aniline	we'd	turn	down	Bank	Street	towards	Phillips	Park.
My	dad	always	used	to	tell	me	that	this	was	United's	first	ground.	It	was
before	his	time,	but	his	father	had	seen	them	play	there.	Just	beyond	the
place	where	United	used	to	play	was	the	back	entrance	to	Phillips	Park,
with	the	broad	sweep	of	the	Red	River	flowing	through	it.	The	Red	River
was	the	River	Medlock	and	it	wasn't	really	red,	or	at	least	the	river	itself
wasn't	red	(it	was	more	of	a	dirty	brown),	but	its	banks	were	covered	in	red
brick	and	it	all	looked	rather	splendid.

After	a	short	walk	along	the	river	and	through	the	cemetery,	the
excitement	really	began	when	we	came	out	on	to	Forge	Lane	–	a	dark
corridor	of	mining	and	engineering.	On	one	side,	just	down	a	short	side
street,	was	the	great	pithead	gear	of	Bradford	Pit	with	the	wheels	at	the	top



whirling	round	as	the	coal	was	hauled	up	from	the	depths	of	the	earth.	On
the	other	side	was	a	place	that	I	thought	must	be	what	hell	was	like.
Johnson's	Wire	Works	stretched	all	along	one	side	of	the	road	with	big
double	doors	opening	up	on	to	the	road	to	reveal	a	gloomy,	machine-filled
interior	illuminated	by	the	flickering	lights	of	fires	set	at	intervals	across	the
vast	shop	floor.	There	was	something	that	was	fascinating	about	the	sight,
but	it	was	also	a	bit	scary,	and	I	was	always	reluctant	to	walk	close	to	it.	I
always	felt	happier	walking	along	the	other	side	of	the	road	at	what	I
regarded	as	a	safe	distance	from	the	flames.

On	the	next	street	at	the	back	of	our	house	there	were	gaps	in	the	row	of
terraced	houses	where	they'd	been	bombed	in	the	Blitz	and	the	houses	had
been	pulled	down	to	leave	what	we	called	crofts.	On	one	of	them,
immediately	behind	our	house,	there	was	an	old	wrecked	lorry	that	provided
hours	of	amusement	as	we	played	at	loading	it	up	and	driving	it.	Other
crofts	were	utilized	as	cricket	and	football	pitches,	or	for	building	dens	and
playhouses,	and	on	bonfire	nights	we	had	our	'bommies'	on	them.	Summers
always	seemed	warmer	then,	and	on	Saturday	nights	we	would	sit	on	the
back	step	and	listen	to	the	roar	of	the	speedway	from	Belle	Vue.

Ancoats	was	only	a	short	walk	from	where	I	lived,	and	I	talked	to	Tony
Willis	about	living	in	that	part	of	east	Manchester,	and	about	the	part	that
football	played	in	our	lives	from	an	early	age.	Tony's	dad	used	to	take	him
to	watch	United	at	Old	Trafford	one	week	and	City	at	Maine	Road	the
following	week.	'You	might	have	a	favourite	team,	and	in	my	case	it	was
United,'	he	told	me,	'but	it	didn't	matter.	It	was	football,	and	we	wanted	to
watch	it	whoever	was	playing.'	That's	the	way	it	was	then.	Manchester
didn't	just	have	one	good	team,	it	had	two.	Most	people	supported	one	or
the	other,	but	just	because	you	supported	one	it	didn't	mean	you	hated	the
other.	We	both	remembered	plenty	of	United	supporters	who	went	to	watch
City	with	their	mates	who	were	City	fans,	and	vice	versa.	'And	you	didn't
support	United	then	just	because	United	were	winning	all	the	time,'	Tony
added.

I	can	remember	in	the	1954/55	season	we	got	beat	three	times	by
City.	We	got	beat	in	the	Cup	and	in	the	two	league	games	that
season.	I	can	remember	the	Cup	game	at	Maine	Road	because
Allenby	Chilton	was	still	playing	that	season	and	he	got	sent	off	for



swearing	at	the	ref.	Roy	Paul	and	Don	Revie	were	playing	for	City
and	they	both	went	to	the	ref	and	said,	'Let	him	stay	on,'	but	he	was
off	and	we	got	beat	2–0.	One	of	the	reasons	that	game	sticks	in	my
head	is	because	the	crowd	was	so	big	and	we	were	so	crushed	that
they	let	all	the	little	kids	over	the	white	wall	and	on	to	the	track
around	the	pitch.	And	then	we	got	beat	5–0	by	them	at	Old	Trafford
in	the	same	season,	and	Roger	Byrne,	Duncan	Edwards,	Mark
Jones,	Bill	Foulkes	and	Jackie	Blanchflower	were	all	playing	that
day.

But	I	was	always	United.	I	think	that	was	only	because	as	a	boy	I
identified	more	with	that	team	because	they	were	so	young.	City
were	a	great	team	and	I	enjoyed	watching	them	because	we	all
loved	football	so	much	then,	but	to	us	they	were	old	men.	They
weren't	really,	but	they	were	to	us.	With	United	you	could	see
something	in	them	that	was	closer	to	yourself	because	the	Babes
weren't	much	older	than	you	were	and	they	were	such	great
footballers.	There	was	a	newness	and	a	freshness	about	them,	and	a
freedom	in	the	way	they	played	–	something	that	you'd	not	seen
before.	United	really	were	a	breath	of	fresh	air.

Tony	also	recalled	the	hours	of	playing	football	on	the	croft	with	everyone
trying	to	copy	the	skills	of	the	Babes.

Near	us,	everyone	practised	Eddie	Colman's	body-swerve,	or	at
least	tried	to,	when	they	were	playing	on	the	croft.	We	didn't	have
much	in	the	way	of	greenery	around	there,	but	a	croft	would	do.	As
kids	we	were	very	territorial.	You'd	only	have	to	move	two	or	three
streets	away	and	you	were	in	someone	else's	territory.	Our	territory
was	Woodward	Street,	which	was	lined	with	two-up-	two-downs.
You	walked	straight	in	off	the	street	into	the	parlour,	which	always
had	to	be	nice.	Then	you	walked	through	to	the	room	where	you
lived	and	there	was	a	big	brown	enamel	sink	in	the	corner	with	a
block	of	carbolic	soap	and	a	lead	pipe	sticking	out	of	the	wall	with
a	tap	on	the	end	of	it	–	cold,	of	course,	no	hot	water.	But	because
you	were	a	kid	that	didn't	seem	to	matter.	Life	was	good	as	a	kid.
For	me	at	least.	We	didn't	have	a	lot,	but	hey.

It	was	a	time	when	everybody	used	to	stick	together	because	we



couldn't	survive	on	our	own.	There	was	a	collectiveness,	a	cohesion
between	everybody	in	that	community;	there	was	an	understanding
that	if	you	didn't	stand	with	one	another	you	wouldn't	survive.
When	we	were	kids	we	had	an	invisible	support	network.	You	had
the	woman	next	door	to	come	in	and	help	if	your	mum	got	ill	–	but
God	forbid	that	ever	happening	because	your	mum	couldn't	afford
to	be	ill.	It	was	the	women	who	got	us	through,	not	the	guys.	Your
auntie	took	you	to	school	and	picked	you	up	and	done	the	old	fella's
cut	up	because	he	could	never	have	done	it	on	his	own.	Then	there
was	Mrs	Simpkins	who	was	almost	like	a	soothsayer,	giving	good
advice	and	delivering	kids	and	laying	out	and	washing	the	bodies
when	somebody	died.	All	of	these	things	were	part	of	the	network
and	the	tapestry	of	life	that	kept	us	going.

Tony	still	lives	in	Clayton,	very	close	to	where	I	used	to	live	on	Grey
Mare	Lane,	and	we	talked	for	a	long	time	about	the	way	it	used	to	be	there
when	we	were	young	and	Matt	Busby	was	getting	a	team	together	that
looked	as	though	it	would	conquer	the	world.	The	football	was	always	big
with	us,	as	it	was	with	most	kids	at	the	time.	We	lived	for	football	in	many
respects.	We'd	spend	all	our	days	playing	out,	cricket	as	well	in	the	summer.
We'd	put	our	coats	down	at	one	end	or	a	couple	of	bits	of	wood	for	the	goals
or	the	wickets	and	we'd	got	a	game.	We	even	used	the	gable	ends	of	the
terraced	houses.	Not	that	the	people	who	resided	in	them	thanked	you	for	it,
but	there	were	goalposts	and	wickets	chalked	on	to	a	lot	of	them.	We	always
found	a	little	bit	of	space	to	play.	We	remembered	how	on	glorious	summer
nights	in	places	like	Ancoats,	Bradford	and	Colyhurst	all	the	kids	would	be
out	playing,	inventing	their	own	forms	of	amusement.	The	girls	would
throw	their	skipping	ropes	around	the	gas	lamps	to	make	swings	and	the
lads	would	kick	a	tennis	ball	against	the	gable	end	of	a	house.	These	were
the	kind	of	nights	when	any	child	felt	comfortable	and	secure,	and	all	those
you	loved	so	dearly	sat	outside.	Chairs	usually	confined	to	the	kitchen	were
brought	out.	Some	of	the	women	sat	on	the	doorsteps	with	cups	of	tea,
chatting	with	neighbours,	catching	up	on	gossip	as	the	sound	of	Radio
Luxembourg	came	from	one	of	the	houses:	'We	are	the	Ovaltinies,	little
girls	and	boys!'	Life	was	poor	in	money	but	rich	in	love	and	affection;	few
material	possessions,	but	a	wealth	of	concern	and	warmth.	These	were
working-class	nights	in	a	working-class	street	in	a	working-class	city,	nights



when	nothing	could	spoil	the	bliss,	apart	from	the	wail	of	'Time	for	bed,
come	on	in!'	This	was	the	Manchester	that	was	the	background	to	the	rise	of
the	Busby	Babes,	the	sort	of	atmosphere	and	environment	that	had	nurtured
most	of	them.

By	the	time	I	started	to	go	to	watch	United,	we'd	moved	from	Bradford,
with	its	pit	and	wire	works	and	terraced	houses,	to	Wythenshawe.	When	I
left	St	Brigid's	Primary	School,	my	mam	got	a	card	from	my	teacher,	Miss
Gahan.	She	said	she	would	be	sorry	to	see	me	go	because	it	had	been	a
pleasure	for	her	to	have	me	in	her	class,	but	we	were	moving	to	a	better
place.	It	made	it	sound	as	though	we	were	going	to	heaven.	In	a	way,	it	was.
We'd	got	a	brand-new	house	with	a	garden	at	the	front	and	the	back	and
miles	and	miles	of	Cheshire	countryside	starting	at	the	end	of	the	road.
Wythenshawe	was	Manchester's	largest	district,	a	massive	new	housing
estate	that	was	created	as	a	so-called	'Garden	City'	where	an	overspill
population	could	be	rehoused	away	from	what	was	regarded	as	the	squalor
of	inner-city	areas	like	Ancoats,	Ardwick,	Bradford	and	Beswick.	But	in	its
early	days	the	estate	had	its	problems.	The	houses	were	better	and	the	air
was	fresher,	but	the	upheaval	and	resettlement	of	such	large	numbers	of
people	took	little	account	of	community	spirit,	as	the	estate	was	built
initially	without	many	amenities	or	services.	Another	problem	was	that
there	was	very	little	employment	directly	to	hand	and	people	had	to	travel
six	or	seven	miles	into	town,	as	my	dad	did,	or	get	special	buses	to	Trafford
Park.	Still,	Wythenshawe	felt	like	a	brave	new	world	–	just	as	it	did	for	me
at	Old	Trafford.

The	first	league	match	I	went	to	was	against	Aston	Villa	in	February	1956.
It	was	a	top	of	the	table	versus	bottom	of	the	table	game	on	a	bleak	mid-
winter's	day.	We	got	into	the	ground	early	and	made	for	the	middle	of	the
Popular	Side.	There,	almost	opposite	the	players'	tunnel	in	the	middle	of	the
main	stand	on	the	other	side	of	the	ground,	my	dad	took	me	down	to	the
railings	and	took	his	place	a	few	steps	up	the	terrace	just	behind	me.	Villa,
without	an	away	victory	all	season,	were	facing	a	United	team	still	holding
an	unbeaten	home	record	after	fifteen	matches,	but	it	didn't	matter	to	me.	It
could	have	been	the	Cup	Final	as	far	as	I	was	concerned,	so	excited	was	I	to
be	at	my	first	proper	United	game.	As	we	waited	for	the	kick-off,	the
Beswick	Prize	Band	played	a	selection	of	music	and	United's	mascot,	Jack
Irons,	walked	round	the	pitch.	What	a	sight	he	was	–	long	red	tail-coat	with



white	trousers,	a	red	and	white	bowler	hat	and	a	red	and	white	umbrella.

When	United	ran	out	on	to	the	pitch,	there	was	one	player	who	stood	out
above	all	the	others.	He	was	one	of	the	biggest,	he	had	his	shorts	hitched	up
around	his	waist	so	that	they	were	shorter	than	anybody	else's,	and	as	he	ran
out	he	kept	leaping	up	into	the	air	with	great	enthusiasm.	It	was	Duncan
Edwards,	and	it	looked	as	though	he	couldn't	wait	to	get	started.

Roger	Byrne	won	the	toss	and	United	began	by	attacking	the	goal	to	our
right,	at	the	Stretford	End.	Playing	conditions	were	difficult.	The	pitch	was
covered	in	about	an	inch	of	snow	and	it	must	have	been	rock	hard
underneath.	Players	were	sliding	about	all	over	the	place,	and	it	looked	cold
and	wet	out	there.	I	don't	know	whether	it	was	the	conditions	or	the	spirit	of
the	Villa	team,	who	were	clearly	still	clinging	to	the	hope	that	they	could
avoid	relegation,	but	it	was	hard	going	for	United.	Billy	Whelan,	playing	at
inside-right,	eventually	managed	to	get	a	goal	and	United	came	out	with	a
narrow	1–0	win.	Inside-right,	my	dad	said,	was	the	one	position	that	was
causing	a	bit	of	a	problem.	First	Jackie	Blanchflower	had	been	tried	there,
then	John	Doherty.	They'd	both	been	in	and	out	of	the	team,	but	now	Matt
Busby	had	found	this	exciting	young	prospect	from	Dublin.

From	that	first	game	onwards	I	was	hooked.	For	a	nine-year-old	Old
Trafford	was	a	magical	place.	Not	only	was	it	the	football	ground	where
you	could	see	the	most	exciting	players	in	Britain,	but	there	were	the	views
from	the	terraces	and	the	fascination	of	the	industrial	hinterland	that
surrounded	the	ground.	It	was	a	landscape	of	dozens	of	chimneys	that
belched	smoke	skywards	from	the	coal-fired	furnaces	of	Trafford	Park.
Behind	the	Popular	Side	terraces	and	stand	with	its	structural	steelwork	by
Edward	Wood	was	one	of	the	biggest	and	tallest	factory	buildings	I'd	ever
seen.	There	were	great	piles	of	coal	and	railway	lines	behind	the	high	wall
that	surrounded	it,	and	on	top	of	the	building	were	two	or	three	huge	black
things	that	looked	like	great	big	coal	tenders	or	hoppers.	On	top	of	them,
looking	like	tiny	insects,	there	were	always	two	or	three	men	looking	down
on	the	ground	on	match	days.

Then	there	were	the	docks.	Thirty-five	miles	inland	it	might	be,	but
Manchester	had	some	of	the	biggest	docks	in	the	country.	If	you	approached
the	ground	over	the	Trafford	Road	swing	bridge	you	could	look	right	into
the	heart	of	the	docks	along	the	Ship	Canal	on	either	side.	Like	United	and



Old	Trafford,	the	docks	were	in	Salford	and	Stretford,	but	they	were	very
much	a	Manchester	enterprise	and	the	port	was	a	thriving	centre	for
Britain's	exports	at	a	time	when	the	country	was	still	a	leading
manufacturing	nation.	Throughout	the	fifties	it	was	one	of	the	biggest	docks
in	the	country,	handling	around	sixteen	million	tons	of	cargo	every	year.
Everything	about	the	docks	was	big,	especially	the	enormous	gantries	that
stood	there.	I	was	fascinated	by	it	all,	and	one	Saturday	we	even	got	on	to
the	docks	before	going	to	the	match.	A	Royal	Navy	submarine	was	visiting
Manchester	and	it	was	open	to	the	public	for	viewing.	That	was
unbelievably	exciting,	and	a	bit	scary	–	going	on	board	a	submarine	and
having	a	look	round.	I	even	got	to	look	up	the	periscope.

By	the	beginning	of	April	1956	United's	only	challengers	for	the	league
title	were	Blackpool.	Unbeaten	at	Old	Trafford	in	all	nineteen	league
matches	that	had	been	played	there	that	season,	United	went	into	the	game
knowing	that	victory	would	seal	the	championship.	It	was	the	biggest	match
I'd	been	to	so	far,	and	it	was	a	chance	to	see	Stanley	Matthews	in	action.
That	was	the	great	thing	about	going	to	football	matches	then:	you	wanted
your	team	to	win,	but	you	also	wanted	to	see	the	famous	players	from	other
teams,	and	you'd	enjoy	seeing	them	play	well.	My	dad	knew	the	gates
would	be	locked	well	before	kick-off	so	we	set	off	early.	It	was	just	as	well,
because	he	was	right	about	the	size	of	the	crowd.	The	gates	were	closed	a
quarter	of	an	hour	before	the	match	started	when	there	were	over	sixty
thousand	packed	into	the	ground	and	thousands	more	queuing	up	at	the
turnstiles	outside.	We	were	safely	inside	the	ground	by	then,	at	the	Stretford
End,	between	the	goals	and	the	corner	flag.	We'd	worked	our	way	down	to
the	front	and	I'd	got	a	place	on	the	railings,	but	the	ground	got	so	full	and
there	was	such	a	crush	before	kick-off	that	the	police	let	some	of	us	lads	at
the	front	over	the	railings	on	to	the	grass	that	surrounded	the	pitch.

Conditions	were	ideal	as	the	teams	came	out	on	to	the	pitch,	and	just
before	kick-off,	as	the	captains	tossed	up,	the	Blackpool	mascot,	dressed	in
a	long	tangerine	cloak	and	a	tangerine	turban,	came	to	the	centre	spot	and
put	a	live	duck	down	there.	Roger	Byrne	lost	the	toss	and	United	began	by
attacking	the	Stretford	End,	where	we	were,	but	soon	the	ball	was	at	the
other	end,	and	within	ninety	seconds	of	the	whistle	blowing	Blackpool	had
taken	the	lead	with	a	header	from	Perry	after	a	throw-in	by	Stanley
Matthews.



At	half-time	United	were	still	a	goal	down	and	it	was	beginning	to	look	a
distinct	possibility	that	they	would	suffer	their	first	home	defeat	of	the
season.	But	the	crowd	was	behind	them:	the	main	stand	had	risen	to	the
players	as	they	trooped	off	the	pitch	at	half-time	even	though	they	were	a
goal	down.	I	was	right	up	near	the	goal-line	on	what	would	be	Blackpool's
right	wing	in	the	second	half,	so	there	would	be	a	really	close-up	view	of
Stanley	Matthews'	dribbling	skills.	But	there	weren't	as	many	Blackpool
attacks	as	there	had	been	in	the	first	half.	In	the	second	half	there	was	a
confidence	in	the	United	team	and	around	the	ground	that	the	Reds	would
pull	it	off,	which	they	did	with	a	goal	from	Tommy	Taylor	and	a	penalty
converted	by	Johnny	Berry.	Even	then	there	were	a	few	scares;	it	took	two
magnificent	interceptions	by	centre-half	Mark	Jones	to	ensure	that	United
got	both	points.	When	the	final	whistle	blew,	the	crowd	went	mad.	United
were	champions	with	two	games	to	spare.	My	first	season	watching	them,
and	they'd	won	the	league.	And	what	a	great	game	it	had	been	to	clinch	the
title:	two	top	teams	with	everything	to	play	for	and	an	exciting	ninety
minutes	played	in	front	of	a	packed	crowd.

Plans	were	made	for	the	league	championship	trophy	to	be	officially
presented	after	the	last	game	of	the	season	against	Portsmouth.	In	the
meantime,	in	the	Manchester	Evening	News	on	the	Monday	night	following
the	match,	the	first	thoughts	of	Roger	Byrne,	ever	the	sportsman,	were	for
another	team	and	another	player,	for	Manchester	City	had	reached	the	FA
Cup	Final	for	the	second	year	in	a	row.	'Well,	it's	all	over	now,'	he	said,	'and
what	a	thrilling	climax	to	the	season.	Players	and	spectators	alike	could
have	wished	for	nothing	better	than	to	have	taken	part	in	such	a	game.	We
only	hope	at	Old	Trafford	that	the	Cup	Final	at	Wembley	will	be	half	as
exciting,	then	everybody	will	be	happy.	We	have	done	our	share	towards	the
double.	It's	up	to	Roy	Paul	[the	City	captain]	and	his	boys	to	complete	the
show!'	And	that's	the	way	it	was.	City	were	rivals,	but	they	were	a
Manchester	team	and	players	and	fans	alike	wished	them	well.	Byrne	also
showed	real	feeling	for	his	adversary	that	day,	the	great	Stanley	Matthews.
'The	only	two	unhappy	things	concerning	last	Saturday,'	he	continued,	'were
the	fact	that	the	"boss"	was	absent	and	that	Stanley	Matthews	was	on	the
losing	side.	The	least	we	could	do	was	to	put	on	an	exhibition	that	would
have	done	Mr	Busby	proud	had	he	been	there	to	witness	it.	Secondly	was
the	fact	the	"maestro"	has	still	to	win	his	League	Championship	medal.	He



was	so	near,	and	now	he	is	as	far	away	as	ever.	"That	is	football,"	as	Stan
admitted	to	me	after	the	game.'

You'd	go	to	Old	Trafford	to	see	United	win,	but	you'd	also	go	to	see	the
likes	of	Stanley	Matthews	play	well.	I	loved	watching	Tom	Finney	too,	and
Nat	Lofthouse,	and	Jimmy	McIlroy.	These	were	players	you	just	wanted	to
see.	The	fact	that	they	played	for	the	opposition	didn't	stop	you	from	liking
them	or	wanting	to	see	what	they	could	do.	It	wasn't	like	it	is	now,	when
kids	are	so	partisan	that	they	boo	good	players	if	they	play	for	the
opposition.	You	certainly	didn't	boo	any	of	them	then.	In	fact	you	were
waiting	for	something	special	to	happen	because	you	knew	they	were	good,
and	your	love	for	football	transcended	the	fact	that	you	were	a	United
supporter	or	City	supporter.	If	you	saw	something	happen	in	the	game	that
was	good	you	applauded	it	regardless	of	who	created	it.	You	wanted	it	to	be
your	team,	of	course,	but	if	someone	else	did	something	well,	you	clapped.
First	and	foremost	we	were	fans	of	football.	All	that's	lost	in	the	game	now.

United's	last	game	of	the	1955/56	season	was	at	home	to	Portsmouth	and
the	League	Championship	trophy	was	to	be	presented	at	the	end	of	the
game.	Although	the	title	had	been	won,	the	new	champions	were	out	to	hold
on	to	their	impressive	unbeaten	home	record.	The	early	editions	of	the
Manchester	Evening	News	commented	on	the	fact	that	it	was	fitting	that
United	were	again	at	full	strength.	This	meant	that	Johnny	Doherty	was
playing	at	inside-right	rather	than	Billy	Whelan,	who	had	still	not	fully
established	himself	in	the	first	team,	and	Ian	Greaves	was	still	keeping	Bill
Foulkes	out	of	the	right-back	berth.	The	ground	was	packed	again,	the	gates
locked	well	before	kick-off.	With	the	league	title	in	the	bag	the	crowd	was
in	carnival	mood	on	a	beautiful	spring	afternoon.	But	the	Reds	did	a
thoroughly	professional	job	on	the	pitch	and	retained	their	unbeaten	record
at	Old	Trafford,	a	goal	from	Dennis	Viollet	giving	them	a	1–0	win.

Five	minutes	before	the	end	of	the	game	the	magnificent	old	First
Division	championship	trophy	was	brought	out	and	put	on	a	stand	just
above	the	players'	tunnel	on	the	halfway	line.	This	was	the	signal	for	all	the
kids	who	were	lining	the	fence	around	the	ground	–	and	a	few	of	the	dads	as
well	–	to	climb	over	the	fence	and	crouch	like	sprinters	waiting	for	the
starting	gun	to	race	to	the	tunnel	when	the	final	whistle	went	to	get	a	good
view	of	the	presentation.	The	whistle	blew	and	the	race	was	on.	Most



people	headed	for	the	nearest	red	shirt	on	the	pitch.	I	finished	up	next	to	a
laughing	Ian	Greaves	who	tried	to	explain	to	the	adoring	fans	surrounding
him	that	the	game	wasn't	over.	The	ref,	he	said,	had	blown	for	a	free	kick,
not	for	the	end	of	the	game.	Everybody	thought	he	was	kidding,	but
eventually	we	realized	that	there	were	another	few	minutes	to	play	and	we
made	our	way	back	to	the	goal-line.	Play	resumed,	and	then	a	couple	of
minutes	later	the	ref	blew	his	whistle	again.	This	time	it	was	the	end.	The
players	raced	for	the	tunnel,	chased	by	the	crowd	who	were	converging	on
the	pitch	from	all	four	sides.	There	was	much	back-slapping,	but	eventually
all	the	players	made	it	safely	to	the	tunnel	where	Roger	Byrne	led	them	up
the	steps	by	the	side	of	it.	When	he	turned	towards	the	pitch	with	the	trophy
in	his	hands	there	was	a	great	roar	from	the	crowd,	who	by	this	time	were
covering	every	blade	of	grass	on	the	pitch.	Champions!

As	champions,	United	were	invited	to	enter	a	new	competition	which	was
open	to	the	title	winners	of	each	country	on	the	Continent.	It	was	called	the
European	Cup.	The	previous	season,	Chelsea,	who	had	won	the	league	in
1955,	had	been	invited	to	enter	the	first	ever	European	Cup.	They	turned	the
invitation	down,	following	pressure	from	the	football	authorities	who	at	that
time	were	resolutely	anti-European.	Football	League	secretary	Alan
Hardaker	was	notoriously	quoted	referring	to	continental	opposition	as
'wogs	and	dagoes'.	But	Matt	Busby	and	the	United	directors	didn't	go	along
with	that.	They	thought	taking	on	the	best	sides	in	Europe	would	be	good
not	just	for	United	but	for	English	football,	and	they	knew	they	had	a	side
that	was	good	enough	to	take	on	Europe's	best	and	reestablish	supremacy	in
the	sport	Britain	had	given	to	the	world.	So	United	entered	the	brave	new
world	of	European	football	in	defiance	of	the	English	football	hierarchy.

That	Thursday	night	in	February	1958	as	I	lay	in	bed	with	the	covers
pulled	tightly	around	me	to	keep	out	the	freezing	air,	all	these	memories	and
more	–	of	football	and	Manchester	and	where	we	lived	–	flooded	into	my
head.	Football	was	one	of	the	things	that	defined	your	life;	it	was	part	of
your	identity,	where	you	came	from.	I	kept	thinking	of	matches	I'd	been	to
and	players	I'd	watched.	Over	the	two	years	that	I'd	been	going	to	see
United,	I'd	read	all	I	could	about	those	players.	I	felt	I	knew	them	almost	as
well	as	my	own	family.



4
This	Great	United	Family

In	the	pubs	of	Manchester	that	night	there	was	no	music	or	laughter,	and
there	was	only	one	topic	of	conversation.	How	were	United	going	to	be	able
to	carry	on?	Grown	men	were	in	tears.	Manchester	was	stunned,	as	was	the
whole	sporting	world.	Fans	couldn't	or	wouldn't	believe	it.	Daily	Express
sports	editor	Robert	Findlay	recalled	how	scores	of	anxious	fans	rang	him
on	the	sports	desk	that	night	almost	pleading	with	him	–	'Say	it	isn't	true.'
Unfortunately	it	was	true,	but	the	picture	remained	confused,	not	just	for	the
fans	but	for	those	who	were	much	closer	to	the	events	and	to	the	people
involved.	When	Spurs	right-half	Danny	Blanchflower,	who	went	on	to
captain	their	great	1961	Double-winning	team,	rang	the	desk	to	ask	if	there
was	any	news	of	his	brother	Jackie,	Findlay	couldn't	tell	him.	When,	later	in
the	evening,	he	got	some	news	about	Jackie,	it	was	no	pleasurable	task	for
Findlay	to	ring	Danny	back	to	tell	him	that	although	his	brother	was	alive
he	was	so	badly	injured	that	he	might	never	play	again.

The	annual	Manchester	Press	Ball	was	due	to	be	held	on	6	February	at	the
Plaza	Ballroom	on	Oxford	Street.	Jimmy	Savile	was	the	manager	at	the
time,	but	as	soon	as	he	heard	the	news	of	the	crash	he	put	a	sign	up	outside
saying	'Press	Ball	cancelled'.	Then	he	locked	the	doors	and	sat	around	with
his	staff	listening	to	the	reports	as	they	came	through	on	the	radio.	Slowly
and	agonizingly	that	night	the	news	from	Munich	filtered	through	and	the
death	toll	mounted.	Of	the	twenty-one	confirmed	dead,	they	learned,	seven
were	United	players	and	three	were	club	officials.	Secretary	Walter
Crickmer	was	the	longest-serving	official	with	the	club.	He'd	been	at	Old
Trafford	for	twenty-eight	years	altogether,	twenty-one	as	club	secretary,	and
had	just	been	awarded	the	Football	League's	gold	medal	for	long	service.
Tom	Curry,	a	Geordie	from	South	Shields,	was	regarded	by	Busby	as	the



best	trainer	in	soccer.	He'd	been	at	Old	Trafford	since	the	mid-1930s	after	a
playing	career	at	Newcastle	United	and	Stockport	County.	Bert	Whalley
had	been	with	the	club	for	twenty	years.	His	playing	career	had	been	cut
short	by	an	eye	injury	in	1948,	which	is	when	he	joined	the	coaching	staff	at
Old	Trafford.	Bert	had	looked	after	the	young	players,	especially	the	Youth
Cup	team.

As	well	as	being	England's	soccer	capital,	Manchester	was	also	England's
second	city	in	the	newspaper	world,	and	it	was	here	that	all	the	nationals
had	their	northern	offices	and	printed	their	northern	editions.	In	their	offices
around	Withy	Grove	hard-bitten	newspapermen	sobbed	as	it	became
apparent	that	sports	journalism	had	also	suffered	a	savage	blow.
Newspapermen	are	used	to	reporting	tragedies,	but	these	eight	men	who	had
died	were	friends	and	colleagues	doing	the	job	they	lived	for.	Every
newspaper	was	affected.	Alf	Clarke	of	the	Manchester	Evening	Chronicle,
Donny	Davies	of	the	Manchester	Guardian,	George	Follows	of	the	Daily
Herald,	Tom	Jackson	of	the	Manchester	Evening	News,	Archie	Ledbrooke
of	the	Daily	Mirror,	Henry	Rose	of	the	Daily	Express,	Frank	Swift	of	the
News	of	the	World	and	Eric	Thompson	of	the	Daily	Mail	had	lost	their	lives.
The	only	survivor	from	the	press	corps	was	Frank	Taylor	of	the	News
Chronicle,	and	he	was	so	seriously	injured	it	was	feared	he	wouldn't
survive.	Mr	H.	J.	Bradley,	general	secretary	of	the	National	Union	of
Journalists,	said	that	night,	'The	disaster	has	just	about	swept	the	north	of
England,	and	Manchester	in	particular,	of	its	leading	sports	writers.	I	cannot
recall	a	greater	disaster	to	journalism	than	this	one.'

Three	others	had	lost	their	lives	in	the	crash:	Tom	Cable,	who	was	a	cabin
steward	on	the	flight;	Mr	T.	B.	Miklos,	a	Manchester	travel	agent	who	had
organized	the	charter	flight	for	United;	and	Willie	Satinoff,	a	wealthy
Manchester	businessman	and	racehorse	owner.	Satinoff's	interest	in
charitable	work	had	brought	him	into	close	contact	with	Matt	Busby	and
he'd	travelled	to	Belgrade	as	a	guest	of	United.	It	was	rumoured	that	he	had
been	in	line	for	a	vacant	seat	on	the	board.

So	it	wasn't	just	a	football	team	that	had	been	affected	by	the	tragedy,	but
inevitably	that	evening	it	was	the	players	the	fans	were	thinking	about.
Down	in	Ordsall	near	the	docks,	and	less	than	a	mile	from	Old	Trafford,
Salford	Lads	Club	became	a	focal	point	for	supporters	from	that	area.	Eddie



Colman	had	always	been	a	member	of	the	club	and	he	used	to	spend	a	lot	of
his	time	there,	often	taking	his	team-mates	there	with	him.	It	was	just	round
the	corner	from	the	two-up-two-down	on	Archie	Street	where	Eddie	had
still	been	living	with	his	mum	and	dad,	where	many	a	Saturday	night	got
started	for	Eddie	and	his	colleagues,	sitting	in	the	parlour	sharing	a	jug	of
beer	with	his	mum,	dad	and	granddad.	Then	he'd	take	them	round	to	the
club.	All	of	his	family	had	close	connections	with	the	club,	and	that	night	its
doors	opened	and	mourning	supporters	who'd	got	used	to	seeing	Eddie	and
his	team-mates	in	there	began	to	gather,	trying	to	find	some	comfort	in
community	feeling.

Whenever	you	talk	to	people	about	that	night,	one	thing	that	comes	across
is	this	sense	of	people	needing	to	get	together	in	the	same	way	that	a	family
draws	together	when	they	hear	of	the	death	of	a	loved	one.	Beryl	and	Olga
Townsend's	house	became	another	focal	point,	for	the	group	of	Stretford
Enders	they	used	to	go	to	all	the	matches	with.	The	two	sisters	were
desperately	trying	to	get	whatever	news	they	could	when,	as	Beryl	recalled,
there	was	a	knock	on	their	door.

About	seven	o'clock	all	the	people	we	used	to	go	to	the	matches
with	turned	up	at	our	house.	They	all	lived	in	Colyhurst	and
Ancoats	and	places	like	that,	but	our	house	near	Ardwick	Green
was	always	the	place	they	used	to	congregate.	That	night	they	all
piled	in	and	we	were	switching	between	the	two	television	channels
we	had	then	and	all	the	radio	stations.	At	first	we	just	couldn't	find
out	who	had	died	at	all.	There	was	so	little	real	information	coming
through.	Then	later	on	we	heard	the	news	that	Bobby	Charlton	had
survived.	Some	good	news	at	last,	but	as	soon	as	they	said	Bobby's
survived	I	said,	'Billy's	dead.'	Billy	Whelan	was	my	favourite
player,	and	when	everybody	asked	me	why	I'd	said	that	I	said,	'I've
just	got	this	feeling.	Bobby's	taken	his	place	in	the	team	and	I've
just	got	a	feeling	about	Billy.'

I	loved	them	all,	but	Billy	was	my	favourite.	I	always	remember
going	to	Goodison	Park	when	we	were	playing	Everton	and	we
were	standing	behind	the	goals.	Billy	was	having	a	really	great
game	and	this	Everton	fan	said,	'That	boy	could	turn	a	ball	on	a
sixpence.'	And	I	was	really	pleased.	I	think	it	was	just	his	sheer



class	that	I	liked.	Another	game	I	remember	well	was	when	we
played	Burnley	at	Turf	Moor	on	the	Good	Friday	in	1957	and	Billy
got	a	hat-trick.	The	thing	was	that	before	the	game	I	had	been
wondering	if	he	would	play	because	Billy	was	such	a	good	Catholic
and	in	those	days	if	you	were	Catholic	you	could	refuse	to	play	on
Good	Friday	on	religious	grounds.	I	wasn't	even	sure	if	I	should	go
to	the	match	myself.	I	thought,	'Should	I	be	going	to	a	football
match	or	should	I	go	to	church?'	But	I	went	and	I	was	delighted	I
did	because	we	won	the	match	and	Billy	got	his	hat-trick.	I
wouldn't	have	wanted	to	miss	that.

Beryl	was	a	big	Johnny	Berry	fan	as	well.

His	pace	and	his	balance	were	wonderful.	He	was	a	beautiful
footballer	to	watch.	And	he's	not	always	got	the	credit	he	should
have.	But	I	thought	Johnny	Berry	was	a	great	player.	Then	there
was	Tommy	Taylor.	The	way	Tommy	used	to	head	the	ball	was	just
fantastic.	There	was	just	something	about	all	of	them.	If	you	didn't
actually	see	them	play,	it's	difficult	to	explain	to	people	just	how
good	they	were	because	you	can't	see	them	on	television.	And	off
the	pitch	they	were	such	gentlemen.	Mark	Jones	was	a	lovely	man;
so	gentle,	and	really	nice.	He	was	like	a	father	figure	to	them	even
though	he	was	young	himself.	Only	a	couple	of	years	older	than
some	of	them.	In	pictures	of	them	he'd	always	be	sitting	there
smoking	his	pipe,	and	when	they	were	outside	he	always	had	his
trilby	on.	I	remember	seeing	one	picture	of	him	in	the	paper	with	a
budgie	sitting	on	his	shoulder.	There	he	was,	this	big,	gentle	giant
of	a	man	with	this	little	bird.	They	were	all	really	nice	people,
though.	And	they	were	close	to	the	fans.	Not	like	the	footballers	of
today.	There	was	never	a	question	of	kids	being	pushed	to	one	side
if	they	wanted	an	autograph	or	something	like	that.	But	all	I	was
concerned	about	was	whether	I	could	watch	them	play	or	not.	That's
how	all	of	us	lot	were,	and	we'd	all	help	each	other	out,	like	the	way
we	did	with	one	lad	who	worked	down	the	pit.	He	had	an	accident
so	he	couldn't	work.	We	were	only	earning	around	two	pound	a
week	then,	but	we	all	chipped	in	sixpence	each	so	he	could	see	the
game.	That's	how	fans	were.



While	the	Stretford	Enders	were	waiting	for	news	at	Beryl	and	Olga's
house,	their	mum	was	still	out	at	work.	She	worked	for	Smallman's,	the
caterers,	and	that	Thursday	she	was	at	an	exhibition	at	City	Hall.

My	father	went	to	pick	her	up,	and	when	he	met	Mum	as	she
finished	work	he	said,	'You	want	to	see	our	house.	It's	a	bit	like	the
Stretford	End	at	the	moment.'

'Why?'	she	said.	'There's	no	match	or	anything	tonight	is	there?'

'No,'	my	dad	said,	'but	United's	plane	has	crashed	and	all	the
crowd	that	Beryl	and	Olga	go	to	the	matches	with	have	come	round
to	our	house.'

'Ah,'	my	mother	said,	'I	was	wondering	what	was	going	on.
Everyone	has	been	standing	around	in	groups	talking,	but	I	didn't
know	what	was	going	on	because	I've	been	so	busy.'

Then	my	dad	said	to	her,	'Frank	Swift	could	be	one	of	them,'	and
that	really	upset	her	because	Frank	was	a	director	of	Smallman's
and	she	knew	him	very	well.

Frank	Swift	had	been	taken	out	of	the	wreckage	alive,	but	he	died	later
that	night	in	hospital.	Beryl	said	her	mum	was	absolutely	devastated	when
she	got	the	news.	He	was	a	much-loved	figure,	not	just	in	Manchester
football	circles	but	in	the	football	world	in	general.	Big	Swifty,	the	finest
English	keeper	that	ever	graced	their	net,	had	been	Manchester	City's
goalkeeper	from	1933	until	his	retirement	in	1950	when	he'd	taken	up
football	journalism,	as	well	as	a	directorship	at	Smallman's.	He'd	played
with	Matt	Busby	in	the	City	team	in	the	1930s	and	Busby	was	a	great
admirer	of	his,	so	much	so	that	he'd	tried	to	sign	him	for	United	after	the
war,	but	City	wouldn't	let	him	go.

Frank	Swift's	sad	departure	from	the	soccer	scene	along	with	his
newspaper	colleagues	added	to	the	grief	of	the	disaster.	With	his	death
football	lost	one	of	its	all-time	greats	who	would	be	remembered	not	just
for	his	daring	dives	at	the	feet	of	advancing	forwards,	his	masterly	tips	over
the	bar	and	his	long	throw-outs	to	the	wings	in	place	of	the	old-fashioned
dropkicks,	but	as	a	big,	genial	jester	whose	ready	wit	and	pleasant
personality	were	loved	by	millions.	Although	he'd	hung	up	his	boots	years



earlier	he	was	still	escorted	to	his	car	after	every	match	he	reported	on	by
dozens	of	young	autograph	hunters,	and	he'd	always	sign	the	lot	of	them.
Manchester	Evening	News	football	writer	Eric	Thornton	recalled	one
occasion	when	he	was	walking	along	Euston	Station	platform	with	Swift
after	an	international	match	when	a	little	boy	shouted	through	the	barrier,
'Give	us	your	autograph,	Mr	Swift,	I've	been	waiting	a	long	time.'	Without
hesitation	Frank	turned	back,	dropped	his	bag	and	wrote	in	the	lad's	book,
'Best	wishes	to	my	pal,	from	Frank	Swift.'

'He	was	a	smashing	bloke,'	Beryl	said.	'He	had	a	party	one	time	and	my
mum	introduced	us	to	him.	We	had	a	photograph	taken	with	him	and	we
almost	disappeared	because	he	put	his	hands	round	us	and	his	hands	were
so	big.	Absolutely	enormous	hands,	but	what	a	lovely	man.	My	mum	was	a
supervisor	at	Smallman's	and	whenever	Frank	had	a	private	party	at	his
home	my	mum	used	to	be	the	one	he'd	leave	in	charge	because	he	knew	he
could	trust	her.	She	was	due	to	do	a	party	for	him	that	Saturday	night,	but	of
course	he	died	on	the	Thursday.	She	ended	up	doing	the	catering	for	his
funeral.'

The	Townsends'	house	was	a	sombre	place	that	night.	Beryl	remembers
their	friends	staying	there	until	late	that	night,	switching	from	radio	to
television	and	from	one	station	to	another,	trying	to	piece	together	what	had
happened.	'It	was	really	weird,'	she	said.	'None	of	us	seemed	to	know	what
to	do	with	ourselves.	People	had	come	to	congregate	at	our	house	as	though
there	was	something	we	could	do	about	it,	but	there	was	absolutely	nothing
we	could	do	other	than	hang	around	and	wait	for	whatever	bits	of	news	we
could	get.'	All	they'd	got	were	their	memories	of	the	players	and	the
matches	they'd	been	to,	of	this	great	United	family	that	they	had	come	to
associate	with	so	closely.

The	first	match	we	went	to	was	on	12	February	1955.	City	beat	us
5–0	at	Old	Traflord,	but	that	didn't	put	us	off	and	we	really	started
going	regularly	at	the	beginning	of	the	1955/56	season.	From	then
on	it	just	virtually	took	our	lives	over.	They	were	so	good,	that
team,	that	once	we'd	started	going	to	watch	them	literally	nothing
and	nobody	got	in	the	way	of	us	watching	the	Babes.	We	were
fortunate	because	we	had	Burnley,	Blackpool	and	Preston	in	the
First	Division	so	they	were	all	very	local	and	it	was	easy	to	get	to



see	them,	especially	on	a	Saturday	afternoon.	All	through	the
summer	you'd	save	up	to	go	to	the	away	games.	I	even	used	to	walk
home	from	work	to	save	the	money	to	make	sure	I	could	get	to	the
Babes.	I	only	got	about	a	week's	holiday	and	I	used	to	save	my	days
for	all	the	mid-week	games.

The	thing	was,	no	matter	where	we	went	across	the	country,
everybody	loved	the	Babes.	We	went	down	to	Luton	for	one	game
but	because	so	many	of	our	boys	were	missing	on	Army	service	we
had	to	play	what	was	basically	our	reserves.	We	were	winning	2–0
and	a	Luton	supporter	standing	behind	me	said,	'If	this	is	your
reserve	team	I	wouldn't	like	to	be	playing	the	first	team.'	But
everywhere	we	went	there	was	just	so	much	respect	for	that	team
because	they	had	so	much	style	and	they	were	so	attractive	to
watch.	It	was	just	incredible,	the	buzz	everywhere	you	went	to
watch	the	Babes.	You	could	sense	the	excitement.	That	was	the
impact	that	they	had.	It	was	a	fantastic	feeling;	you	could	feel	the
warmth	and	affection	for	them	everywhere	you	went.	And	you
never	saw	a	boring	game.	In	the	1950s	and	on	into	the	early	sixties
if	you	saw	less	than	four	goals	in	a	match	you	felt	as	though	you'd
been	deprived.

It's	no	wonder	football	was	so	popular	then	–	plenty	of	goals,	plenty	of
excitement	and	a	lot	of	entertainment.	And	it	was	cheap:	no	more	than	two
shillings	(10p)	to	stand	on	the	terraces	and	watch	a	First	Division	football
match	–	the	real	working-class	game	that	everybody	could	afford.	People
couldn't	get	enough	of	it.	You	had	your	own	team	that	you	supported,	but	it
didn't	stop	you	going	to	see	other	teams,	especially	if	some	of	the	big	stars
of	the	day	were	playing.	Football	just	wasn't	as	tribal	as	it	is	now.	'Yeah,'
Olga	said,	'we'd	even	go	to	Liverpool	if	United	weren't	playing.	There	was
none	of	this	nastiness	that	there	is	today.'

Beryl	remembers	going	to	watch	Everton	quite	regularly	too.	'I	used	to	go
to	Goodison	Park	to	watch	Everton	because	Johnny	Carey	was	manager
there.	I	went	because	he	was	a	United	player,	and	I	went	to	support	Everton
because	they	were	his	team.'	She	also	recalls	going	to	watch	United	play
Preston	at	Deepdale	in	a	mid-week	match.	At	the	ground	she	met	some
soldiers	who	were	stationed	at	the	nearby	Fulwood	Barracks	where	they



were	doing	their	National	Service.	The	soldiers	came	from	different	parts	of
the	country	and	all	had	their	own	teams,	but	above	all	they	were	football
fans.	They'd	come	out	that	night	because	they	wanted	to	see	United;	they
were	particularly	keen	to	see	Tommy	Taylor	who	they	regarded	as	the
greatest	centre-forward	of	the	day.	It	didn't	matter	that	he	didn't	play	for
their	team.	It	was	a	time	when	great	players	were	great	players	whoever
they	played	for,	and	you	went	to	a	match	to	be	entertained	by	them	and	to
applaud	their	skills.	And	the	Busby	Babes	were	emerging	as	one	of	the	all-
time	great	teams.

*



Walking	down	the	Warwick	Road.



The	author	with	sister	Joan,	1957



Olga	Townsend,	Frank	Swift,	Beryl	Townsend.



Bradford	Pit.



Market	Street	and	the	Kardomah	Café,	where	the	players	used	to	go	after
training.



Back	of	the	main	stand,	Old	Trafford,	in	the	1950s.



Piccadilly	and	the	Guinness	clock	on	a	rainy	night.



United	v	Atlético	Bilbao,	Maine	Road,	6	February	1957.



Roger	Byrne	leads	the	team	out	for	the	last	match	at	Highbury,	1	Feburary
1958.

Tom	Jackson's	programme	notes	and	his	last	report	on	the	Red	Star	match.



Players,	officials	and	journalists	board	the	chartered	BEA	Elizabethan
which	was	to	crash	at	Munich.



The	final	team	talk.	Matt	Busby	gives	his	briefing	to	the	team	before	their
pre-match	meal	in	Belgrade.



Bobby	Charlton	scores	his	second	goal	in	Belgrade	to	give	United	a	3-0
lead	on	the	day;	5-1	on	aggregate.













Tribute	from	Charles	Buchan's	Football	Monthly,	April	1958.

After	winning	the	league	in	1956	the	young	champions	were	in	peak	form
the	next	season.	By	October	they	were	undefeated	in	the	league	and	they'd
sailed	through	their	first	two-legged	European	Cup	tie	with	a	12–0
aggregate	win	over	the	Belgian	champions	Anderlecht.	And	Anderlecht
were	no	mugs.	In	fact	the	first	game	in	Belgium,	United's	first	ever	in
Europe,	was	fairly	close,	the	Reds	coming	out	2–0	winners.	The	return	leg
was	played	under	the	floodlights	at	Maine	Road	because	United	had	no
lights	of	their	own	at	this	time,	and	on	a	pitch	that	was	covered	in	great
pools	of	water.	But	they	put	on	an	attacking	display	that	would	have
annihilated	any	team	in	the	world.	What	a	performance!	Just	imagine	a	win
like	that	today,	10–0	against	a	bona	fide	domestic	champion	club.	There
could	not	have	been	any	better	vindication	of	United's	defiance	of	the
football	authorities	to	play	in	Europe.	Even	Matt	Busby	was	incredulous	at
his	young	team's	performance.	'It	was	the	greatest	thrill	in	a	lifetime	of
soccer,'	he	said	after	the	game.	'It	was	the	finest	exhibition	of	teamwork	I
have	ever	seen	from	any	team.	It	was	as	near	perfect	football	as	anyone
could	wish	to	see.'

By	this	time	Billy	Whelan	had	established	himself	in	the	team	as	inside-
right	and	Bill	Foulkes	had	won	back	his	place	from	Ian	Greaves	at	right-
back.	The	team	had	a	settled	look	about	it,	with	Ray	Wood	in	goal;	Bill
Foulkes	and	Roger	Byrne	the	full-backs;	an	incredible	half-back	line	of
Eddie	Colman,	Mark	Jones	and	Duncan	Edwards;	and	the	most	exciting
forward	line	in	Britain	with	Johnny	Berry	on	the	right	wing,	Billy	Whelan
at	inside-right,	Tommy	Taylor	at	centre-forward,	Dennis	Viollet	at	inside-
left	and	David	Pegg	on	the	left	wing.	For	me,	they	were	the	Busby	Babes.
That	was	the	team	in	the	Manchester	Evening	News	photo	that	I	had	on	my
bedroom	wall.

In	Europe,	United	were	English	football's	pioneers;	no	other	club	before
them	had	competed	against	the	best	teams	from	the	Continent	in	a	knockout
competition.	It	was	all	a	new	experience,	not	just	for	the	manager	and
players	but	for	the	spectators	as	well.	For	those	first	European	matches
Maine	Road	was	packed	and	the	atmosphere	was	electric,	the	novelty	of
seeing	a	football	match	being	played	under	floodlights	adding	to	the
mystique	of	it	all.	During	the	course	of	that	season	the	European	seed	was



sown.	Manchester	witnessed	the	all-conquering	skills	of	Di	Stefano,	Kopa
and	Gento	of	the	great	Real	Madrid	side	in	the	semi-final,	but	on	the	way
there	they'd	seen	United	score	ten	times	against	Anderlecht,	then	hang	on
against	Borussia	Dortmund	before	a	remarkable	quarter-final	against
Atlético	Bilbao.	The	first	leg	was	played	in	Spain	in	January	1957,	and	it
was	a	tough	task	for	the	Reds.	Bilbao	had	lost	only	one	match	at	home	in
the	previous	three	years	and	on	a	snow-covered	pitch	United	went	down	5–
3.	The	tie	was	poised	for	a	great	second	leg	at	Maine	Road.	United's
European	games	were	still	being	played	there	because	the	floodlights,
which	they'd	started	building	by	now	at	Old	Trafford,	were	still	not	ready.

We	got	to	Maine	Road	early	for	the	Bilbao	match	and	bagged	a	place	on
the	whitewashed	wall	that	ran	along	the	side	of	the	pitch.	There	was	a	light
covering	of	snow	all	over	the	pitch	and	the	mist	that	swirled	over	it	made
the	main	stand	on	the	far	side	of	the	pitch	indistinct.	As	the	ground	filled	up
and	the	tension	built	the	mist	seemed	to	get	thicker	so	that	by	the	time	the
teams	came	out	and	lined	up	for	the	national	anthems	of	Spain	and	Great
Britain,	the	players	and	officials	were	shadowy	figures.	The	roar	from	the
crowd	as	they	kicked	off	must	have	been	heard	in	the	city	centre	more	than
a	mile	away,	and	right	from	the	start	Bilbao	made	their	tactics	clear:	they
were	there	to	defend	their	lead.	United	piled	on	the	pressure	but	the	crowd
groaned	as	chance	after	chance	was	missed.	Then,	four	minutes	before	half-
time,	came	the	breakthrough.	Duncan	Edwards	came	surging	upfield	and	let
fly	with	a	piledriver	that	was	heading	for	the	net	when	Bilbao	centre-half
Jesus	Garay	lunged	out	and	blocked	it.	The	ball	spun	up	into	the	air	off
Garay's	leg	and	dropped	right	into	the	path	of	an	unmarked	Dennis	Viollet,
who	calmly	put	it	into	the	net.

The	half-time	break	seemed	to	drag	on	for	ever	and	you	could	feel	the
tension	in	the	air	as	the	teams	came	out	for	the	second	half.	Only	forty-five
minutes	to	go	and	two	goals	to	get	against	a	resolute	defence.	Could	United
do	it?	Of	course	they	could.	Within	minutes	of	the	restart	the	crowd	roared
as	Viollet	put	the	ball	in	the	net	again,	but	the	celebrations	didn't	last	for
long	as	the	linesman's	flag	was	up	for	offside.	A	minute	later	Billy	Whelan
had	the	ball	in	the	net,	but	the	German	referee	gave	another	offside
decision.	United	were	being	robbed.	From	where	we	were	he	didn't	look
offside.	But,	like	many	a	United	team	that	came	after	them,	this	team	never
gave	up.	Tension	mounted	as	they	piled	on	more	and	more	pressure,	and	in



the	71st	minute	they	got	their	reward.	Tommy	Taylor,	who'd	led	the	line
magnificently	all	night,	swerved	around	Garay	and	shot	fiercely	to	beat
Carmelo	in	the	Bilbao	goal.

The	scores	were	level.	The	crowd	went	wild.	Every	man,	woman	and
child	packed	into	Maine	Road	was	urging	the	Reds	on.	But	Bilbao
continued	to	defend	resolutely.	Then,	with	five	minutes	to	go,	man	of	the
match	Tommy	Taylor	moved	out	to	the	right	wing.	His	marker	Garay
followed	him,	but	Taylor	beat	him	and	headed	for	the	goal-line.	As	he	did,
little	Johnny	Berry	moved	into	Taylor's	position	in	the	centre.	Taylor	rolled
the	ball	across	to	him	and	Berry	gave	Carmelo	no	chance	with	a	right-foot
shot	into	the	corner.	The	crowd	erupted	with	the	biggest	cheer	I've	ever
heard	at	a	football	match,	and	they	continued	cheering	until	well	after	the
last	of	their	heroes	had	left	the	field.	They	say	you	could	hear	the	roars	that
night	all	over	Manchester.

'El	Magnifico,	Manchester	United!'	wrote	Tom	Jackson	in	his	report	in	the
Manchester	Evening	News	the	next	night.	'You	can	say	it,	like	the	men	of
Bilbao,	in	Spanish.	You	can	say	it	in	a	dozen	different	languages	if	you
wish,	yet	even	now,	in	the	cold	light	of	today,	that	nerve-tingling	and
inspired	fighting	football	of	the	Busby	Boys	which	has	swept	them	into	the
semi-final	of	the	European	Cup	has	brought	the	world	to	their	feet.'	The
Babes	had	defied	the	odds	by	turning	a	5–3	deficit	from	the	first	leg	into	a
6–5	victory,	to	win	the	right	to	challenge	the	European	champions,	Real
Madrid,	in	the	semi-final.

Over	forty	years	later	on	that	great	night	in	Barcelona	when	Alex
Ferguson's	United	won	the	Treble	in	such	dramatic	fashion,	I	was	on	the
Ramblas	as	United	fans	partied	all	through	the	night.	I	sat	having	a	beer
with	a	Red	of	my	age.	The	last	three	minutes	in	the	Nou	Camp	had	been	as
exciting	as	anything	any	football	fan	is	ever	likely	to	experience.	The	1999
FA	Cup	semi-final	replay	against	Arsenal	with	Schmeichel's	penalty	save
and	Giggs's	wonder	goal	had	been	a	titanic	struggle	–	one	of	the	all-time
great	games	to	have	been	at.	But	United's	greatest	game	ever?	From	a	fan's
point	of	view	we	had	no	doubt	that	it	was	Bilbao.	Everybody	I	have	spoken
to	who	was	at	that	match	is	in	agreement	on	that	point.

United	lost	the	semi-final	5–3	on	aggregate,	but	it	had	been	a	remarkable
achievement	for	the	young	team	and	there	was	no	shame	in	going	out	to



what	has	always	been	regarded	as	the	greatest	club	side	in	the	history	of
world	football.	On	the	home	front	United	won	the	league	again	and	were	set
for	a	remarkable	league	and	Cup	Double,	only	to	have	it	snatched	from	their
grasp	by	an	injury	to	goalkeeper	Ray	Wood	very	early	in	the	final	against
Aston	Villa.	In	the	days	before	substitutes,	playing	with	ten	men	for	more
than	eighty	minutes	on	the	Wembley	turf	was	too	much	for	any	team.	But
we	knew	they'd	be	back	again,	because	the	team	Matt	Busby	had	built
seemed	destined	to	dominate	football	for	many	years.	Such	was	the	power
of	the	Babes	that	they	seemed	almost	invincible.	Nothing,	it	seemed,	would
prevent	the	young	braves	of	Manchester	United	from	reigning	for	the	next
decade.

The	glory	of	supporting	this	team	was	not	so	much	the	trophies	they	won
but	the	way	they	went	about	winning	them.	What	I	remember	most	about
them	was	that,	although	they	had	good	defenders,	the	attitude	of	the	whole
team	was	directed	at	scoring	goals.	Matt	Busby	had	brought	together	at	Old
Trafford	the	most	talented	group	of	young	footballers	that	had	ever	been
seen	at	one	club.	They	were	the	elite,	the	Sandhurst	cadets	of	the	football
world,	not	only	in	their	efficiency	on	the	field	but	in	their	bearing	after	they
had	been	in	action.	After	training	the	players	were	encouraged	to	use	the
facilities	at	Old	Trafford	–	a	game	of	snooker	or	table	tennis	in	the	games
room.	It	was	here	that	the	players	met	socially	and	the	spirit	of	friendship,
which	helped	to	make	the	club	great,	grew.	Every	professional	at	Old
Trafford	was	made	a	member	of	the	YMCA	and	many	spent	their
afternoons	there,	while	others	spent	their	afternoons	on	the	golf	course.

They	were	a	generation	of	players	who	in	their	outlook	still	had	the
attitudes	and	values	associated	with	the	hard	days	of	war	and	ration	books.
Today	they'd	be	regarded	as	young	men	who	were	old	before	their	time.
Mark	Jones	was	married	to	June,	his	childhood	sweetheart	from	Barnsley;
he	had	a	young	son,	and	in	his	spare	time	he	bred	canaries	and	budgies.	It
was	the	sort	of	lifestyle	Matt	Busby	encouraged	for	his	young	players.	'It's	a
good	thing	for	a	player	to	settle	down	and	start	a	home,'	he	used	to	tell
them.	'It	will	make	you	more	mature	as	a	person	and	help	with	your
football.'	Duncan	Edwards	was	every	bit	the	model	professional.	He	never
went	'gallivanting	at	night',	as	Busby	used	to	say.	'He	was	never	in	any
trouble.	Going	to	the	pictures	was	about	his	only	night	life.	He	lived	for	the
game	and	his	only	concern	was	making	himself	and	keeping	himself	fit	for



it.'	For	Busby,	'club	spirit'	and	a	commitment	to	the	club	as	'family'	were	the
qualities	he	prized	most	in	his	young	players,	and	he	and	his	assistant
Jimmy	Murphy	worked	tirelessly	to	instil	them.

It	helped	to	create	a	strong	bond	with	the	fans.	It's	one	of	the	things	that
always	comes	up	when	you	talk	to	supporters	from	that	time.	Madge
Williams	told	me	as	I	sat	having	a	cup	of	tea	with	her	and	her	husband
Norman	in	their	front	room	in	Droylsden,	'No	one	could	take	their	place,
could	they,	Norman?	They	was	great,	those	lads.	I	used	to	see	them	a	lot	in
Manchester.	When	they'd	finished	training	they	used	to	all	come	down
Market	Street	and	go	in	Kardomah	Cafe.	Do	you	remember	that?	I	used	to
see	them	coming	down	and	they	used	to	all	go	in	there	and	have	a	coffee.
Nothing	like	the	players	of	today.	I	mean,	Duncan	Edwards	used	to	go
around	on	a	bike	and	he	used	to	go	on	the	bus	to	the	match.	Would	you	get
players	doing	that	now?	No	way	would	you.'

The	main	ingredient	of	this	spirit	that	Matt	Busby	and	his	backroom	staff
so	carefully	fostered	was	a	sense	of	togetherness,	a	sense	of	being	part	of	a
great	United	family.	Most	of	the	out-of-town	lads	were	put	into	lodgings	at
Mrs	Watson's	boarding	house	at	5	Birch	Avenue,	where	youth	team	players
straight	from	school	shared	digs	with	men	who	had	already	established
themselves	in	the	first	team.	One	of	them	was	Duncan	Edwards.	A	lot	of	the
fans	used	to	call	him	'Tank',	but	he	was	known	as	'Brush'	to	the	players	he
shared	his	digs	with	because	of	his	obsession	with	tidying	up	and	keeping
the	place	smart.	He	was	known	to	tell	some	of	the	younger	players	that	the
main	thing	to	remember	was	to	make	sure	that	shirts	and	shorts	were	always
clean	and	that	socks	were	well	darned	because	a	smart	team	starts	off	with
high	morale	and	will	play	football	as	neat	as	their	appearance.	At	Birch
Avenue	all	the	players	shared	the	same	table,	and	conversation	was	usually
about	football.	It	was	here	and	at	other	carefully	selected	lodgings	as	much
as	on	the	pitch	and	on	the	training	ground	that	they	developed	their	club
spirit	and	became	United	players.	The	house	was	on	a	small	estate	that	was
just	a	short	walk	from	Old	Trafford,	and	generally	the	players	would	walk
to	the	ground,	mixing	freely	with	the	fans.	'We	walked	up	Warwick	Road
with	Tommy	Taylor	on	our	way	to	the	match	one	day,'	Madge	recalled.	'We
asked	him	if	he	was	playing,	and	he	said,	"Yes.	If	I	don't	get	killed	by	a	bus
first!"	Chester	Road,	which	we	had	to	cross,	was	busy	even	in	those	days.
He	was	a	lovely	lad,	and	his	mother	was	a	sweet	lady	as	well.	But	they	were



all	nice	lads.'

Every	Saturday	night,	all	of	United's	reserve	and	first	team	players	used	to
meet	up	in	a	pub	for	a	drink	before	going	to	a	dance	hall	–	usually	the
Locarno	in	Sale.	Beryl	Townsend	remembers	those	Saturday	nights.

All	the	players	used	to	go	there,	and	Duncan	and	his	girlfriend	used
to	come	to	collect	Tommy	and	David	and	the	others.	He'd	put	them
in	a	taxi	to	get	them	home	because	they	were	always	kalied.
Tommy	was	a	right	drinker,	but	then	if	you	think	about	where	he
was	from	it	was	no	surprise.	Like	so	many	of	them	he	came	from	a
mining	community,	and	after	working	down	the	pit	all	day	a	lot	of
miners	liked	a	pint.	So	Tommy	was	used	to	a	drinking	culture.	But
Duncan	got	into	trouble	himself	because	he	used	to	have	a	bike	and
he	went	out	on	it	one	night	with	no	lights	on	and	he	got	told	off	by
Matt	Busby.	Busby	fined	him	for	showing	the	club	up.	On	the	pitch
they	were	magical,	though,	weren't	they?	But	off	it	they	were	just
ordinary	lads.

With	me	working	in	town	I	used	to	see	Tommy	and	the	rest	of
them	coming	out	of	Kardomah	Cafe	at	lunchtime.	They	were
always	out	in	town	among	ordinary	people,	and	I	think	that's	why
the	crash	hit	the	city	so	much	because	they	were	used	to	them	being
around.	They	were	part	of	the	city	life.	They	weren't	distant.	I
remember	we	were	on	the	bus	going	to	Levenshulme	one	day	and
Albert	Scanlon	got	on	with	his	first	wife	Josie,	who	we	knew
because	she	used	to	be	in	Olga's	class	at	school.	There	were	no
flash	cars	then.	They	didn't	seem	as	materialistic	in	those	days.
They	played	for	the	love	of	the	game.	They'd	got	talent	but	they	just
seemed	to	love	playing	football	and	it	didn't	seem	to	matter	to	them
that	they	were	on	a	small	wage.	They	did	what	they	loved	[to	do]
and	you	were	never	disappointed	when	you	went	to	see	them.

Footballers	certainly	didn't	have	'celebrity	lifestyles'	in	the	1950s	and
there	was	very	little	about	them	in	the	newspapers	other	than	team	news	and
match	reports.	One	of	the	only	sources	of	information	about	players	and
their	lives	was	Charles	Buchan's	Football	Monthly,	and	I	was	an	avid
reader.	In	the	May	1957	edition	one	of	their	columnists,	John	Thompson,
wrote,	'I	suppose	the	next	danger	for	Manchester	United	is	that	they	will



become	as	disliked	as	Arsenal	were	at	the	height	of	their	glory	[in	the
1930s].	There	are	peculiar	specimens	among	our	fellow	countrymen	who
are	irritated	by	success	and	snipe	spitefully	at	those	who	gain	it.	Manchester
United	are	unlikely	to	be	put	out	by	these	mean	and	jealous	little	men.	They
are	big	enough	to	shrug	them	aside	..	.	and	to	carry	on	enjoying	every	game
as	they	so	obviously	do.	Long	may	they	flourish!	They	have	brought	a	glint
to	our	tarnished	reputation.'

For	the	time	being,	at	least,	United's	supporters	and	admirers	far
outweighed	the	'mean	and	jealous	little	men',	and	they	were	looking
forward	to	1957/58.	It	was	going	to	be	United's	big	season.	By	this	time
Matt	Busby's	biggest	problem	was	not	who	to	put	in	the	team,	but	who	to
leave	out.	When	United	qualified	to	enter	the	European	competition	again
in	1957/58	it	was	clear	where	the	club's	priorities	lay.	Busby	wanted	a	side
that	was	good	enough	to	win	everything.	The	1957	FA	Cup	had	been
snatched	out	of	his	grasp	because	of	the	injury	to	Ray	Wood,	but	his	Babes
were	capable	of	reaching	Wembley	once	again.	Having	secured	the	league
championship	in	1956	and	1957	they	could	certainly	match	the	great	sides
of	the	pre-war	years,	Huddersfield	Town	and	Arsenal,	and	win	it,	like	them,
for	a	third	successive	time.

The	campaign	started	well	with	victories	over	Leicester	at	Filbert	Street,
then	Everton	and	Manchester	City	at	Old	Trafford.	It	was	the	perfect	launch
pad	for	a	new	title	challenge.	Their	scoring	record	was	remarkable,	twenty-
two	goals	coming	in	the	opening	six	games.	Yet	when	they	lost	for	the	first
time	it	was	not	by	just	an	odd	goal,	but	4–0,	to	Bolton	at	Burnden	Park.	It
was	a	team	that	didn't	do	anything	by	half	measures,	which	was	one	of	the
things	that	made	them	so	entertaining	to	watch.	In	Europe,	United	strode
past	Irish	champions	Shamrock	Rovers	before	beating	Dukla	Prague	3–1	on
aggregate	to	reach	the	quarter-final	against	Red	Star	Belgrade.

In	January	1958,	as	the	tie	with	Red	Star	approached,	United	made	good
progress	in	the	FA	Cup	with	a	3–1	win	at	Workington	and	a	2–0	victory
over	Ipswich	at	Old	Trafford	to	see	them	through	to	the	fifth	round,	where
they	would	meet	Sheffield	Wednesday.	In	the	league	they	were	in	second
place	behind	Wolves.	The	Yugoslavs	came	to	Manchester	on	14	January,
and	by	this	time	the	United	team	had	a	different	look	about	it:	Harry	Gregg
had	taken	over	from	Ray	Wood	in	goal	after	a	December	transfer	from



Doncaster	Rovers;	eighteen-	year-old	Kenny	Morgans	had	come	in	on	the
right	wing	in	place	of	the	ageing	Johnny	Berry;	Bobby	Charlton	had	got	the
inside-right	berth	in	preference	to	Billy	Whelan;	and	Albert	Scanlon	had	the
upper	hand	in	his	duel	with	David	Pegg	for	the	position	of	outside-left.
Charlton	and	Eddie	Colman	scored	the	goals	that	gave	United	the	edge	in	a
2–1	first-leg	victory.

The	form	in	the	run-up	to	the	second	leg	was	encouraging.	A	7–2	win
over	Bolton,	with	a	hat-trick	from	Bobby	Charlton,	two	goals	from	Dennis
Viollet	and	one	apiece	for	Duncan	Edwards	and	Albert	Scanlon,	was	just
the	result	United	needed	before	visiting	Highbury	for	their	next	league
match,	then	leaving	on	the	tiring	journey	behind	the	Iron	Curtain.	And	what
a	match	the	Highbury	one	was.	United	and	Arsenal	thrilled	all	those	who
were	packed	into	the	stadium	on	that	Saturday	afternoon	with	a	magnificent
display	of	attacking	football.	Nine	goals	were	scored:	four	by	Arsenal,	five
by	United.	That	game	on	1	February	1958	typified	the	Busby	Babes.	They
played	with	such	flair	and	enthusiasm	that	they	thought	nothing	of
conceding	a	few	goals	in	their	efforts	to	score	at	least	one	more.	The
Manchester	Guardian	report	is	enough	to	confirm	that	team's	legendary
powers.	United	kept	'one	or	both	wing-halves	always	poised	on	the	frontal
limit	of	defence,	ready	to	move	forward	and	make	a	sixth	or	seventh
forward'.	This	left	large	gaps	in	defence,	but	'always	Manchester's	forwards
promised	to	score	more	goals	than	their	defence	yielded'.

It	was	the	last	match	the	Busby	Babes	ever	played	in	England.

For	the	match	the	following	Wednesday	in	Belgrade,	United	announced
that	the	club	would	be	hiring	an	aeroplane	to	transport	the	squad	there	and
back.	In	December	1957	United	had	made	a	mid-week	journey	to
Czechoslovakia	for	the	second-leg	tie	with	Dukla	Prague,	but	the	return
flight	was	delayed	by	fog	and	the	team	was	forced	to	divert	to	Amsterdam;
they	eventually	completed	the	journey	by	sea	and	land	with	only	hours	to
spare	before	a	league	match	away	to	Birmingham	City.	A	tired	United,
lucky	even	to	have	made	it	to	the	ground	on	time,	could	only	draw.	In	an
attempt	to	do	all	that	was	possible	to	get	back	in	good	time	for	the
weekend's	match	at	home	to	top-of-the-table	Wolves,	United's	management
hired	a	private	plane	for	the	two-thousand-mile	round	trip	to	Eastern
Europe.	Although	the	flights	would	still	be	at	the	mercy	of	the	weather,	at



least	the	team	would	be	able	to	make	their	own	time	and	would	not	have	to
conform	to	an	airline's	schedules	and	routes.

They'd	made	it	there	all	right,	but	they	hadn't	got	back,	and	most	of	them
were	never	going	to	get	back,	to	play	Wolves	or	anybody	else.	As	I	looked
up	at	those	faces	staring	down	from	the	picture	on	my	bedroom	wall	it	was
still	hard	to	believe.	But	that	was	only	because	I	didn't	want	to	believe	it.
Nobody	wanted	to	believe	it.

I	asked	Beryl	Townsend	and	Norman	Williams,	if	it	hadn't	been	for
Munich,	how	long	did	they	think	it	would	have	been	before	United	lifted
the	European	Cup?	Beryl	believed	they	would	have	done	it	that	season.	'We
would	have	done	it	the	year	before	if	it	hadn't	been	for	Real	Madrid.	They
were	the	greatest	club	team	of	all	time	and	it	was	just	our	bad	luck	that	we
had	to	meet	them	in	the	semi-final.	I	think	we'd	have	made	the	final	if	we
hadn't	had	to	play	them.	But	by	1958	that	Real	Madrid	side	were	starting	to
get	older	and	the	Babes	were	going	from	strength	to	strength.	I	think	we
would	have	done	it	in	1958,	that's	how	great	that	team	had	become.'
Norman	thought	it	would	have	taken	longer.	'I	would	say	at	least	two	years.
But	we	would	have	done	it	because	those	lads	were	maturing	so	quickly.'

The	crucial	factor	was	that	by	February	1958	Matt	Busby	had	got	together
a	team	that	had	strength	in	depth.	It	was	almost	the	beginning	of	the	modern
squad	system	–	he'd	got	good	cover	for	every	position.	There	was	this	sense
that	we	were	watching	a	team	that	was	on	the	threshold	of	greatness,	on	the
way	to	becoming	the	greatest	club	side	Britain	would	ever	see.	Years	later
Bob	Paisley	said	Manchester	United	would	have	dominated	soccer	for	the
next	ten	years	with	that	team.	On	that	dreadful	Thursday	night	in	houses
throughout	Manchester,	disbelief	soon	gave	way	to	a	terrible	sense	of	loss
and	of	being	cheated	by	a	cruel	twist	of	fate.

Sleep	was	impossible.	As	I	lay	awake	replaying	in	my	head	some	of	the
matches	I'd	seen	them	play,	there	was	one	game	above	all	others	I	kept
thinking	about,	the	greatest	game	I	saw	the	Busby	Babes	play,	the	game	at
Maine	Road	the	year	before	when	they'd	overcome	all	the	odds	to	beat
Atlético	Bilbao.	It	epitomized	everything	that	was	great	about	that	side:	the
outstanding	individual	skills,	the	team	spirit,	the	sheer	grit	and
determination,	and	the	commitment	to	attack,	attack,	attack.	And	the	date
was	6	February	1957	–	exactly	one	year	earlier,	to	the	day.



5
A	City	in	Shock

I	woke	up	early	on	the	Friday	morning.	It	was	the	cold	that	did	it.	It	was
still	dark,	but	my	bedroom	door	was	ajar,	and	by	the	light	that	spilled	in
from	the	landing	I	could	see	the	thick	ice	glistening	on	the	inside	of	my
bedroom	window.	My	mam	and	dad	were	already	up.	I	could	hear	them
moving	around	in	the	kitchen	downstairs,	but	I	wasn't	ready	to	brave	the
cold.	I	pulled	the	blankets	up	over	my	head	and	wriggled	further	down	into
bed.

You	always	tried	to	put	off	the	moment	when	you	had	to	get	out	of	your
warm	bed	into	the	icy	air	of	your	bedroom,	but	this	morning	I	needed	to	get
up	in	time	for	the	seven	o'clock	news	on	the	wireless.	Had	Matt	Busby
survived	the	night?	And	what	about	Duncan	Edwards	and	Johnny	Berry?
As	I	lay	in	bed	I	felt	a	deep	sense	of	personal	loss.	I	still	couldn't	quite
believe	that	the	players	I'd	been	expecting	to	cheer	on	against	Wolves	the
next	day	would	never	play	again.

My	mam	came	to	my	room	with	a	mug	of	tea	to	warm	me	up	and	a	kettle
of	boiling	water	to	take	into	the	bathroom	for	a	wash.	There	was	no	hot
water,	she	said.	Then	she	gathered	my	school	uniform	up,	saying	she'd	take
it	downstairs	to	put	in	front	of	the	electric	fire	in	the	kitchen	to	warm	up.	I
could	go	downstairs	to	get	dressed	in	front	of	the	fire	after	I'd	had	a	wash.	I
tried	to	keep	as	many	of	the	bed	covers	over	me	as	possible	while	I	drank
the	tea,	but	as	soon	as	you	raised	yourself	up	off	the	pillow	the	bedclothes
came	up	with	you	and	an	icy	blast	came	cutting	in	under	the	blankets.	Still,
I'd	have	to	brave	the	cold	air	sooner	or	later.	If	you	moved	quickly	enough	it
wasn't	too	bad.	So,	covers	off,	dressing	gown	on,	and	a	quick	dash	to	the
bathroom	with	the	kettle	of	hot	water.	Into	the	sink	with	the	water,	a	quick
splash	on	my	face,	and	a	dash	down	to	the	nice	warm	kitchen	where	my



clothes	were	as	hot	as	toast.

It	was	five	to	seven	–	just	enough	time	to	get	my	clothes	on	before	the
seven	o'clock	news	on	the	Home	Service.	But	did	I	want	to	hear	it?	Did	I
want	to	leave	the	warmth	of	the	kitchen	to	go	into	the	cold	front	room	to
hear	things	I	wished	I	didn't	have	to	hear?

I	followed	my	dad	into	the	living	room.	There	was	ice	on	the	windows
and	it	was	nearly	as	cold	as	my	bedroom.	My	dad	switched	the	radiogram
on,	and	there	was	nothing	on	the	news	to	take	the	chill	out	of	our	bones.
'Here	is	the	seven	o'clock	news	for	today,	Friday	the	seventh	of	February,'
the	newsreader	said.	What	had	happened	overnight?	I	wondered.	Had	there
been	any	more	deaths,	or	could	there	have	been	a	miracle?	Could	some	of
those	reported	missing	have	been	found	alive,	thrown	clear	of	the	plane	and
lying	in	the	snow?	But	no.	Nothing	had	changed.	Sixteen	of	the	survivors
were	in	hospital,	some	of	them	seriously	injured;	seven	others	had	been
released	from	hospital	after	treatment.	They	included	Bill	Foulkes	and
Harry	Gregg.	Apart	from	reporting	on	the	messages	of	sympathy	that	had
been	coming	in	from	football	clubs	all	over	the	world,	there	was	nothing
new.	But	the	newsreader	did	say,	'Our	reporter	is	coming	through	to	us	from
Munich	shortly	and	it	is	hoped	to	give	a	recording	of	his	latest	dispatch	in
the	eight	o'clock	news	bulletin.'	I'd	just	be	able	to	catch	that	before	setting
off	for	school.

Breakfast	was	silent.	It	was	as	if	there'd	been	a	death	in	the	family.	My
dad	had	been	following	United	since	the	1920s.	He'd	supported	them
throughout	the	1930s	when	they	were	in	the	Second	Division	and	in	danger
of	going	down	to	the	Third.	When	he	got	back	from	war	service	in	India	he
became	part	of	that	great	post-war	boom	in	English	football,	following
United	home	and	away	all	the	way	to	the	great	1948	Cup	Final	against
Blackpool.	Now	his	team	had	been	wiped	out.	Even	now,	the	morning	after,
the	mind	couldn't	take	it	in.	The	flowers	of	English	football	were	dead,
crushed	in	one	awful	moment	at	Munich	Airport.

At	eight	o'clock	the	BBC	did	indeed	have	a	piece	from	their	own	reporter,
Ray	Colley,	who'd	flown	to	Munich	the	night	before	in	a	special	Viscount
airliner	taking	senior	BEA	officials	and	engineers	to	the	scene	to	investigate
the	disaster.	'He	telephoned	us	just	over	an	hour	ago,'	the	newsreader	said,
'after	interviewing	some	of	the	survivors.'



One	of	them	was	Harry	Gregg,	the	twenty-three-year-old	Irish
goalkeeper	who	was	recently	transferred	to	Manchester	United	for	a
record	fee.	He	told	Colley	that	he'd	sensed	that	an	accident	was
about	to	happen.	He	wasn't	hurt,	and	as	soon	as	he	could	he	obeyed
the	shouts	to	run	in	case	the	plane	caught	fire.	Then	he	saw	that
there	wasn't	any	fire	and	Colley	says	he	immediately	ran	back	and
took	a	leading	part	in	rescuing	survivors	trapped	in	the	wreckage.
At	the	moment,	says	our	reporter,	inches	of	snow,	which	fell
steadily	through	the	night,	hide	and	soften	the	remains	of	the
wrecked	aircraft	as	it	lies	where	it	came	to	rest	two	hundred	and
seventy	yards	beyond	the	end	of	the	runway.

In	Chorlton	on	Medlock,	Mary	Morris	was	up	early	as	well	–	albeit	for	a
different	reason.

It	was	about	half	past	six,	and	we	were	up	because	the	house	across
the	street	was	on	fire.	Everybody	in	the	street	was	up	because	it
wasn't	a	very	big	street.	Straight	away	we	put	the	radio	on.	News
kept	coming	through	about	the	crash	and	of	course	we	were	getting
more	and	more	upset	because	all	the	names	were	coming	through
with	details	of	what	had	happened	to	them.	When	the	firemen	had
put	the	fire	out	I	remember	my	mam	opening	the	door	and	asking
the	firemen	if	they	wanted	a	drink	of	tea	because	it	was	still	cold
and	snowy.	All	the	firemen	came	in,	and	different	people	in	the
street	came	in	as	well,	because	my	mam	was	making	tea	for
everyone.

While	the	firemen	were	in	our	house	I	was	crying	and	one	of
them	said	to	me,	'There's	no	need	to	cry.	The	lady	in	the	house	over
the	road	is	all	right;	she	hasn't	been	hurt.'	So	my	mam	said,	'She's
not	crying	about	the	fire,	she's	crying	about	the	crash.'	I	can	still	see
the	fireman	standing	in	our	front	room	with	his	big	white	hat	and
can	still	hear	him	saying	to	me,	'You	know	how	strong	firemen	are
and	you	know	how	they	are	supposed	to	be	very	tough	people?
Well,	we	all	cried	last	night.'	After	the	firemen	had	left,	me	and	our
James	couldn't	go	to	school	that	day	because	we	were	both	too
upset.

Snow	must	have	blanketed	most	of	Europe	that	morning.	It	was	long



before	anybody	had	ever	heard	anything	about	global	warming,	and	the
winter	was	a	bitterly	cold	one.	Like	Munich,	Manchester	was	in	its	icy	grip
the	morning	after	the	disaster.	The	electric	fire	was	still	on	full	in	our
kitchen	as	I	put	my	Marmite	sandwiches	into	my	schoolbag	alongside	my
attempts	at	my	maths	and	French	homework.	Cap	on	and	navy	gabardine
over	navy	school	blazer	and	it	was	off	into	the	cold	morning	air.

Outside,	everything	was	white;	there	had	been	a	thick	frost	during	the
night	and	a	sprinkling	of	snow.	It	was	a	short	walk	up	our	road	past	the	flats
to	the	bus	shelter	on	Greenbrow	Road.	I'd	got	my	football	boots	laced
together	and	slung	over	my	shoulder	because	it	was	football	on	Friday
afternoons	for	the	Upper	Thirds,	but	it	didn't	seem	right	to	be	playing
football	this	particular	Friday	afternoon.	Maybe	our	matches	would	be
abandoned	out	of	respect	for	the	dead.

At	the	bus	stop	there	was	the	usual	long	queue	stretching	out	of	the
shelter,	shop	workers	and	office	workers	going	into	town	and	schoolkids
from	the	estate	who'd	passed	their	scholarships	going	to	the	grammar
schools	and	technical	schools	that	were	closer	to	town.	A	lot	of	the	people
in	those	queues	every	morning	knew	one	another	and	there	was	usually
plenty	of	good-humoured	banter,	but	this	morning	most	were	silent	and	the
mood	was	sombre.	Many	looked	as	though	they'd	been	up	all	night.

The	bright	red	bus	drew	up	at	the	stop	and	everybody	piled	on.	I	always
went	upstairs	because	you	didn't	have	to	stand	up	there;	if	you	stayed
downstairs,	the	bus	always	got	full	before	it	got	off	the	estate	and	you	had
to	stand	up	and	give	adults	your	seat.	Upstairs	was	for	the	smokers,	so	as	I
walked	up	the	steps	I	entered	a	thick	fug	of	cigarette	smoke.	Condensation
dripped	down	from	the	nicotine-stained	roof.	Heads	were	buried	in	the
morning	papers	whose	pages	contained	the	first	reports	of	the	tragedy.

There	were	a	few	empty	seats	and	I	moved	up	the	top	deck	of	the	bus	to
sit	next	to	Mr	Penter,	a	friend	of	my	dad.	His	son	Paul	had	been	in	my	class
at	primary	school	and	the	whole	family	were	Blues	–	big	City	fans	who
went	to	most	of	their	games.	He	was	reading	the	Daily	Express	and	had	it
open	at	the	photo	news	section,	which	he	showed	me.	Under	the	headline
'Shattered	In	One	Dramatic	Second	–	The	Finest	Soccer	Team	Since	the
War'	were	cigarette-card	images	of	the	players	who	were	my	heroes.
Against	one	line	of	pictures	the	terrible	words	'Dead	or	still	missing	early



this	morning',	against	another	the	words	'These	are	the	ones	who	survived
the	crash'.	There	were	tears	in	my	eyes	as	I	read	the	few	short	paragraphs
above	those	familiar	faces	and	the	tribute	that	followed.	The	paper	said	that
when	the	airliner	crashed	it	was	carrying	the	greatest	team	in	British	soccer
since	the	war.	'You	may	support	another	team,'	it	said,	'a	great	one	or	a	small
one,	but	you	are	likely	to	concede	that	United	were	the	greatest	club.	Not
only	because	they	had	been	League	champions	and	winners	of	the	Cup.	But
also	because	they	brought	a	higher	art	to	post-war	football	and	provided	the
thousands	who	go	to	see	them	with	the	kind	of	pleasure	other	teams	seldom
give.'

It	was	true.	They	were	the	greatest	team	in	Britain;	they	were	going	to	be
the	greatest	team	in	the	world.	And	they	were	my	team.	But	the	Express
tribute	had	it	right:	whoever	you	supported	at	that	time	you	were	prepared
to	concede	that	United	were	the	best.	City	fans	of	that	era	like	Mr	Penter
and	his	family	were	no	exception.	City	had	a	very	good	team	in	the	1950s.
They	were	losing	cup	finalists	in	1955	and	went	back	to	win	it	in	1956.
Manchester	was	the	soccer	capital	of	Britain:	there	was	nowhere	else	to
touch	it.	But	even	dyed-in-the-wool	City	fans	knew	that	the	Busby	Babes
were	a	bit	special.	What's	more,	as	a	Manchester	team	and	England's	first
representatives	in	this	exciting	new	European	competition,	the	majority	of
City	fans	wanted	United	to	do	well,	and	the	sense	of	loss	and	grief	they	felt
was	shared	that	morning	by	football	supporters	throughout	the	land.

The	piece	in	that	morning's	Express	went	on,	'Above	all	they	were	young.
That	was	the	creed	of	Matt	Busby,	the	great	player	who	became	their
manager	and	whose	flair	for	finding	brilliant	youngsters	built	them	into	an
all-conquering	team.	It	was	not	just	in	Britain	that	their	name	had	a	magical
sound.	They	were	ambassadors.	In	many	small	towns	in	Europe	where
English	is	not	understood,	faces	will	light	up	at	two	names	–	Winston
Churchill	and	Manchester	United.'

Ten	years	later	I	remembered	those	words	as	I	stood	by	a	roadside	shack
at	the	top	of	a	mountain	pass	in	the	former	Yugoslavia.	I	was	a	student
hitch-hiking	to	Athens.	My	route	had	taken	me	all	the	way	down	the
Yugoslavian	coast	almost	as	far	as	the	Albanian	border;	then	there'd	been	a
turn	eastwards	into	the	mountains	through	Titograd	towards	the	town	of
Skopje	before	the	main	drag	down	from	Belgrade	into	northern	Greece.	On



a	dirt	road	high	in	the	mountains	I	stopped	for	a	drink	with	my	hitch-hiking
partner	and	the	two	American	girls	who'd	given	us	a	lift.	We	were	in	the
middle	of	nowhere	drinking	the	local	lemonade	when	a	ragged	little	boy	of
about	ten	wandered	up	to	us.	I	don't	know	what	his	language	was	–	Serbo-
Croat	I	suppose	–	and	he	didn't	speak	a	word	of	English,	but	'Manchester
United'	brought	instant	communication.	He	told	me	the	name	of	the	place
we	were	in	and	I	pointed	to	myself	and	said,	'Manchester.'	'Manchester
United!'	he	replied	instantly,	and	his	face	lit	up	at	the	magical	sound,	just	as
the	piece	in	the	Daily	Express	had	predicted	on	that	dark	February	morning
just	after	Munich.	'Yes,	me,'	I	replied,	'Manchester	United.'	Then,	'Bobby
Charlton,	Bobby	Charlton'	we	both	said,	and	we	started	to	run	around	on
this	mountain	top,	laughing	and	kicking	an	imaginary	football.	We	weren't
to	know	it	at	the	time,	and	we	wouldn't	have	thanked	anybody	for	telling	us,
but	out	of	the	death	and	destruction	in	the	slush	of	that	runway	a	legend	was
born.

As	the	morning	wore	on	we	started	to	hear	more	about	how	the	City	of
Manchester	was	beginning	to	react	to	the	tragedy	that	had	engulfed	it.	After
receiving	news	of	the	disaster	the	previous	evening	the	Lord	Mayor	of
Manchester,	Alderman	Leslie	Lever,	had	opened	a	Manchester	United
Disaster	Fund.	It	was	proposed,	he	said,	to	establish	a	suitable	permanent
memorial,	the	form	of	which	had	not	yet	been	decided,	though	it	would	be
in	accordance	with	the	feelings	of	public	opinion.	It	would	also	be	a
reflection	of	the	role	the	team	played	in	the	world	of	sport.	Alderman	Lever
had	been	up	all	night	taking	messages	of	sympathy.	'I	have	never	known	in
the	whole	of	my	life	public	opinion	so	stirred,'	he	said,	'and	I	am	sure	that
all	sections	of	the	city,	the	country	and	the	world	will	be	anxious	to	join	in
the	establishment	of	such	a	worthy	memorial.	Manchester	United	were
ambassadors	of	this	country	in	every	sense	of	the	word.	They	brought
honour	and	glory	by	their	skill	and	genius.	The	city	also	mourns	these
pressmen	who	by	their	close	liaison	throughout	the	years	with	the	team
gave	them	impetus	and	encouragement	to	do	the	great	things	they	did	do.
We	mourn	these	talented	journalists	who	served	their	country	no	less	than
their	team.'	Early	on	the	Friday	morning	the	first	donation	to	the	fund	was
received.	It	was	1,000	guineas,	from	Great	Universal	Stores.

By	9.30	a.m.	groups	of	relatives	of	the	injured	players	began	to	gather	at
Ringway	Airport.	Duncan	Edwards's	fiancée	Molly	Leach	was	one	of	the



first	there	and	was	surrounded	by	friends.	She	pleaded	with	waiting
reporters,	'Don't	ask	me	questions.'	Half	an	hour	later	assistant	manager
Jimmy	Murphy	arrived.	Chain-smoking	as	he	paced	up	and	down	the
departure	lounge,	he	said,	'I	am	too	grief-stricken	for	words.	I	cannot	get	to
Munich	quick	enough	to	check	on	the	boss	and	the	boys.'	At	10.50	Jimmy,
along	with	the	first	of	two	groups	of	relatives,	left	Ringway	on	a	BEA	plane
to	Paris	to	connect	with	a	flight	to	Munich.	The	next	group	out	–	Mrs	Berry,
Mrs	Wood,	Mrs	Viollet,	Mrs	Blanchflower	and	Mrs	Scanlon	–	left	before
noon	for	Amsterdam	to	connect	with	a	KLM	flight	to	Munich.
Superintendent	Fred	Waddington	of	Lancashire	Police	also	flew	out	to
Munich,	from	London	Airport.	His	division,	Stretford,	included	the	United
ground,	and	during	his	years	there	he	had	got	to	know	all	of	the	players	and
officials	closely.	His	grim	task	was	to	make	a	positive	identification	of	some
of	the	dead.

Outside	Old	Trafford,	a	simple	notice	read	'Training	cancelled'.

For	me,	half	past	nine	was	the	time	that	school	started.	Nothing	that	had
happened	the	day	before	changed	the	fact	that	we'd	got	Maths,	French,
Religion	and	English	that	morning.	What	had	changed	was	that	as	we
waited	to	line	up	there	was	nobody	playing	football	and	nobody	playing
'wally',	the	game	that	involved	kicking	a	tennis	ball	against	the	high	gable-
end	wall	of	the	covered	playground	without	letting	it	bounce	more	than
once.	Instead,	lads	stood	around	in	small	groups,	and	there	was	only	one
topic	of	conversation:	how	they'd	found	out	about	the	crash	the	previous
afternoon.	Bernard	Murray	said	he	was	on	his	way	home	from	school	when
he	met	his	granddad.	'He	was	coming	home	from	work,'	he	said,	'and	he
was	crying.	I	hadn't	heard	anything	about	the	crash	in	Munich	up	to	then
and	when	he	told	me	I	was	shattered.'	Kevin	Sheehan	said	that	when	he	got
home	from	school	his	mother	told	him	that	there	had	been	an	air	crash	at
Munich	and	it	was	feared	that	some	of	the	United	players	had	been	killed	in
it.	They	had	a	television	at	their	house	and	they	watched	it	continuously	for
the	rest	of	the	evening	until	it	closed	down	for	the	night.	He	said	his	older
brother	was	in	the	middle	of	his	draughtsman's	exams	at	Salford	Tech	and
should	have	been	studying;	he	didn't	know	how	he	was	going	to	get	through
the	exam	he'd	got	that	day.	For	Danny	Murphy,	the	day	before	had	been	a
good	day	as	he	celebrated	his	twelfth	birthday.	When	he	got	home	from
school	he	opened	his	birthday	cards.	Then	he	and	his	mate	went	outside	to



play	football.	But	no	sooner	had	they	gone	out	than	his	mam	came	out	to
say	there	had	been	a	news	flash	on	the	radio,	and	that	put	an	end	to	his
birthday	celebrations.	That	morning	he	said	his	dad	had	put	up	a	black-
edged	copy	of	the	Manchester	Evening	News	in	their	front	window	showing
the	team	that	had	flown	out	to	Belgrade	for	that	game	with	Red	Star.

When	Jimmy	Murphy	arrived	at	the	Rechts	der	Isar	Hospital	in	Munich
he	was	stunned	by	what	he	saw.	Matt	Busby	was	in	an	oxygen	tent,	and	he
told	Jimmy	to	'keep	the	flag	flying'.	Duncan	Edwards	recognized	him	and
spoke.	Murphy	was	given	the	job	of	rebuilding	the	team.	Suddenly	the
responsibility	for	the	survival	of	Manchester	United	was	laid	on	his
shoulders.	Life	would	go	on	despite	the	tragedy,	and	Manchester	United
would	play	again,	but	in	those	first	days	after	the	crash	the	idea	of	seeing	a
Manchester	United	team	play	again	was	inconceivable.

A	few	lads	had	brought	transistor	radios	into	school;	another	who	lived
right	next	to	the	school	slipped	out	at	playtime	to	listen	to	the	latest	news;
so	we	too	managed	to	learn	a	bit	more	about	what	was	happening	in
Munich.	Reports	were	coming	through	about	Harry	Gregg	and	Bill	Foulkes,
both	of	whom	had	survived	the	crash	and	walked	out	of	the	wreckage.
Foulkes,	it	seemed,	was	the	last	man	to	come	out	alive	from	the	burning
plane.	The	two	of	them	had	been	sitting	together	near	the	front	of	the	plane.
It	appeared	to	be	Matt	Busby	who	was	giving	most	cause	for	concern	on	the
Friday	morning.	Doctors	had	operated	on	him	for	five	hours	throughout	the
night,	and	a	statement	had	been	issued	saying	'Seven	others	are	in	grave
condition.	But	in	Mr	Busby's	case,	every	minute	that	we	manage	to	keep
life	in	him	is	precious.'	Seven	dead.	Matt	Busby	close	to	death.	Seven
others	in	a	grave	condition.	The	feeling	that	morning	was	that	United	really
had	been	wiped	out.	There	was	a	growing	feeling	that	our	team	was	gone;
that	we'd	never	see	them	again.	A	terrible	question	was	crossing	everyone's
mind:	would	the	club	survive?	And	what	would	happen	if	we	got	relegated
or	thrown	out	of	the	league	because	we	didn't	have	any	players?

We	were	all	young,	and	it	was	difficult	to	come	to	terms	with	the	scale	of
what	had	happened,	to	get	beyond	thinking	about	the	loss	of	the	football
team	that	so	many	of	us	supported,	and	a	feeling	of	being	cheated.	But	it
wasn't	just	about	a	football	team	being	destroyed.	That	morning	it	was
about	twenty-one	men	losing	their	lives	with	at	least	half	a	dozen	more	in



mortal	danger;	not	just	footballers	but	club	officials,	journalists,
businessmen	and	a	member	of	the	cabin	crew:	and	it	was	about	their	wives
and	families	waking	to	the	desolation	of	the	loss	of	their	loved	ones.
Looking	back,	it	was	obscene	to	elevate	the	death	of	a	footballer	above	that
of	an	airline	steward	or	a	travel	agent.	But	the	loss	of	something	so	fresh
and	creative	that	played	such	an	important	part	in	our	lives	felt	like	a
different	level	of	calamity.	For	young	supporters	in	particular	it	was	difficult
to	think	beyond	the	team	and	the	players	we	felt	we	knew	so	well	who	had
lost	their	lives.

Tony	Willis	remembers	the	same	sort	of	reactions	at	his	school,	and	has
the	same	sort	of	feelings	about	them	now.

I	remember	the	kids	talking	about	it	the	next	day,	you	know	the	way
that	kids	do.	We	viewed	it	in	football	terms,	as	seven	footballers
[dead].	We	didn't	see	beyond	that,	as	family	men	with	wives	and
children	and	mothers	and	fathers.	We	didn't	think	very	much	about
all	the	other	people	who	had	been	killed	and	injured	either.	All	1
can	remember	is	talking	in	football	terms	about	how	terrible	it	was
that	football	had	suffered	such	a	great	loss.	It	felt	in	some	ways	that
we'd	been	robbed;	that	the	people	that	we'd	seen	playing	and	the
expectations	that	we'd	had	of	them	had	all	been	taken	away	from
us.	We'd	been	told	this	was	only	the	start	of	this	great	team	and	we
hadn't	seen,	as	Matt	Busby	told	us	all	the	time,	anything	like	the
fulfilment	of	what	they	would	go	on	to	achieve.	We	were	young
ourselves	at	the	time	and	because	they	were	only	just	a	little	bit
older	than	us	we	related	very	closely	to	them.

At	my	school,	St	Bede's,	one	of	the	lads	who	lived	nearby	went	home	for
his	lunch	and	came	back	with	that	morning's	News	Chronicle	and	Daily
Dispatch.	The	brutality	of	the	tragedy	was	brought	home	in	one	piece	that
began	'English	football	suffered	the	worst	disaster	in	its	history	at	Munich
airport	yesterday.	Manchester	United,	whose	name	shone	like	a	beacon
across	Europe's	soccer	scene,	must	inevitably	cease	to	exist	as	an	effective
unit	for	some	considerable	time.'	That	was	it.	That	summed	up	the	feelings
throughout	Manchester	that	morning.	How	could	United	carry	on	when	just
about	all	the	team	were	dead	or	lying	injured	in	hospital?	At	school	that
dinner	time,	as	we	tried	to	find	black	armbands	to	wear	for	football	that



afternoon	I	knew	I'd	never	see	Roger	Byrne	or	Tommy	Taylor	play	again;
no	more	David	Pegg,	chewing	gum	as	he	ran	down	the	wing,	or	Eddie
Colman	twisting	this	way	and	that;	no	Mark	Jones	or	Billy	Whelan	or	Geoff
Bent.	And	would	I	ever	see	United	play	again?

The	News	Chronicle	summed	up	the	mood	in	Manchester	that	day.	Under
the	headline	'Manchester	–	A	City	Stricken	With	Grief,	reporter	Eric	Dowd
wrote,	'It	was	as	if	every	family	had	lost	a	personal	friend.	A	city	staggered
under	the	blow.	Manchester	became	a	city	of	mourning.	At	first	it	was
unbelievable	..	.	Only	24	hours	before	there	had	been	the	jubilation	of	more
success	for	the	team	which	had	brought	so	much	honour.	And	now	.	.	.	A
deep,	dark	tragedy	that	goes	into	almost	every	home.	Manchester	United
had	become	more	than	a	football	team.	To	the	man-in-the-street	this	was	the
symbol	of	how	British	sportsmanship,	good	honest	Lancashire	endeavour,
the	boy-next-door,	could	reach	the	top.'

At	school	that	afternoon	it	was	going	to	be	football	as	usual	for	the	Upper
Thirds.	Out	of	respect	for	the	dead	we	decided	we	shouldn't	play	so	soon
after	the	crash,	but	the	school	authorities	insisted	that	life	and	the	timetable
had	to	go	on.	Those	of	us	who	didn't	have	school	dinners	sat	on	the	wooden
benches	in	Our	Lady's	Corridor	eating	our	sandwiches	–	Marmite	for	me,
cheese	or	fish	paste	for	most	of	the	others	(no	meat	because	it	was	Friday).
Running	the	length	of	the	corridor	with	its	marbled	floor	were	school
photographs	dating	back	to	its	early	days	in	the	last	century.	In	happier	days
we'd	study	them	carefully	to	find	the	lads	who	were	on	the	same	photo
twice	–	the	ones	who'd	been	on	one	end	of	the	line	when	the	photographer
had	started	to	take	the	photo	and	then	run	round	the	back	to	the	other	end
while	the	photographer	was	making	his	slow	pan	along	the	line.	Today,
though,	there	were	more	important	things	to	do	and	we	spent	all	of	our
lunch	break	searching	around	for	something	we	could	wear	as	black
armbands	when	we	were	playing	football	that	afternoon.	We	felt	we	had	to
do	something.	It	was	the	sort	of	scene	that	was	being	repeated	in	schools
and	workplaces	throughout	the	city.	Everybody	felt	they	should	be	making
some	sort	of	gesture,	but	nobody	really	knew	what	to	do.	At	the	Manchester
clothing	manufacturer	E.	Raffles	and	Company	workers	observed	a	minute's
silence.	Mr	Ralph	Raffles	said,	'Everyone	is	deeply	affected.	One	man	here
told	me	they	were	his	life.'



Football	at	school	that	afternoon	was	a	joyless	affair.	Nobody	had	their
heart	in	it.	For	me	it	was	particularly	dismal.	When	I'd	looked	on	the
teamsheets	that	were	pinned	up	outside	the	changing	rooms	I	was	in	the
seconds.	If	you	didn't	make	it	into	your	house	First	XI	you	were	left	to	play
with	all	the	lads	who	weren't	interested	in	football	and	couldn't	play.	They'd
stand	around	talking	to	their	mates	in	the	middle	of	the	pitch	as	the	game
went	on	around	them	and	if	the	ball	came	anywhere	near	them	they'd	give	it
away	or	kick	it	in	the	wrong	direction.	It	was	always	a	useless	game,	but	if
you	played	well	there	was	always	the	chance	you'd	get	picked	for	the	firsts
the	following	week.	Down	at	the	playing	fields	I	put	my	blue	and	white	St
Chad's	shirt	on	and,	along	with	a	lot	of	the	other	lads,	carefully	tied	a	black
lace	round	my	arm	before	lacing	up	my	great	clodhopping	leather	football
boots	with	their	rock-hard	toe	caps.	At	least	they	had	good	studs,	which
wasn't	a	bad	thing	because	it	had	thawed	a	bit	during	the	day	and	the	pitch
we	were	on	was	a	bit	of	a	mud	bath.	I	don't	remember	anything	about	the
game	except	that	in	the	second	half	I	was	running	for	the	ball	when	Ed
Corrigan,	a	friend	from	my	old	primary	school	in	Wythenshawe,	St	Peter's,
who	was	on	the	other	side,	booted	it	straight	at	me.	The	heavy	leather	ball,
covered	in	mud,	hit	me	full	in	the	face.	It	didn't	half	hurt,	but	you	didn't	let
anyone	see,	so	for	the	rest	of	the	game	I	ran	around	spitting	mud	and	blood.

The	game	had	to	go	on,	just	as	life	had	to	go	on	for	Manchester	that	grey
day.	However	deeply	they	had	been	affected	by	the	dreadful	events	of	the
previous	day,	United	fans	had	to	go	to	their	offices	and	factories	as	usual.
Beryl	and	Olga	Townsend	both	went	to	work	that	day.	'Yeah,	I	had	to,'	Beryl
said.

But	I	said	to	my	boss	as	soon	as	I	went	in,	'I'm	not	going	to	be	able
to	do	anything	today,'	and	he	said,	'It's	all	right,	I	understand.'	You
couldn't	believe	it	that	day:	it	still	hadn't	sunk	in	properly.	It	was
like	being	in	a	fog.	I	just	couldn't	believe	that	a	few	days	before	I'd
been	talking	to	Tommy	Taylor	at	Highbury,	after	the	Arsenal	game.
He	was	sitting	in	the	front	of	the	United	coach	eating	an	apple	and
he	smiled	and	said	hello.	We	said	to	him,	'Tommy,	you	put	us
through	it	today,'	and	he	laughed	and	said,	'We	put	ourselves
through	it!'	And	that	was	the	last	any	of	us	ever	saw	of	him.	We
were	never	going	to	see	him	or	any	of	them	again.	That	was	what
made	it	so	strange.	We	just	didn't	know	what	to	do	with	ourselves	at



all.

*	*	*

Olga's	memory	of	that	Friday	was	just	that	'Everyone	was	walking	around
in	a	dream.	I	was	thinking	we'd	wake	up	and	it	would	all	go	away.	But	it
didn't.'

Far	from	going	away,	the	news	just	seemed	to	get	worse	during	the	course
of	that	Friday.	The	city	was	flooded	with	rumours	that	Matt	Busby	was
dead.	Small	crowds	began	to	gather	around	the	offices	of	the	two
Manchester	evening	papers,	the	News	and	the	Chronicle,	waiting	for	any
details	as	they	came	through.	Enquiries	and	telegrams	from	all	parts	of	the
country	poured	into	both	papers,	all	of	them	asking	the	dreaded	question	'Is
it	true?'	The	Rechts	der	Isar	Hospital	in	Munich	put	out	a	statement:	'The
reports	are	entirely	false.	They	did	not	come	from	us.'	But	the	message
didn't	get	through	to	the	majority	of	the	people	of	Manchester	and	the
rumours	continued.

The	city	was	in	a	state	of	shock	–	even	the	newspaper	sellers	were	silent;
they	sombrely	sold	copies	of	the	News	and	the	Chronicle	with	their
poignant	pictures	and	dreadful	stories	on	the	front	page.	The	whole	of	the
city	was	in	mourning.	Everybody,	Red,	Blue	and	uncommitted,	was	stricken
with	grief.	Chorlton	on	Medlock,	where	Mary	Morris	lived,	wasn't	very	far
from	Maine	Road,	and	nearly	everyone	round	there	apart	from	her	family
were	City	supporters.	David	Shawcross,	who	played	for	City,	lived	next
door	to	her	gran	and	granddad,	just	round	the	corner.	'So	of	course	all	the
kids	round	there	used	to	be	City	because	David	used	to	come	out	and	play
and	kick	the	ball	around	with	them,'	Mary	said.	'I	think	there	was	only	me
and	our	James	who	were	United	really.	But	then	when	the	crash	came	they
were	all	just	as	upset.	Everybody	took	it	very	badly.	Not	quite	as	much	as
me.	They	didn't	have	to	take	the	day	off	school	like	me,	but	everybody	did
get	very	upset.'

That	Friday	afternoon	when	she	was	off	school,	Mary	remembers	an	old
lady	from	round	the	corner	coming	to	her	house.	She	had	a	framed	picture
of	United	on	the	wall	of	her	living	room	and	she	told	Mary	that	twice	on	the
Thursday	afternoon	the	picture	had	fallen	off	the	wall	for	no	apparent
reason.	'What's	to	do	with	you	today?'	she'd	said	to	it	each	time	she	picked	it



up	and	hung	it	back	up	on	the	wall.

As	the	long,	sad	day	wore	on,	spontaneous	moves	were	made	to	honour
the	victims	and	take	care	of	the	relatives.	United	supporter	Raymond	Gray
from	Stretford	suggested	that	fans	should	go	to	the	ground	the	next	day	to
pay	silent	tribute	and	that	they	should	pay	their	admission	price	as	usual	to
go	to	a	special	fund.	Boxing	promoter	Jack	Solomons	offered	to	stage	an
open-air	tournament	in	Manchester	in	aid	of	dependants	of	the	victims,	and
the	Hallé	Concerts	Society	discussed	a	tribute	in	music.	Others	were	more
concerned	about	how	the	team	was	going	to	carry	on:	the	Salford
Businessmen's	League	discussed	the	idea	of	approaching	Manchester
businessmen	to	start	a	fund	to	help	dependants	and	to	rebuild	the	team.
Behind	the	Iron	Curtain,	where	United	had	played	their	last	match	just	two
days	earlier,	the	Yugoslav	FA	suggested	that	the	European	Cup	should	be
renamed	the	'Manchester	United	Cup'	in	memory	of	the	team.	A	spokesman
for	Red	Star,	the	team	United	had	knocked	out,	said	that	season's	European
Cup	should	be	awarded	to	United.	Their	proposal	was	immediately	backed
by	Real	Madrid,	the	holders	of	the	trophy,	who	had	beaten	United	in	the
previous	season's	semi-final.	If	you	were	a	United	fan,	it	was	nice	to	hear
these	things,	but	it	was	no	consolation	for	the	fact	that	your	team	had	been
wiped	out.	On	that	Friday	afternoon	it	was	hard	to	see	how	they	would	ever
be	able	to	play	again.

The	thousands	who	had	been	on	the	terraces	to	share	the	great	victories	of
the	Busby	Babes	were	staggering	under	the	blow.	They	saw	United	not	just
as	a	football	team	but	as	one	of	the	greatest	international	ambassadors	their
city	had	ever	had.	United	had	put	Manchester	on	the	map.	In	that	night's
Manchester	Evening	News	Piccadilly	car	park	attendant	Leonard	Bright	of
Gorton	summed	up	these	feelings.	'Manchester	United	have	not	just	been	a
football	team,'	he	said,	'but	a	great	prestige	booster	for	Manchester.'	To
many	there	was	a	great	sense	of	personal	loss.	Looking	back	over	his	thirty-
six	years	as	a	United	supporter,	corporation	plumber	John	Quinn	of
Longsight	said,	'When	you	have	followed	a	team	all	that	time	and	shared	in
their	successes	and	defeats,	when	disaster	strikes	them	it	becomes	a
personal	loss.'

When	I	got	home	from	school	the	Evening	News	hadn't	yet	arrived	and
there	was	no	news	on	the	radio	or	television	until	six	o'clock.	It	was	all	a	far



cry	from	today	with	our	twenty-four-hour	news	channels.	I'd	got	more
homework	to	do,	but	how	could	1	concentrate	on	algebra	and	French	verbs?
Anyway,	there	was	all	weekend	to	do	it.

There	was	still	an	air	of	unreality	about	it	all.	I	still	couldn't	quite	grasp
that	I	wouldn't	be	going	to	Old	Trafford	the	next	day	to	see	United	play
Wolves	and	close	the	gap	at	the	top	of	the	table.	But	when	the	paper	finally
arrived	the	grim	reality	was	all	over	the	front	page.	'Matt	50–50:	Edwards
"Grave":	Berry	Coma'	the	headline	said;	'50	doctors	battle	to	save	their
lives'.	Under	the	headline	was	a	special	Manchester	Evening	News	radio
picture	showing	Matt	Busby	in	an	oxygen	tent	in	the	Munich	hospital	with	a
German	nurse	standing	by	his	side.	'Five	German	surgeons	fought
desperately	to	save	the	life	of	Matt	Busby,'	the	paper	said.	The	first	dramatic
message	from	the	Rechts	der	Isar	Hospital	said:	'He	is	lying	between	life
and	death.'	But	it	was	all	very	confused	because	the	report	went	on	to	say
'Then	came	brighter	news	–	"He	is	somewhat	improved."	One	surgeon
commented:	"We	are	pleased	with	the	progress	he	is	making	but	he	is	still
very	ill."	Another	doctor	said:	"His	chances	are	now	50–50."'

As	I	read	further,	it	didn't	get	any	better.	'Others	lying	critically	injured	in
hospital	are	United	players	Johnny	Berry	and	Duncan	Edwards	and	sports
writer	Frank	Taylor.	A	nurse	said	Berry	was	"very,	very	ill	–	dangerous".	He
has	lost	consciousness.'	Duncan	Edwards	was	just	as	bad.	'I	don't	think
Edwards	will	be	able	to	play	any	more,'	said	one	doctor.	Later,	the	hospital
reported	that	Mrs	Vera	Lukic,	wife	of	the	Yugoslav	attaché	in	London	who
was	on	the	flight	with	her	baby	daughter,	and	co-pilot	Kenneth	Rayment
were	critical.	'But	we	do	not	believe	that	any	one	of	these	cases	is	hopeless,'
declared	Dr	Georg	Maurer.	An	army	of	fifty	doctors	are	working	without
sleep	to	save	their	lives.'

German	doctors,	I	thought,	working	night	and	day	to	save	United.	I
thought	the	Germans	were	supposed	to	be	the	baddies.	It	was	only	thirteen
years	since	the	end	of	the	war	in	Europe	and	anti-German	feeling	was	still
running	high.	They	were	still	seen	as	the	enemy.	The	war	comics	I	used	to
read	depicted	German	soldiers	as	Fritz,	the	evil	Hun.	But	German	nurses
and	doctors	were	now	the	heroes	of	the	hour,	working	tirelessly	to	save
British	lives.	And	all	of	this	was	happening	in	Munich,	a	city	I'd	always
associated	with	Hitler	and	the	Nazis.	It	all	felt	very	strange.



But	would	the	efforts	of	all	these	doctors	be	enough?	In	the	stop	press	the
latest	statement	from	the	hospital	said	that	Berry's	condition	had	worsened
slightly.	A	News	reporter	at	the	hospital,	it	said,	had	seen	Mr	Busby,
Rayment	the	co-pilot	and	Taylor,	a	journalist.	In	the	next	room	were	Berry
and	Edwards.	T	heard	Edwards	say,	"I	am	dying.	I	am	dying."'

The	news	just	got	worse	and	worse.	'Matt	Busby's	not	going	to	make	it,'
said	my	dad	grimly	when	he	got	back	from	work	and	came	into	the	kitchen
where	my	mam	was	steaming	fish	for	tea.

The	six	o'clock	headlines	confirmed	how	bad	things	were	for	some	of	the
survivors.	'Here	is	the	news.	In	Munich,	five	of	the	fifteen	still	in	hospital
after	yesterday's	air	crash	are	seriously	ill.	Matt	Busby	had	been	given	the
last	rites	by	a	priest	that	afternoon.	He	was	lying	inside	a	transparent
oxygen	tent	breathing	heavily	under	the	influence	of	sleeping	drugs.
Relatives	on	their	way	to	Munich	are	being	delayed	by	snowstorms	on	the
Continent.'	The	snow	was	everywhere.	'It's	been	snowing	over	much	of
England	and	Wales,'	the	headlines	went	on.	'More	snow	is	officially	forecast
for	most	parts	of	Britain,	and	it	may	be	heavy	in	the	Midlands	and	the	South
tomorrow.'

The	main	report	started	with	the	latest	news	about	the	survivors	from
Reuters	correspondents	in	Munich.	Matt	Busby	was	said	to	be	a	little	better.
'During	the	night,'	the	newsreader	said,	'he	had	been	the	most	critically	ill	of
the	survivors,	but	he	had	shown	some	improvement	this	afternoon.	The	man
now	most	seriously	ill	is	Johnny	Berry,	Manchester	United's	outside-right;
the	co-pilot	of	the	aircraft,	Captain	Rayment,	is	also	said	to	be	"in	very	bad
shape".	Duncan	Edwards,	Manchester	United	left-half,	is	said	to	be	a	little
better	than	he	was	this	morning;	Frank	Taylor	of	the	News	Chronicle	is	in
"pretty	bad	shape	still".	The	condition	of	the	others	still	in	hospital	is	said	to
be	more	or	less	unchanged.'

I	was	in	tears.	We	knew	that	seven	of	the	team	had	been	killed	in	the
crash;	how	many	more	deaths	were	there	going	to	be?	Would	there	be	any
of	the	team	left?

The	bulletin	went	on	to	report	on	the	difficulties	the	relatives	of	the
survivors	had	had	to	face	to	get	to	Munich	that	day.	'Five	of	them	who	went
by	way	of	Amsterdam	were	diverted	to	Frankfurt	because	of	continuing



snow	at	Munich.	They	were	going	on	by	train,	but	a	railway	spokesman	in
Munich	said	this	afternoon,	"We	are	snowed	in,	and	all	that	is	running	now
is	emergency	traffic."'	Then	questions	surrounding	the	three	attempts	at
take-off	were	raised	as	it	was	reported	that	'Four	of	the	five	surviving
members	of	the	crew	of	the	BEA	Elizabethan	appeared	before	the	press	at
their	hotel	in	Munich	this	afternoon.	The	pilot,	Captain	Thain,	was	asked
about	the	fact	that	there	had	been	two	false	starts	before	the	final	attempt	to
take	off	yesterday	afternoon.	He	replied	that	there	was	"nothing	peculiar
about	it";	he	had	just	not	been	satisfied.	The	engines	were	giving	full	power,
but	their	note	was	"varying".'

We	switched	off	the	news	and	went	into	the	kitchen	for	our	tea.	My	dad
said	he'd	never	seen	town	like	it	was	that	day.	There	was	a	terrible	sadness
hanging	over	the	city	and	the	only	topic	of	conversation	was	the	air	crash
and	rumours	of	more	deaths.	The	bleak	mood	that	day	was	summarized	in	a
letter	in	that	night's	paper:

Standing	on	the	outside,	seeing	and	feeling	the	horror	as	one	who	is
not	a	football	fan,	I	now	realize	how	much	affection	and	admiration
this	city	felt	for	United.	Last	night	in	the	Tatler	News	Theatre	there
were	very	few	laughs	no	matter	how	funny	the	show	was.	There
was	a	heaviness,	an	anxiety	over	everyone.	This	morning	the
passengers	on	the	buses	had	their	heads	bowed,	studying	the	latest
reports.	There	was	a	newspaper	in	every	hand.	If	anyone	spoke	it
was	about	the	plane	crash.	Even	in	the	blackest	fog	there	has	never
been	such	a	heaviness	over	the	city.	Even	the	noise	of	the	traffic
seems	to	be	subdued.	Although	I	have	never	met	them	personally
nor	seen	them	play,	I,	a	22–year-old	office	worker,	feel	the	full
tragedy	of	this	loss.

That's	exactly	the	way	my	dad	said	it	was.	From	the	young	office	girl	at	his
place	of	work	who	didn't	have	the	slightest	interest	in	football	to	the	old
fellow	who	worked	in	the	warehouse	who	was	a	rugby	league	fanatic,
everybody	felt	a	deep	sense	of	loss.

We	didn't	get	a	morning	paper	in	our	house,	but	that	day	my	dad	had	got
hold	of	most	of	them	and	brought	them	home	with	him.	After	tea	I	spread
them	out	on	the	floor	of	the	living	room	in	front	of	the	fire	and	read	some	of
the	condolences	that	had	come	in	from	around	the	world.	All	the	headlines



were	saying	the	soccer	world	was	in	mourning	that	day.	Soccer,	it	was
reported,	poured	out	its	condolences	to	Manchester	United.	Many	of	the
papers	carried	reports	from	Italy	where	sports	fans	had	their	own	disaster	of
1949	cruelly	recalled.	Turin,	the	team	that	wore	Manchester	United's	red
and	white	colours,	then	lost	18	players	in	an	air	disaster.	Turin	were	Italian
champions	in	1946	–7	–8	–9	and	contributed	nine	of	the	Italian	national
side.	Their	secretary	Gino	Giusti	said:	'The	hearts	of	all	Italians	go	out	to
Manchester	United.	We	know	what	it	means.	We	went	through	the	torture
and	hell	of	a	similar	catastrophe.'	Real	Madrid,	the	team	that	beat	the	Busby
boys	in	the	European	Cup	the	previous	season,	sent	this	message	from
manager	Antonio	Calderón:	'This	is	one	of	the	best	teams	in	the	world	and
the	world	will	mourn	their	losses.'	The	club	United	had	eliminated	from	the
European	Cup	the	day	before	the	tragedy,	Red	Star	Belgrade,	issued	this
statement:	'The	boys	from	Manchester	United	played	so	well	and	they	were
such	a	good	team	that	the	management	of	Red	Star	has	decided	to	propose
to	the	management	of	the	European	Cup	that	Manchester	United	should	be
proclaimed	the	honorary	champions	this	year.	It	is	impossible	to	believe	that
such	a	team	of	excellent	sportsmen	have	been	struck	by	such	a	terrible
accident.	The	news	will	cause	deep	sorrow	to	all	Red	Star	players	and	all
sportsmen	of	our	country.'	Yugoslavian	newspapers	followed	Red	Star's
example	and	said	that	United	should	be	made	honorary	champions.	The	cup
should	'go	to	the	football	masters	who	were	only	prevented	by	bad	luck
from	winning	it'.

By	now,	some	twenty-four	hours	after	first	hearing	the	news,	the	sense	of
disbelief,	of	not	being	able	to	comprehend	the	terrible	news	was	giving	way
to	the	reality;	the	realization	that	we	would	never	see	that	great	team	again	–
that	even	if	Manchester	United	were	to	go	on,	things	would	never	be	the
same	again.	The	sense	of	loss	throughout	British	football	was	acute,	and	a
deep	sadness	settled	over	the	game	and	all	those	involved	in	it.	Willie
Waters,	chairman	of	the	Scottish	League	said,	'I	feel	a	great	personal	loss	in
this	tragedy.	Matt	Busby	is	a	close	friend	of	mine.'	Ted	Drake,	the	manager
of	Chelsea,	spoke	for	London	and	the	South	when	he	said,	'We	have	always
held	Manchester	United	in	the	highest	regard	both	on	and	off	the	field.	A
great	side,	great	sportsmen.	It's	a	terrible	shock.'	Walter	Winterbottom,	the
manager	of	the	England	team,	remarked,	'How	stunning	this	blow	is	to
everyone!	Only	last	Saturday	Matt	Busby	said	they	ought	to	win	the



European	Cup	this	year.	This	is	bound	to	affect	the	England	team.	Some
great	players	will	be	missing	after	this	tragedy.	One	cannot	begin	to	think	at
the	moment	how	we	will	replace	them.'	Until	I	read	this	last	comment	I
hadn't	given	the	England	team	a	thought,	and	I	don't	think	many	United	fans
had	on	that	day.	But	1958	was	a	World	Cup	year.	Roger	Byrne	and	Tommy
Taylor	were	both	regulars	in	the	England	team,	and	they	were	both	dead;
Duncan	Edwards	had	already	won	eighteen	full	England	caps,	even	though
he	was	only	twenty-one	and	he	was	fighting	for	his	life	in	a	Munich
hospital.

That	night	the	pubs	and	clubs	of	Manchester	were	largely	empty	and
silent.	Wherever	people	gathered	they	talked	in	hushed	tones	of	the	tragedy.
The	cinemas	and	theatres	didn't	do	good	business	either.	Most	people	stayed
at	home,	ears	to	the	radio	or	eyes	glued	to	the	television	for	the	latest	news
about	the	life-or-death	battles	going	on	in	Germany.	For	those,	particularly
those	in	their	teens	and	twenties,	who	wanted	to	get	away	from	it,	Elvis	was
on	at	the	Theatre	Royal	in	Jailhouse	Rock	and	Decca's	Dynamic	Deneage
Sensation,	Terry	Dene	and	his	Dene-Aces,	were	on	at	the	Hulme
Hippodrome.	For	those	with	young	children,	the	pantomime	season	was	still
going	strong.	Many	a	distraught	dad	had	had	to	sit	through	Ken	Dodd,
Norman	Evans	and	Eve	Boswell	in	Aladdin	at	the	Palace	Theatre	or	David
Nixon	as	Buttons	in	Emile	Littler's	Laughter	Pantomime,	Cinderella.

All	over	the	city	that	Friday	night,	in	hotels,	pubs,	clubs	and	restaurants,
the	dark	shadow	of	the	disaster	which	had	turned	Manchester	into	a	city	of
grief	darkened	the	glitter	of	its	social	life.	Most	events	went	on	as	planned	–
dinners,	dances	and	parties	–	but	they	were	subdued	affairs.	Porters	at	the
city's	hotels,	where	many	of	the	players	were	regular	visitors,	were
mourning	'old	friends',	and	in	the	restaurants	and	dance	halls	the	players
used	to	frequent	staff	were	still	stunned	at	the	loss	of	the	young	stars	they
had	got	to	know	so	well.	At	the	Midland	Hotel	a	two-minute	silence	was
observed	before	the	start	of	the	annual	dinner	dance	of	Bramall	Park	Golf
Club,	and	waitresses	went	about	their	tasks	with	tears	in	their	eyes.	At	the
Plaza	Ballroom	coins	and	notes	came	tumbling	in	as	ballroom	manager
Jimmy	Savile	stopped	the	annual	staff	dance	of	Walker's	Showcards	to	raise
money	for	the	Lord	Mayor's	Disaster	Fund.	For	as	long	as	Jimmy	could
hold	his	breath,	the	dancers	showered	copper,	silver,	pound	notes	and	ten-
bob	notes	on	to	the	ballroom	floor.	The	company's	managing	director,	Mr



Ralph	Walker,	said,	'We	are	deeply	sympathetic	with	the	relatives	and
friends	of	the	dead.	This	is	our	small	way	of	saying	thank	you	for	the
entertainment	they	have	given	us	in	the	past.'

Like	many	other	families,	we	didn't	have	a	television.	They	were
expensive,	and	those	people	who	did	have	them	generally	rented	them.	But
even	renting	a	television	cost	about	ten	bob	(50p)	a	week,	and	with	my
dad's	low	wages	it	was	too	much.	But	Friday	was	always	the	night	when	me
and	my	sister	Joan	went	round	to	some	friends	to	watch	their	television.	It
was	always	a	good	night,	with	Michael	Miles's	Take	Your	Pick	and	The
Army	Game,	but	whatever	was	on	the	television	was	always	turned	off
when	the	whole	family	got	down	on	their	knees	to	say	the	rosary.	Our
friends,	the	Buckleys,	were	an	Irish	family	with	seven	children	ranging
from	five	or	six	to	early	twenties,	and	each	would	take	a	turn	to	lead	one	of
the	mysteries	of	the	rosary.	Tonight	was	no	exception,	but	this	time	our
prayers	were	all	more	focused.	Take	Your	Pick	was	turned	off,	and	as	we	all
knelt	down	Mr	Buckley	said,	'Tonight	we	pray	especially	for	all	the	United
lads	who	lost	their	lives	in	the	crash	yesterday	and	we	pray	for	Matt	Busby
and	the	rest	of	the	boys	in	hospital	that	their	lives	may	be	spared	and	that
they	have	a	full	recovery.'

By	the	time	we'd	finished	the	rosary	and	had	some	supper	it	was	nearly
time	for	the	BBC	Nine	O'clock	News.	When	it	came	on	I	saw	television
pictures	of	the	crash	for	the	first	time.	The	first	shot	showed	what	remained
of	the	aircraft,	but	even	looking	at	it	there	on	the	television	screen,	with	the
snow	fluttering	down	on	to	it,	it	was	difficult	to	comprehend	that	the
football	team	I'd	been	looking	forward	to	cheering	on	the	next	day	had
perished	in	that	wreckage.	Over	the	pictures	the	reporter's	voice	said	that
snow	had	been	falling	at	the	scene	of	the	crash,	hiding	much	of	the	remains
of	the	aircraft,	but	this	film	had	been	taken	when	there	was	still	only	a	little
snow	and	telerecorded	as	it	came	over	the	Eurovision.	Then,	over	a	shot	of
the	house	which	the	plane's	wing	caught,	the	reporter	explained	that	the
wreckage	was	lying	about	three	hundred	yards	away	from	it.	The	pictures
showed	bits	of	debris	and	luggage	scattered	over	a	wide	area,	and	then	there
were	pictures	of	men	in	tin	hats	examining	the	scene.	The	commentary
informed	us	that	before	it	grew	dark,	all	the	injured	had	been	taken	out	of
the	plane	and	taken	to	hospital.	'The	most	pressing	work	done,'	it	continued,
'the	focus	of	attention	shifted	to	discovering	the	cause	of	the	accident.	BEA



experts	flew	out	from	London,	but	their	investigations	are	now	being	held
up	by	heavy	snow.	This	is	a	case	in	which	the	twisted	remains	of	the	aircraft
spell	tragedy	not	only	for	the	relatives	of	those	involved,	but	for	lovers	of
football	throughout	the	country	and	throughout	the	world.'

Mr	Buckley	got	up	and	said	'God	rest	their	souls'	as	he	switched	the
television	off.	Me	and	Joan	got	our	coats	and	thanked	Mrs	Buckley	for
letting	us	come	round	to	watch	their	television.	It	was	cold	outside	and	we
walked	back	quickly	along	Greenbrow	Road	to	the	top	of	our	road.	We
didn't	say	very	much.	It	was	coming	home	to	me	that	it	wasn't	just	a	football
team	that	had	died,	it	was	twenty-one	individuals,	all	of	whose	lives	were
precious;	all	of	whom	left	grieving	families	and	friends.	Almost	certainly
the	team,	in	some	shape	or	form,	would	go	on,	but	those	seven	players'	lives
would	never	come	back,	nor	would	the	lives	of	all	the	others	who	had
perished	–	the	club	officials,	the	journalists,	the	steward	who	had	died	and
the	ordinary	members	of	the	public	who	were	unfortunate	enough	to	have
been	on	United's	aircraft.	These	thoughts	were	going	to	be	difficult	ones	for
me	and	for	many	supporters	to	contend	with	over	the	coming	weeks.	There
was	a	terrible	tendency	only	to	have	concern	for	Matt	Busby	and	the
players.	But	no	life	lost	on	that	plane	was	less	valuable	than	any	other,	even
though	for	a	United	supporter	it	was	difficult	to	think	of	anything	but	the
team	and	the	losses	it	had	suffered.

When	we	got	home	my	dad	had	that	night's	Evening	News	on	his	lap.	He'd
been	listening	to	the	reports	as	they	came	in	on	the	radio.	Underneath	the
picture	of	Duncan	Edwards	at	the	top	of	the	page	he'd	written	'Better'	in	red
biro;	under	Johnny	Berry's	picture	he'd	written	'Unchanged'.	We	looked
again	at	the	picture	showing	Matt	Busby	in	an	oxygen	tent	with	the	German
nurse	by	his	side.	My	dad	had	read	Busby's	biography	–	it	was	one	of	my
Christmas	presents	the	previous	year	–	and	he	remarked	how	strange	it	was
that	when	Matt	was	six	years	old	a	German	sniper's	bullet	had	killed	his
father	on	the	Somme.	Now	here	he	was	in	this	German	hospital	and	the
wheel	had	come	full	circle:	the	Germans	were	fighting	night	and	day	to
save	his	life.



6
United	Will	Go	On

There	was	no	group	of	people	in	Manchester	more	affected	by	the	tragic
events	in	Munich	than	the	staff	who	were	left	at	Old	Trafford.	Those	who
had	lost	their	lives	in	the	crash	were	friends	and	colleagues;	the	players
were	as	close	to	some	of	them	as	their	own	sons	and	brothers.	But	already
that	Friday,	as	the	boss	fought	for	his	life,	those	who	were	left	were	having
to	turn	their	thoughts	to	the	business	of	keeping	a	football	club	going.	The
front	page	of	Friday	night's	paper	may	have	been	completely	dominated	by
news	of	the	crash	and	the	progress	of	the	survivors,	but	the	back	page	was
devoted	to	football	matters.	The	headline	'Club	To	Play	Out	All	Fixtures'
was	the	first	indication	for	me	that,	although	the	team	had	been	wiped	out,
the	club	would	go	on.	'Manchester	United	are	going	to	carry	on	with	all
their	fixtures	–	English	and	European	Cup-ties	and	English	League	games	–
because	they	believe	it	is	their	duty	to	the	public	and	to	football.	Mr	Harold
Hardman,	the	United	chairman,	will	discuss	the	position	with	his	fellow
directors	at	their	next	meeting,	but	it	is	not	yet	possible	to	say	when	they
will	be	able	to	field	a	team	again.'

The	'United	will	go	on'	message	came	over	strongly	in	another	piece	on
the	back	page.	Under	the	headline	'The	Future	Is	In	Their	Hands',	a	reporter
named	in	the	by-line	as	'the	Captain'	wrote:

From	the	stricken	shell	of	Manchester	United	will	rise	another	great
team.	For	the	spirit	of	the	world-beating	side	of	yesterday	will	live
through	this	grievous	Munich	tragedy	and	will	be	inherited	by	the
boys	who	are	the	team	of	tomorrow.	Sportsmen	the	world	over	have
paid	their	tributes	to	this	wonder	club.	But	none	of	the	thousands	of
admirers	who	have	been	numbed	by	this	catastrophe	can	pay	the
everlasting	tribute	that	is	in	the	hands	of	every	single	player	on



United's	books.	It	is	in	their	power	to	ensure	that	the	great	traditions
of	a	great	club	survive.	And	such	is	the	spirit	of	every	man,	woman
and	boy	who	play	a	part	in	the	intricate	running	of	this	Old	Trafford
machine	that	we	believe	the	future	of	the	Red	Devils	could	not	be	in
better	hands.	Here	are	the	boys	who	can	be	the	Busby	Babes	of	the
future.

The	article	went	on	to	list	the	young	members	of	the	United	squad,
excluding	those	who	were	lying	in	hospital.

The	same	message	came	through	from	Jimmy	Murphy	after	he	had	been
to	see	Matt	and	the	boys	in	their	Munich	hospital	beds.	'I	have	seen	the
boys,'	he	said.	'Limbs	and	hearts	may	be	broken,	but	the	spirit	remains.
Their	message	is	that	the	club	is	not	dead	–	Manchester	United	lives	on.	My
boss	and	my	greatest	friend,	Matt	Busby,	would	want	me	to	tell	you	that	the
Red	Devils	will	survive	this.	We	have	a	motto	at	Old	Trafford	which	means
"Work	and	Wisdom".	The	work	of	the	country's	finest	players	and	the
wisdom	of	the	country's	finest	manager	have	made	us	what	we	are.	It	is
going	to	be	a	long,	long	struggle,	but	together,	we	hope	to	be	back	there
again.'

So	the	die	was	cast.	These	emotions,	coming	so	soon	after	the	crash,	were
to	gather	pace	and	momentum	over	the	coming	weeks	and	months	leading
to	a	remarkable	progression	to	that	season's	Cup	Final,	carried	along	on	a
huge	wave	of	public	sentiment	and	to	the	European	Cup	on	a	May	evening
at	Wembley	ten	seasons	later.	The	team	that	had	been	wiped	out	would,	we
were	all	convinced	in	our	grief	at	that	time,	have	gone	on	to	become	one	of
the	greatest	football	teams	in	the	history	of	the	game.	But	with	the	death	of
that	team	came	the	birth	of	a	new	Manchester	United,	and	of	a	legend:	the
club	that	rose	from	the	ashes	and	went	on	to	become	one	of	the	most
famous	and	successful	clubs	in	the	world.	And	nobody	epitomized	that
dogged	spirit	of	rebirth	and	renewal	more	than	the	twenty-year-old	who	had
been	the	best	forward	on	the	pitch	in	Belgrade	and	who	was	now	in	hospital
in	Munich.	Bobby	Charlton	said	he	had	been	thrown	a	hundred	yards	from
the	plane	when	it	crashed,	but	he	wasn't	feeling	too	bad.

In	the	depths	of	the	despair	of	the	Friday	afternoon,	just	over	twenty-four
hours	after	the	disaster,	a	message	of	hope	was	already	beginning	to
glimmer.	The	future	lay	with	a	new	generation	of	Babes.	The	average	age	of



the	remaining	squad	was	just	nineteen.	The	majority	had	never	played	a
first	team	game,	but	over	the	next	few	emotional	months	they	were	thrust
into	the	limelight.	For	some	it	would	prove	to	be	too	soon	and	they	would
never	realize	their	full	potential;	others	would	go	on	to	become	household
names,	not	just	for	United	but	for	England,	including	a	young	wing-half
who	was	listed	among	a	group	of	amateurs	who	had	represented
Manchester	United's	youth	team	in	their	last	game	against	Newcastle	–	one
Norbert	Stiles.

Chiming	in	with	that	declaration	of	United's	resolve,	the	Football	League
Management	Committee	decided	that,	with	the	obvious	exception	of	the
United	v.	Wolves	match,	the	full	league	programme	would	go	ahead	on
Saturday	afternoon.	A	statement	issued	by	the	secretary	said,	'They	have
come	to	their	decision	after	careful	consideration	in	accordance	with	the
tradition	of	the	League	and	feel	that	the	Manchester	United	club	and	those
affected	by	the	accident	would	wish	it	to	be	so.'	Still,	it	was	a	controversial
decision,	and	not	everybody	in	the	football	world	agreed	with	it.	Mr	Bert
Tann,	manager	of	Bristol	Rovers,	for	one:

The	matches	should	be	postponed	out	of	respect	for	Manchester
United	and	the	wives	and	relatives	of	those	killed	or	injured.	If	this
had	happened	in	any	other	organized	sport	in	this	country	there
would	have	been	no	thought	of	continuing	with	the	programme.	It
smacks	of	complete	disregard	for	the	feelings	of	those	who	mourn.
It	is	all	very	well	to	say	the	show	must	go	on,	but	there	is	far	more
to	it	than	that.	Those	who	criticize	professional	soccer	will	be
further	fortified	in	their	stand	when	they	know	the	Football	League
have	come	to	this	deplorable	decision.	Critics	will	say	the	need	to
make	money	transcends	all	other	feelings.	Bristol	Rovers	will	travel
to	Nottingham	feeling	numbed	inside	and	we	have	very	little
stomach	for	the	job	of	playing	football.

Leeds	United	manager	Raich	Carter	also	came	out	strongly	in	favour	of
postponement.	'No	games	should	be	played	until	they	have	all	been	laid	to
rest,'	he	said.	'We	have	got	a	competition	here.	We	expect	our	players	to
fight	to	win,	and	people	go	to	watch	them	–	to	enjoy	themselves.	But	this	is
so	depressing	that	nobody	will	enjoy	themselves.	It's	all	right	saying	the
show	must	go	on.	But	this	is	the	first	time	anything	like	this	has	happened



here	and	it	goes	deep.	I	shall	be	seeing	Manchester	United	players	running
around	the	park	all	afternoon.	They	were	at	Leeds	recently.	We	could	do
with	points	in	view	of	our	league	position,	but	even	if	we	get	licked,	who
will	care?	The	result	doesn't	count	any	more.'

But	not	everybody	in	the	game	was	in	agreement.	Eric	Taylor,	manager	of
Sheffield	Wednesday,	spoke	for	those	who	thought	the	fixtures	should	go
ahead.	'If	we	tried	to	interpret	the	wishes	of	those	who	have	gone	and	those
still	suffering	I	think	we	should	play,'	he	said.	'They	played	the	game	to	the
end,	and	our	best	course	is	to	follow	their	example.'	Most	important,
though,	as	the	debate	raged	in	the	football	world,	were	the	views	of	some	of
those	who	were	most	closely	affected.	Danny	Blanchflower,	the	cultured
Spurs	and	Northern	Ireland	right-half	who	went	on	to	captain	the	Spurs
Double-winning	team	of	1961,	had	just	seen	his	parents	off	at	London
Airport;	they	were	flying	to	Munich	to	be	at	the	bedside	of	their	son	Jackie,
who	lay	severely	injured.	After	they'd	left	he	said,	'I	will	play	against
Manchester	City	tomorrow	unless	there	is	an	overnight	change	in	Jackie's
condition.'	And	United	chairman	Harold	Hardman	made	it	clear	that	he
'wholeheartedly	agreed'	with	the	Football	League's	decision	to	carry	on	with
the	next	day's	programme.	'I	sincerely	urge	all	players	to	turn	out	and	play
the	game	in	the	normal	way,'	he	said.	'This	would	be	the	best	way	of	paying
tribute	to	everyone	concerned	in	this	tragedy.	I	am	confident	our	manager
Mr	Matt	Busby	and	the	other	players	who	lie	injured	in	Germany	would
wish	it	so.'

Those	wartime	echoes	again	–	and	they	were	never	to	be	far	away	over
the	coming	months.	Many	football	supporters	of	the	day	–	my	dad's
generation	–	had	fought	in	the	Second	World	War;	memories	of	those	days
and	of	lost	friends	were	still	fresh,	as	were	the	sentiments	of	fighting	on	in
honour	of	those	fallen	comrades.	In	that	sense	at	least,	the	committee's
decision	was	very	much	in	tune	with	national	feeling.	Certainly	the	Express
reported	that	telephone	calls	to	the	paper	were	supportive.	'We	want	to	make
our	tribute	to	Manchester	United,	and	the	only	place	we	can	do	it	is	at	a
football	ground'	was	a	typical	comment.	Also	in	tune	with	the	spirit	of	the
day	came	a	further	pledge	from	Harold	Hardman:	'We	will	undertake	our
full	League,	FA	Cup	and	European	Cup	commitments	as	soon	as	it	is
humanly	possible	to	do	so.	We	have	a	duty	to	the	public	and	a	duty	to
football.	We	shall	carry	on	even	if	it	means	we	are	heavily	defeated.'



That	Saturday	morning	Manchester,	along	with	most	of	the	country,	woke
up	to	snow.	Blizzards	had	swept	across	Britain	during	the	night,	bringing
chaos	to	transport	and	threatening	the	day's	sporting	programme.	Eight
inches	of	snow	had	fallen	on	the	Yorkshire	coast	at	Whitby,	seven	inches	in
the	West	Country	and	South	Wales,	and	there	was	deep	drifting	in	many
parts	of	the	country.	Roads	were	blocked	in	the	Peak	District,	and	it	was
reported	that	at	Edale,	where	the	Peak	Park	Planning	Board	was	developing
a	'Switzerland	of	the	Midlands',	skiing	conditions	were	ideal	that	weekend.
Ideal	for	skiing	but	not	for	football,	so	after	all	the	debate	it	looked	likely
that	at	least	some	of	that	day's	league	programme	would	have	to	be
cancelled	anyway.

Manchester	itself	escaped	the	worst	of	the	weather	and	that	Saturday,	with
no	match	to	go	to,	I	went	with	my	mam	and	dad	and	our	Joan	to	see	our	two
grandmothers,	my	Gran	Hall	in	Beswick	and	my	Gran	Kearney	who	lived
ten	minutes'	walk	away	on	Grey	Mare	Lane	in	Bradford.	We	put	our	best
clothes	on	and	got	well	wrapped	up	to	face	the	arctic	conditions	on	our	walk
up	to	Greenbrow	Road	to	get	the	101	bus	into	town.	On	the	bus	my	dad	got
all-day	tickets	for	us	all.	Our	bus	got	into	town	at	Piccadilly	Bus	Station.
For	me,	this	was	the	centre	of	Manchester.	Running	all	along	one	side	was
Piccadilly	Gardens,	where	they	always	had	the	city's	Christmas
illuminations.	Beyond	that	was	Piccadilly	itself,	with	Woolworth's	and
Littlewoods	and	the	grand-looking	building	of	the	BBC.	At	one	end	was
London	Road,	leading	to	the	city's	main	railway	station,	and	at	the	other
was	Market	Street	with	Lewis's	and	all	the	big	stores.	We	had	to	go	through
Piccadilly	Gardens	and	down	Oldham	Street	to	get	to	Stevenson	Square,
where	we	would	catch	a	trolley	bus	down	Ashton	Old	Road	to	get	to	my
Gran	Hall's,	or	one	down	Ashton	New	Road	to	get	to	my	Gran	Kearney's.

I	found	the	city	centre	a	fascinating	place,	especially	around	Piccadilly.
On	this	bitterly	cold	Saturday	morning	we	made	a	little	detour	to	get	some
tomatoes	to	take	to	our	grans.	As	we	crossed	the	top	of	Market	Street	to	go
down	Tib	Street	it	was	surprising	how	normal	everything	appeared	to	be.
Apart	from	the	Union	Jack	flying	at	half	mast	on	the	BBC	building	and	on
some	of	the	big	stores,	it	seemed	just	like	any	other	Saturday	morning.
Crowds	spilled	off	the	pavements	along	Market	Street	as,	collars	up	to	keep
out	the	cold,	people	rushed	from	shop	to	shop.	Those	with	children	had	to
stop	outside	Wile's,	the	big	toy	shop	on	Lewis's	corner,	and	the	kids,



seemingly	oblivious	to	the	cold,	stood	with	noses	pressed	longingly	against
the	windows,	gazing	at	all	the	toys,	train	sets	and	model	planes.	The	prices
were	beyond	the	reach	of	my	mam	and	dad,	and	those	of	most	of	the	kids
looking	through	those	windows,	but	you	could	always	hope.	The	window	I
liked	best	was	the	one	that	had	all	the	jokes	in,	things	like	black	face	soap
and	itching	powder.	At	least	some	of	them	were	affordable.

We	hurried	past	Wile's	and	down	Tib	Street	with	all	its	pet	stores.
Through	these	windows	you	could	see	glass	cages	full	of	kittens	and	rabbits
and	little	mongrel	puppy	dogs	looking	longingly	out	at	anybody	who
stopped	to	peer	at	them.	There	were	tanks	full	of	goldfish	and	cages	full	of
blue,	green	and	yellow	budgies,	and	in	the	corner,	tortoises	crawled	all	over
one	another.	Further	down	the	street,	by	the	side	of	Smithfield	Market,	were
the	barrow	boys.	On	a	Saturday	a	number	of	streets	in	this	area	were
occupied	by	people	selling	vegetables	and	other	items	from	a	barrow,	a	flat
cart	about	six	feet	long	on	two	wheels	and	two	legs	to	stop	the	cart	from
tipping	over.	They	would	all	shout	out	the	produce	they	had	for	sale	as	you
passed	by.	'Get	yer	finest	Blackpool	tomatoes	'ere!'	Most	people	agreed	that
it	was	from	the	barrow	boys	around	Tib	Street	that	you	always	got	the	best
tomatoes.	Their	carts	had	a	canvas	canopy	to	keep	the	rain	off	the	produce,
and	electric	lights	that	shone	brightly	on	their	colourful	displays.	According
to	my	dad,	some	of	these	barrows	had	been	coming	here	for	many	years,	the
business	handed	down	from	father	to	son.

When	we'd	got	our	tomatoes	we	cut	across	to	Oldham	Street	on	our	way
to	Stevenson	Square	and	went	past	the	Lyons	corner	café	where	we	would
go	as	a	treat	on	a	Whit	Friday	after	the	Whit	walks.	Inside,	steam	rose	from
two	giant	hot	water	urns	on	the	counter.	But	there	were	no	treats	for	us	this
morning.

A	side	street	halfway	down	Oldham	Street	led	to	Stevenson	Square.	The
only	shop	there	was	Manchester's	main	record	shop	which	we	had	to	walk
past	on	the	way	to	our	bus	stop	on	the	other	side	of	the	square.	'Look	at	all
them	Teddy	Boys	in	there,'	my	mam	said	as	we	hurried	past.	Lads	in	long
jackets	and	drainpipe	trousers	crowded	into	little	booths	to	listen	to	Elvis
Presley's	'Jailhouse	Rock',	which	had	been	at	number	one	in	the	charts	for
the	last	three	weeks.	Apart	from	the	record	shop	there	were	no	stores	in	the
square,	just	lots	of	large	buildings	surrounding	it	that	had	been	converted	to



warehouses	which	sold	clothes	direct	to	the	public.	Stevenson	Square	was
the	trolley	bus	terminus	that	served	places	like	Ashton,	Stalybridge	and
Hyde	out	to	the	east	of	Manchester.

I	liked	the	trolley	buses.	They	were	powered	by	overhead	electric	lines,
they	were	smooth	and	quiet,	and	they	accelerated	quickly.	The	journey	to
the	stop	on	Ashton	Old	Road	where	we	got	off	for	my	Gran	Hall's	took	less
than	ten	minutes.	On	our	way	we	went	up	the	steep	Pin	Mill	Brow	and
through	the	Blitzravaged	Ardwick.	We	passed	the	ends	of	mean	little
cobbled	streets	packed	with	tiny	two-up-two-down	slum	dwellings	scattered
among	small	textile	factories,	engineering	workshops,	pubs,	off-licences
and	corner	shops.	It	was	a	scene	that	was	already	beginning	to	disappear
from	the	Manchester	landscape.	Corner	shops	in	particular	were	becoming
something	of	a	museum	piece.	Some	were	being	converted	into	houses,
others	were	being	pulled	down	altogether	and	they	weren't	being	replaced.
The	only	new	retail	premises	being	erected	were	the	latest	American
import,	supermarkets,	and	shopping	parades	on	the	new	housing	estates,
like	our	shops	at	Greenbrow	Road	in	Wythenshawe.

We	got	off	the	trolley	bus	at	Viaduct	Street,	which	was	dominated	by	the
massive	bulk	of	the	London	Midland	and	Scottish	Railway's	high	viaduct,
built	of	Staffordshire	blue	bricks.	In	the	shadow	of	the	viaduct	were	some
tiny	run-down	back-to-back	houses.	It	was	here	that	a	few	rag	and	bone
men	and	their	families	lived;	their	horses	and	carts	were	kept	out	on
bombed	sites	between	the	houses,	or	in	sheds	under	the	arches.	Once	we'd
got	through	rag	and	bone	land	we	walked	by	the	side	of	the	high	wooden
fence	that	ran	along	the	railway	line.	On	the	other	side	of	the	road	was
Nansen	Street	School,	the	secondary	school	my	dad	and	his	brothers	had
gone	to	in	the	1920s.	It	was	a	three-storey	Victorian	building	with	a	flat	roof
that	was	surrounded	by	an	iron	railing.	This	was	the	school	playground	and
my	dad	told	me	they	used	to	play	football	up	there	on	the	roof	with	nothing
but	that	four-foot-high	railing	between	them	and	the	forty-foot	drop	to	the
cobbled	streets	below.

Between	the	school	and	my	gran's	house	on	Baslow	Street	was	the
football	pitch	on	Donkey	Common,	or	the	rec	as	it	was	known.	The	side	of
the	rec	nearest	the	railway	line	had	a	little	park	now	with	some	kids'	swings,
but	the	other	side	still	had	the	red	shale	football	pitch	my	dad	and	his



brothers	used	to	play	on.	He	said	my	Uncle	Jack	was	the	best	player	–	a	big
stopper	centre-half	–	and	he	remembered	his	team	winning	the	cup	and
taking	it	back	to	my	gran's	to	have	it	filled	with	dandelion	and	burdock.

After	crossing	the	rec	we	went	down	the	back	entry	to	my	gran's	and	in
through	the	yard	with	its	outside	lavatory	and	flag-floored	scullery	built	on
to	the	back	of	the	terraced	house.	My	gran's	living	room	was	dark	and
gloomy.	There	was	just	one	window	looking	out	on	to	the	back	yard,	which
was	overshadowed	by	the	houses	on	either	side	and	next	door's	lean-to
scullery.	My	gran	was	sitting	in	her	wooden	rocking	chair	in	front	of	the	big
black	leaded	kitchen	range.	In	the	middle	of	it	was	an	open	grate	with	a
welcoming	coal	fire	blazing	in	it.	To	one	side	there	was	an	oven,	and	on	the
hob	in	front	the	kettle	was	boiling.	On	the	back	wall	there	was	a	scrubbed
wooden	table	with	a	horsehair	settee	behind	it.	Dark	lino	covered	the	floor,
with	a	rag	rug	in	front	of	the	range.

My	dad	took	the	black	kettle	off	the	range	to	brew	some	tea	while	my
gran	took	a	stone	jar	off	a	shelf	and	poured	two	glasses	of	dandelion	and
burdock,	one	for	me	and	one	for	Joan.	As	she	did	she	talked	about	the	crash.
'It's	all	that	anybody	round	here	is	talking	about,'	she	said,	'even	the	City
fans.'	My	dad	commented	on	the	fact	that	everybody	you	spoke	to	seemed
to	have	been	affected	by	it.	'There's	a	real	sense	of	personal	loss	in	every
family,'	he	said.	'It's	been	like	losing	one	of	your	own.	I	don't	think	there's
ever	been	a	tragedy	like	this	that	has	touched	the	hearts	of	so	many
millions.'

'Didn't	you	know	some	of	them?'	my	gran	said.

No,	my	dad	replied.	It	was	Johnny	Aston	he	used	to	know,	and	he'd
played	in	the	1948	team.	This	was	a	new	young	team	which	had	replaced
the	team	he	used	to	watch	every	week	after	the	war.	Now	that	we'd	moved
to	Wythenshawe	he'd	lost	touch	with	Johnny,	but	he'd	heard	that	he'd	got
TB	and	had	been	in	the	sanatorium	at	Abergele.

My	mam's	sister,	my	Auntie	Cissie,	lived	a	few	doors	away	from	my	gran,
so	when	we'd	finished	our	tea	and	dandelion	and	burdock,	my	mam	went	to
see	her	sister	and	took	our	Joan	with	her.	She	always	seemed	to	be	all	right
with	my	Gran	Hall,	but	I'm	not	sure	they	got	on	all	that	well.	My	dad	was	a
Protestant	and	my	mam	was	a	Catholic.	We	were	brought	up	as	Catholics,



and	I	don't	think	that	went	down	very	well	with	my	dad's	family.
Manchester	didn't	have	any	of	the	extreme	religious	bigotry	of	Belfast	or
Glasgow,	but	there	was	a	fair	bit	of	rivalry	between	Catholics	and
Protestants.	We	used	to	call	the	kids	from	Newall	Green,	the	state	primary
school	near	us,	the	'Proddy	Dogs',	and	to	them	we	were	the	'Catty	Cats'.	The
rivalry	extended	into	the	family	and	one	of	my	mam's	proudest	moments
was	the	day	when	my	Gran	Hall	was	talking	about	one	of	the	hymns	they
used	to	sing	at	the	Congo	–	the	Congregational	church	she	used	to	go	to	–
and	I	piped	up	to	say	it	wasn't	one	of	their	hymns	because	it	had	been
written	before	the	Reformation	so	it	must	have	been	a	Catholic	hymn.

Once	my	mam	and	Joan	had	gone,	my	gran	asked	my	dad	to	look	at	some
insurance	policies.	One-penny	policies	they	were,	with	the	Wesleyan	and
General	and	the	Co-op.	This	was	boring,	so	I	went	out	to	look	at	the	trains.
At	the	front	of	my	gran's	house	there	was	a	railway	line,	but	you	couldn't
see	anything	because	there	was	a	high	brick	wall	running	along	the	side	of
it.	All	you	could	see	from	the	house	were	the	voluminous	clouds	of	smoke
and	steam	that	drifted	across	Baslow	Street	and	into	the	front	of	the	house,
if	there	was	a	door	or	window	open,	bringing	with	it	soot	and	the	pungent,
sulphurous	smell	of	burning	coal.	To	see	the	trains	you	had	to	walk	down
the	road.	About	a	hundred	yards	from	my	gran's,	just	at	the	start	of	the	rec,
there	was	an	old	iron	footbridge	crossing	the	railway	to	Viaduct	Street	on
the	other	side,	and	from	there	you	could	see	the	trains	as	they	went	past.	I
don't	know	what	line	it	was,	but	near	the	bottom	of	the	bridge	there	was	an
old	plaque	that	said	'Lancashire	and	Yorkshire	Railway'.	My	dad	said	it	was
a	circular	line	that	went	round	the	centre	of	Manchester;	it	joined	the	line	to
Leeds	out	of	Victoria	Station	with	the	line	out	of	London	Road	Station.
Whatever	it	was,	I	only	ever	saw	goods	trains	going	past.	They	came
clanking	along	slowly,	pulled	by	dirty	black	locomotives	that	belched	out
evil-looking	smoke.	They'd	take	ages	to	get	past,	wagon	after	wagon.	The
last	one	was	always	the	guard's	van,	with	its	open	platform	at	the	back
where	the	guard	would	stand	and	wave	to	you	as	he	went	past.	But	that
Saturday	afternoon	there	weren't	even	any	goods	trains,	so	after	about	half
an	hour	I	went	to	play	on	the	roundabout	in	the	little	park.

When	I	got	back,	my	mam	and	our	Joan	had	returned	from	my	Auntie
Cissie's	and	it	was	time	to	walk	round	to	my	Gran	Kearney's.	Before	we
left,	Gran	Hall	got	a	tin	box	down	from	the	mantelpiece	and	gave	me	and



our	Joan	our	customary	three-penny	bit	(just	over	lp).

The	ten-minute	walk	to	Grey	Mare	Lane	took	us	past	the	wash-house	at
the	baths.	It	was	a	place	that	had	always	fascinated	me,	with	its	tiled	walls
and	rows	of	boilers	and	women	in	turbans	standing	talking	or	folding	their
washing	in	the	steam-filled	room.	My	Gran	Kearney,	my	mam's	mother,	had
lived	on	Grey	Mare	Lane	since	coming	over	from	Ireland	after	the	First
World	War.	Before	moving	to	our	new	house	in	Wythenshawe	we'd	lived
three	doors	away,	and	I'd	started	school	at	St	Brigid's.	Manchester	City's
Eastlands	Stadium	stands	within	a	hundred	yards	of	the	spot	now,	but
historically	it	was	United	territory,	close	to	the	Bank	Street	ground	in
Clayton	where	the	club	started	life	as	Newton	Heath.	Although	my	dad
wasn't	a	Catholic,	both	sides	of	the	family	were	Reds.	He'd	started	watching
them	in	the	1920s	when	City	were	Manchester's	big	team	and	United	were
languishing	in	the	Second	Division.	When	he	got	back	from	India	after	the
war	he	followed	Matt	Busby's	first	great	team	home	and	away	with	his
brother-in-law,	my	Uncle	Tommy.	Together	they	went	to	the	1948	Cup
Final,	when	United	beat	Blackpool	4–2.	He	kept	his	ticket	till	the	day	he
died.

Gran	Kearney	was	old	and	frail,	and	she	was	confined	to	her	bed,	which
was	downstairs	in	the	front	parlour.	My	Uncle	Tommy,	the	youngest	of	her
four	children,	still	lived	there.	We	all	looked	into	the	front	parlour	to	see	my
gran,	and	my	mam	stayed	in	there,	fussing	around	her,	making	sure	she	was
comfortable.	I	went	into	the	back	room	where	my	Uncle	Tommy	was
polishing	the	side	drum	he	played	in	the	MacSweeny	Pipers,	the	Irish	pipe
band	based	at	the	neighbouring	parish	of	St	Pat's	in	Colyhurst.	He'd	always
wanted	to	play	the	bagpipes	in	the	band,	but	in	an	accident	at	Dunlop's
where	he	worked	he'd	lost	two	of	his	fingers	and	couldn't	play	the	pipes.

When	my	dad	walked	in	the	conversation	turned	again	to	the	crash,	and
the	old	days	when	they	used	to	follow	United	all	over	the	country.	Then
they	chatted	about	that	afternoon's	fixtures	and	the	question	of	whether	any
matches	should	be	played	that	day.	My	dad	didn't	think	they	should	be
playing,	but	Uncle	Tommy	thought	the	games	had	to	be	played	and	that	the
silence	would	pay	tribute	to	United's	lost	players.	He	said	the	game	that
followed	the	silence	would	be	its	own	tribute	as	well:	a	good,	hard,	clean
game	was	the	best	recognition	footballers	could	give	to	their	fellow	players.



Anyway,	carrying	on	is	in	the	spirit	of	United,	and	it	is	what	they	wanted.
'Well,	if	they	are	playing,'	my	dad	concluded,	'the	Football	League	should
ask	all	clubs	to	contribute	to	the	Lord	Mayor's	Disaster	Fund.'

When	they	were	not	affected	by	the	weather,	the	matches	were	going	on	all
over	the	country	and	on	that	afternoon	of	Saturday,	8	February	soccer	stood
in	silent	tribute	to	United	on	the	blackest	day	in	the	history	of	British
football.	All	over	the	country,	Football	League	and	amateur	club	alike,	and
all	over	Europe	too,	the	flowers	of	English	football	were	remembered	and
honoured.	After	the	huge	crowds	of	the	immediate	post-war	years,	fans	had
begun	to	drift	away,	but	on	this	freezing,	snow-bound	February	afternoon
the	game's	missing	millions	returned	to	show	their	respect	for	the	greatest
club	side	Britain	had	ever	produced.	In	just	the	way	Manchester	United
would	have	wanted	to	be	mourned.

Abide	With	Me'	was	sung	at	many	British	grounds,	then	at	three	p.m.
precisely,	wherever	the	weather	allowed	football	to	be	played,	a	hush	settled
over	the	packed	terraces.	For	two	minutes	tens	of	thousands	of	heads	were
bared	and	bowed.	The	only	things	that	moved	were	the	club	flags	flying	at
half	mast	and	the	odd	piece	of	paper	blowing	across	the	pitch.	All	was	still
and	silent.	Then	the	referees'	whistles	blew	and	the	games	commenced	–
everywhere	except	at	Old	Trafford,	where	the	biggest	game	of	the	day,	the
one	that	was	going	to	have	a	big	say	in	whether	the	league	championship
trophy	was	going	to	stay	in	Manchester	or	move	to	the	Midlands,	should
have	been	in	progress.	Instead,	the	wind	blew	across	the	empty	Stretford
End	and	through	the	deserted	main	stand	as	the	proud	championship	flag
flew	at	half	mast	over	the	ground.	All	around	the	ground	factories	and
warehouses	flew	the	Union	Jack	at	half	mast,	while	outside	stood	small
groups	of	supporters,	not	sure	exactly	where	it	was	appropriate	to	be	but
drawn	to	the	ground	to	make	some	sort	of	tangible	expression	of	their	grief.
Young	and	old	stood	with	tears	streaming	down	their	faces,	gazing	at	the
flag	as	it	fluttered	forlornly.

Beryl	and	Olga	Townsend	were	both	there	in	the	grieving	crowd,	paying
their	respects.	There	didn't	seem	to	be	anywhere	else	to	go.	'We	just	didn't
know	what	to	do	with	ourselves	at	all,'	Beryl	said,	'so	we	all	went	down	to
Old	Trafford.	We	all	met	on	the	Saturday	morning	and	thought,	"What	can
we	do?"	Because	we	knew	the	game	had	been	cancelled.	We	decided	that	if



we	could	get	in	touch	with	the	club	we	would	find	out	if	there	was	anything
the	fans	could	do	to	help	the	families.'

It	was	exactly	one	week	to	the	hour	since	they'd	been	watching	the	Reds
in	that	last	great	game	at	Highbury.	For	all	those,	like	Beryl	and	Olga	and
their	friends	from	the	Stretford	End,	who	had	packed	into	Highbury	the
previous	Saturday	afternoon,	whether	they	were	wearing	the	red	and	white
of	Arsenal	or	the	red	and	white	of	Manchester	United,	it	was	one	of	those
games	it	was	a	privilege	to	have	been	at.	All	agreed	that	it	was	a	fitting	final
appearance	in	the	English	First	Division	for	the	Babes.

Just	one	Saturday	on	and	outside	Old	Trafford	grown	men	were	in	tears	as
they	mourned	a	loss	they	felt	would	never	be	replaced.	Many	were	workers
on	their	way	home	from	their	Saturday-morning	shifts	in	the	factories	of
Trafford	Park.	United	was	part	of	their	lives,	and	match-day	routine	never
varied:	work	on	Saturday	morning;	a	couple	of	pints	with	your	mates	at	the
pub;	then	straight	to	the	match.	They	didn't	want	that	routine	to	change;
they	didn't	want	to	believe	everything	had	changed.	Some	of	them	came
simply	to	maintain	that	routine,	others	because	they	thought	there	might	be
some	sort	of	memorial	service	outside	the	ground	at	three	o'clock.	But	as
kick-off	time	came	and	went	the	small	crowd	began	to	disperse,	trudging
past	the	ticket	office	with	its	pathetic	notice	saying	'All	reserved	tickets	for
the	Wolves	match	are	sold'.

Not	far	away,	fifty	birds	fluttered	around	an	aviary	in	Kings	Road,
Stretford	–	the	great	love	of	Mark	Jones's	life.	Now	his	wife,	twenty-five-
year-old	June,	had	decided	to	give	them	away	to	anyone	who	would	like
one	of	them	in	his	memory.	Mrs	Jones,	who	was	expecting	another	baby	in
July,	had	gone	with	her	two-year-old-son	Garry	to	her	parents	in
Wombwell,	a	mining	community	near	Barnsley	where	she	and	Mark	grew
up	together.	At	Wombwell	Parish	Church	that	afternoon	a	prayer	was	said
for	the	men	killed	in	the	crash	during	the	wedding	of	twenty-one-year-old
Irene	Jones.	Irene	was	Mark's	sister.	With	the	same	adversity-defying	spirit
so	characteristic	of	her	brother	when	he	was	the	pivot	of	the	United	defence,
Irene	had	decided	to	go	through	with	her	wedding	plans	despite	the	tragedy
that	had	befallen	the	family,	telling	friends	that	she	thought	that	was	what
Mark	would	have	wanted.	Their	mother	had	died	just	three	months	earlier.
At	the	time	of	her	death	Irene	had	been	planning	her	marriage	for	some



time,	and	just	before	she	passed	away	Irene	had	let	her	see	her	wearing	her
wedding	dress	of	white	lace.	Subsequently,	Irene	had	wanted	to	adopt	a
more	sombre	outfit,	but	Mark	had	insisted	that	she	should	be	married	in	the
dress	her	mother	had	seen	her	wearing.	It	was	this,	more	than	anything,	that
had	persuaded	Irene	that	her	brother	would	have	wanted	the	wedding	to	go
ahead	as	planned.

At	Manchester	University	the	students	were	due	to	hold	their	annual	Rag
Day	on	Shrove	Tuesday,	which	this	year	fell	on	18	February,	and	in	the	run-
up	to	Rag	Day,	students	would	often	dress	up	and	come	into	town	to
perform	a	few	stunts	and	sell	their	Rag	Rag	magazines.	But	that	day	they'd
decided	to	call	off	all	events,	including	the	Shrove	Tuesday	Rag	Procession
and	the	Rag	Ball.	Fun	and	merriment	were	not	the	order	of	the	day	and
would	not	have	been	welcomed	by	the	majority	of	the	citizens	of
Manchester.	At	my	gran's,	it	was	nearly	time	to	go	home.	I	went	into	the
front	room	to	see	her.	Outside	it	was	already	starting	to	get	dark,	and	as	the
number	fifty-three	buses	went	past	the	reflection	from	their	lights	flickered
across	the	ceiling	of	the	room.	Before	leaving,	my	mam	had	to	do	some
shopping	for	her	mother.	She	made	a	cup	of	tea,	or	'tay'	as	my	gran	used	to
call	it,	and	I	stayed	with	her	while	my	mam	and	Joan	went	out	to	the
Lancashire	Hygienic	Dairies	grocer's	shop	on	the	corner,	and	to	the
greengrocer's	and	the	sweet	shop	on	Ashton	New	Road.

My	gran	sat	up	in	bed	and	reached	for	a	bottle	of	Lucozade	and	a	small
glass	on	a	bedside	table.	She	poured	me	a	glass	–	always	one	of	my	treats
when	I	went	to	see	her.	Then	she	had	her	'tay'.	She	poured	it	carefully	into
the	saucer,	as	she	always	did,	and	blew	on	it	to	cool	it	down	before	drinking
it.	I	talked	to	her	about	United	and	the	crash.	'Don't	worry,'	she	said.	'They
were	all	good	boys.	They	should	all	be	up	in	heaven	now.	Anyway,	let's
have	a	song.	Sing	"Danny	Boy"	for	me.'	It	was	something	she	always	asked
me	to	do,	and	I	was	always	happy	to	oblige	because	she	would	give	me
sixpence	(2½p)	for	my	efforts.	I	started	singing	to	her:

Oh	Danny	Boy,	the	pipes	the	pipes	are	calling,
From	glen	to	glen	and	down	the	mountain	side	.	.	.

But	singing	it	this	afternoon	wasn't	easy.	It	sounded	so	sad	and	mournful	to
me.	My	voice	started	to	crack	and	tears	welled	up	in	my	eyes.	But	I
struggled	on	with	it	as	best	I	could.



The	summer's	gone	and	all	the	flowers	are	dying	.	.	.

It	was	too	much.	I	burst	into	tears	and	couldn't	carry	on.

Gran	took	my	hand	and	looked	kindly	at	me.	'What's	the	matter,	my	little
goson?'	she	said.

'They're	all	gone,'	I	sobbed.	'I	won't	ever	see	them	again.	I	should	have
been	at	the	match	this	afternoon.	I'll	never	see	them	play	again.'

'Oh,	but	you	will,'	she	said.	'You	will	see	them	one	day.	They'll	make	a
fine	football	team	up	in	heaven	and	they'll	be	able	to	carry	on	for	ever	doing
what	they	love	doing	so	much.	And,	I'll	tell	you	what.	That	Dublin	lad,
Liam	Whelan,	will	be	the	captain.	He	was	a	good	lad.	They	say	he'd	have
made	a	very	good	priest	if	he'd	not	been	such	a	good	footballer.'	She	smiled.
'I'll	be	seeing	them	soon	you	know.	It's	not	long	before	I'll	be	joining	them
up	there.'	I	knew	she	was	old	and	she	was	ill,	but	she'd	never	talked	about
dying	before.	The	thing	was,	she	didn't	seem	to	be	worried	about	it.	Her
faith	made	her	convinced	that	death	wasn't	the	end.	'Those	boys	will	be
playing	for	ever,	and	I'll	be	there	to	see	them.'

I	hadn't	managed	to	finish	'Danny	Boy',	but	she	gave	me	my	sixpence.
Then	she	got	a	sweet	bag	from	the	bedside	table	and	gave	me	three	Kendal
mints.	By	this	time	my	mam	and	Joan	were	back	with	the	shopping	and	it
was	time	to	go	home,	but	not	before	we'd	listened	to	the	football	results	on
Sports	Report.	I	went	into	the	back	room	where	my	dad	and	my	Uncle
Tommy	had	the	radio	on.	Many	matches	had	been	called	off	because	of	the
weather,	but	of	those	that	were	played,	City	had	lost	5–1	to	Spurs	at	White
Hart	Lane,	Preston	had	beaten	Chelsea	2–0	at	Stamford	Bridge,	and	Luton
had	put	seven	past	Sunderland.	But	the	main	headline	that	afternoon	was
the	way	in	which	the	two	minutes'	silence	had	been	observed	so
impeccably.

By	the	time	we	left	my	gran's	it	was	dark.	We	walked	up	to	the	bus	stop
on	the	New	Road.	It	was	just	in	front	of	the	sweet	shop	that	my	mam	used
to	take	us	to	with	our	ration	book	when	we	still	lived	round	there.	The	day
shift	had	just	finished	at	Bradford	Pit	and	groups	of	miners	were	crossing
the	road	from	Forge	Lane.	A	few	came	and	joined	our	queue.	My	dad	knew
one	of	them,	a	small,	wiry	fellow	with	a	sallow	complexion.	He	was
somebody	from	the	regiment	he'd	gone	out	to	India	with;	he	told	me	later



he'd	been	captured	by	the	Japs	and	had	been	in	a	prisoner-of-war	camp	for
nearly	eighteen	months.	My	dad	started	talking	to	him	at	the	bus	stop.	For
the	first	time	since	we'd	got	the	news	about	the	crash	on	Thursday	night,	the
conversation	wasn't	about	United	and	the	disaster.	They	talked	about	old
Army	friends	and	about	what	had	happened	to	them,	and	they	talked	about
India	and	the	places	where	they'd	been	stationed.

'I	see	Nehru	is	at	it	again,	passing	round	the	begging	bowl,'	my	dad's
friend	said.	'It's	in	this	morning's	paper	that	he's	getting	a	loan	of	£80
million	from	America	and	he's	asking	us	for	another	£16	million.	I	know
India's	the	poorhouse	of	Asia,	but	I	don't	see	why	we	should	be	giving	them
hand-outs.	We	never	get	any	gratitude	for	it	and	they've	destroyed	our
cotton	industry	now	that	they've	started	making	it	themselves	and	under-
cutting	us.'	My	dad	reminded	him	about	all	the	poverty	they'd	seen	in	India,
but	this	fellow	would	have	none	of	it.	'I'll	tell	you	what,'	he	said,	'India's
always	acting	against	our	interests	and	America's	interests.	They're	more
interested	in	Russia	than	us.	I	think	all	the	money	we're	pouring	in	there	is
money	down	the	drain.'

The	bus	came,	and	they	carried	on	talking	when	they	got	on.	It	wasn't	far
into	town,	so	we	all	stayed	downstairs,	sitting	opposite	one	another	on	the
long	bench	seats	at	the	back	near	the	platform.	As	we	went	down	the	New
Road	towards	town,	past	Baylem's	furniture	store	where	my	dad	first	met
my	mam	when	they	were	both	working	there	after	leaving	school,	the
conductor	came	downstairs	to	collect	the	fares.	He	was	a	black	man	–	quite
unusual	in	those	days	because	it	was	before	the	first	waves	of
Commonwealth	immigration	reached	Manchester.

'Hello,'	he	said	to	my	dad	and	his	friend.	'I've	not	seen	either	of	you	for	a
bit.'

'Hello,	Sambo,	how	are	you?'	my	dad's	friend	replied.

The	conductor	didn't	seem	to	be	put	out	by	the	way	he	had	been
addressed.	He	was,	it	seems,	the	only	black	conductor	working	on	the
trolley	buses,	and	this	is	what	everybody	called	him.	'I'm	all	right,'	he	said,
'but	how	have	my	team	got	on	today?	Anybody	heard	the	results?'	My	dad
gave	him	the	bad	news	that	City	had	been	thrashed.	'Well,	at	least	we've	still
got	a	team,'	the	conductor	said.	'It's	terrible	what's	happened	to	your	lot.'



When	he'd	collected	our	fares	he	went	to	his	little	cupboard	under	the
stairs,	where	the	conductors	kept	their	brew	cans	and	the	paperwork	they
had	to	fill	in.	He	got	a	bag	of	sweets	out	and	gave	me	and	Joan	a	spearmint
chew	each.

When	we	got	to	town	we	hurried	across	Piccadilly	to	get	our	bus	to
Newall	Green.	I	liked	Piccadilly	in	the	dark.	It	was	an	exciting	place	with
all	the	neon	lights	on	the	side	of	Lewis's	that	overlooked	the	gardens	and	on
the	other	big	buildings	at	the	Market	Street	end.	A	huge	neon	Mother's
Pride	loaf	took	up	most	of	the	front	of	the	building	next	to	Lewis's
department	store,	and	a	big	red	neon	Guinness	clock	hung	above	the	shoe
shop	on	the	other	side	of	Piccadilly.	The	clock	said	quarter	to	six	as	we
made	our	way	to	the	hot	chestnut	cart	on	the	corner	of	Portland	Street	and
Parker	Street,	where	the	buses	went	from.	There	was	a	warm	red	glow
coming	from	the	coals	in	the	bottom	of	the	cart	and	we	warmed	ourselves
up	as	we	stood	there	getting	four	penn'orth	of	chestnuts	to	eat	on	the	bus
going	home.

By	the	time	we	got	home	the	Evening	News	had	been	delivered.	'Busby
Better'	the	main	headline	said,	'But	Three	Stars	Won't	Play	Again'.	Above	it
were	three	smaller	headlines:	'Johnny	Berry	–	Still	A	Chance',	'Edwards
Won't	Walk	For	Years'	and	'Germans	May	Accuse	Pilot'.	Underneath	the
main	headline	were	the	words	'Matt's	order:	Carry	on,	Jimmy',	then	came
the	words	that	all	of	Manchester	had	been	waiting	for.	'From	a	city	6ft	deep
in	snowdrifts,'	News	reporter	Douglas	Slight	wrote,	'I	am	phoning	the	news
Manchester	and	all	Britain	is	waiting	anxiously	to	hear	–	the	greatest	soccer
manager	in	the	world	is	winning	the	fight	for	his	life.'	Matt	Busby,	the
report	went	on,	had	opened	his	eyes	that	day	and	said,	'I	am	feeling	a	little
better.'	By	the	side	of	it	there	was	a	picture	of	Busby	fighting	for	his	life	in
that	oxygen	tent,	his	daughter	Sheena	keeping	vigil	at	his	bedside.

On	the	six	o'clock	news	on	the	Home	Service	the	appalling	weather
conditions	throughout	Britain	that	day	had	taken	over	from	the	crash	as	the
lead	story.	Snowdrifts	up	to	ten	feet	deep	had	affected	Scotland	and	the
north	of	England,	with	more	snow	and	frost	forecast.	Road	and	rail	traffic
had	been	severely	disrupted;	villages	had	been	cut	off;	telegraph	wires	had
been	blown	down;	road	and	railway	lines	had	been	blocked;	and	many	of
the	day's	sports	fixtures	had	been	called	off.	Scotland	had	seen	its	worst



blizzard	for	more	than	ten	years,	and	the	RAC	described	conditions	in	the
west	of	the	country	as	the	worst	for	forty	years.	Trains	from	London	to
Edinburgh	were	up	to	seven	hours	late.	After	this	the	bulletin	moved	on	to
the	crash.	Mr	A.	H.	Millward,	chief	executive	of	British	European	Airways,
had	said	he	couldn't	say	what	had	caused	the	crash,	but	one	thing	that	had	to
be	looked	at	was	the	weather	and	the	effect	of	snow	on	the	aircraft.

At	least	the	icy	conditions	in	Wythenshawe	gave	me	a	bit	of	a	break	from
thinking	about	the	crash.	After	we'd	had	our	tea	I	went	out	to	play	on	a	big
long	slide	some	kids	had	made	in	the	middle	of	the	road	outside	our	house.
Making	a	slide	when	the	weather	was	icy	was	a	favourite	pastime.	We
would	spend	hours	perfecting	one,	only	to	come	out	the	next	morning	to
find	someone's	mam	had	put	salt	on	it.	Our	road	was	particularly	good	for
slides	because	it	was	a	dead	end	and,	as	nobody	near	us	had	a	car,	there	was
never	any	traffic	on	it.	The	slide	that	night	was	a	good	one,	a	long,	thin
sheet	of	ice	glistening	in	the	light	cast	by	the	street	lamp	outside	our	house.
For	a	time,	all	thoughts	of	the	disaster	were	put	out	of	my	mind	as	I
concentrated	on	going	as	fast	and	as	far	as	I	could	down	the	icy	path.	I	went
back	up	the	road	past	Mr	O'Malley's	house	to	take	a	great	long	run	at	it
before	launching	myself	sideways	on	to	it	to	slide	more	than	thirty	yards
down	the	road,	the	cold	night	air	biting	my	cheeks	as	I	went.	The	great
thing	about	a	good	slide	was	that	the	faster	you	ran	at	it,	the	further	you	slid,
though	after	a	bit	it	did	tend	to	get	a	bit	worn	in	the	middle,	and	that	would
slow	you	down.	All	quite	thrilling	really,	but	all	over	quite	quickly.	My
mam	called	me	in	at	eight	o'clock.

When	I	got	inside	I	spread	the	paper	out	on	the	floor	in	front	of	the	fire.
An	orchestral	concert	was	playing	on	the	radio.	My	dad	had	always	liked
classical	music;	he	used	to	take	me	to	the	Hallé	Proms	in	the	summer.
Under	the	words	'The	terraces	were	empty	at	Old	Trafford	this	afternoon
after	the	United	airliner	disaster	at	Munich'	there	was	a	360–degree	view	of
the	empty	ground.	There	were	also	some	readers'	letters.	As	I	went	through
them	with	the	rather	solemn,	sombre	music	playing	on	the	radio,	they
seemed	to	sum	up	the	emotions	of	those	days	just	after	the	crash,	none	more
so	than	this	from	Leslie	Holt	of	Cheetham:	'There	are	no	words	.	.	.	no	pious
sermons	.	.	.	nothing	that	can	convey	all	our	feelings	at	the	bitter	tragedy.	I
have	never	met	Mr	Busby	or	his	proud	warriors.	I	remember	them	.	.	.	for
the	pleasure	they	gave	me.'	Another	letter	suggested	the	club	should	be



renamed	Manchester	Phoenix.

The	'United	will	go	on'	message	came	over	strongly	in	several	of	them,
like	the	one	from	a	group	of	women	supporters	from	MetroVicks,	the
engineering	company	that	was	such	a	big	Wythenshawe	and	Trafford	Park
employer.	'We	are	just	a	few	female	supporters	of	Manchester	United	and
we	would	like	to	express	our	deepest	sympathy	to	all	the	relatives.	We
would	also	like	to	send	a	message	to	the	team	that	will	take	this	great	club
forward.	It	is	now	up	to	all	you	young	players	to	show	the	country	and	the
world	what	you	are	made	of,	so	come	on	lads,	and	bring	more	glory	to	your
club	and	the	memory	of	your	lost	team-mates.'	H.	Lamb	of	Ancoats	Lane
made	a	similar	point:	'The	young	lads	of	the	Youth	Team	were	meant	to	be
the	giants	of	tomorrow.	Tomorrow	is	here	now.	There	is	nobody	else.	These
lads	have	a	tremendous	burden	to	carry,	a	great	name	to	live	up	to,	they
can't	do	it	alone.	So	let's	see	the	supporters	who	were	there	every	week
while	United	were	at	the	top	there	every	week	from	now	on	to	give	them
the	support	they	so	dearly	want.'

Looking	at	those	letters	fifty	years	later,	I	was	struck	by	a	sense	of	a	very
different	world.	It	was,	for	instance,	the	age	of	Sputnik	and	man's	first
attempts	to	explore	space,	as	a	letter	signed	simply	'A	Mourner'	reminds	us:
'United's	plane	crash	has	brought	the	most	horrifying	disaster	for	several
years.	Surely,	then,	why	isn't	more	time	and	research	spent	on	perfecting
our	present-day	methods	of	transport	rather	than	on	sending	up	Sputniks
and	space	missiles?	This	long-neglected	demand	can	be	ignored	no	longer.
Why	don't	the	scientists	realize	we	must	crawl	before	we	can	walk?'	It	was
also	a	world	in	which	religion	played	a	much	more	important	role	in
people's	lives	and	a	lot	more	people	went	to	church;	a	world	in	which
people	were	not	afraid	of	coming	out	in	public	to	profess	their	faith.	'A
Pilgrim'	from	Sale	wrote,	'I	will	be	flying	to	Lourdes	next	Monday.	May	I
say	to	the	relatives	and	friends	of	the	players,	officials	and	journalists	that
their	intentions	will	be	foremost	in	my	prayers;	that	Our	Lord	may	comfort
them	in	the	knowledge	that	the	work	of	their	loved	ones	has	brought	such
pleasure	to	countless	millions;	that	their	memory	will	live	on	in	our	hearts
wherever	and	whenever	footballers,	and	particularly	Manchester	United,
play.	Thank	God	for	them	all,	and	may	they	rest	in	peace.'

Above	all,	this	was	a	world	in	which	football	and	footballers	were	very



different.	I	can't	think	of	anything	that	tells	us	more	about	the	contrasting
lifestyles	of	a	modern	footballer	and	a	footballer	of	the	1950s	than	this	letter
about	Roger	Byrne	from	the	principal	of	the	Salford	Hospital	Management
Committee	School	of	Physiotherapy:

To	the	world	at	large	and	to	followers	of	football,	Roger	Byrne	will
always	be	remembered	for	his	prowess	as	a	footballer,	but	to	us	in
the	School	of	Physiotherapy	he	will	be	remembered	for	his	fine
character	and	loving	personality.	He	was	a	part-time	student	in
training	and	had	been	with	us	for	over	four	years.	He	had	a	special
concession	from	the	Chartered	Society	of	Physiotherapists	to
undertake	this	training	part-time	over	six	years	instead	of	the	usual
three	years	full-time.	He	was	well	liked	and	popular	with	the	staff
and	the	students	and	was	determined	to	make	a	success	of	his
training.	At	no	time	did	he	presume	on	the	fact	that	he	was
something	of	a	national	hero,	and	he	was	completely	without
conceit	and	self-satisfaction.	He	took	his	place	with	the	other
students	and	worked	industriously	and	steadily.	As	a	result	he	was
successful	in	passing	the	preliminary	examination	of	the	Chartered
Society	and	was	preparing	to	take	the	intermediate	examination
later	this	year.	We	feel	that	we,	personally,	have	lost	a	great	friend,
and	the	physiotherapy	profession	one	who	would	have	had	much	to
bring	to	it.

I	found	out	a	bit	more	about	the	last	hours	before	the	crash	in	a	report
from	Vinko	Sale,	one	of	Yugoslavia's	leading	sports	journalists,	writing
from	Belgrade.	He'd	been	at	the	farewell	banquet	after	the	match	where
Matt	Busby	had	said,	'There	were	many	surprises	for	me	in	the	second	half
of	the	match	and	the	most	pleasant	surprise	of	all	is	the	close	friendship	of
all	of	us	here.	I	do	hope	we	meet	more	often.'	Sale	said	the	evening	had
been	spent	in	a	gay	mood	and	he'd	never	forget	those	young	faces,	'so	happy
that	night	when	they	sang	so	gaily'.	After	the	banquet	Busby	had	allowed
the	players	to	go	to	a	night	club.	With	them	were	some	of	the	Red	Star
players	along	with	journalists	from	both	countries.	Tommy	Taylor	made
friends	with	the	young	Red	Star	player	Dragoslav	Sekularac.	He	invited	the
Yugoslav	to	visit	him	in	England,	and	Sekularac	invited	Taylor	to	spend	his
holidays	that	summer	with	him	on	the	Adriatic	coast.	When	they	parted	at
about	two	a.m.,	Taylor	said,	'So	long	until	May,	when	we'll	meet	up	in	the



World	Cup	in	Stockholm,	and	after	that	on	our	holidays	in	Dalmatia.'	Sale
was	with	the	party	that	saw	United	off	from	Zemun	Airport.	Before	the	door
of	the	plane	was	closed,	Matt	Busby	said,	'I	do	not	remember	more	pleasant
days	and	evenings	than	those	T	have	spent	with	you	in	Belgrade.'

On	the	nine	o'clock	news	on	the	Home	Service	the	suggestion	that	the
weather	was	the	cause	of	the	disaster	was	given	greater	substance	as	the
bulletin	gave	the	first	details	of	the	preliminary	report	on	the	crash	issued
by	the	Federal	German	Ministry	of	Transport.	It	said	that	investigation	of
the	causes	of	the	accident	had	established	that	there	was	nothing	wrong	with
the	engines	and	that	the	probable	reason	for	the	plane	not	becoming
airborne	was	ice	on	the	wings.	It	was	also	reported	that	the	first	survivors	of
the	crash	to	return	to	Britain	had	arrived	at	London	Airport	that	afternoon.
They	were	the	Daily	Mail	photographer	Peter	Howard	and	his	assistant
Edward	Ellyard,	and	they	confirmed	the	stories	we'd	started	to	hear	about
the	bravery	of	Harry	Gregg.

Mr	Ellyard	said	that	Harry	Gregg	was	one	of	the	heroes	of	the	disaster.	He
rallied	the	fit	survivors	to	help	those	who	were	trapped	or	badly	injured,
then	dashed	back	into	the	plane	to	get	a	baby	out.	I	couldn't	help	thinking
back	to	the	derby	at	Maine	Road	that	had	been	played	just	a	few	weeks
earlier,	and	Gregg's	dash	out	of	his	area	to	slide	feet	first	through	the	mud	to
get	to	the	ball	before	an	on-rushing	City	forward.	My	dad	thought	he	was
mad;	if	he'd	mistimed	his	run	and	his	lunge	for	the	ball	the	forward	would
have	had	an	open	goal.	As	it	was,	he	timed	it	perfectly	and	cleared	the
danger.	Perhaps	it	was	that	sort	of	decisiveness	that	he'd	shown	on	the
football	pitch	that	had	him	rushing	back	into	the	plane	to	save	the	lives	of
others	without	a	thought	for	his	own	safety.



7
Manchester	Mourns

On	the	Sunday	morning	I	served	at	eleven	o'clock	Mass	at	St	Peter's	in
Newall	Green,	which	was	our	church.	I	was	an	altar	boy	there	and,	if	you
were	not	serving	at	one	of	the	earlier	masses,	you	were	expected	to	be	there
on	the	altar	at	eleven	o'clock.	There	were	about	seventy	altar	boys
altogether	so	there	was	usually	a	big	turn-out,	and	this	Sunday	was	no
exception.	The	altar	boys'	bit	of	the	sacristy	was	packed.	It	was	a	long
changing	room	with	hooks	down	one	side	where	we	hung	our	black
cassocks	and	white	lace-trimmed	cottas,	and	underneath	there	was	a	bench
with	wire	compartments	beneath	for	our	black	patent	leather	buckle	shoes.
As	usual	there	was	a	bit	of	a	commotion	as	lads	scrambled	to	find	their	own
altar	clothes	and	shoes.	'Me	shoes	have	been	swiped!	Who's	got	me	shoes!'
was	a	common	cry.	Then	everybody	crowded	around	Norbert	Hannett,	the
head	altar	boy,	or	whoever	else	was	Master	of	Ceremonies	that	day,	to	get
picked	as	one	of	the	six	'torches'	–	the	torch	bearers	who	knelt	three	on	each
side	of	the	altar.	It	was	good	being	a	torch	because	there	was	always
something	to	do	when	things	got	boring	–	playing	with	the	wax	that	dripped
down	the	candles	and	making	little	wax	balls	that	you	could	flick	across	the
altar	at	the	three	torches	on	the	other	side.	All	the	rest	who	weren't	torches
would	be	'top	step'	or	'bottom	step',	kneeling	on	the	steps	that	led	up	to	the
altar	and	lounging	on	them	'Roman	orgy'	style	during	the	sermon	when
everyone	else	was	sitting	down.

At	eleven	o'clock	precisely	the	long	procession	filed	out	of	the	sacristy
doors	led	by	the	thurifer,	who	swung	the	thurible	with	the	lighted	charcoal
in	its	base	sending	white	clouds	of	perfumed	incense	into	the	air.	Next	came
the	two	acolytes	carrying	up	high	the	big	candles	in	their	silver
candlesticks,	then	the	torches,	followed	by	all	the	rest	of	us,	with	the	MC



and	the	three	priests	at	the	back.	By	the	time	the	priests	got	out	of	the
sacristy	doors,	those	at	the	head	of	the	procession	would	already	be	on	the
altar.	It	was	solemn	High	Mass,	sung	in	Latin,	and	the	church	was	always
packed.	The	choir	sang	'Kyrie	Eleison'	and	'Gloria	in	Excelsis	Deo'	and	we
joined	in,	and	at	the	end	there	were	prayers	for	all	those	who	had	lost	their
lives	in	the	terrible	disaster	at	Munich	and	more	prayers	for	the	speedy
recovery	of	those	who	were	still	in	hospital.

Outside	church,	after	Mass,	there	was	always	a	small	group	who'd	stand
for	ten	minutes	or	so	talking	about	football.	One	of	the	men	who	was
always	there	was	Mr	Caesar,	a	tall	Irishman	who	seemed	to	be	as	devoted	to
United	as	he	was	to	the	Catholic	Church.	He	was	a	real	fan	who	went	to	all
the	matches;	you	never	heard	him	say	anything	bad	about	the	team	or	any	of
the	players.	By	the	time	I	got	out	of	the	sacristy	that	morning	the	group	was
already	immersed	in	an	animated	discussion	about	how	United	were	going
to	carry	on.

'United	have	got	to	carry	on,'	one	said,	'but	where	are	the	players	to
replace	the	Roger	Byrnes,	the	Tommy	Taylors	and	the	Billy	Whelans?'	The
biggest	problem,	many	felt,	was	the	fact	that	they'd	taken	so	many	reserves
to	Belgrade.	Why,	when	they	could	only	play	eleven	men,	had	they	taken
seventeen?	They	knew	what	the	team	was	going	to	be	before	they	flew	out
there.	Billy	Whelan,	David	Pegg	and	Johnny	Berry	had	lost	their	places
earlier	that	season	to	Bobby	Charlton,	Albert	Scanlon	and	Ken	Morgans,
and	they	didn't	play	in	Belgrade	but	all	three	were	still	great	players.	It	was
the	same	for	Geoff	Bent	and	Jackie	Blanchflower,	who	were	pretty	useful
but	were	never	going	to	line	up	against	Red	Star.	What	a	difference	it	would
have	made	if	they'd	all	stayed	at	home.	We'd	still	have	the	nucleus	of	a	very
good,	experienced	team,	rather	than	having	to	throw	so	many	untried
reserves	in	at	the	deep	end.

T	think	they	should	ban	air	travel,'	Mr	Caesar	said.

His	son	Pat,	who	was	in	the	sixth	form	at	St	Bede's,	wouldn't	have	that.
'Look,'	he	said,	'we're	in	the	space	age	now.	How	can	anybody	talk	about
banning	air	travel	in	this	age	of	space?	You	can't	put	the	clock	back	and	put
a	brake	on	progress.	Football	teams	have	got	to	fly	to	get	to	matches	abroad.
How	are	Brazil	supposed	to	get	to	the	World	Cup	in	Sweden	this	summer	if
they	can't	fly?	Anyway,	even	if	they	travel	by	train,	what	guarantee	is	there



that	they	won't	have	a	crash?	It's	not	any	safer.	Look	at	that	crash	at
Lewisham	last	year.	Ninety	people	got	killed	in	that.'

'AC	Milan	must	think	train	travel	is	safer,'	his	dad	countered.	'They've	just
cancelled	their	flight	to	Germany	and	they're	going	to	travel	by	train	to	meet
Borussia	Dortmund	in	the	second	leg	of	their	quarter-final	this	week.'

When	I	got	home	from	Mass	we	listened	to	Two	Way	Family	Favourites
on	the	radio,	as	we	always	did	on	a	Sunday	lunchtime.	The	reports	that
came	through	from	Munich	that	afternoon	were	starting	to	get	a	bit	better,
particularly	those	on	Matt	Busby.	The	latest	bulletins	from	the	hospital	said
that	Busby,	Frank	Taylor	the	News	Chronicle	reporter	and	Jackie
Blanchflower	were	improving.	On	the	six	o'clock	news	a	British	European
Airways	doctor	was	quoted	saying	that	both	Busby	and	Taylor	were	off	the
danger	list,	although	they	were	still	very	ill.	'Operations	were	performed
this	morning,'	the	report	continued,	'on	John	Berry	and	Captain	Rayment,
the	co-pilot,	who	are	still	both	unconscious.	The	hospital	bulletin	said	that
Duncan	Edwards's	condition	was	unchanged	and	was	still	serious.	All	the
other	players	are	doing	well	and	some	may	be	discharged	from	hospital
tomorrow.'	But	details	were	still	confusing	and	contradictory.	Only	that
morning	in	the	News	of	the	World	it	had	been	reported	that	Dr	Georg
Maurer	had	said	it	was	most	unlikely	that	Berry,	Edwards	and	Scanlon
would	be	able	to	play	football	again.	The	BBC	newsreader	concluded	the
section	on	Munich	with	these	words:

Manchester	United's	assistant	team	manager,	Mr	Murphy,	who	is
now	in	Munich,	has	expressed	the	club's	thanks	to	the	doctors	and
nurses	and	the	people	of	Munich	and	to	airline	officials	for	all
they've	done	for	the	victims	of	the	crash	and	their	relatives.	After
the	preliminary	report	last	night	by	German	experts,	which	said	that
the	disaster	was	probably	caused	by	icing	on	the	wings	of	the
aircraft,	a	full	inquiry	is	now	to	be	made	by	the	Federal	German
Civil	Aeronautics	Board.	The	commander	of	the	wrecked	airliner,
Captain	Thain,	who	flew	home	yesterday	after	giving	evidence	to
the	preliminary	inquiry,	will	be	available	if	the	German	authorities
want	to	question	him	again.	Our	Bonn	correspondent,	reporting
from	Munich,	says	it	might	be	quite	a	long	time	before	the	findings
are	known.	In	the	meantime	it	has	been	emphasized	that	last	night's



report	should	be	regarded	as	an	interim	statement.

After	that	we	listened	to	the	rest	of	the	six	o'clock	news	–	me	in	my	usual
place,	sitting	on	a	cushion	on	the	floor	in	front	of	the	big	mahogany
radiogram,	and	my	dad	in	one	of	the	armchairs	by	the	fire.	My	sister	was	in
the	kitchen	with	my	mam	helping	to	clear	up	after	our	tea.	The	next	item	on
the	news	was	of	particular	interest	to	my	dad.	A	memorial	to	the	twenty-
seven	thousand	men	of	the	Commonwealth	armies	who	died	during	the
campaigns	in	Burma	and	Assam	had	been	unveiled	that	morning	near
Rangoon.	My	dad	had	spent	nearly	all	the	war	in	India	and	Burma;	many	of
his	mates	were	among	the	twenty-seven	thousand	who	gave	their	lives.	He
was	still	in	touch	with	some	of	the	survivors.	I	had	uncles	we	used	to	go	to
see	who	weren't	really	my	proper	uncles	who'd	survived	the	horrors	of	the
Japanese	prisoner-of-war	camps	in	Burma.	We	used	to	go	and	visit	them
and	my	aunties	sometimes	on	a	Sunday	afternoon	in	Droylsden	and
Rochdale	and	places	that	were	two	long	bus	rides	away	from	Wythenshawe.
The	war	was	never	mentioned,	and	as	we	sat	down	to	a	Sunday	tea	of
luncheon	meat	and	salad	served	on	the	best	china	plates	followed	by	tinned
fruit	and	jelly,	it	was	impossible	to	conceive	of	the	horrors	these	men	had
been	through	just	before	I	was	born.

I	got	up	from	my	cushion	on	the	floor,	lifted	the	lid	of	the	radiogram	and
looked	at	the	illuminated	dial	inside	it.	The	outer	circle	was	red	and	the
inner	one	green;	both	had	the	names	of	far-off	places	on	them	–
Luxembourg,	Hilversum,	Helsinki.	Where	were	all	these	places,	and	what
was	their	news	like?	Was	it	all	about	death	and	disaster,	as	ours	was?	The
fire	was	low	in	the	hearth	so	my	dad	went	out	to	fetch	a	shovel	of	coal	to
get	it	going	again.	I	sat	down	on	the	settee	in	front	of	the	fire.	Something
was	troubling	me.

'Why	did	they	try	to	take	off	three	times	when	the	plane	had	ice	on	its
wings?'	I	asked	when	my	dad	came	back.	'The	pilots	and	the	ground	staff
must	have	known	it	was	there,	and	they	must	have	known	it	was	dangerous.'

It	was	a	question	that	was	being	asked	in	pubs	all	over	Manchester	that
night	–	the	start	of	a	debate	about	the	causes	of	the	crash	and	who,	if
anyone,	was	to	blame	that	was	to	go	on	for	many	years.	That	night	it	all
seemed	a	terrible	waste.	If	only	they'd	cleared	that	ice	from	the	wings,
perhaps	it	would	never	have	happened.	If	it	hadn't	happened,	United	would



have	beaten	Wolves	and	would	have	been	on	their	way	back	to	the	top	of
the	league.

'If,	if,	if,'	said	my	dad.	'What's	happened	has	happened	and	nothing	will
change	things.	If	things	had	turned	out	differently	for	me	when	I	was	in
India,	I	would	have	been	one	of	the	twentyseven	thousand	commemorated
on	that	memorial.'

I	knew	what	he	meant.	He	didn't	talk	about	it,	but	my	mam	had	told	me.
When	his	regiment	was	sent	into	Burma	to	meet	the	advancing	Japanese
army,	it	was	wiped	out.	My	dad	was	saved	because	shortly	before	the	push
he	contracted	malaria,	and	instead	of	going	into	the	jungle	with	his	mates	he
was	in	hospital	in	Quetta.

For	an	eleven-year-old	it	was	a	lot	to	take	in	–	forced	into	confronting	the
great	tragedies	and	mysteries	of	life.	Being	on	an	aeroplane	that	couldn't	get
off	the	ground	because	it	had	too	much	ice	on	its	wings;	sitting	in	one	seat
on	that	aeroplane	and	walking	out	of	the	wreckage	with	hardly	a	scratch;
sitting	in	another	further	down	the	plane	and	–	instant	death.	Why	is	one	life
taken	while	another	is	spared?	Why	was	my	dad	one	of	the	few	in	his
regiment	who	was	spared	from	the	carnage	of	the	war	in	the	jungle	and
where	would	I	be	if	he	hadn't?

It	was	still	cold	and	grey	on	Monday	morning,	but	there	had	been	a	thaw.
The	snow	had	started	to	turn	to	a	cold,	wet	porridge	that	was	being	washed
away	by	the	icy	rain	that	now	fell	from	the	leaden	sky.	Mild	weather	was
forecast	for	England	and	Wales.	I	got	up	early	to	listen	to	the	seven	o'clock
news	on	the	Home	Service	and	it	was	back	to	the	normal	round	of	politics
for	the	headlines.	It	was	the	height	of	the	Cold	War,	and	the	main	story	was
about	Prime	Minister	Harold	Macmillan	telling	Russian	premier	Nikolai
Bulganin	that	before	a	summit	conference	could	be	arranged	there	must	be	a
reasonable	prospect	of	achieving	concrete	results.	Munich	was	down	to	the
third	item.	It	was	reported	that	two	of	the	survivors,	the	co-pilot	Captain
Rayment	and	Johnny	Berry,	had	got	worse.	That	was	about	all	it	said.

I	wanted	to	know	more,	but	we	didn't	get	a	morning	paper,	so	on	my	way
to	the	bus	to	school	I	went	to	the	newsagent's	to	use	some	of	my	precious
one	shilling	(5p)	spends	to	buy	one.	I	spent	2½d	(lp)	on	a	Daily	Herald
because	the	headline	shone	out	optimistically:	'It's	Better	News	This



Morning	Of	The	Red	Devils.	Busby	Out	Of	Danger.'	On	the	smoke-filled
top	deck	of	the	bus	I	read	the	previous	night's	bulletins	on	Matt	Busby	and
his	two	seriously	injured	players.	'Busby:	Off	the	danger	list,'	it	said.	'Slow
but	gradual	improvement	throughout	the	day.	Edwards:	Off	the	danger	list,
and	has	improved	considerably.	Berry:	Unchanged,	still	critically	ill.'

The	news	gave	me	a	little	bit	of	a	lift	on	that	cold,	wet	morning	as	the	bus
made	its	way	slowly	along	the	narrow	roads	of	the	estate.	Matt	Busby	was
going	to	get	better	and	Duncan	Edwards	would	be	back	–	maybe	not	that
season	but	certainly	by	the	next.	The	only	bad	news	that	morning	seemed	to
be	about	Johnny	Berry,	still	unconscious	on	a	bed	of	crushed	ice.	Nurses
changed	the	bags	of	ice	around	Johnny	every	hour,	and	he	was	also	being
given	special	drugs	to	cool	the	blood.	Both	Berry	and	Captain	Rayment,	the
report	said,	had	serious	brain	injuries	and	they	were	both	receiving	the	same
treatment.	A	lower	blood	temperature	helped	brain	tissue	to	heal	more
quickly	and	also	reduced	shock	and	helped	a	patient	to	weather	the	crisis.	It
was	a	treatment	similar	to	one	that	had	saved	a	woman	described	in	the
press	as	the	'deep	freeze	mother';	she'd	been	unconscious	for	169	days	after
a	street	accident.	Professor	Georg	Maurer,	the	brilliant	forty-nine-year-old
brain	surgeon,	was	personally	supervising	their	treatment.	'Berry	and
Rayment	are	our	most	serious	cases	now,'	he	confirmed.	'Then	come	Mr
Busby	and	Duncan	Edwards.'

The	Daily	Herald's	chief	sports	reporter,	Peter	Lorenzo,	said	that	he	had
talked	to	Matt	Busby	the	day	before.	He	was,	he	said,	the	first
newspaperman	to	speak	to	him	since	the	tragic	crash	on	Thursday,	and	he
still	didn't	know	that	his	wonder	team	had	been	wrecked.	'As	I	entered	his
ward	in	the	Isar	Hospital,'	Lorenzo	wrote,	'his	eyes	flickered	in	recognition
through	the	plastic	oxygen	tent.	He	raised	his	left	arm	in	greeting.	I	clasped
his	hand	through	a	flap	in	the	tent	and	said,	"Hello,	Matt."	He	whispered,
"Hello,	Peter.	It's	good	to	see	you!"	He	was	obviously	in	pain.	But	in	his
tired	eyes	I	caught	a	glimpse	of	the	magnificent	fighting	spirit	which	has
helped	to	keep	him	alive.'

One	of	the	things	I	remember	very	clearly	from	that	time	was	the	quality
of	the	newspaper	reporting.	By	the	Monday	after	the	crash	it	was	being
given	less	and	less	prominence	in	the	BBC	radio	and	television	reports;	the
national	newspapers	and	the	Manchester	evening	papers	were	the	only	real



source	of	information	for	a	Manchester	public	anxiously	waiting	for	any
scrap	of	information	on	the	progress	of	the	survivors.	Writers	like	Peter
Lorenzo	brought	us	close	to	the	events	in	that	Munich	hospital	hundreds	of
miles	away.	It	helped	that	the	newspapermen	of	the	time	were	close	to	the
team	and	to	the	players;	there	was	very	little	of	the	animosity	that
characterizes	the	relationship	between	some	of	the	big	clubs	and	the	popular
press	today.	And,	despite	the	fact	that	they	were	rivals,	the	newspapermen
themselves	were	close	to	one	another.	The	writers	who	were	reporting	from
Munich	were	mourning	the	loss	of	their	own	colleagues	too.

'Alongside	Matt,'	Lorenzo's	report	went	on,	'lay	another	friend	of	mine,
Frank	Taylor,	a	sports	writer	of	the	News	Chronicle.	His	right	leg	and	left
arm	were	broken	in	the	plane	crash.	He	said,	"Hello,	Peter.	It's	great	to	see
you	again.	I'm	feeling	fine."	Doctors	have	ordered	that	none	of	the	more
seriously	injured	survivors	be	told	that	21	passengers	died	in	the	crash.
When	Frank	asked	about	my	colleague	George	Follows,	who	was	one	of	the
victims,	I	had	to	tell	a	white	lie.	I	said	he	was	doing	fine.	Frank	replied,
"That's	good.	George	is	a	tough	nut."'	George	Follows	was	another	of	the
journalists	who	was	United	through	and	through,	and	he	used	to	admit	this
quite	unashamedly:	'I	reckon	I	take	the	prize	as	the	world's	most	biased
football	reporter.'	Like	many	of	the	journalists	who	lost	their	lives,	Follows
was	a	good	friend	of	the	players;	among	his	best	pals	was	skipper	Roger
Byrne.	The	two	men	had	just	made	a	TV	documentary	together.	It	was
never	shown.

Lorenzo	also	informed	his	readers	that	Duncan	Edwards	had	come	out	of
a	coma	and	had	recognized	and	spoken	to	people.	He	had	also	taken	some
soup.	And	Jackie	Blanchflower	was	said	to	be	much	better.	He	thought
they'd	both	be	playing	by	next	season.	In	Ward	256	the	less	seriously
injured	players	–	Ray	Wood,	Albert	Scanlon,	Dennis	Viollet,	Bobby
Charlton	and	Ken	Morgans	–	were	reported	to	be	laughing	and	talking
together.	Viollet,	his	head	swathed	in	bandages,	said,	'It's	going	to	take	a
long	time	to	get	over	the	shock	that	we	will	never	again	play	alongside
Roger	Byrne,	Tommy	Taylor,	Eddie	Colman	and	the	rest	of	our	pals	and
team-mates	who	died.	But	once	we	get	over	it	we'll	be	all	right.	We	all	want
to	play	football	again.	We	hope	to	do	so	very	soon.'

Towards	the	bottom	of	the	page	a	short	paragraph	confirmed	that	an



official	German	report	on	the	air	disaster	issued	on	the	Sunday	had	said	it
was	probably	caused	by	ice	forming	on	the	wings.	A	BEA	spokesman	in
Munich	warned	that	the	inquiry	was	not	yet	complete,	but	he	agreed	that
icing	during	take-off	was	one	of	the	possible	causes	of	the	accident.

I	turned	to	the	sports	pages	and	there	was	a	picture	of	footballers	from
two	teams	standing	around	a	football	pitch,	players	from	the	German	teams
Eintracht	Frankfurt	and	Reutlingen.	All	of	Germany's	First	Division
matches	on	Saturday	afternoon	had	been	stopped	in	the	thirtieth	minute,	at
the	approximate	time	of	the	disaster	two	days	earlier,	to	pay	tribute	to	the
dead	of	Manchester	United.	All	Italian	games	were	stopped	in	the	fifteenth
minute,	and	an	estimated	hundred	thousand	Spanish	professional	and
amateur	footballers	wore	black	armbands.	Under	the	headline	'It's	Up	To
You,	Jimmy',	Peter	Lorenzo	wrote,	'Jimmy	Murphy	leaves	here	tomorrow
morning	to	tackle	the	biggest	job	of	his	life.	Matt	Busby,	the	Manchester
United	manager,	still	fighting	for	his	life	in	hospital,	whispered	to	him	this
morning,	"It's	in	your	hands	now,	Jimmy.	Go	to	it,	keep	winning	.	.	.	and
keep	the	lads	happy."	Murphy	lifted	the	flap	in	the	plastic	oxygen	tent,
gripped	his	lifelong	friend's	arm,	and	left	to	begin	his	great	task.'

That	Monday	morning,	people	who	had	taken	the	Friday	off	school	or
work	had	to	go	in	to	face	their	teachers	and	bosses.	One	of	them	was	Mary
Morris.	'I	was	always	in	trouble	at	school,'	she	said,	'because	me	and	my
friend	Barbara	were	always	talking.	We	used	to	tell	everyone	in	the	class
about	going	to	see	United	and	about	what	we'd	done	at	the	football,	and	our
teacher	used	to	give	us	lines	about	the	way	United	had	played.	If	they'd
played	badly	on	the	Saturday	he	used	to	make	us	write	these	terrible	things
about	them.	But	when	we	got	into	school	that	Monday	morning	we	didn't
get	into	trouble	because	he	was	just	as	upset	as	we	were.	He	was	a	United
supporter	and	he	used	to	go	to	Old	Trafford	himself

On	the	Monday,	Manchester	mourned	as	the	bodies	of	its	famous
footballing	heroes	were	flown	home	and	I	mourned	with	them.	It	was
strange.	They	were	footballers.	I	didn't	know	any	of	them	personally,	but
they	felt	like	people	you	knew.	For	many	people	at	the	time	it	was	like
death	in	their	own	family	and	everybody	wanted	to	pay	their	last	respects
when	the	bodies	of	all	twenty-one	victims	of	the	crash	were	to	be	flown
from	Munich	to	London	on	the	Monday	afternoon.	At	Munich	Airport,



grey-uniformed	police	formed	a	guard	of	honour	to	salute	the	coffins	as
they	were	put	onboard	a	special	BEA	Viscount	plane.	Before	the	plane	took
off	there	was	a	simple	ceremony	attended	by	the	British	consul	general	in
Munich,	the	Mayor	of	Munich	and	representatives	of	the	Bavarian	Football
Association.	There	were	wreaths	from	the	Bavarian	State	Government	and
from	the	City	of	Munich,	and	silent	groups	of	airport	workers	watched	as
more	wreaths	were	taken	on	to	the	plane,	which	had	had	its	fuselage
windows	screened.	Then	the	little	group	of	mourners	filed	silently	through
the	plane	where	the	coffins	were	stacked.	The	plane	flew	to	London	first,
where	the	coffins	of	David	Pegg	–	who	was	being	taken	straight	back	to	his
parents'	home	in	Doncaster	–	and	Billy	Whelan	–	who	was	being	flown	to
Dublin	–	were	taken	off.	After	that	it	would	make	its	way	to	Manchester
with	the	bodies	of	the	remaining	five	players,	the	three	club	officials,	the
eight	journalists,	all	of	whom	were	Manchester-based,	and	the	other	three
victims.	It	was	to	be	met	at	Manchester	Airport	by	the	directors	of	the	club,
and	the	bodies	were	to	be	taken	to	Old	Trafford,	where	they	would	lie	that
night.

That	evening	was	cold	and	wet	–	a	miserable	Manchester	winter	night.
When	I	got	home	from	school	I	stood	in	front	of	the	fire	to	dry	out	and
waited	for	the	paper	to	arrive.	When	it	did,	it	had	dramatic	pictures	on	the
front	page	showing	for	the	first	time	the	full	horror	of	the	crash.	Taken	only
seconds	after	the	impact,	they	showed	the	ferocity	of	the	blaze.	Huge	flames
and	smoke	billowed	from	the	twisted	wreckage.	It	was	hard	to	see	how
anybody	had	got	out	of	it,	yet	just	below	these	pictures	was	one	of	Bill
Foulkes	revisiting	the	disaster	scene	and	retrieving	from	the	debris	a	bottle
of	gin	he	had	bought	in	Belgrade,	and	another	of	Bill	with	Harry	Gregg	and
Jimmy	Murphy	onboard	a	train	just	before	leaving	Munich.	There	was	a
report	on	the	departure	of	the	special	flight	carrying	the	coffins	from
Munich,	and	the	route	from	Ringway	to	Old	Trafford	that	would	be	taken
by	the	coffins	later	that	evening.	A	club	statement	said	it	was	the	express
wish	of	the	club	that	supporters	and	those	who	wished	to	pay	their	respects
should	do	so	at	various	points	along	the	route,	and	not	make	the	ground	the
focal	point.	The	bodies	were	due	to	arrive	at	Ringway	at	8.25	p.m.	and	to
head	off	for	Old	Trafford	in	a	procession	of	hearses	at	about	9.20	p.m.

Me	and	my	dad	left	home	at	about	eight	to	get	the	bus	to	the	bottom	of
Princess	Parkway	where	it	met	Altrincham	Road,	just	by	the	Royal	Thorn



pub.	There	we	waited	in	the	rain.	The	crowd	lining	the	route	grew	to	three
deep,	and	all	stood	in	silence.	The	flight	from	Munich	was	delayed	and	we
stood	for	a	long	time	at	the	bottom	of	Princess	Parkway	on	that	freezing
February	night.	I	think	it	was	about	ten	o'clock	when	a	murmur	went
through	the	crowd	as	the	low	drone	of	an	aircraft	was	heard	in	the	distance.

'That's	them.	That's	their	plane	coming	in.'

At	the	airport,	the	Lord	Mayor	of	Manchester,	other	civic	leaders	and
directors	of	the	club	waited	to	meet	the	aircraft	and	pay	their	respects	to	the
dead.	When	the	plane	landed	it	taxied	towards	the	waiting	mourners.	When
the	doors	were	opened	and	the	steps	rolled	up	to	the	aircraft,	more	than	fifty
wreaths	and	sprays,	many	of	them	in	United's	red	and	white,	were	unloaded
first	from	the	plane.	Then	came	the	coffins.	One	by	one	they	were	carried
out	of	the	plane,	and	each	was	taken	to	a	waiting	hearse.	By	this	time	more
than	two	hundred	thousand	mourners	were	lining	the	streets	all	the	way
from	Ringway	Airport	to	Old	Trafford.

At	the	bottom	of	Princess	Parkway,	about	an	hour	after	we'd	heard	the
heavy	drone	of	the	plane's	engines,	another	murmur	went	through	the	crowd
as	another	sound	was	picked	up.	It	was	the	distant	roar	of	motorcycle
engines	cutting	through	the	silent	night	air.	We	peered	over	the	roundabout
and	down	Altrincham	Road,	and	then	the	headlights	came	into	view,
approaching	slowly	through	the	rain.	Past	the	Royal	Thorn	pub	they	came
and	round	the	roundabout	to	where	we	were	waiting.	The	procession	of
hearses	was	headed	by	a	police	motorcycle	escort.	As	they	drove	slowly
past,	everything	looked	strangely	anonymous.	Where	was	Roger	Byrne	and
Tommy	Taylor?	Which	of	the	coffins	was	Eddie	Colman's,	Mark	Jones's,	or
Geoff	Bent's?	Many	of	the	people	around	us	were	in	tears;	some	were
kneeling	down	in	the	mud,	heads	bowed	in	silent	prayer.	We	watched	as	the
cortege	disappeared	into	the	distance,	towards	the	Wythenshawe	Road
roundabout.	That	was	all	that	was	left	of	United,	our	football	heroes	who'd
been	set	to	conquer	the	world.

The	crowd	around	us	started	to	melt	away	into	the	night.	Some	stayed
where	they	were	for	a	few	minutes,	staring	straight	ahead	before	turning
and	walking	away.	Some	were	walking	away	from	the	team	they	loved,
because	they	knew	they'd	never	be	able	to	bear	going	to	a	match	again.
Further	up	the	road,	the	sad	procession	continued	to	move	through	the



throng.	All	along	Princess	Parkway	cars	were	parked	nose	to	tail,	and
mourners	crowded	on	to	the	roundabouts,	turning	them	into	mud	baths	in
the	pouring	rain.	Many	girls	were	wearing	club	colours,	and	they	wept
when	the	dead	passed	by.	Along	the	entire	route,	the	crowd,	up	to	four	and
five	deep	in	places,	stood	silent	and	bareheaded	in	the	driving	rain.	They
were	the	men,	women	and	children	of	the	Old	Trafford	terraces;	many	more
of	them	had	never	been	to	a	match,	they	just	felt	they	should	be	there.	The
next	day's	Evening	News	told	us	about	some	of	those	people:

People	like	71–year-old	Harry	Hope	of	Silver	Street,	Moss	Side,
who	had	rooted	for	the	Reds	for	more	than	forty	years.	In	cloth	cap
and	raincoat	he	stood	white-faced	for	hours.	People	like	the	widow
who	said,	'My	husband	used	to	follow	United.	That's	why	I'm	here.'
People	like	the	Teddy	Boy	with	tight	blue	jeans	who	said,	'I'm	a
City	fan	really,	but	.	.	.'	He	nodded	to	his	blonde	girlfriend.	'She's	a
United	fan.	She	cried	her	eyes	out	when	she	heard.'	People	like	the
girl	who	walked	to	Northenden	from	Didsbury.	'I	have	never	seen
United	play,'	she	said,	'but	I	felt	I	wanted	to	come.'	There	were
many	people	like	Mrs	Ivy	Cornthwaite	of	Bath	Street,	Moss	Side,
who	simply	said,	'It	is	like	losing	one	of	the	family.'

Beryl	and	Olga	Townsend	went	down	to	Old	Trafford	and	stood	on
Chester	Road,	as	near	to	the	ground	as	they	could.	Despite	no	one	being
allowed	down	to	the	ground	itself,	there	were	more	people	lining	the	roads
near	Old	Trafford	than	anywhere	else	on	the	route.	'Even	people	who
weren't	interested	in	football	were	so	upset	about	it	that	they	came	out	to
pay	their	respects,'	Olga	said.	The	rain	continued	unabated,	and	as	the
coffins	came	slowly	past	them	Beryl	remembers	saying	to	herself,	'Oh,
Billy	isn't	with	them.'	Because	Billy	Whelan's	body	had	been	flown	directly
to	Ireland	she	couldn't	pay	her	tribute	to	him,	and	she	says	now	that	she
found	that	absolutely	heartbreaking.

The	coffins	were	taken	to	lie	overnight	in	the	gymnasium	under	the	main
grandstand	at	Old	Trafford	before	being	passed	on	to	relatives	for	the
funerals.	Today,	that	gymnasium	is	the	place	where	the	players'	lounge	has
been	built,	where	those	who	succeeded	the	Babes	gather	after	a	game	for	a
chat	and	a	drink	with	their	family	and	friends.

It	was	gone	eleven	o'clock	when	I	got	home	with	my	dad	that	night.	We



were	both	cold	and	wet,	but	we	felt	we	had	done	what	had	to	be	done,
paying	our	last	respects	not	just	to	the	players,	but	to	the	club	officials,	the
journalists	and	all	who	had	perished	just	a	few	days	earlier.	Seeing	that	long
procession	of	hearses	moving	slowly	through	the	rain	had	really	brought	it
home:	all	these	people	were	dead	and	we	would	never	see	those	footballers
again.	I	took	off	my	soaking	wet	gabardine	mac	and	my	mam	put	it	on	the
back	of	a	chair	in	front	of	what	was	left	of	the	fire.	It	had	to	get	dry	before
half	past	six	the	following	morning	because	I	was	serving	at	seven	o'clock
Mass	and	it	was	all	I'd	got	to	go	to	church	in,	and	then	on	to	school.

I	was	up	at	quarter	past	six.	The	earlier	you	got	up	the	colder	it	seemed	to
be,	and	there	was	no	staying	in	the	warmth	of	my	bed	for	an	extra	five
minutes	this	morning	because	I	had	to	be	in	the	sacristy	ten	minutes	before
the	start	of	Mass	to	get	my	cassock	and	cotta	on	and	get	the	wine	and	water
poured	and	out	on	to	the	table	at	the	side	of	the	altar.

On	my	way	to	church	I	looked	up	Greenbrow	Road	to	the	bus	shelter	at
Tuffley	Road,	and	there	was	the	usual	long	queue	of	men	in	overalls,	with
butty	bags	over	their	shoulders,	stretching	out	of	the	shelter	as	they	waited
for	the	early	buses	to	Trafford	Park.	It	was	a	time	of	full	employment,	the
days	of	Harold	Macmillan's	'never	had	it	so	good'	Conservative
Government.	Although	the	cotton	industry	was	in	decline,	Britain	was	still
very	much	the	workshop	of	the	world,	and	the	engineering	works	of
Trafford	Park	provided	employment	for	thousands	of	Manchester	men	and
women.

Throughout	the	night	and	into	the	early	hours	of	the	morning	thousands	of
supporters	had	kept	vigil	at	the	stadium	as	the	football	world	mourned	the
passing	of	the	Babes.	From	before	dawn,	workers	heading	for	the	lathes	and
grinding	machines	of	Trafford	Park	stopped	off	at	the	ground,	standing	with
caps	off	and	heads	bowed	to	pay	their	last	respects.	A	groundsman	said,	'It
has	been	a	remarkable	sight,	seeing	men	on	bike	and	on	foot	paying
homage.'	All	through	the	day	the	supporters	continued	to	come.	Beneath
grey	skies,	housewives,	workers	and	schoolchildren	all	stood	with	their
heads	down	to	pay	their	silent	tributes.	One	of	the	first	to	arrive	at	the
ground	was	Mrs	Betty	Clarke,	who	lived	close	by	in	Old	Trafford.	'I	stood
in	the	rain	for	three	hours	to	see	them	last	night,'	she	said.	'I	never	knew
them	personally,	but	they	were	to	me	every	mother's	ideal	of	a	son.'



Everyone	went	to	the	main	entrance	–	the	nearest	point	to	the	gymnasium
where	the	coffins,	draped	in	black,	were	placed	on	tables.	There	were	more
than	twenty	wreaths	there,	and	in	front	of	them	a	policeman	stood	guard.
No	one	was	allowed	into	the	gymnasium.	One	of	the	people	outside	it	was
fifteen-year-old	schoolboy	Alan	Bower	who	had	taken	a	day	off	from
Eccles	Grammar	School	to	pay	his	last	respects.	Alan,	a	centre-forward	in
his	school	football	team,	idolized	Tommy	Taylor.	'I	never	met	him,'	he	said,
'but	I	am	more	determined	than	ever	to	try	to	emulate	his	play	and
sportsmanship.'

That	day	I	had	to	go	to	the	dental	hospital	just	near	town.	I'd	had
toothache	since	the	previous	Friday	when	the	ball	had	hit	me	in	the	face.
Our	local	dentist	had	looked	at	it	and	said	I'd	got	an	infection	in	my	gums
from	all	the	mud	that	had	smacked	me	in	the	teeth	and	I'd	need	special
treatment.	At	the	hospital	they	said	I'd	need	a	root	filling	but	first	of	all
they'd	have	to	get	all	the	poison	drained	off.	It	was	going	to	be	a	big	job,
and	the	treatment	would	take	a	few	weeks.	So	for	me,	the	weeks	after
Munich	are	remembered	for	almost	daily	visits	to	the	dental	hospital	where
I'd	spend	hours	in	the	chair	surrounded	by	a	huge	group	of	students	as	their
professor	drilled	and	probed	deep	into	my	gums	and	told	them	how	to	go
about	this	highly	advanced	bit	of	dental	surgery.

When	I	got	out	of	the	hospital	at	the	end	of	that	first	visit	everything	in
the	centre	of	Manchester	had	been	brought	to	a	halt	as	the	first	funeral,	that
of	Willie	Satinoff,	was	held.	He	was	the	friend	of	Matt	Busby	who	had	been
to	Belgrade	as	a	guest	of	the	club	because,	it	was	rumoured,	he	was	a
candidate	for	the	seat	on	the	board	that	had	been	left	vacant	by	the	death	of
George	Whittaker	just	before	the	crash.	The	story	is	still	told	in	Manchester
that	Satinoff	was	one	of	two	candidates	for	that	seat;	the	other	was	Louis
Edwards.	There	was	one	seat	left	on	the	flight	to	Belgrade	so	Satinoff	and
Edwards	tossed	up	for	it.	Edwards	lost	the	toss,	and	he	went	on	to	be
offered	the	directorship	that	led	to	the	creation	of	the	dynasty	that	ruled	at
Old	Trafford	for	more	than	forty	years.	Satinoff,	of	course,	won	the	toss,
and	that	Tuesday	his	funeral	was	being	watched	by	thousands	of	mourning
people	in	Manchester.

Sleet	fell	as	hundreds	gathered	outside	the	Manchester	Jewish	Hospital
before	Satinoff's	funeral	procession	of	over	sixty	cars	moved	away.	As	it



crossed	the	city	centre	on	its	way	to	Southern	Cemetery,	it	was	watched	by
all	sections	of	the	city	–	businessmen,	doctors,	lawyers,	errand	boys	and
women	with	shopping	bags	–	all	standing	silently	under	a	sea	of	umbrellas.
Later	that	day	came	one	of	the	biggest	funerals	of	all,	that	of	Daily	Express
football	writer	Henry	Rose.	A	thousand	taxi	drivers	offered	their	services
free	to	anyone	who	was	going	to	the	funeral	and	there	was	a	six-mile	queue
to	Southern	Cemetery.	The	cortege	halted	for	a	moment	outside	the	Daily
Express	offices	in	Great	Ancoats	Street	where	Rose's	colleague	Desmond
Hackett	wrote	in	the	style	of	Henry,	'Even	the	skies	wept	for	Henry	Rose
today

Throughout	the	day	the	news	bulletins	on	the	condition	of	Johnny	Berry
and	Duncan	Edwards	kept	changing,	but	it	was	the	condition	of	Edwards
that	was	causing	most	alarm.	That	night's	paper	reported	that	he	was
unconscious	and	that	he	had	taken	a	sudden	turn	for	the	worse.	Doctors
were	alarmed	at	the	unusually	high	percentage	of	nitrogen	in	his	blood.
Johnny	Berry	was	also	still	in	acute	danger.	He'd	been	unconscious	for	five
days	–	'not	a	good	sign',	the	hospital's	deputy	administrator	said.	But	the
news	about	Matt	Busby	was	good	again.	He	had	recovered	so	much	from
his	injuries	he	could	now	be	treated	as	a	normal	patient:	he	had	been
allowed	to	have	a	drink	of	beer	and	was	eating	well.	Jackie	Blanchflower
was	also	reported	to	be	improving.

That	night	my	dad	said	we'd	have	to	get	a	television.	Although	we'd
listened	to	all	the	reports	on	the	radio	and	read	the	papers	avidly,	there	was
film	coming	out	of	Munich	we'd	not	been	able	to	see	any	of	in	our	house.
We	could	have	gone	to	the	pictures	to	watch	the	newsreel	footage	but	that
would	have	meant	going	to	town	where	the	Tatler	News	Theatre	was
showing	the	Manchester	United	Air	Tragedy.	'Graphic	Newsreel	Scenes',
the	advert	in	the	paper	said.	Also	we	pay	tribute	to	this	great	team	by
showing	glimpses	of	their	past	glory.	Plus	normal	supporting	programme	of
Bugs	Bunny	and	other	cartoons.'	Just	above	it	the	advertisement	for	the
Manchester	News	Theatre	said,	'Comedies.	Cartoons.'	And	then,	'With
sorrow	and	pride	we	present	on	the	screen	Tribute	to	Manchester	United.'
Somehow	it	didn't	seem	appropriate.	We'd	give	the	pictures	a	miss.

But	it	wasn't	just	the	news	from	Munich	that	had	swung	my	dad	about
getting	a	television.	The	next	day,	history	was	going	to	be	made.	There	was



an	important	by-election	at	Rochdale	and	it	was	going	to	be	the	first
televised	by-election.	My	dad	wanted	to	see	it.	The	result	was	going	to
come	in	on	television	as	it	was	declared,	and	he	wanted	to	see	Rochdale
pronounce	judgement	on	what	he	regarded	as	the	current	dead-end	Tory
Government	and	vote	the	Labour	man	in	to	capture	the	Tory	seat.	Rochdale,
my	dad	said,	was	important.	Hugh	Gaitskell,	the	Labour	leader,	had	said:
'Its	outcome	is	of	supreme	importance	to	the	nation	and	indeed	to	the	world.
We	say	that	there	should	be	summit	talks,	that	we	should	agree	to	suspend
H-bomb	tests	and	that	we	should	work	towards	a	neutral	zone	in	Central
and	Eastern	Europe.'

My	mam	and	dad	had	held	out	against	getting	a	television	for	a	long	time.
It	would	distract	me	from	my	homework,	they	used	to	say.	But	the	real
reason	was	the	cost.	Not	many	people	could	even	think	about	buying	a
television;	most	people	used	to	rent.	And	with	my	dad	earning	£6	a	week
and	television	rental	about	ten	bob	a	week	it	would	mean	a	huge	chunk	out
of	the	family	income.	But	I	think	the	combination	of	Munich	and	the	big
political	stories	of	the	day	like	the	Rochdale	by-election,	nuclear	tests	and
the	attempts	that	were	being	made	to	set	up	summit	talks	with	the	Russians
made	my	dad	feel	that,	in	spite	of	the	cost,	we	would	have	to	have	a
television.	We	would	go	to	Northenden	on	Saturday	morning	to	have	a	look
in	all	the	rental	shops	there.

Wednesday	morning	dawned,	and	news	about	United	and	the	crash	had
disappeared	from	the	headlines	for	the	first	time	to	be	replaced	by	concern
for	the	health	of	Winston	Churchill.	The	eighty-three-year-old	former	Prime
Minister,	it	was	reported	was	indisposed	and	had	been	ordered	by	his
doctors	to	stay	in	bed.	Apart	from	the	fact	that	Bobby	Charlton	had	left
hospital,	what	news	there	was	from	Munich	wasn't	good.	A	doctor	said
there	had	been	no	change	in	the	condition	of	the	injured	survivors	still	in
hospital.	Johnny	Berry,	Duncan	Edwards	and	Captain	Kenneth	Rayment
were	still	in	acute	danger;	the	condition	of	three	others,	Matt	Busby,	Jackie
Blanchflower	and	the	journalist	Frank	Taylor,	had	improved	but	was	still
serious.

An	apparatus	known	at	the	time	as	an	artificial	kidney	was	taken	to
Munich	to	be	used	in	an	emergency	operation	on	Duncan	Edwards.	After
his	condition	had	deteriorated	the	night	before,	telephone	calls	were	made



to	London	and	Vienna	for	this	rare	piece	of	medical	equipment,	but	none
was	found	available.	Eventually	the	Munich	doctors	had	discovered	that
there	was	one	at	Freiburg	in	south-west	Germany	–	more	than	two	hundred
miles	away.	It	was	sent	by	road	with	a	police	patrol	car,	racing	through	the
night	at	over	60	mph.	When	it	arrived	at	10.40	on	the	Wednesday	morning,
doctors	were	waiting	to	load	it	into	a	lift	and	take	it	up	to	the	fourth	floor.
One	of	two	specialists	who	also	drove	to	Munich	from	Freiburg	during	the
night	explained	that	the	artificial	kidney	would	be	connected	with
Edwards's	bloodstream.

In	Manchester	flags	were	again	flying	at	half	mast	in	the	city	centre	as
more	funerals	of	players,	officials	and	journalists	took	place.	On	the
Wednesday	were	those	of	Roger	Byrne	at	Flixton	Parish	Church	and
Manchester	Crematorium;	Billy	Whelan	in	Dublin;	David	Pegg	near	his
family	home	in	Doncaster,	where	his	dad	had	been	a	miner;	Frank	Swift;
Eric	Thompson	of	the	Daily	Mail;	and	Archie	Ledbrooke	of	the	Daily
Mirror.	Manchester	florists	reported	a	tremendous	demand	for	wreaths	and
sprays.	One	said,	'We	have	received	hundreds	of	orders,	mainly	from
ordinary	people.	Many	have	no	connection	with	the	dead.'	A	wholesaler
reported	that	they'd	had	to	send	for	extra	supplies	from	Holland.	As
corteges	left	the	ground,	workers	from	Trafford	Park	came	to	pay	their	last
respects.	Where	families	requested	that	funerals	should	be	private,	the
United	followers	stayed	away	from	gravesides	but	lined	the	procession's
route	to	look	on	in	tearful	silence.

As	the	funerals	continued	and	we	grieved	for	the	dead,	we	dreaded
hearing	the	news	that	was	coming	through	from	Munich.	The	condition	of
some	of	the	survivors	was	so	serious	we	feared	the	death	toll	would	rise.
The	usually	lively	and	exuberant	city	was	still	hushed	and	sombre.	In	pubs
and	workplaces	there	was	still	only	one	topic	of	conversation:	'How	will
United	recover	from	this?'	Every	day	at	school	we	listened	to	the	reports	on
Duncan	Edwards	and	Matt	Busby.	Those	on	Edwards's	deteriorating
condition	especially	stick	in	my	mind.	In	spite	of	their	seriousness,	we	were
convinced	he	would	pull	through.	He	was	a	big,	strong,	lion-hearted	player.
On	the	pitch	he'd	always	appeared	indestructible.	It	was	inconceivable	that
he	would	die.	With	so	many	lost,	he	became	a	symbol	of	survival.	But	Matt
Busby	was	older	and	according	to	the	reports	we	were	getting	his	condition
was	more	critical	than	Big	Duncan's.



In	our	house	we	remained	glued	to	the	radio	for	every	scrap	of	news,	and
in	every	report	things	seemed	to	change.	In	one	there'd	be	a	glimmer	of
hope,	a	slight	improvement;	then	within	hours	that	hope	would	be	dashed.
On	Wednesday	evening	we	switched	on	the	six	o'clock	news	as	usual	when
my	dad	got	home	from	work,	and	it	was	bad.	'A	statement	about	the
Manchester	United	player	Duncan	Edwards,	issued	from	the	hospital	in
Munich	within	the	past	hour,'	we	heard	the	newsreader	announce,	'says
according	to	Reuters	that	his	life	is	in	"acute	danger".	An	emergency
operation	had	been	performed	on	him	that	morning	and	the	artificial	kidney
had	been	attached	to	two	points	on	one	of	his	veins,	to	try	to	purify	his
blood-	stream.'	But	then,	just	before	bedtime,	there	was	better	news	on	the
10.30	p.m.	bulletin:	'Within	the	last	hour,	Professor	Maurer,	the	head	of	the
Munich	hospital	where	most	of	the	survivors	of	the	air	crash	are	being
treated,	has	said	that	the	condition	of	the	Manchester	United	player	Duncan
Edwards	has	improved.	Professor	Maurer	said	that	Edwards	was	still
unconscious	and	critically	ill,	but	the	artificial	kidney	was	doing	its	work.
On	Thursday	evening	a	British	European	Airways	doctor	in	Munich	said
there	had	been	a	dramatic	improvement	in	his	condition.	Earlier,	Professor
Maurer	had	said	that	Edwards	had	regained	consciousness	soon	after	five
o'clock	that	morning	for	the	first	time	since	Sunday.	He	had	drunk	a	little
milk	and	spoken	a	few	words.	To	me,	that	was	it.	He	was	going	to	recover
and	he'd	be	playing	again.	It	never	entered	my	head	at	that	time	that	even	if
some	of	the	critically	injured	players	did	survive,	they	might	never	be	able
to	play	again.

One	piece	of	news	that	cheered	my	dad	up	a	bit	was	the	result	of	the
Rochdale	by-election.	The	Conservatives	had	been	thrashed.	Labour	had
romped	home	in	the	'TV	by-election'	to	win	a	marginal	seat	that	had	been
held	by	the	Tories	at	the	last	two	General	Elections.	Television	presenter
Ludovic	Kennedy	had	come	second	for	the	Liberals,	the	Tory	very	much
bottom	of	the	poll.	The	message	from	the	Labour	papers	like	the	Daily
Herald	and	the	Daily	Mirror	was	loud	and	clear:	for	the	Government	it	was
another	'Give	Up!	Get	Out!'	notice	in	unmistakable	terms.	My	dad	said
Labour	would	get	back	in	at	the	next	General	Election.	I	wasn't	bothered
about	the	political	news;	what	I	wanted	was	details	from	Munich.	By
Thursday,	though,	just	one	week	after	the	crash,	it	was	no	longer	the	main
headline	even	in	the	Evening	News.	The	lead	story	was	a	Defence	White



Paper	published	that	day	that	contained	dramatic	and	far-reaching	changes
in	the	pattern	of	Britain's	nuclear	age	defence	system.	Britain,	we	learned,
was	building	a	ballistic	super	rocket	bigger	and	better	than	America's,	and
the	latest	Vbombers	of	the	RAF	were	going	to	carry	a	new	super	bomb.

As	the	week	wore	on	and	news	of	the	survivors	continued	to	trickle
through	from	Munich,	more	funerals	of	those	who	had	lost	their	lives	in	the
crash	took	place,	on	the	Thursday	Geoff	Bent	at	St	John's	Church,
Pendlebury;	Bert	Whalley	at	Trafalgar	Square	Methodist	Church	in	Ashton
and	Dukinfield	Crematorium;	Tom	Curry	at	Gorse	Hill	Methodist	Church	in
Stretford	and	Manchester	Crematorium;	Alf	Clarke	of	the	Manchester
Evening	Chronicle	at	Manchester	Crematorium;	and	Donny	Davies	of	the
Manchester	Guardian	at	St	Ann's	Church	and	Manchester	Crematorium.
Jimmy	Murphy	took	time	off	from	his	efforts	to	bring	football	back	to	Old
Trafford	to	attend	as	many	of	the	funerals	as	he	could	get	to.	He	headed	a
party	from	United	at	the	funeral	of	Bert	Whalley.	Many	members	of	the
youth	team	and	former	players	Johnny	Aston	and	Henry	Cockburn	also
attended.	Nearly	all	of	the	playing	staff	and	the	surviving	club	officials	were
representing	the	club	at	these	funerals,	and	again	thousands	took	a	few
hours	off	work	to	pay	their	respects.	In	the	city	centre,	newspaper	workers,
many	dressed	in	black,	left	Kemsley	House	and	stood	silently	in	the	street
as	a	last	tribute	to	Alf	Clarke.	Traffic	lights	were	ignored	and	traffic	halted
as	the	fourteen-car	cortege	made	its	way	through	the	city	centre.	Mourners
crowded	the	chapel	of	Manchester	Crematorium,	among	them	Manchester
City	manager	Les	McDowall	and	goalkeeper	Bert	Trautmann.

Along	with	pieces	on	the	funerals,	the	Evening	News	also	reported	each
day	on	contributions	that	were	being	made	to	the	Disaster	Fund,	like	that	of
thirteen-year-old	Roberta	Ormerod	from	Handforth	in	Cheshire.	Although
she'd	only	been	to	see	them	twice,	United	were	the	great	love	of	her	life.
Every	weekend	for	the	past	three	seasons	she	had	read	every	newspaper
report	on	the	matches,	then	cut	them	out	and	pasted	them	on	her	bedroom
wall.	Roberta	had	been	near	to	tears	for	a	week	and	had	made	a	sacrifice	for
the	team	she	idolized.	At	Christmas	she	had	been	given	£2	for	a	long-
playing	record	she	had	set	her	heart	on.	But	her	first	thought	was	to	help	the
club,	and	she	sent	the	money	to	the	Disaster	Fund.

But	not	everybody	in	Manchester	had	been	affected	in	the	same	way.	On



the	same	page,	the	paper	also	told	its	readers	that	police	were	hunting	a	fair-
haired	man	whom	they	had	tagged	the	meanest	thief	of	the	year.	He'd
walked	into	the	Clubhouse	Tavern	in	West	Gorton,	ordered	a	beer,	then
vanished	with	£6	collected	for	the	Lord	Mayor's	Disaster	Fund.	Licensee
Mrs	Veronica	Edwards	said,	'He	can	have	no	conscience,	because	the	pot
containing	the	money	was	clearly	marked.'	The	man	had	gone	into	the	pub
shortly	after	opening	time.	Mrs	Edwards	served	him,	then	went	to	put	her
baby	to	bed.	When	she	returned	to	the	bar	he	had	gone,	and	the	first	thing
she	noticed	was	the	gap	on	the	bar	where	the	glass	containing	the	money
had	been.	Her	husband	George	said,	'It's	only	a	small	pub	and	we	were
proud	of	the	amount.	We	hoped	to	make	it	£10	by	the	weekend.	But	we	will
carry	on	–	just	like	Manchester	United.'

In	that	week	of	funerals	that	followed	the	air	crash,	it	wasn't	only
Manchester	in	mourning.	Three	of	the	seven	players	who	had	lost	their	lives
were	from	Yorkshire	mining	communities.	On	the	Wednesday,	workers
from	Trafford	Park	who	were	gathered	at	Old	Trafford	had	watched	as	half
of	the	second	team	left	the	ground	in	three	cars	to	attend	the	funeral	of
David	Pegg	in	Doncaster.	Wilf	McGuinness,	Colin	Webster,	Shay	Brennan,
Bobby	English	and	Alex	Dawson	travelled	across	the	Pennines	to	the	sort	of
industrial	landscape	so	many	of	their	team-mates	had	come	from.	When
they	arrived	at	the	church	at	Highfields,	aproned	women,	miners	in	their	pit
muck	and	groups	of	small	boys	stood	bareheaded	and	sad	in	the	cold	wind.
Above	it	all,	the	mournful	siren	song	of	the	Brodsworth	pit	buzzer	sounded
a	requiem	for	their	dead	friend.	The	Doncaster	Chronicle	described	how
'through	the	sad	streets	of	Coppice	Road,	where	David	had	once	kicked	the
toes	from	his	shoes	playing	with	a	small	ball,	came	the	cortege.	A	solemn,
slow	procession	of	twenty	cars	.	.	.	And	it	was	perhaps	then,	the	Yorkshire
paper	added,	that	these	silent	people	who	lined	the	route	realized	that	David
Pegg	had	actually	died.	Before,	it	had	seemed	too	awful	to	be	true.	All	the
shops	were	closed	and	every	house	had	its	curtains	drawn	as	the	procession
made	its	way	to	St	George's	Church.	Alongside	the	family	mourners	and	the
United	players	in	the	church	were	Albert	Quixall,	Alan	Finney	and	manager
Eric	Taylor	from	Sheffield	Wednesday	and	many	of	the	Doncaster	Rovers
team	including	wonder	boy	Alick	Jeffrey.	During	the	funeral	sermon	the
vicar	of	Woodland	said,	'It	was	inevitable	that	David,	a	young	man	of	such
fine	character,	should	win	for	himself	a	place	in	the	hearts	of	the	people	of



this	village	and	indeed	in	the	hearts	of	all	who	came	to	know	him.	Despite
the	honours	that	came	to	him	through	his	wonderful	skill	as	a	footballer
David	remained	unchanged.	He	remained	humble;	he	remained	the	same
with	loyalty	and	affection	for	his	friends.	Indeed	his	loyalty	to	this	village
remained	unchanged.'

Tommy	Taylor	and	Mark	Jones	were	both	Barnsley	lads,	and	the	people
of	Barnsley	were	immensely	proud	of	them	–	feelings	summed	up	by	one
local	miner	who	wrote	to	the	Barnsley	Chronicle	and	South	Yorkshire	News.

As	a	miner	I	would	like	to	pay	tribute	on	behalf	of	the	many	miners
in	this	district	to	Tommy	Taylor	and	Mark	Jones	whose	deaths	have
brought	great	sorrow	and	many	a	heavy	heart	to	young	and	old	in
this	community	of	ours.	Familiar	as	we	are	to	disaster	and
misfortune	in	a	mining	area,	the	suddenness	of	this	terrible	air	crash
has	shaken	us	to	the	very	core.	It	is	hard	to	realize	that	no	more	can
we	follow	with	interest	the	career	of	these	great	players,	who	rose
from	the	very	shadow	of	the	pit	heaps	to	achieve	fame.	On	the	field
of	play	they	set	a	shining	example	of	whole-hearted	effort	and
gentlemanly	play.	They	will	be	missed,	and	football	will	be	the
poorer	for	their	passing,	but	for	many,	many	years,	wherever	miners
meet,	their	names	will	be	recalled	and	their	triumphs	re-lived.

In	the	same	paper,	Barnsley	manager	Tim	Ward	had	this	to	say:

What	fine	lads	they	were,	and	how	pleased	we	always	felt	to	hear	of
their	fine	achievements	with	Manchester	United;	they	were	a	great
credit	to	the	game	on	and	off	the	field	and	they	always	remained
unaffected	by	the	greatness	they	had	earned	for	themselves.
Football	was	their	life,	and	whether	playing	in	a	world	famous
stadium	or	on	the	side	of	a	pit	stack	in	their	native	South	Yorkshire,
they	would	always	give	of	their	best	and	enjoy	every	moment	of
every	game.	How	they	loved	to	talk	football,	and	what	a	pleasure	it
was	to	talk	to	them.	Football	is	all	the	poorer	for	their	passing.	We
were	very	proud	to	know	them	both.	Well	played	Tommy.	Well
played	Mark.

Ward	also	revealed	the	contents	of	a	remarkable	letter	he	had	received	from
an	inmate	of	HM	Prison	at	Dartmoor.



Dear	Mr	Ward,	on	hearing	of	that	terrible	disaster	which	overtook
that	grand	team,	Manchester	United,	the	Governor	kindly	gave
permission	to	the	inmates	to	open	a	voluntary	subscription	out	of
their	earnings	which	(believe	me)	are	round	about	the	entrance	fee
to	the	Spion	Kop	at	Oakwell.	The	money	has	been	sent	off	and	it	is
hoped	it	will	be	put	to	whatever	purpose	is	best	suited.	This	gesture
is	to	show	appreciation,	sympathy	and	respect	to	those	who	are
bereaved,	the	club	and	football	in	general.	Football	can	ill	afford	to
lose	such	fine	examples	of	the	game,	and	regarding	Barnsley's	own
loss	in	Mark	Jones	and	Tommy	Taylor,	may	I	request	that	if	the
opportunity	arises,	you	will	convey	to	their	relatives	my	deepest
sympathy.	I	saw	them	play	and	admired	their	sportsmanship.	I	shall
always	remember	them.

The	Barnsley	paper	was	full	of	tributes	to	Mark	Jones	and	Tommy	Taylor
for	several	days,	and	thousands	of	men,	women	and	children	from	the
mining	communities	they	came	from	turned	out	for	their	funerals.	Taylor
was	buried	in	his	village	of	Monk	Bretton.	Former	team-mates,
representatives	of	the	Football	Association	and	Football	League	and	other
sporting	organizations	together	with	civic	representatives	and	hundreds	of
Barnsley	men	and	women	attended	the	service	at	Monk	Bretton	Parish
Church.	In	the	town	centre	flags	were	at	half	mast	on	the	Town	Hall	and
other	public	buildings,	and	at	Barnsley's	Oakwell	ground,	where	Tommy
had	played	before	his	record	transfer	to	United.	As	the	funeral	procession
made	its	way	from	the	home	of	Tommy's	parents	through	streets	lined	four
deep,	it	was	exactly	a	week	to	the	hour	that	the	ill-fated	plane	had	taken	off
from	Munich.	Many	in	the	crowd	wore	red	and	white	rosettes	–	the	colours
of	Tommy's	two	teams,	Barnsley	and	Manchester	United	–	trimmed	with
black	ribbon.	Eleven	boys	in	football	kit	of	red	shirts	and	white	shorts	stood
outside	their	school	as	the	cortege	passed	on	its	way	to	the	parish	church,
where	a	short	and	simple	service	was	held.	Players	from	Barnsley	FC
formed	a	guard	of	honour	as	Tommy's	coffin	was	carried	out,	and	at	his
graveside	a	bugler	sounded	the	'Last	Post'.

Among	the	many	tributes	to	Tommy	Taylor	that	poured	into	the	Barnsley
Chronicle	was	one	from	local	Justice	of	the	Peace	Mrs	W.	Gillespie,	which
is	redolent	of	a	different	age,	when	footballers,	however	famous	they
became,	were	always	part	of	the	community	they	came	from.



Sometimes	in	the	summer,	looking	down	from	my	window	on	to
the	bowling	green	at	Smithies,	I	would	see	a	figure	striding	across
the	green,	tall,	clean-limbed,	a	symbol	of	English	manhood.	It	was
Tommy	Taylor,	'Tucker'	Taylor	as	we	affectionately	called	him,	who
had	come	for	a	game	with	the	lads.	The	lads	were	his	friends	from
childhood.	He	made	friends	and	he	kept	them.	His	shy	smile	and	his
quiet	'Hello'	were	so	very	much	his	nature	and	his	sincerity.	It
seems	incredible	that	fame	and	success	could	change	a	lad	so	little,
but	his	reflected	glory	shone	on	Smithies	like	a	torch.	We	had
watched	him	grow	up	and	our	thoughts	went	with	him	on	all	of	his
travels.	I	know	I	speak	for	all	of	Smithies	when	I	say	he	was	loved
by	us	all.	He	was	a	fine	young	man,	an	example	to	all	youth,	for	it
wasn't	for	the	sake	of	an	England	cap	or	the	selfish	hope	of	a
season's	fame	that	he	always	played	the	game.

The	next	morning,	at	the	home	of	Mark	Jones	in	Kings	Road,	Stretford,
friends	and	neighbours	including	Manchester	City	captain	Dave	Ewing
attended	a	short	service	conducted	by	the	Dean	of	Manchester	before	the
cortege	left	for	the	church	in	Wombwell.	Two	bunches	of	snowdrops	from
an	old	age	pensioner	and	a	wreath	from	sixteen	Todmorden	schoolboys
were	among	the	floral	tributes	that	carpeted	the	lawn.	A	wreath	of	red	and
white	carnations	in	the	shape	of	a	football	from	Jones's	widow,	June,	and
his	two-year-old	son	Garry	was	placed	on	the	coffin.	June	said,	'Mark	was
everything	that	is	good,	and	I'm	not	just	saying	that	because	he's	gone.	They
called	him	the	gentle	giant,	and	though	he	could	dislike	people	he	could
never	hate	anyone.	He	would	never	have	a	bad	word	for	any	team	that	beat
United,	or	even	players	who	kicked	him.'

When	the	funeral	party	arrived	at	Wombwell	it	was	met	by	United	players
and	officials,	who	were	joined	by	representatives	of	Barnsley	FC,	Sheffield
Wednesday	and	Wolves,	along	with	Bill	Shankly,	who	was	then	manager	of
Huddersfield	Town.	The	Rector	of	Wombwell	conducted	the	service	and
told	the	congregation,	'It	has	been	truly	said	again	and	again	during	the	past
few	days	that	it	has	been	the	saddest	week	in	the	annals	of	British	sport.	The
details	of	the	recent	happenings	on	that	tragic	February	day	are	so	well
known	to	us	that	they	remain	indelible	in	our	minds.'	But	there	had	also
been,	he	said,	a	demonstration	of	the	best	qualities	of	human	sympathy	and
understanding.	He	referred	to	the	delight	Mark	had	given	to	so	many



thousands	of	football	fans	and	commented	on	the	way	in	which	sport	could
override	the	barriers	of	distrust	between	nations.	He	described	Mark	as
having	remained	unspoiled	by	the	fame	he	won.

The	last	of	the	funerals	was	held	that	Friday.	As	Eddie	Colman's	coffin
was	carried	into	St	Clement's,	Ordsall,	a	woman	handed	in	a	wreath
inscribed	'From	the	immigrants	of	Yugoslavia'.	She	said	they	used	to
support	Red	Star,	but	since	coming	to	Manchester	ten	years	earlier	had
followed	United.	After	the	service	thousands	lined	the	cortege's	route	along
Regent	Road	and	Eccles	New	Road	as	it	made	its	way	from	St	Clement's	to
Weaste	Cemetery.	Among	them	were	parents	with	their	children,	many
wearing	red	and	white	scarves	and	football	socks.	Waiting	for	the	cars	to
arrive	at	Weaste	Cemetery	were	more	big	crowds,	many	people	carrying
sheaths	of	flowers	for	which	they'd	queued	at	local	florists.

Eddie	was	a	local	lad,	and	many	people	knew	him.	They	took	time	off
work	to	attend	his	funeral	and	most	local	bosses	either	closed	down	for	a
couple	of	hours	or	turned	a	blind	eye	to	the	absenteeism.	But	not	so	at	one
local	factory.	When	twenty-seven	workers	returned	to	the	works	of
Boxmakers	(Manchester)	Ltd	they	were	locked	out.	Twenty-two	women
and	five	men	were	sacked	because	they	wanted	to	see	Eddie	off.	Eddie	lived
near	the	Salford	factory,	and	some	of	the	girls	who	left	their	workplace
knew	him.	They	were	only	away	for	half	an	hour	but	it	was	enough	to	get
them	their	cards.	The	workers	claimed	that	the	firm's	production	director
made	them	wait	in	the	rain	to	collect	their	pay	and	refused	to	let	them	into
the	factory	to	collect	their	belongings.	Instead	he	sent	a	foreman	out	with
their	property.	The	works	manager,	a	United	supporter	for	fifty-three	years,
said,	'We	had	a	collection	for	wreaths	for	Bent	and	Colman	and	the	works
flag	has	been	flying	at	half	mast	ever	since	the	disaster.	We	have	the
greatest	sympathy	for	them,	but	if	industry	allowed	everyone	to	walk	out
just	to	watch	a	funeral,	the	wheels	would	just	stop.'

That	day	nearly	all	the	United	players	and	members	of	staff	were
attending	funerals.	On	Chester	Road	in	Stretford	traffic	was	diverted	as
more	than	five	hundred	people	gathered	outside	St	Anne's	RC	Church	to
pay	their	last	respects	to	United	secretary	Walter	Crickmer.	The	altar	boys
who	assisted	the	parish	priest,	Father	J.	Edmondson,	were	Jimmy	Murphy's
son	Philip	and	United	Youth	players	Nobby	Lawton	and	Nobby	Stiles.	After



the	Requiem	Mass	fourteen	policemen	led	the	funeral	procession	from	the
church	to	Stretford	Cemetery.	A	further	250,	many	carrying	wreaths	and
sprays,	were	there,	among	them	former	players	Johnny	Aston,	Stan	Pearson
and	Jack	Rowley.	Many	wept.	One	corporation	bus	driver	was	so	overcome
with	grief	that	he	fainted.

For	other	people,	too,	it	was	all	too	much.	Fifty-four-year-old	John	Bunn,
a	United	fan	from	Northwich,	was	in	such	a	state	of	depression	that	he
stabbed	himself	to	death.	At	his	inquest	his	doctor	said	he	had	been	called
to	see	him	on	the	Monday	following	the	crash	but	he	refused	to	be
examined.	Later,	the	doctor	was	called	to	the	hospital	where	Bunn	was
found	to	have	about	twenty	wounds	in	his	neck	and	chest.	His	sister	said
that	just	after	the	doctor	had	left	her	brother's	home	on	the	Monday	she	saw
him	at	the	top	of	the	stairs	stabbing	himself	with	a	scout	knife.	The	Mid-
Cheshire	coroner	returned	a	verdict	of	suicide	while	his	mind	was	disturbed.

For	most	people,	though,	by	Friday	some	semblance	of	normality	was
returning	to	their	lives.	Things	had	to	go	on.	United,	it	was	clear	now,
would	go	on	as	a	football	team,	and	for	everybody	else	there	was	school
and	work	to	get	on	with.	That	day,	for	the	first	time	since	the	disaster	just
over	a	week	earlier,	there	was	no	reference	to	it	on	the	main	national	news.
Wars	and	strikes	and	politics	had	taken	over	again.	Mr	Macmillan,	back
from	a	Commonwealth	tour,	stated	that	the	countries	with	populations	of
British	descent	now	had	a	stronger	loyalty	and	affection	for	the	Crown	and
the	Old	Country	than	ever	before;	and	in	answer	to	a	question	about	the
Rochdale	by-election	he	said	he	had	no	intention	of	abandoning	his	task.
King	Faisal	of	Iraq,	it	was	announced,	was	to	be	head	of	a	new	Arab
Federal	State	formed	by	his	country	and	Jordan.	The	French	Defence
Minister	said	that	all	necessary	measures	had	been	taken	to	feed	French
troops	blockaded	in	Tunisia,	and	that	France	was	ready	to	pay
compensation	for	civilian	casualties	of	a	French	air	attack	on	a	Tunisian
village.	And	there	was	no	work	for	forty-five	thousand	British	Motor
Corporation	workers	because	of	a	strike	at	a	Birmingham	rear	axle	factory.
For	the	second	day	since	the	disaster	the	headline	in	that	night's	Evening
News	was	not	about	the	disaster.	Instead,	the	Manchester	University
students,	who	had	decided	to	go	ahead	with	their	Rag	Week,	had	taken	over.
'Rag	Students	Raid	Second	Atom	Plant'	the	headline	said	over	a	story	about
a	raiding	party	who	had	made	a	600–mile	dash	across	the	Scottish



Highlands	to	hang	a	ten-foot	Rag	banner	at	the	heart	of	one	of	Britain's	top
secret	atomic	power	stations.

Throughout	this	week	of	funerals,	offers	of	help	flowed	in	to	United	from
all	over	the	football	world.	It	was	reported	that	the	great	Hungarian
footballers	Zoltan	Czibor,	Ferenc	Puskas	and	Sandor	Kocsis,	who	had
remained	abroad	after	the	Hungarian	uprising	of	1956,	had	announced	that
they	were	prepared	to	play	for	United.	All	three	were	awaiting	permission
from	FIFA	to	resume	playing	and	would	welcome	the	chance	to	come	to
Old	Trafford.	In	the	midst	of	tragedy,	here	was	something	that	was	exciting.
Other	than	Bert	Trautmann	at	City,	there	were	no	foreign	players	in	Britain
at	that	time,	and	now	there	was	talk	of	three	of	the	best	playing	for	United	–
the	Three	Musketeers	of	the	Mighty	Magyars	forward	line	that	had	thrashed
England	6–3	at	Wembley	in	1953	to	end	the	legend	of	England	as	masters
of	world	football.	It	was	a	small	beacon	of	hope	in	a	dark	week	during
which	the	whole	of	Manchester	seemed	to	be	grieving.	But	none	of	these
messages	and	offers	of	help	could	alter	the	fact	that	the	Busby	Babes	were
no	more.	The	heart	had	been	ripped	out	of	the	team.



8
Keep	the	Red	Flag	Flying

Throughout	the	week	after	the	crash,	as	all	the	funerals	took	place,
Manchester	still	seemed	to	be	dumbstruck	by	what	had	happened.	When	I
talked	to	people	about	that	week,	what	Madge	Williams	said	she
remembered	particularly	was	the	silence	all	over	the	city.

It	was	so	quiet.	Everywhere	you	went,	everyone	was	feeling	the
trauma	of	everything.	It	was	a	solemn	place	to	live,	Manchester.
That	week	after	the	crash	when	all	the	funerals	were	taking	place
was	a	horrible	week.	Everywhere	you	went	everybody	was	quiet,
and	when	they	saw	you	they'd	turn	their	heads	away	because	they
didn't	know	what	to	say	to	you.	It	was	very	sad.	And	when	you
went	into	a	shop	there	was	no	chit	chat	with	the	shopkeeper	or
anything	like	that.	It	was	all	hushed,	everything	was	very	hushed,
and	you	were	frightened	of	buying	a	paper	because	you	didn't	know
what	the	latest	bad	news	was	going	to	be.	It	was	very	sombre;	a
very	depressing	time.

But	somehow	life	had	to	go	on,	and	for	Manchester	United	that	meant
getting	back	to	playing	football.	When,	the	day	after	the	crash,	Matt	Busby
had	managed	to	whisper	to	his	friend	Jimmy	Murphy	'Keep	the	flag	flying',
the	responsibility	for	the	survival	of	Manchester	United	was	placed	on	his
shoulders.	But	how	do	you	get	a	team	together	and	continue	playing
football	in	the	midst	of	so	much	suffering	and	grief?	Murphy	was	faced
with	the	most	remorseless	task	ever	faced	by	anybody	in	sport.	He	had	been
an	integral	part	of	the	creation	of	the	Busby	Babes,	working	with	the
reserves	and	juniors,	honing	them,	ready	for	the	final	push	into	the	first
team.	Few	at	the	club	had	been	closer	to	these	boys,	yet	now,	even	as	they
were	being	buried,	he	was	faced	with	the	task	of	replacing	them.	Before	he



left	the	Rechts	der	Isar	Hospital,	a	pale	and	drawn	Jimmy	Murphy	told
reporters,	'Manchester	United	will	field	a	side	against	Sheffield	Wednesday
in	the	Cup	on	Saturday	[15	February].	It	may	not	be	our	strongest	side,	but
the	Busby	spirit	will	be	there.	Goalkeeper	Harry	Gregg	and	Bill	Foulkes	are
coming	with	me	by	train	tomorrow	and	if	the	doctor	agrees	to	let	them	out
of	hospital,	so	will	Bobby	Charlton	and	Ken	Morgans.	Charlton	and
Morgans	definitely	won't	play	on	Saturday	and	I	can't	see	Gregg	or	Foulkes
playing	either,	but	1	will	leave	it	to	them.	They	are	tough	lads,	although	I
fear	the	reaction	will	certainly	hit	them	soon.'

It	seemed	incredible	that	there	was	going	to	be	a	match	that	Saturday,	but
that	was	the	plan.	In	the	papers	on	the	Monday	morning	after	Murphy's
announcement	there	was	a	reminder	that	the	eleven	players	who	turned	out
for	United	in	that	first	match	would	not	be	the	only	ones	who	would	be
affected:	'There	will	not	be	the	usual	heart	about	the	Sheffield	Wednesday
players	when	they	start	their	preparations	today	for	their	Cuptie	at	Old
Trafford,'	the	papers	said.	Eric	Taylor,	the	Wednesday	manager,	said,	'It	is
an	unfortunate	position	to	be	in,	to	have	to	play	United	in	their	first	game
after	this	disaster,	when	we	are	just	as	much	upset	as	anyone.	But	if	United
feel	they	would	rather	not	play	for	another	week,	we	are	agreeable	to	fall	in
with	anything	that	may	be	decided.'

But	United	were	determined	to	play.	On	the	very	day	their	team-mates'
bodies	were	being	flown	back	from	Munich,	United	played	their	first
practice	match	since	the	disaster	when	two	full	teams	took	part	in	a	game
lasting	about	half	an	hour	each	way	at	White	City.	Assistant	trainer	Bill
Inglis	was	in	charge.	After	the	session	he	said	the	players	were	all
determined	to	pull	out	something	extra	to	make	up	for	the	club's	great	loss.
Later,	wing-half	Freddie	Goodwin	spoke	for	all	the	players	when	he	said
that	everyone	at	Old	Trafford	realized	that	the	players	the	club	had	lost	had
set	a	fine	example	which	those	who	were	there	now	had	to	do	all	they	could
to	follow.	Full-back	Ian	Greaves	confirmed	that	everyone	would	give	all
they'd	got	for	the	club,	and	he	hoped	they	would	be	able	to	cheer	up	those
players	in	hospital	by	recording	a	win.	The	message	that	came	across	from
all	the	players	was	that	they	were	all	determined	to	make	a	special	effort.

Watching	them	in	training	was	one	of	the	old	boys,	my	dad's	old	friend
Johnny	Aston,	who	was	the	right-back	in	Matt	Busby's	first	great	team	after



the	war	until	ill	health	made	him	quit	football.	After	watching	them	he	said,
'The	playing	spirit	of	these	boys	is	as	high	as	it	was	at	the	end	of	the	war.
Our	ground	was	blitzed,	but	you	know	what	a	recovery	we	made	then.	The
family	spirit	of	Manchester	United	lives	on.	It	will	pull	them	through.'	But
from	the	medical	room	of	a	silent,	shocked	Old	Trafford	came	more	bad
news:	Wilf	McGuinness,	the	highly	promising	young	wing-half,	was	almost
certainly	out	for	the	rest	of	the	season.	The	mystery	injury	that	had	kept
McGuinness	out	of	action	for	the	previous	three	weeks,	and	consequently
off	the	ill-fated	Belgrade	flight,	had	been	diagnosed	as	cartilage	trouble	and
he	would	have	to	go	into	hospital	for	an	operation.	That	was	the	news	that
greeted	Jimmy	Murphy	when	he	got	back	from	Munich.	It	was	a	big	blow.
McGuinness	was	one	of	the	few	left	who	had	a	reasonable	amount	of	first
team	experience	with	around	twenty	outings	going	back	to	the	1955/56
championship-winning	season.

The	situation	at	Old	Trafford	was	critical,	and	full	of	uncertainty.	One
thing	that	did	become	clear	very	quickly	to	Jimmy	Murphy	and	club
officials	was	that,	however	much	they	might	desire	it,	United	would	not	be
ready	to	get	a	team	out	to	face	Sheffield	Wednesday	in	the	Cup	as	early	as
Saturday.	Straight	away,	therefore,	the	club	got	in	touch	with	the	Football
Association	to	ask	them	for	a	postponement	of	the	fifth-round	tie.	An
official	of	the	association	said	a	decision	would	be	made	the	next	day.
United	proposed	that	the	match	should	be	played	the	following	Wednesday
night,	19	February,	and	the	Sheffield	Wednesday	manager	Eric	Taylor
honoured	his	earlier	commitment	that	the	club	would	be	happy	to	fall	in
with	any	rearrangement.	United	also	asked	the	FA	whether	newly	signed
players	would	be	eligible	to	appear	for	them	in	the	Cup	even	if	they	had
already	played	for	another	club	that	season.	Chairman	Harold	Hardman
said,	'We	simply	have	to	keep	the	flag	flying.	It's	most	difficult	for
everyone,	yet	the	game	must	go	on,	and	we	shall	have	to	do	our	best	with
limited	resources.	I	do	know	that	all	our	youngsters	at	Old	Trafford	will
give	of	their	very	best,	and	we	can't	ask	them	to	do	more	than	that.	Some	of
them	have	not	yet	fully	developed	and	it's	a	bit	difficult	imagining	them
coming	up	against	experienced,	well-built	players,	but	it	seems	that	will
have	to	happen.'

On	the	day	when	the	first	of	the	funerals	was	being	held	in	Manchester,	a
special	meeting	in	London	attended	by	Sir	Stanley	Rous,	the	FA	secretary,



and	members	of	the	Challenge	Cup	committee	discussed	all	aspects	of
United's	immediate	problems.	They	gave	answers	to	three	important
questions	that	Harold	Hardman	had	submitted	to	Lancaster	Gate.	First,
United's	fifth-round	tie	with	Sheffield	Wednesday	could	be	postponed	and
played	at	Old	Trafford	on	Wednesday,	19	February.	Step	two	in	the	FA's
efforts	to	lend	every	possible	assistance	to	United	was	the	waiving	of	the
fourteen-day	qualification	rule	affecting	newly	signed	players,	who	could
now	be	drafted	into	the	team	at	a	moment's	notice.	The	third	step	was	to
agree	that	Cup-tied	players	who	had	already	appeared	for	another	team	in
that	season's	competition	would	be	allowed	to	turn	out	for	United,	even	if
signed	only	twenty-four	hours	before	a	match.	There	was,	however,	one
small	proviso	to	this:	if	the	club	was	thinking	about	signing	a	player	who
had	already	appeared	in	a	previous	round	they	would	need	to	contact	the
FA,	and	each	case	would	be	considered	on	its	individual	merits.

In	London	that	afternoon	Harry	Gregg	and	Bill	Foulkes	stepped	from	a
train	at	Liverpool	Street	Station	into	a	barrage	of	arc	lights	and	flash	bulbs.
They	were	the	first	players	to	reach	England	after	the	disaster.	With	them
was	Jimmy	Murphy.	Earlier	the	three	had	landed	at	Harwich	after	travelling
by	night	ferry	from	the	Hook	of	Holland.	Neither	of	the	players	would	say
anything	about	their	experiences	or	future	plans.	Murphy	said	that	he	was
'pleased	we	left	our	injured	players	and	Matt	Busby	much	better,	which
cheered	us	up	for	our	long	journey'.	The	two	players,	he	added,	were	'not
feeling	too	good	as	yet'	and	he	didn't	know	whether	they	would	be	fit	to
play	football	in	the	FA	Cup	fifth	round.	'There	is	a	lot	to	be	done	and	only
time	will	tell	about	our	future	programme.'	At	the	station,	crowds	thronged
around	them	as,	escorted	by	policemen,	the	three	were	ushered	away.	Cries
of	'Good	luck,	lads!'	followed	them	as	their	taxi	sped	away	under	grey	skies
to	the	hotel	where	the	players'	wives	were	waiting	to	go	home	with	them.

In	that	night's	Evening	News,	commenting	on	the	decisions	the	FA	had
made	that	day	to	help	United,	Eric	Thornton	wrote,	'Questions	of	a	likely
team	for	next	week's	Cup	tie	remain	in	the	air.'	The	issue	would	not	be	fully
examined	until	Jimmy	Murphy	was	back	from	Munich.	Then	he	would	be
able	to	give	some	sort	of	indication	to	the	board	and	assistant	secretary	Les
Olive	as	to	when	and	which	of	the	club's	experienced	players	would	be
available	for	first	team	duty	again.	Only	then	would	it	be	known	how	many
gaps	would	have	to	be	filled.	'It	may	mean	that	United	will	enter	the	transfer



market	in	a	big	way,'	Thornton	continued.	'On	only	a	few	occasions	since
the	war	have	they	opened	their	chequebook	and	bought	ready-made	stars	..	.
Fortunately	they	have	the	money.	During	the	last	eight	years	alone	their
profits	have	aggregated	over	£140,000.	But	even	a	good	bank	balance	does
not	entirely	simplify	the	re-building	of	a	team	capable	of	holding	its	own	in
senior	soccer.'	Thornton	was	actually	the	paper's	City	correspondent,	but	in
those	days	immediately	after	the	crash	Eric	stood	in	for	his	dead	colleague
Tom	Jackson.

Until	we	got	the	new	television	in	our	house,	we	were	still	dependent	on
the	Manchester	Evening	News	and	BBC	Radio	for	all	our	news	from
Munich,	and	the	news	that	was	coming	through	wasn't	good.	With	Matt
Busby	still	so	close	to	death	–	he	received	the	last	rites	a	second	time	–	and
Duncan	Edwards	and	Johnny	Berry	seemingly	fighting	losing	battles,
football	was	the	last	thing	on	our	minds,	or	on	any	Mancunian	minds.	But,
as	always,	life	had	to	go	on.	Jimmy	Murphy's	obvious	problem	was	to	get	a
side	out	for	the	next	match.	'I	had	no	players,	but	I	had	a	job	to	do,'	Jimmy
Murphy	said.	But	in	the	days	immediately	after	the	crash	he	also	had	to
attend	to	the	needs	of	the	survivors	returning	to	the	club	in	a	state	of	shock,
to	console	the	bereaved	families,	and	to	attend	as	many	of	the	funerals	as	he
could	get	to.	Rival	clubs	offered	helping	hands.	Liverpool	and	Nottingham
Forest	were	the	first	to	respond	by	asking	if	they	could	do	anything	to
assist.	Soon	every	club	in	Lancashire	and	many	from	other	parts	of	the
country	had	offered	to	loan	players.	United's	acting	secretary,	Les	Olive,
revealed	that	'Manchester	City,	Bolton,	Preston,	Blackpool,	Chelsea,
Liverpool,	Grimsby	and	Northampton	are	among	the	clubs	which	have
offered	help	with	players,	but	no	specific	men	have	been	mentioned'.

I	remember	the	week	after	the	crash	as	a	very	strange	time	because
despite	all	the	funerals	and	the	pall	of	tragedy	that	was	still	hanging	over
Manchester,	talk	in	the	city	was	slowly	beginning	to	come	round	to	football
matters,	and	to	the	sort	of	team	Jimmy	Murphy	would	be	able	to	put	out	in
the	first	games.	And	while	the	front	pages	of	Manchester's	evening	papers
were	still	dominated	by	the	news	that	was	coming	from	Munich,	the	back
pages	of	the	evening	papers	were	full	of	news	from	Old	Trafford	about
Murphy's	attempts	to	get	a	team	together	for	the	Sheffield	Wednesday
match.	It	had	already	been	reported	that	goalkeeper	Harry	Gregg	and	right-
back	Bill	Foulkes	did	indeed	wish	to	play	in	the	FA	Cup	tie;	accompanying



that	news	there	was	intense	speculation	about	who	might	be	joining	United.
One	name	that	came	up	was	John	Charles's	brother	Mel,	the	play-anywhere
wonder	boy	from	Swansea;	another	was	Blackpool's	England	international
inside-forward	Ernie	Taylor.	It	was	also	suggested	that	Murphy	might	make
an	offer	for	the	Welsh	winger	Cliff	Jones,	who	was	also	at	Swansea.
United's	need	for	players	was	desperate,	and	the	change	of	rules	that	had
been	made	by	the	FA	to	help	them	in	their	time	of	need	allowed	Murphy	to
begin	his	rebuilding	by	signing	Taylor	for	£8,000.

Taylor	was	signed	on	the	Friday,	as	the	last	of	the	funerals	were	taking
place.	That	same	day	it	was	also	announced	that	Luton	Town	had
generously	agreed	to	release	Jack	Crompton,	United's	goalkeeper	in	the
1948	Cup-winning	side,	so	that	he	could	return	to	the	club	as	trainer/coach.
On	Saturday	morning	all	of	United's	available	professionals	and	amateurs
reported	to	Old	Trafford	and	went	across	Chester	Road	to	White	City	for	a
two-hour	training	session	as	part	of	a	plan	to	bring	everybody	back	to	peak
fitness	as	quickly	as	possible.	Murphy	had	an	idea	of	the	likely	shape	of	the
team	to	meet	Sheffield	Wednesday,	but	the	session	gave	him	the	chance	to
try	a	few	things	out.	At	The	Cliff,	United's	training	ground	in	Lower
Broughton,	a	trial	game	was	held	in	which	some	of	United's	amateurs	and
boys	from	teams	in	the	Federation	of	Boys'	Clubs	took	part.	Nine	of	these
boys,	mainly	from	Gorton	and	Wythenshawe,	had	been	offered	trials.	The
search	for	the	next	generation	of	Babes	was	already	on.

What	I	remember	more	than	anything	about	that	Saturday,	though,	is	how
a	bit	of	excitement	was	brought	to	our	house,	something	to	lighten	the
gloom	of	those	horrible	days.	Me	and	my	sister	Joan	caught	the	bus	to
Northenden	with	my	dad	to	go	and	look	at	televisions.	At	last	we	were
going	to	get	our	own	set.	We	went	round	the	three	rental	shops	–	Fred
Dawes,	Park	Wireless	and	Radio	Rentals.	Most	of	the	televisions	were
between	seven	shillings	(35p)	and	ten	shillings	(50p)	a	week.	My	dad	was
uncertain.	He	wanted	us	to	have	a	television	but	at	those	prices	it	was	going
to	be	a	sizeable	chunk	out	of	his	wages.	But	at	Radio	Rentals	the	manager
said	they'd	got	some	reconditioned	sets	with	a	fourteen-inch	screen	for	six
shillings	(30p)	a	week.	That	was	more	like	it.	My	dad	felt	we	could	just
about	afford	that,	so	the	rental	agreement	papers	were	filled	in,	the	deposit
was	paid	and	arrangements	were	made	for	them	to	come	round	the
following	Friday	to	fix	up	an	aerial	and	deliver	the	television.	My	dad	asked



if	we	could	get	it	any	earlier	than	that	because	there	was	a	rumour	that
highlights	of	United's	Cup	match	against	Sheffield	Wednesday	might	be
shown.	The	manager	said	he'd	see	what	he	could	do,	but	it	was	unlikely.
The	installation	people	were	very	busy	because	there	had	been	a	big
demand	for	televisions	over	the	past	week.

At	three	o'clock	that	afternoon	all	the	fifth-round	FA	Cup	ties,	with	the
exception	of	United's	match	against	Wednesday,	were	played,	and	there
were	no	real	shocks.	The	two	Third	Division	sides	still	in	the	competition,
Scunthorpe	United	and	Darlington,	were	knocked	out;	Bristol	Rovers
visited	their	neighbours	Bristol	City	and	beat	them	4–3	and	in	the	all-
London	tie	Fulham	beat	West	Ham	by	the	odd	goal	in	five.	Bolton
Wanderers	beat	Stoke	City	3–1	and	the	other	two	games	ended	in	draws.	Of
all	the	ties	played	that	day,	the	biggest	surprise	was	the	defeat	of	Bishop
Auckland,	winners	of	the	FA	Amateur	Cup	for	the	previous	three	seasons,
by	near	neighbours	Stockton.

Football	was	getting	back	to	normal,	but	United	still	hadn't	been	able	to
get	a	team	together	to	play	their	first	match	after	the	crash.	On	the	front
page	of	that	night's	Evening	News,	though,	there	was	a	picture	of	Bobby
Charlton	giving	a	cheery	wave	as	he	left	Munich	by	train,	and	underneath	it
was	a	picture	of	Harry	Gregg	in	action	again	as	he	leapt	for	the	ball	during
the	training	match	at	White	City.	Foulkes	was	also	in	action	again;	neither
he	nor	Gregg,	it	was	reported,	showed	any	ill	effects	from	the	crash.	Gregg,
in	particular,	made	some	fine	saves.	They	both	looked	as	though	they	would
be	able	to	play	against	Sheffield	Wednesday,	but	the	team	wouldn't	be
announced	until	the	morning	of	the	match,	along	with	the	selection	of	a	new
captain.

The	bad	news	was	again	about	Duncan	Edwards.	'Today'	the	Evening
News	report	from	Munich	said	'is	a	day	of	crisis	for	Duncan	Edwards.	He	is
critically	ill,	but	conscious.	Emergency	calls	went	out	to	blood	donors	early
today	when	he	had	a	haemorrhage.	Police	cars	rushed	people	of	the	same
blood	group	to	the	hospital	shortly	after	2	a.m.	After	transfusions	the
bleeding	was	stopped.'	I	thought	about	Germany	and	the	Germans	again.	In
the	days	just	after	the	crash	kids	had	been	going	round	saying,	'It's	the
Germans!	It's	the	Germans	who've	done	it!	They've	got	United!'	They	were
the	baddies;	they	were	supposed	to	be	our	arch	enemies.	But	now	ordinary



German	people	were	standing	alongside	the	doctors	and	nurses	at	the
hospital	doing	all	they	could	to	save	our	footballers.	Just	over	a	decade
earlier	we	were	bombing	their	homes	and	workplaces,	and	they	were
bombing	ours.	Now	these	people	were	getting	up	in	the	middle	of	the	night
to	give	their	blood	in	an	effort	to	save	Duncan	Edwards's	life.	These	people
couldn't	be	bad.

In	spite	of	all	their	efforts,	Professor	Maurer	said	that	the	haemorrhage
had	left	Big	Duncan	in	a	worse	condition	than	he	had	been	in	the	day
before,	and	Dr	Graham	Taylor,	the	BEA	medical	officer,	said	it	was	too
early	to	say	whether	the	artificial	kidney,	which	had	been	used	twice	in
three	days	to	cleanse	Edwards's	blood	of	excess	nitrogen,	would	have	to	be
applied	again.	Doctors	in	Munich	were	amazed	by	his	tremendous	strength
and	his	will	to	live.	Dr	Taylor	said,	'They	really	admire	his	fighting	spirit.
He	has	plenty	of	pluck	apart	from	his	splendid	former	physical	condition,
and	the	doctors	feel	these	are	helping	to	pull	him	through.'	He	added	that
Edwards	was	conscious	all	the	time,	but	very	restless.	'I	told	him	this
morning	to	keep	quiet	and	not	talk	any	more	than	was	necessary.	He	said	he
understood.'	Maybe	Duncan	Edwards	would	pull	through.	Could	he	even	be
playing	again	next	season?	Throughout	that	weekend	thousands	of	people
went	to	the	grave	of	his	wing-half	partner,	Eddie	Colman	at	Weaste
Cemetery.

In	London	on	Monday,	17	February	more	than	a	thousand	people	attended
a	memorial	service	at	St	Martin-in-the-Fields	for	the	victims	of	the	crash,
and	there	was	another	big	congregation	in	Manchester	Cathedral	at	a
service	commemorating	the	eight	sports	writers	who	were	killed.	Why	had
the	tragedy	of	the	Munich	air	disaster	struck	home	all	over	the	world,	and
why	had	this	particular	accident	caused	such	a	widespread	expression	of
sympathy?	These	were	the	questions	posed	by	the	Bishop	of	Chester	at	the
London	service.

It	is	due	not	solely	to	the	drama	of	the	setting	or	the	fact	that	skilful
players	and	writers,	well	known	and	admired,	have	been	killed.	It	is
rather	due,	so	I	believe,	to	the	character	of	the	team	to	which	these
players	belonged	and	to	the	fine	spirit	they	have	created	and	upheld.
Those	well	qualified	to	express	an	opinion	have	spoken	of	the	quite
outstanding	quality	which	Manchester	United	have	built	up	during



these	last	ten	years.	Under	the	genius	of	Matt	Busby,	young	men
have	not	only	been	trained	to	a	high	standard	of	technical
efficiency,	but	they	have	also	been	inspired	with	a	loyalty	to	their
club	and	to	the	game	which	has	been	a	pattern	to	all	who	have
aspired	to	the	best	man	can	achieve.	When	we	remember	that
during	the	season	a	million	people	each	week	in	this	country	watch
professional	football,	we	can	appreciate	the	responsibility	laid	upon
these	young	players.	They	are	admired,	glamorized,	imitated.	They
have	a	responsibility	not	merely	to	play	efficiently,	but	to	play	well.
It	is	because	Manchester	United	have	acquitted	themselves	so
splendidly	in	the	wider,	as	well	as	the	more	limited	discharge	of
their	duty,	that	the	team	has	become	a	by-word	for	good	play	and
good	spirit	wherever	football	is	played.

For	me,	nobody	embodied	values	like	these	more	than	Bobby	Charlton.
As	the	bishop	was	addressing	a	congregation	that	included	players,
managers	and	directors	from	clubs	ranging	from	Arsenal	to	Woolwich
Polytechnic,	and	representatives	of	football	clubs	and	associations	from	all
over	Europe,	Bobby	was	back	at	his	home	in	Beatrice	Street,	Ashington,
Northumberland,	getting	ready	to	begin	his	comeback.	At	first,	though,	he
wasn't	sure	whether	he	would	ever	want	to	play	football	again.	Bobby	had
escaped	from	the	aircraft	with	relatively	minor	injuries	and	there	was	no
doubt	that	he	was	going	to	be	physically	fit	enough	to	resume	playing
football	within	a	relatively	short	space	of	time.	But	the	mental	scars	were
deep,	so	deep	that	they	were	never	to	go	away.	He	was	still	only	twenty
years	old	and	he'd	seen	close	friends	and	team-mates	die	in	horrific
circumstances.	'They	were	all	people	who	were	quite	personal	to	me,'	he
said	later.	'Tommy	Taylor,	David	Pegg,	Eddie	Colman	–	they	were	close,
really	close.	I	spent	so	much	time	with	them.	Tommy	and	David	and	me
were	in	digs	in	the	same	area	and	we	all	had	mining	backgrounds.'	But
Charlton's	best	mate	was	Duncan	Edwards.	They	were	such	good	friends
that	they	used	to	stay	with	each	other's	families	when	they	were	both
apprentices	at	Old	Trafford.	Edwards	was	only	a	year	older	than	Charlton,
and	when	Bobby	arrived	at	Mrs	Watson's	lodgings	when	he	first	came	to
Manchester,	Duncan	had	already	been	there	for	twelve	months	and	was
only	a	few	weeks	away	from	becoming	a	regular	first-teamer.	But	Duncan
took	him	under	his	wing	and,	almost	from	day	one,	they	became	mates,



both	of	them	United	through	and	through.	Now	Duncan	was	close	to	death
in	the	hospital	in	Munich.

Newspaper	reports	began	to	emerge	saying	that	it	was	the	Charltons'
family	doctor	who	found	the	word	that	persuaded	Bobby	to	play	football
again	–	and	the	word	he	used	was	'comrades'.	The	doctor,	it	was	said,	told
Bobby	that	he	had	been	in	the	RAF	and	had	seen	many	of	his	friends	shot
down	but	there	was	no	alternative	other	than	to	go	on	and	go	up	again	the
next	day.	'I	expect	to	see	you	at	Wembley,'	he	said.	In	the	days	and	weeks
immediately	following	the	crash	references	to	the	war	were	never	far	away.
The	players	who	had	perished	were	closely	associated	with	the	wartime
generation,	and	it	was	appropriate	that	so	many	of	the	tributes	echoed	these
experiences.	'At	the	going	down	of	the	sun	and	in	the	morning,	we	will
remember	them'	were	words	that	were	often	used	in	tributes	to	the	players
who	had	lost	their	lives	while	on	duty	for	their	club	and	country.

It	was	less	than	two	weeks	after	the	crash	but	thoughts	were	now	turning
more	and	more	to	getting	back	to	playing	football.	I	remember	being
particularly	anxious	to	find	out	when	Bobby	Charlton	would	be	back.	To
me,	and	to	many	at	that	time,	he	became	a	symbol	of	hope	–	one	of	the
youngest	and	brightest	stars	who	had	survived	the	disaster	to	carry	the	club
forward	playing	football	in	the	manner	of	his	fallen	comrades;	a	symbol	of
the	phoenix	rising	from	the	ashes.	I	read	every	report	I	could	get	my	hands
on	and	listened	to	all	the	rumours	that	were	going	round.	Some	were	still
saying	that	he	couldn't	face	playing	again,	but	then	came	a	piece	in	one	of
the	national	newspapers	that	said	that	he'd	been	to	Ashington	Hospital	to
have	the	stitches	taken	out	of	his	head	and	on	his	way	home	he'd	bought	a
football	and	met	up	with	some	of	the	lads	from	Beatrice	Street	where	he'd
been	brought	up.	His	mother,	Mrs	Cissie	Charlton,	was	reported	to	have
said,	'As	soon	as	I	knew	he	was	going	to	buy	the	football	I	knew	everything
was	fine.	It's	just	a	matter	of	time	before	he'll	be	his	old	self	again.	He's	still
badly	shaken,	but	determined	to	get	back	in	trim	as	soon	as	possible.'	Later,
Bobby	Charlton	said	of	that	time,	'Obviously	life	had	changed	and	it	would
never	be	the	same	again	for	anyone	at	the	club.	It	wasn't	for	yourself	any
more;	you	weren't	trying	to	build	a	career	or	anything	like	that.	You	were
giving	everything	you	had	for	Manchester	United	and	the	lads	who	didn't
make	it	at	Munich.	In	the	hospital,	along	with	the	other	survivors,	I	had
asked	the	question:	what	can	we	do?	It	was	simple	enough,	really.	We	could



just	play	in	a	way	that	showed	we	would	never	forget	the	lads	who	died	at
Munich.'	That	is	what	Bobby	Charlton	went	on	to	do,	serving	Manchester
United	with	honour	and	great	distinction,	first	as	a	player	and	then,	as	he
still	does,	as	a	director	and	ambassador	for	the	club.

Football	was	due	to	return	to	Old	Trafford	just	thirteen	nights	after	news
of	Munich	had	reached	the	city.	Bobby	Charlton	hadn't	recovered
sufficiently	to	play	in	that	match,	but	Bill	Foulkes	and	Harry	Gregg	had	–
the	first	of	the	survivors	back	to	play	for	the	lads	who'd	died.	Manchester's
days	in	limbo	were	due	to	come	to	an	end,	and	excitement	grew	at	the
thought	of	getting	back	to	playing	football	again.	Bobby	Charlton	was,
however,	planning	to	be	at	the	match.	When	the	Manchester	Evening	News
phoned	him	in	Ashington	after	he'd	got	back	from	the	hospital,	he	said,	'I'm
going	to	do	my	best	to	come	down	to	see	the	Cup	match	on	Wednesday.'	As
for	serious	training,	he	said,	'I	hope	to	return	to	Manchester	after	a	week	up
here	and	start	training	again.	But	it	will	probably	be	three	weeks	before	I
can	play.'	That	was	great	news.

On	Monday,	two	days	before	the	Sheffield	Wednesday	match,	it	was
reported	that	Jimmy	Murphy	was	the	busiest	soccer	boss	in	Britain	as	he
fought	against	time	to	put	together	a	new	team.	He	had	taken	his	squad	to
Blackpool	for	a	two-day	tonic	before	what	was	shaping	up	to	be	the	most
important	game	in	the	history	of	Manchester	United.	It	also	got	the	young
players	away	from	the	gloom	that	was	still	hanging	over	the	city.	At	9.30
a.m.	they	started	their	training	session	on	a	field	just	off	the	promenade,
next	to	the	Norbreck	Hydro	Hotel	where	they	were	staying.	Throughout	the
day	Murphy	repeatedly	had	to	leave	the	lads	with	newly	appointed	trainer-
coach	Jack	Crompton	to	return	to	the	hotel	to	make	desperate	efforts	over
the	phone	to	clinch	transfer	deals.	But	in	spite	of	all	the	offers	of	help	that
had	come	flooding	in	to	Old	Trafford,	he	didn't	meet	with	very	much
success	in	his	frantic	quest	to	draft	some	experience	into	the	side.	So	far	the
only	actual	deal	that	had	been	done	was	the	signing	of	Ernie	Taylor.

One	of	the	players	Murphy	tried	to	sign	was	Burnley's	international	left-
winger	Brian	Pilkington,	but	Burnley's	controversial	chairman,	local
butcher	Bob	Lord,	made	it	clear	that	sentiment	certainly	wouldn't	be
swaying	him.	The	club	turned	down	United's	offer,	and	Bob	Lord	didn't
make	himself	very	popular	in	Manchester	when	he	launched	into	an



outspoken	attack	on	people	who	think	they	should	give	away	their	star
players	to	United:

Some	people	have	got	hold	of	the	wrong	idea.	Of	course	clubs	will
help	United.	But	not	to	the	extent	of	parting	with	their	star	players.
Surely	we	are	not	expected	to	help	United	win	the	League,	the
European	Cup,	the	FA	Cup	and	the	Central	League.	I	don't	want	to
be	unfair	or	unkind	in	any	way,	but	clubs	still	have	a	duty	to
themselves.	I	am	sure	that	every	club	offering	help	has	in	mind	the
idea	of	assisting	United	to	complete	their	fixtures	and	carry	on.	I	am
sure	every	club	is	ready	and	willing	to	help	out	with	reserve	players
for	that	purpose,	but	football	is	big	business.	With	all	our	sympathy
and	sorrow	we	just	mustn't	let	this	thing	get	out	of	focus.	Help?
Certainly.	But	star	players?	It	cannot	be	done.

While	Jimmy	Murphy	continued	to	work	round	the	clock	to	get	a	team
together,	Matt	Busby	was	lying	in	his	Munich	hospital	bed	still	unaware
that	his	team	had	been	wiped	out	and	doctors	decided	that	it	was	still	too
early	to	tell	him	that	seven	of	his	players	had	been	killed	in	the	crash.	The
manager,	we	were	learning	from	reports	from	the	hospital,	was	showing
signs	of	improvement	every	day,	so	much	so	that	he	had	asked	his	doctors	if
they	could	get	a	new	pair	of	glasses	for	him	to	replace	the	ones	he	had	lost
in	the	crash.	Without	them	he	had	been	unable	to	read	any	of	the	papers
reporting	the	deaths	of	the	Busby	Babes.	But,	fearing	that	learning	the	bad
news	might	affect	his	own	recovery,	doctors	managed	to	divert	his
questions	and	requests.

On	Tuesday,	some	of	the	gloom	that	had	hung	over	Manchester	was	lifted
for	a	short	time	in	the	city	centre	where	large	crowds	of	businessmen,	office
girls	and	shoppers	were	out	in	the	winter	sunshine	for	the	Manchester
University	students'	much-debated	Shrove	Rag.	In	spite	of	suggestions	that
it	was	being	held	too	soon	after	the	disaster,	it	seemed,	if	anything,	to	be
welcomed	a	bit	more	warmly	than	in	the	past,	because	it	brought	some	light
relief	to	a	city	that	had	been	stunned	by	twelve	days	of	mourning.	But	after
the	several	hundred	students	had	made	their	uproarious	way	through	the
city	centre,	most	of	the	excitement	subsided.	A	bit	of	a	party	atmosphere
continued	throughout	the	afternoon	as	groups	of	musicians	went	round
rattling	their	collection	cans	and	selling	the	Rag	Rag	magazine;	on	an	old



bomb	site	on	Deansgate	you	could	pay	Is	6d	(7½p)	for	a	pancake	cooked
over	a	brazier,	or	have	your	name	attached	to	a	balloon	in	the	hope	of
winning	a	prize	for	the	one	that	travelled	furthest.	But	even	the	students
didn't	think	some	of	the	planned	stunts	were	right:	two	female	pharmacy
students	who	had	planned	to	do	a	strip-tease	on	the	Deansgate	bomb	site	to
raise	some	cash	decided	to	call	their	performance	off.

When	my	dad	got	home	from	work	he	said	all	the	talk	in	town	that	day
had	been	about	the	way	spivs	were	cashing	in	on	the	match	that	everybody
wanted	to	be	at.	Tickets	that	had	been	bought	at	Old	Trafford	the	day	before
were	being	offered	on	the	black	market	at	double	and	treble	their	face	value.
Spivs	were	asking	10s	(50p)	for	a	3s	6d	(17½p)	ticket	and	5s	(25p)	for	a	2s
(10p)	ticket.	Boys	and	youths,	it	was	said,	had	started	it.	When	the	tickets
had	gone	on	sale	they'd	made	several	trips	to	the	ticket-office	windows	and
got	as	many	as	they	could.	Black	market	tickets	were	then,	as	they	are
today,	a	fact	of	life,	but	the	general	feeling	around	Manchester	seemed	to	be
that	it	was	disgusting	that	people	were	cashing	in	at	a	time	like	this.

In	stark	contrast	to	this,	in	that	night's	paper	British	European	Airways
announced	that	they	would	give	an	artificial	kidney	machine	to	the	Munich
hospital	in	appreciation	of	all	that	was	being	done	for	the	survivors	of	the
crash	by	the	hospital	staff.	BEA's	director	of	medical	services	said	it	would
be	similar	to	the	one	the	hospital	had	on	loan	for	treating	Duncan	Edwards.
But	in	spite	of	having	the	very	latest	in	medical	technology	to	treat	him,	the
news	coming	from	the	hospital	had	taken	yet	another	turn	for	the	worse.
Edwards	was	'rather	weak	and	showing	some	signs	of	distress'.	Johnny
Berry's	condition,	however,	was	showing	slight	improvement,	even	though
he	was	still	only	semi-conscious;	Jackie	Blanchflower	was	improving;	and
there	was	good	news	about	Ray	Wood:	X-rays	had	shown	no	head	fractures.

As	Duncan	Edwards	fought	for	his	life	in	the	hospital	in	Munich,	United
prepared	to	play	their	first	match.	Despite	all	his	efforts,	and	all	the
goodwill	that	had	been	shown	to	United,	Jimmy	Murphy	hadn't	been	able	to
get	any	other	experienced	players	to	strengthen	his	team	for	the	meeting
with	Sheffield	Wednesday.	It	looked	as	though	United's	future	was	going	to
be	in	the	hands	of	the	reserves	and	youth	team	players.	Before	Munich,
reserve	and	youth	team	matches	had	always	attracted	big	crowds	so	we
were	familiar	with	a	lot	of	the	players.	At	school	that	day	the	talk	was	all	of



inside-forward	Mark	Pearson,	centre-forward	Alex	Dawson,	centre-half
Ronnie	Cope,	and	of	Freddie	Goodwin,	who	had	been	described	as	the	'best
reserve	team	half-back	in	Britain'.	Harry	Gregg	spoke	about	the	match	and
the	contribution	that	some	of	these	young	players	would	be	making	in	an
interview	that	was	carried	in	several	of	that	morning's	papers.	He	said	he
thought	United	could	win	the	match	but	that	there	were	far	more	important
things	on	the	minds	of	everyone	at	Old	Trafford.

The	main	job	we	will	be	out	to	do	tonight	is	to	show	the	world	that
Manchester	United	will	rise	again,	that	we	are	determined	with	all
our	hearts	to	see	that	new	ambition	come	true.	We	not	only	have	to
play	our	hearts	out,	as	we	shall	do.	We	older	and	more	experienced
players	have	to	set	an	example.	That	we	are	determined	to	do.	And	I
regard	tonight's	Cup-tie	against	Sheffield	Wednesday	as	a	memorial
to	those	boys	we	so	well	remember	.	..	I'm	sure	that	too	goes	for	the
youngsters	who	will	be	stepping	out	tonight	in	the	red	shirts	that
carry	the	battle	honours	of	many	a	far-flung	soccer	field.	Since	my
return	I	have	had	the	chance	to	know	better	these	boys	who	now
carry	the	banner	of	Manchester	United.	I	can	tell	you	that	in	such
players	as	Alex	Dawson,	Mark	Pearson	and	in	all	of	them	I	find	the
great	enthusiasm,	pride	and	spirit	of	determination	that	took	United
to	the	heights.	Whatever	the	result	tonight	they	will	send	a	message
to	manager	Matt	Busby	that	will	help	him	on	his	way	to	recovery.

That's	the	way	it	was	being	regarded	by	everybody	in	Manchester	that
day.	They	were	going	to	be	doing	it	for	the	boys	that	night.	The	stage	was
set	for	a	remarkable,	emotion-packed	night,	the	like	of	which	football	had
never	seen	before	and	has	never	seen	since.	Throughout	the	day,	at	schools
and	in	offices	and	factories	throughout	Manchester,	there	was	only	one
topic	of	conversation	–	the	match	and	who	was	going	to	be	playing	in	it.
The	morning's	papers	had	described	it	as	the	match	the	whole	world	wanted
to	see.	Under	the	Old	Trafford	floodlights	eleven	men	of	Manchester	United
were	going	to	run	out	to	play	the	most	emotion-charged	game	of	football
that	had	ever	been	played;	a	football	match	the	whole	sporting	world
wanted	to	see;	one	that	had	captured	interest,	concern	and	feelings
throughout	the	non-sporting	world.	It	seemed	that	day	that,	apart	from
Sheffield	Wednesday	and	their	supporters,	the	whole	nation	was	behind
United.	Whatever	team	they	supported,	football	fans	from	all	corners	of



Britain	felt	as	though	they	had	been	affected	by	the	disaster,	and	they	were
all	right	behind	the	Reds	as	they	prepared	to	take	their	first	step	on	the	road
to	recovery.	Such	feelings	were	summed	up	in	a	letter	to	the	Daily	Herald
from	a	football	fan	in	faraway	Plymouth,	'Manchester	United,'	he	wrote,
'were	a	work	of	art,	created	by	wonderful	Matt	Busby.	Wherever
Englishmen	went,	irrespective	of	what	club	he	supported,	he	could	speak
with	pride	of	them.	We	have	all	suffered	a	great	blow,	but	Manchester
United	will	rise	again.	Other	youngsters,	imbued	with	the	same	spirit,	will
follow	in	the	footsteps	of	the	beloved	players	who	graced	the	Old	Trafford
turf	with	such	distinction.'

The	drama,	the	excitement	and	the	tension	built	up	as	the	day	wore	on,
and	just	before	kick-off	there	was	another	dramatic	turn	of	events.	During
the	course	of	the	day	a	transfer	drama	unfolded	as	Jimmy	Murphy	tried	to
beat	the	clock	to	sign	Aston	Villa	left-half	Stan	Crowther,	and	possibly
another	First	Division	player,	in	time	for	the	kick-off.	Murphy	knew	he
didn't	have	enough	experience	in	the	team.	After	four	long	hours	of	strained
attempts	at	team	selection	the	night	before	he	and	the	United	directors	had
been	forced	to	give	up;	they	knew	they	needed	some	older	heads.	Crowther
was	one	of	the	players	on	their	list,	and	his	move	from	Aston	Villa	was
completed	just	seventy-five	minutes	before	the	teams	took	to	the	field.	The
England	Under-23	left-half	made	a	dramatic	dash	from	Birmingham	to
Manchester	that	afternoon	before	making	his	mind	up	whether	or	not	to	sign
for	United.	Murphy	had	already	included	him	as	a	possible	for	that	night's
line-up	after	receiving	FA	permission	to	play	him	even	though	he	was	Cup-
tied.	The	surprise	choice	was	a	twenty-year-old	Wythenshawe	lad,	Shay
Brennan,	who	was	selected	for	his	first	game	at	outside-left.	Brennan	was
an	A	team	player	and	an	inside-forward	who	didn't	even	have	much	reserve
team	experience.	He'd	played	only	three	times	for	the	reserves	so	no	one
was	more	surprised	than	he	was	when	he	was	told	he	was	playing.

But	as	well	as	the	team	news	in	that	evening's	paper	there	was	a	grim
article	on	the	front	page	about	the	worsening	condition	of	Duncan	Edwards.
A	bulletin	from	the	hospital	said	he'd	grown	weaker	following	further
treatment	with	the	artificial	kidney.	Use	of	it	had	developed	into	a	vicious
circle	which	was	gradually	sapping	his	strength	and	reducing	the	ability	of
his	blood	to	clot.



Meanwhile,	United's	youngsters	got	ready	for	the	biggest	game	of	their
lives.	The	future	of	the	Red	Devils	was	in	their	hands.	All	the	young	players
selected	for	the	game,	the	Evening	News	reported,	were	thrilled	and
determined	to	do	their	best	for	the	club.	That	afternoon	they'd	received	a
telegram	from	Munich:	'Good	luck	and	best	wishes	from	the	Boss	and	all
the	boys.'	'Murphy's	Chicks',	the	paper	called	them,	and	it	predicted	that
they	could	upset	Wednesday.	'Tonight,'	the	headline	said,	'boys	will	step	into
men's	boots.'

The	match	drew	a	crowd	of	over	sixty	thousand,	who	ventured	out	on	a
cold	February	evening	to	see	United	start	out	on	the	long	road	back.	Fans
came	in	black	ties	and	red,	white	and	black	rosettes.	Chairman	Harold
Hardman	made	it	clear	that	the	club	would	continue	in	his	message	on	the
front	cover	of	the	programme:	'United	will	go	on	.	.	.	the	club	has	a	duty	to
the	public	and	a	duty	to	football.	We	shall	carry	on	even	if	it	means	that	we
are	heavily	defeated.	Here	is	a	tragedy	which	will	sadden	us	for	years	to
come,	but	in	this	we	are	not	alone.	An	unprecedented	blow	to	British
football	has	touched	the	hearts	of	millions.	Wherever	football	is	played,
United	is	mourned.'	Inside	there	was	a	message	to	those	in	the	Munich
hospital	from	Old	Trafford:	'Our	thoughts	are	constantly	with	those	who
still	lie	in	Munich	.	.	.	Among	them	is	our	dear	manager,	Matt	Busby,	and
we	know	that	his	first	concern	is	always	for	his	players	.	.	.	we	recall	his
words	to	Jimmy	Murphy:	"Glad	to	see	you,	Jimmy,	how	are	the	lads?	Look
after	them	for	me."'	Then	in	the	middle	of	the	programme,	under	the
heading	'Manchester	United',	there	was	a	blank	teamsheet.	Spectators	were
told	to	write	in	the	names	of	the	players.	Few	did.	Instead,	each	name,	as	it
was	announced,	was	cheered	resoundingly.	Harry	Gregg	in	goal	and	Bill
Foulkes	at	right-back	had	returned	after	the	traumas	of	Munich,	other	names
were	not	so	familiar.	A	great	complex	of	emotions	swept	around	the	ground.
Spectators	wept	openly,	many	wore	red-and-white	scarves	draped	in	black.

Before	the	kick-off,	the	crowd	stood	in	silence	for	a	minute	in	memory	of
those	who	had	died	and	the	ghost	of	greatness	past	hovered	over	the
stadium.	Then	came	an	avalanche	of	pent-up	emotion.	There	was	nobody	in
that	crowd	who	didn't	have	a	lump	in	their	throat	as	the	red	shirts	came	out
of	the	tunnel	into	the	lights,	led	by	new	captain	Billy	Foulkes.	Like	the
players,	many	in	the	crowd	were	wearing	black	armbands;	others	had	black
centres	stitched	into	their	red	and	white	rosettes.	There	was	a	football	match



to	play,	but	as	the	teams	lined	up	for	kick-off	it	was	the	tragedy	of	Munich
that	was	uppermost	in	the	mind	of	everyone	there.	Beryl	Townsend	went	to
the	match	straight	from	work	with	some	of	the	boys	she	worked	with.
'When	the	team	walked	out,'	she	recalled,	'it	was	them	[the	Babes]	that
walked	out.	There	was	a	presence	that	night.	For	me	it	wasn't	a	makeshift
team,	it	was	them.	I'll	never	forget	it	as	long	as	I	live.	It	was	awful,	and	the
atmosphere	was	hysterical,	not	like	a	football	match.	Poor	Sheffield
Wednesday	didn't	stand	a	chance	that	night.	I	had	to	feel	sorry	for	them
because	if	they'd	beaten	us	everybody	would	have	hated	them.'

Right	from	the	start,	Sheffield	Wednesday	were	swept	out	of	the	way	on
that	great	wave	of	emotion.	United	hurtled	into	attack,	playing	with	all	the
unity	and	cohesion	of	a	team	that	had	been	playing	together	for	years,	not	as
a	motley	collection	of	players	pressed	together	in	a	desperate	emergency.
Once	they'd	kicked	off,	the	football	began	to	take	over	and	Foulkes	and
Gregg	the	two	survivors	of	the	crash,	were	cheered	loudly	every	time	they
touched	the	ball.	Some	fans	inadvertently	shouted	the	names	of	dead
players	as	the	excitement	of	the	game	began	to	take	over.	That	night,
Wednesday	had	the	toughest	job	in	soccer,	and	they	didn't	have	a	chance.
Murphy's	Manchester	United	were	playing	for	the	memory	of	their	friends
who	had	died	less	than	a	fortnight	earlier,	and	a	running	commentary	was
being	relayed	by	telephone	to	the	less	seriously	injured	players	in	hospital
in	Munich.	On	a	night	charged	with	emotion	the	passion	of	the	crowd	urged
the	makeshift	team	on,	with	Wednesday	perhaps	more	affected	by	the
occasion	than	United's	young	players.

Nobody	in	the	crowd	had	really	known	what	to	expect,	but	within	a
quarter	of	an	hour	it	had	become	clear	that	this	scratch	side	was	more	than
holding	its	own.	The	defence	was	never	in	trouble,	and	the	forwards	quickly
settled	down	to	the	familiar	United	pattern	of	play	–	attack,	attack,	attack.
Ernie	Taylor	was	at	the	heart	of	everything,	encouraging	the	youngsters
around	him,	directing	play,	spraying	out	passes.	Then,	what	a	roar	there	was
when	a	corner	kick	from	the	left	by	new	boy	Shay	Brennan	beat	the
Wednesday	goalkeeper	Ryalls	and	curled	into	the	top	of	the	net	for	United's
first	goal!	It	was,	Brennan	said	later,	as	if	an	invisible	Tommy	Taylor	had
risen	high	above	everybody	in	the	area	to	turn	it	in.	From	that	moment	it
was	clear	that	nothing	could	stop	United.	In	the	second	half	the	Reds
continued	to	surge	forward.	They	were	rewarded	with	another	goal	from



Brennan	and	a	third	from	Pearson	five	minutes	from	time.	At	the	final
whistle	the	thousands	of	supporters	packed	into	the	ground	exploded	in	a
great	frenzy	of	cheers	and	upstretched	arms	and	as	the	players	walked	off
the	field,	the	ecstatic	crowd	cheered	to	salute	the	new	Babes.

United	were	playing	again!	But	it	was	much	more	than	that.	This	team,
hastily	put	together	and	comprising	two	survivors	of	the	disaster,	two
experienced	players	bought	at	the	last	moment,	and	young	lads	scarcely	out
of	United's	nursery,	had	beaten	First	Division	Sheffield	Wednesday	to	reach
the	quarter-finals	of	the	FA	Cup.	The	crowd	turned	for	home,	their	heads
full	of	memories	of	a	remarkable	game,	though	their	hearts	remained	heavy
with	thoughts	of	Munich.	The	new	team	had	carried	on	where	the	Babes
had	left	off,	and	the	fans	had	played	a	massive	part	in	it.	Sheffield
Wednesday	had	been	swept	out	of	the	way	on	a	wave	of	emotion,	the	like	of
which	had	never	been	seen	in	a	football	ground.	Right	from	the	start	there
had	quite	rightly	been	no	sympathy	from	Sheffield	Wednesday.	They	paid
United's	patched-up	team	the	courtesy	of	going	at	them	as	hard	as	they
could,	but	they	were	beaten	because	this	new	United	were	too	good	for
them.	They	were	beaten	for	skill,	for	strength,	for	commitment	and	for
teamwork.	Playing	in	the	Wednesday	side	that	night	was	Albert	Quixall,
who	was	to	join	United	in	a	record	transfer	deal	the	next	season.	'I	don't
think	anyone	who	played	in	the	game	or	who	watched	it	will	ever	forget
that	night,'	he	said.	'United	ran	their	hearts	out,	and	no	matter	how	well	we
had	played	they	would	have	beaten	us.	They	were	playing	like	men
inspired.	We	were	playing	more	than	just	eleven	players,	we	were	playing
sixty	thousand	fans	as	well.'

Outside	the	ground	the	thousands	who	hadn't	been	able	to	get	in	had
stayed	where	they	were	all	through	the	game.	At	first	they'd	hoped	to	get	a
ticket	from	one	of	the	touts,	even	though	by	this	time	prices	had	gone	up	to
ten	times'	face	value.	When	they	realized	they	were	not	going	to	get	into	the
ground,	they	had	stayed	out	there,	feeling	it	was	the	place	they	ought	to	be,
listening	to	the	sound	of	soccer	history	being	made.	That	night	on	the
floodlit	turf	of	Old	Trafford	Manchester	United	took	the	first	step	to
recovering	its	heart,	and	so	did	every	supporter	who	was	inside	and	outside
that	packed	ground.	United	were	back.	The	heavy	burden	of	mourning	that
everybody	had	been	carrying	for	the	last	two	weeks	was	eased,	and	the
crowd	felt	they	were	on	their	way	back	to	a	more	rational	and



understandable	world	of	football.

If	all	the	people	who	have	since	claimed	to	have	been	at	that	match	had
been	there,	the	crowd	would	have	been	nearer	to	a	quarter	of	a	million.	I
was	one	of	the	ones	who	didn't	go,	and	I've	regretted	it	ever	since.	I	wanted
to	be	there,	but	my	dad	didn't	manage	to	get	any	tickets	for	us.	But	really	I
think	it	was	just	that	he	couldn't	face	going.	He	was	still	too	upset	and	didn't
want	to	see	a	patched-up	team	filling	the	boots	of	the	men	who	should	have
been	there.	He	did	take	me	to	a	few	of	the	games	that	season,	including	the
first	league	match	that	was	played,	against	Nottingham	Forest,	and	the
sixth-round	replay	against	West	Brom.	But	for	him	the	team	had	died,	and
nothing	would	ever	be	the	same	again.	From	the	end	of	that	season	he	never
went	to	see	the	Reds	again.	He	continued	to	support	them	for	the	rest	of	his
life,	but	at	a	distance,	second-hand,	through	the	radio,	television	and
newspapers.

One	person	who	was	there	was	Bobby	Charlton.	He'd	been	driven	down
to	see	the	match	by	his	uncle,	and	it	was	possibly	that	night,	with	seven	of
his	friends	dead	and	Mr	Busby	and	his	mate	Duncan	Edwards	still	hanging
on	to	life	in	hospital,	that	he	decided	once	and	for	all	that	it	was	his	duty	to
go	on.	Winning	from	then	on	was	to	become	a	duty;	an	act	of	remembrance
in	honour	of	his	dead	comrades,	not	something	to	be	indulged	in	or	even
celebrated.	Charlton	said	he	hoped	to	return	to	Manchester	to	start	full
training	after	another	week	recuperating	at	home	in	Ashington.

That	morning's	papers	were	unanimous	in	their	praise	for	the	new	United.
Manchester	United	were	born	again	last	night,	they	all	said.	'The	bright	new
Red	Devils	made	their	entrance	at	Old	Trafford	last	night	like	the	Red
Devils	we	used	to	know,'	enthused	the	Daily	Herald.	'Their	victory	was
more	than	just	another	win,'	said	the	Daily	Mirror.	'It	was	a	memorial	to	the
men	they	mourn	and	the	men	in	Munich.'	All	agreed	that	Shay	Brennan	was
man	of	the	match.	'Seamus	Brennan	became	the	first	hero	of	the	new
Babes,'	said	the	Daily	Mail,	'and	Alex	Dawson	is	set	to	be	a	power	in	the
new,	so	impressive	Manchester	United	set-up.'	The	victory	had	been	one
that	Manchester	had	been	hungry	for	and	it	was	the	start	of	the	path	back	to
better	times	when	supporters	could	live	for	the	football	again.

That	night	we	learned	that	there	was	a	new	man	reporting	on	United	for
the	Evening	News.	David	Meek,	who	went	on	to	do	the	job	for	nearly	fifty



years,	had	taken	the	place	of	Tom	Jackson.	In	his	first	report	he	said,	'Forget
the	idea	that	the	crippling	blow	of	Munich	has	put	paid	to	Manchester
United	.	.	.	I	saw	enough	last	night	to	convince	me	that	Old	Trafford	is	far
from	down	and	out.'	Man	of	the	match	for	him	too	was	Shay	Brennan,	but,
he	added,	'the	real	hero	last	night	was	the	boss,	manager	Matt	Busby.
Heroes	too	were	his	dead	right-hand	men	who	had	helped	to	give	United
such	a	wealth	of	reserve	talent	so	that	in	their	time	of	need	there	were
players	capable	of	stepping	nobly	into	the	limelight.'

United	had	taken	their	first	step	back	from	the	ashes	of	Munich.	In	the
next	round	they	would	meet	West	Brom.



9
Big	Duncan	He	Went	Too

With	their	victory	against	Sheffield	Wednesday,	United	won	their	first	big
battle	since	the	crash,	but	just	over	twenty-four	hours	later	Duncan	Edwards
lost	his.	The	'Big	Boy'	of	English	soccer,	the	giant	of	Manchester	United,
succumbed	to	his	injuries	in	the	early	hours	of	the	morning	of	Friday,	21
February.	For	many	it	was	the	biggest	and	cruellest	blow	of	all:	he,	more
than	any	of	the	others,	symbolized	the	spirit	of	the	Busby	Babes,	and	in	the
days	immediately	after	the	crash	it	had	looked	as	though	he	might	survive.
With	his	death	the	light	finally	seemed	to	go	out,	and	the	full	impact	of
Munich	was	brought	home.	For	the	second	time	in	a	fortnight	thousands	of
United	fans	in	offices,	factories,	schools,	shops	and	homes	were	silenced	as
they	heard	the	tragic	news	the	death	of	the	most	talented	Babe	of	all.

'Team-mates	Weep	As	Edwards	Dies'	ran	the	headline.	The	lion-hearted
Edwards,	it	was	reported	in	the	Evening	News,	'died	peacefully	in	his	sleep
at	2.15	a.m.	today	after	a	desperate	last-	minute	battle	to	save	him.	Nurses	at
his	bedside	–	well	used	to	suffering	and	sudden	death	–	broke	down	and
wept	as	the	flame	of	life	for	which	they	fought	so	hard	flickered	out.'	First
to	be	told	were	Edwards's	parents	and	his	fiancée	Molly	Leach;	then	his
colleagues	had	to	be	told.	Ray	Wood,	Dennis	Viollet,	Ken	Morgans	and
Albert	Scanlon,	four	of	the	less	seriously	injured	who	were	still	in	the
hospital,	wept	as	Professor	Georg	Maurer,	who	was	with	Edwards	when	he
died,	gently	broke	the	news	to	them.	The	more	seriously	injured,	Matt
Busby,	Johnny	Berry	and	Jackie	Blanchflower	were	not	told.

The	news	was	devastating.	It	brought	back	all	the	pain	of	those	hours	just
after	hearing	about	the	disaster.	Like	many,	I'd	convinced	myself	that	Big
Duncan	would	survive.	I'd	even	imagined	him	playing	again.	But	it	wasn't
to	be,	and	with	the	massive	injuries	he	had	sustained	it	was	never	likely	to



be.	'If	there	is	any	consolation	to	be	had	from	this	black	day	for
Manchester,'	the	report	went	on,	'it	is	this.	Had	Edwards	lived	he	would
never	again	have	been	the	dashing	hero	of	the	Busby	Babes.	No	more
would	he	have	been	capable	of	the	dazzling	breakaways	and	the	flashing
footwork	that	brought	the	Old	Trafford	crowds	to	their	feet.	It	is	more	likely
that	the	21-year-old	Edwards	would	have	been	a	permanent	invalid.'

I	got	the	news	on	the	eight	o'clock	Home	Service	bulletin,	just	before
leaving	for	school.

In	Munich	early	today,	the	Manchester	United	and	England	player
Duncan	Edwards	died	of	injuries	he	received	in	the	air	disaster
fifteen	days	ago.	His	injuries	included	severely	damaged	kidneys,
and	in	the	fight	to	save	his	life	doctors	used	an	artificial	kidney
which	had	been	specially	sent	to	Munich.	A	week	ago	one	of	the
doctors	said	that	only	Edwards's	tremendous	physical	strength	had
kept	him	going.	No	ordinary	person	would	have	survived	so	long.
Edwards,	who	was	twenty-one,	was	the	Manchester	United	left-half
and	had	played	for	England	eighteen	times	in	full	internationals.
His	selection	had	been	almost	automatic	since	his	first	game	against
Scotland	in	1955	when,	at	the	age	of	eighteen	and	a	half,	he	became
the	youngest	player	ever	to	appear	for	England.

In	Ashington	that	morning,	it	is	said	that	there	was	no	paper	on	the	table
when	Bobby	Charlton	sat	down	to	eat	his	breakfast.

'Duncan's	dead,	isn't	he?'	he	said	to	his	mother.

Just	as	I	was	hearing	about	the	death	of	Duncan	Edwards	on	the	radio,	the
March	edition	of	Charles	Buchan's	Football	Monthly	was	delivered.
Smiling	out	from	the	front	cover	as	he	laced	his	boots	up	in	a	corner	of	the
dressing	room	was	Duncan	Edwards.	The	magazine,	which	was	the	football
bible	for	lads	of	my	age	at	that	time,	had	obviously	gone	off	to	the	printers
before	the	crash	and	had	been	out	on	the	news-stands	just	before	Duncan
died.	Seeing	him	there	on	the	front	cover	of	my	favourite	football	magazine
as	he	got	ready	to	take	to	the	field	only	added	to	the	sense	of	loss.

The	tributes	flowed	in.	Professor	Maurer	said,	'I	do	not	think	anyone	other
than	this	young	man	could	have	survived	so	long.	His	resistance	made	us
admire	him.'	When	England	team	manager	Walter	Winterbottom	heard	the



news,	he	said,	'It	was	in	the	character	and	spirit	of	Duncan	Edwards	that	I
saw	the	true	revival	of	British	football.'	It	was	generally	agreed	that	here
was	a	footballer	who	would,	had	his	life	been	spared,	have	gone	on	to	be
the	greatest	footballer	of	all	time.	Matt	Busby	had	no	doubt	about	it.	Years
later,	in	his	autobiography,	he	had	this	to	say	about	Edwards:	'He	was	a
colossus.	Whatever	was	needed,	he	had	it.	He	was	immensely	powerful.	He
was	prodigiously	gifted	in	the	arts	and	crafts	of	the	game	.	.	.	His	confidence
was	supreme	and	infectious.	No	opponent	was	too	big	or	too	famous	for
Duncan	.	.	.	If	there	was	ever	a	player	who	could	be	called	a	one-man	team,
that	man	was	Duncan	Edwards.	His	death,	as	far	as	football	is	concerned,
was	the	single	biggest	tragedy	that	has	happened	to	England	and	to
Manchester	United.	He	was	then	and	has	always	remained	to	me
incomparable.'

It	was	a	view	shared	by	his	friend	Bobby	Charlton.	A	few	years	ago,
while	1	was	filming	at	the	Black	Country	Living	Museum	in	Dudley,	I	was
talking	to	one	of	the	re-enactors	in	the	nail-making	shop	about	Duncan
Edwards.	He	said	he'd	been	at	the	unveiling	of	Duncan's	statue	outside
Woolworth's	in	Dudley	Market	Place	in	1999,	and	Bobby	Charlton	had	said
a	few	words.	He'd	said	that	he	still	found	himself	thinking	about	Duncan	a
lot.	He'd	seen	all	the	players	who	in	their	time	had	been	called	the	best	in
the	world	–	Puskas,	Di	Stefano,	Pelé,	John	Charles	–	but	not	one	of	them
had	been	as	good	as	Big	Duncan.	There	was	no	other	player	in	the	world
like	him	then,	and	there	had	been	nobody	equal	to	him	since.	Charlton	said
it	wasn't	in	his	nature	to	dramatize	things	or	to	dispense	fulsome	praise.	A
man	is	a	good	player	or	he	is	not.	A	few	are	great,	and	they	deserve	respect.
But	Duncan	Edwards	was	simply	the	greatest	footballer	of	them	all.

Duncan	Edwards's	greatness	had	been	clear	for	all	to	see	since	he	first
turned	out	for	United's	all-conquering	youth	team.	Even	then	he	looked	like
an	international,	and	in	1954	he	became	the	youngest	player	up	to	that	time
to	win	a	full	England	cap,	at	the	age	of	eighteen.	'I	think	even	the	sight	of
him	in	those	youth	matches	used	to	put	the	fear	of	God	in	some	sides,'
Bobby	Charlton	said	of	him.	That	was	confirmed	by	opposition	players.
United	fan	Alan	Robertson	lived	at	Colyhurst.	'I	used	to	play	football
myself,'	he	told	me.	'I	played	with	a	lad	who	played	for	City	and	he	used	to
play	with	us	at	the	parks	on	the	weekend.	Then	City	got	drawn	against
United	and	this	lad	we	used	to	play	with	said	that	all	the	lads	in	the	team



said,	"I'm	not	marking	him."	He	said	nobody	wanted	to	have	to	play	against
him.	When	the	match	did	come	round	it	was	foggy	and	all	of	a	sudden,	this
City	lad	said,	"Someone	comes	running	out	of	the	fog	and	it	was	him.	So
we	all	scattered.	Gospel	truth.	It	was	unbelievable."	But	what	a	player	he
was.	He	was	a	giant	of	a	lad	with	a	heart	just	as	big,	and	he	could	do
anything	on	a	football	field.	He	would	have	played	for	England	until	he	was
forty.'

The	day	after	Duncan	Edwards's	death,	and	three	days	after	United	had
beaten	Sheffield	Wednesday	in	the	Cup,	they	were	back	in	league	action	for
the	first	time	against	Nottingham	Forest	at	Old	Trafford.	The	club	was
absolutely	committed	to	completing	that	season's	league	programme	as	well
as	playing	their	Cup	matches,	but	there	were	plenty	of	people	around	who
felt	they	were	only	doing	it	because	they	felt	they	had	an	obligation	to	do
so.	This	view	was	summarized	in	a	letter	to	the	Daily	Herald	that	said,
'Manchester	United	are	being	morally	coerced	into	continuing	League
football	when	to	do	so	is	completely	unrealistic.	It	seems	forgotten	that	they
are	human.	The	strain	they	suffer	is	unknown	except	to	those	who	bear	the
burden.	Far	better	if	their	record	was	expunged	from	the	League	table	and
their	remaining	fixtures	fulfilled	as	friendlies.	Then	with	their	place	in
Division	One	assured,	they	would	have	a	fair	chance	to	experiment	and
regain	their	poise	after	their	shattering	blow.'

Reading	a	letter	like	that	now	reminds	me	that	in	the	weeks	immediately
after	the	disaster	there	was	still	a	huge	amount	of	uncertainty	about	how
United	would	carry	on,	in	the	immediate	future	at	least.	There	were	all	sorts
of	rumours	and	suggestions	flying	around,	including	one	that	had	come
from	the	organizing	committee	of	the	European	Cup:	if	United	weren't	able
to	play	all	their	matches	their	place	in	the	competition	could	be	taken	by
City,	who	would	represent	United	and	the	city	of	Manchester.	But	the
United	directors	continued	to	make	it	clear	that	the	club	was	going	to	fulfil
all	its	fixtures,	and	now	that	the	first	game	had	been	played	my	dad	felt	he
was	able	to	start	going	again,	particularly	as	there	was	to	be	a	memorial
service	on	the	pitch	before	the	kick-off	of	the	first	league	match	against
Nottingham	Forest.

Before	setting	off	for	the	match	that	Saturday	afternoon	we	listened	to	the
one	o'clock	news	bulletin	on	the	radio.	It	said	that	Matt	Busby	continued	to



make	good	progress,	as	did	Jackie	Blanchflower	and	the	sports	writer	Frank
Taylor.	The	condition	of	Johnny	Berry	and	of	Captain	Rayment,	though,
was	unchanged;	both	were	still	on	the	danger	list.	But	two	of	the	players,
Dennis	Viollet	and	Ken	Morgans	had	been	discharged	from	hospital	that
morning,	although	they	wouldn't	yet	be	able	to	make	the	train	journey	back
to	Manchester.

It	took	us	nearly	an	hour	to	get	from	our	house	to	the	ground,	changing
buses	at	Barlow	Moor	Road,	and	we	only	just	got	there	in	time.	The	gates
had	to	be	closed	before	the	service	with	a	record	crowd	of	over	sixty-six
thousand	crammed	into	the	ground.	The	queues	for	the	main	terracing	along
the	Popular	Side	and	behind	both	goals,	where	we	usually	went,	were	long.
When	the	dreaded	'ground	full'	bells	started	to	ring	on	the	gates,	my	dad
said	we	should	try	the	paddock.	We	didn't	usually	go	there	because	it	was
more	expensive.	There	was	no	boys'	entrance	to	the	paddock	at	the
scoreboard	end	so	we	dashed	along	the	side	of	the	main	stand	between	the
players'	entrance	and	the	railway	line	to	the	Stretford	End	paddock.	We	just
about	made	it.	The	bells	on	the	gates	started	to	ring	just	after	we'd	got	in,
signalling	to	the	gate	men	that	their	gates	had	to	be	closed.

I've	still	got	the	programme	from	that	match.	No	picture	on	the	front,	just
the	simple	words	'United	Will	Go	On'	with	a	message	from	club	chairman
Harold	Hardman:

On	6th	February	1958	an	aircraft	returning	from	Belgrade	crashed
at	Munich	Airport.	Of	the	twenty-one	passengers	who	died	twelve
were	players	and	officials	of	the	Manchester	United	Football	Club.
Many	others	still	lie	injured.	It	is	the	sad	duty	of	we	who	serve
United	to	offer	the	bereaved	our	heartfelt	sympathy	and
condolences.	Here	is	a	tragedy	which	will	sadden	us	for	years	to
come,	but	in	this	we	are	not	alone.	An	unprecedented	blow	to
British	football	has	touched	the	hearts	of	millions	and	we	express
our	deep	gratitude	to	the	many	who	have	sent	messages	of
sympathy	and	floral	tributes.	Wherever	football	is	played	United	is
mourned,	but	we	rejoice	that	many	of	our	party	have	been	spared
and	wish	them	a	speedy	and	a	complete	recovery.	Words	are
inadequate	to	describe	our	thanks	and	appreciation	of	the	truly
magnificent	work	of	the	surgeons	and	nurses	of	the	Rechts	der	Isar



Hospital	at	Munich.	But	for	their	superb	skill	and	deep	compassion
our	casualties	must	have	been	greater.	To	Professor	Georg	Maurer,
Chief	Surgeon,	we	offer	our	eternal	gratitude.	Although	we	mourn
our	dead	and	grieve	for	our	wounded	we	believe	that	great	days	are
not	done	for	us.	The	sympathy	and	encouragement	of	the	football
world	and	particularly	of	our	supporters	will	fortify	and	inspire	us.
The	road	back	may	be	long	and	hard	but	with	the	memory	of	those
who	died	at	Munich,	of	their	stirring	achievements	and	wonderful
sportsmanship	ever	with	us,	Manchester	United	will	rise	again.

The	first	thing	I	always	used	to	turn	to	in	the	programme	were	the
cartoons	on	page	three	by	George	Butterworth	and	Frank	Smart,	but	there
were	no	cartoons	in	this	programme.	In	their	place	were	details	of	the
various	memorial	services	to	be	held	that	day	and	the	next	in	memory	of
those	who	had	died:	an	Inter-Denominational	service	to	be	held	before	kick-
off	that	day;	a	Protestant	service	at	Manchester	Cathedral	the	next	day;	a
Jewish	service	at	South	Manchester	Synagogue	on	Wilbraham	Road;
another	Inter-Denominational	service	at	the	Albert	Hall	on	Peter	Street;	and
a	Roman	Catholic	service	with	Mass	in	the	presence	of	the	Bishop	of
Salford	at	Belle	Vue	Speedway	Stadium.

The	paddock	was	packed	and	I	couldn't	get	down	to	the	front,	but	we	got
near	a	crush	barrier	and	I	was	able	to	climb	up	on	to	the	concrete	block	that
supported	it	and	see	over	the	heads	of	the	crowd.	Snow	was	falling	softly	on
the	pitch	right	up	to	the	time,	2.45,	when	the	Dean	of	Manchester	led	the
official	party	out	from	the	players'	tunnel.	Among	them	for	the	brief	service
in	memory	of	the	victims	of	the	disaster	were	the	Yugoslav	ambassador	and
representatives	of	the	Yugoslav	Football	Association	and	Red	Star.	It	felt
strange	seeing	these	people	on	the	pitch.	It	was	the	height	of	the	Cold	War,
yet	here	we	were	joining	in	a	service	with	representatives	of	a	country	from
behind	the	Iron	Curtain.	At	the	time	high-level	exchanges	were	going	on
about	nuclear	disarmament	and	summit	talks	in	London,	Washington	and
Moscow.	The	US	State	Department	had	criticized	Russia's	refusal	to	link
summit	talks	with	disarmament	negotiations	through	the	United	Nations.
The	Soviet	Union	had	just	carried	out	its	third	nuclear	test	in	forty-eight
hours,	and	President	Tito	of	Yugoslavia	had	accused	Western	powers	of
trying	to	sabotage	a	summit	meeting	with	counter	proposals	and	evasions.	It
was	a	time	of	fear.	People	thought	there	was	a	real	danger	of	nuclear	war,



which	could	wipe	out	a	city	like	Manchester.	The	Soviet	Union	was	the
enemy	and	Yugoslavia	was	one	of	their	Communist	Eastern	Bloc	allies.
They	were	sinister	and	frightening,	and	if	you	were	a	Catholic	these
Communist	anti-Christs	were	the	very	devil	himself.	Yet	United	had	been	to
their	land	and	played	a	football	match	against	them,	and	here	they	were	on
the	pitch	at	Old	Trafford	joining	in	a	religious	service.	All	very	strange.

The	entire	crowd	stood	bareheaded	as	prayers	were	said,	including	one	for
the	club,	hoping	that	it	may	'continue	to	contribute	to	our	delight	and	to
hold	its	place	in	the	high	traditions	of	sport	and	sportsmanship'.	A	girl	of
about	fifteen	or	sixteen	was	standing	nearby,	sobbing	inconsolably.	She	was
wearing	a	red	and	white	scarf	with	the	names	of	all	the	team	embroidered
on	to	it,	and	against	the	name	of	each	player	who	had	died	she	had	stitched
a	black	diamond.	After	a	reading	from	Pilgrim's	Progress	and	a	minute's
silence,	it	was	time	to	think	about	the	football.

As	Billy	Foulkes	led	the	team	out	for	his	first	league	match	as	skipper,	the
snow	that	had	been	falling	stopped.	Forest	kicked	off.	They	were	soon	at	the
United	end	and	had	a	shot	that	went	just	over	the	bar.	But	then	Ernie
Taylor's	class	began	to	show	as	he	set	up	a	couple	of	attacks.	Taylor,	until
recently,	the	brilliant	inside-right	partner	to	the	great	Stanley	Matthews	at
Blackpool,	was	proving	to	be	an	inspired	buy.	Now	he	was	commanding
United's	midfield,	although	I	don't	think	we	called	it	that	then.	He	was	the
archetypal	scheming	inside-forward,	and	he	was	in	a	class	of	his	own.
Everything	was	flowing	through	him,	and	if	any	of	the	young	team	seemed
unsure	what	to	do	with	the	ball	the	safest	thing	seemed	to	be	to	slip	it	to
Ernie.	Things	looked	promising.	'They're	playing	well,	you	know,'	an	old
fellow	standing	near	me	said.	But	no	sooner	had	he	said	that	than	Forest
took	the	lead,	and	they	went	in	at	half-time	1–0	up.

The	snow	had	started	again,	and	the	muddy	pitch	was	beginning	to	cut	up.
The	Beswick	Prize	Band	came	on	for	their	customary	half-time	music
programme,	but	this	time,	instead	of	the	usual	marches	and	music	from	the
shows,	it	was	made	up	of	hymns	and	solemn	music	including	'Abide	With
Me',	'Lost	Chord'	and	Handel's	Largo.	The	music	reminded	us	of	the
sadness	of	the	occasion.	The	crowd	fell	silent,	but	when	the	teams	came	out
at	the	end	of	half-time	we	knew	we	were	at	a	football	match	again.

In	the	second	half,	urged	on	by	wave	after	wave	of	cheers	from	the	record



post-war	crowd,	United	slipped	into	gear	and	mounted	attack	after	attack	in
the	softly	falling	snow.	With	twenty	minutes	to	go,	that	man	Taylor	had	a
shot	turned	round	for	a	corner,	and	from	the	goalmouth	scramble	that
followed,	Dawson	scored.	United	had	got	a	point	from	their	first	league
match.

Watching	that	game	was	a	strange	experience.	You	expected	to	see	all	the
familiar	faces,	but	this	was	a	new	team	we	were	watching.	No	Tommy
Taylor	in	the	number	nine	shirt;	no	Roger	Byrne	at	number	three.	All	the
old	heroes	were	gone;	but	at	least	we	were	back	playing	football.

The	Forest	game	was	typical	of	the	league	matches	United	played	to	the
end	of	that	1957/58	season.	The	patched-up	team	won	only	one	of	the
fourteen	remaining	fixtures	after	Munich	and	managed	five	draws.	For	me
and	for	many	of	the	younger	fans	it	was	a	new	experience.	I'd	started
watching	the	Reds	in	1956	and	I'd	never	seen	them	do	anything	other	than
win.	We	had	been	spoiled	by	success,	and	by	the	quality	of	the	football	we
had	got	used	to	watching.	Now	all	that	had	changed.

On	Sunday	morning,	all	the	talk	outside	the	church	after	eleven	o'clock
Mass	was	about	the	two	matches	United	had	played	that	week.	The	Forest
game	had	been	decisive,	Mr	Caesar	thought,	and	United	should	have	won.
We	were	well	on	top	in	the	second	half,	and	what	it	showed	more	than
anything	was	that	the	win	against	Sheffield	Wednesday	in	the	Cup	was	no
flash	in	the	pan.	They'd	certainly	deserved	their	point.	Others	weren't	as
sure.	They'd	not	played	as	well	as	on	Wednesday	night;	there	just	wasn't	the
same	inspiration.	'What	do	you	expect?'	said	Mr	Geoghan	when	he	emerged
after	counting	the	collection.	It	would	have	been	too	much	to	expect	of	such
a	young,	inexperienced	team	after	all	the	emotional	and	physical	strain
they'd	been	under.	Mr	Caesar	agreed.	'They	did	well	enough,'	he	said.
'When	the	combination	play	improves	a	bit	–	and	it	will	do	with	a	bit	of
time	and	when	the	passing	gets	a	bit	sharper	–	they'll	be	back	to	their	old
winning	ways.	All	they	need	is	a	bit	more	match	practice.'

The	conversation	then	turned	to	the	World	Cup,	which	was	to	be	played	in
Sweden	that	summer,	and	to	the	damage	that	had	been	done	to	England's
prospects	by	the	crash.	The	draw	had	been	made	in	Stockholm	the	previous
week	and	it	had	put	England	into	the	toughest	group	with	Russia,	Brazil	and
Austria.	But	England's	chances	had	already	slumped	badly.	The	crash	had



not	just	pegged	United	back;	it	had,	according	to	many	commentators,	put
the	whole	of	English	football	back	by	at	least	ten	years.	Many	continental
countries	had	been	impressed	by	the	revival	of	the	England	team	over	the
last	couple	of	seasons,	and	some	had	made	them	favourites	to	win	the
competition.	But	Roger	Byrne,	Tommy	Taylor	and	Duncan	Edwards	were
key	members	of	the	national	team;	David	Pegg,	Mark	Jones,	Eddie	Colman,
Dennis	Viollet	and	Bobby	Charlton	were	also	potential	members	of	the
squad.	They	were	all	good	enough	to	be	playing	for	England.	Until	a	few
weeks	earlier	it	was	beginning	to	look	as	if	England	had	what	it	took	to	win
the	World	Cup	that	year.	In	austere,	postwar	Britain,	Busby's	Babes
represented	hope	and	optimism.	But	when	that	Airspeed	Ambassador
crashed	into	the	snow	at	the	end	of	the	runway	in	Munich,	that	dream	was
shattered.	The	blow	to	United	had	been	a	terrible	one,	but	it	was	nearly	as
big	a	blow	to	England.

In	town	that	morning	Manchester	Cathedral	was	packed	for	the	memorial
service	to	the	victims	of	the	disaster.	About	two	thousand	people	attended,
and	admission	was	by	ticket	only;	a	crowd	of	non-ticket	holders,	many
wearing	red	and	white	scarves,	filled	the	doorways,	waiting	to	take	any
seats	if	they	were	left	vacant.	Everyone	fell	back	respectfully	to	make	way
for	the	small	groups	of	family	mourners	in	black.	In	his	address,	the	Dean
of	Manchester,	the	Very	Reverend	H.	A.	Jones,	said	that	there	was	a	family
feeling	about	United	unlike	anything	he	had	ever	known.	'We	are	all
conscious	of	having	lost	a	friend,'	he	said.

That	night	we	went	to	Belle	Vue	to	join	more	than	six	thousand	people
filling	the	Kings	Hall	for	the	Catholic	memorial	service.	It	was	strange	to	be
going	there	for	such	a	sombre	occasion.	The	Kings	Hall	was	the	venue	for
the	Belle	Vue	Circus,	which	we	used	to	go	to	every	Boxing	Day	for	the	altar
boys'	Christmas	treat.	I	also	knew	it	as	a	boxing	arena	because	my	Uncle
Jack,	who	was	a	sergeant	in	the	Manchester	police,	had	begun	to	take	me
there	for	the	Northern	Counties	ABA	Finals,	which	the	police	used	to
promote.	But	tonight	it	was	very	different.	Instead	of	the	clowns	and	the
lions	and	the	cheers	for	the	boxers,	solemn	High	Mass	was	being	sung	in
the	presence	of	the	Bishop	of	Salford,	Bishop	Beck.	Canon	Sewell,	parish
priest	of	Matt	Busby's	parish	of	St	John's,	Chorlton-cum-Hardy,	said	in	his
address	that	from	a	survivor	of	the	crash	who	was	sitting	next	to	Billy
Whelan	on	the	plane	there	had	come	a	lesson	for	all	of	us.	In	those	frantic



final	seconds	when	everyone	realized	that	a	dreadful	crash	was	imminent,
Billy	said	to	his	companion,	'This	may	be	death	–	and	I'm	ready.'	'All	of	us,'
said	Canon	Sewell,	'should	always	be	ready.'

Beryl	Townsend	was	there,	and	she	told	me	she	was	fine	until	the	priest
came	to	Billy's	last	words.	Then	it	was	just	too	much	for	her.

Later,	I	wrote	to	Billy's	mother	in	Dublin	and	sent	her	some	money
for	masses	to	be	said	for	him.	She	wrote	back	to	me	and	said,	'God
and	his	Holy	Mother	obviously	loved	him	and	needed	him	more
than	we	did.'	And	I	thought,	'What	a	marvel.'	At	that	time	I	was
ready	to	murder	[pilot]	Thain	for	even	attempting	to	take	off	the
third	time	and	I	wasn't	happy	that	Matt	Busby	had	let	him,	but	here
was	Billy's	mother	who'd	just	lost	her	son	and	she	was	so	forgiving
and	was	so	prepared	to	accept	the	will	of	God.	One	of	the	things	she
did	tell	me,	though,	was	that	before	the	trip	to	Belgrade	Billy	hadn't
been	feeling	very	well	and	he'd	asked	to	go	home	to	see	his	mum.
But	Matt	Busby	had	said	he	couldn't	because	it	would	look	bad	if
he	didn't	go.	It	was	just	at	the	time	that	he'd	lost	his	place	to	Bobby
Charlton,	and	if	he	didn't	go	with	them	it	would	have	looked	as
though	he	wasn't	happy	about	Bobby	being	in	the	team.	But	Billy
just	wasn't	like	that.	She	also	told	me	later	how	he	used	to	get	upset
because	he	thought	some	of	the	fans	at	Old	Trafford	didn't	like	him.
He	was	a	very	sensitive	lad.

After	that	first	exchange	of	letters	just	after	the	crash,	Beryl	and	Olga
became	friends	with	the	Whelan	family,	and	they	have	stayed	in	regular
contact	with	them	ever	since.

When	I	asked	Billy's	sister,	Rita,	once	about	how	they	got	to	know
about	the	crash,	she	said	they	didn't	know	that	Billy	had	died	until
about	ten	o'clock	that	[Thursday]	night.	When	I	said	to	her	1	knew
at	half	past	three	she	just	couldn't	believe	it.	Of	course	they	didn't
have	television,	and	the	first	they	had	heard	about	the	crash	itself
had	been	about	half	past	five.	Rita	said,	'I'll	never	forget	it	because
this	man	turned	up	in	his	brewer's	uniform	to	say	there'd	been	a
plane	crash.	But	Mammy	just	couldn't	take	it	in.	Then	it	wasn't	until
about	ten	o'clock	that	the	whole	thing	was	confirmed.	Mammy
didn't	even	have	a	phone	with	not	having	much	money,	so	we	had



to	go	to	a	neighbour's	down	the	street	who	had	a	phone	to	try	and
find	something	out.	But	we	couldn't	find	out	anything	and	nobody
could	contact	us	because	we	didn't	have	a	phone.	In	the	end	we	had
to	rely	on	the	police	to	tell	us	Billy	was	dead.'

*

Just	a	few	days	later,	despite	the	fact	that	Britain	remained	in	the	icy	grip	of
a	deep	freeze,	thousands	lined	the	streets	of	Duncan	Edwards's	home	town,
Dudley,	in	the	heart	of	the	Black	Country,	for	his	funeral.	The	Black
Country	was	a	region	of	heavy	industrial	activity	based	on	coal	mining	and
iron	working;	it	had	got	its	name	in	the	middle	of	the	nineteenth	century
when	thousands	of	furnaces	and	chimneys	filled	the	air	with	smoke,	and	the
mining	of	the	coal,	ironstone,	fire	clay	and	limestone	turned	the	ground
inside	out,	creating	vast	expanses	of	industrial	dereliction.	By	the	middle	of
the	twentieth	century,	when	Duncan	was	growing	up,	little	had	changed.	His
father,	Gladstone	Edwards,	worked	nearly	all	his	life	in	a	local	ironworks,
and	Duncan	had	first	kicked	a	ball	surrounded	by	the	smoke	and	fire	of	the
nail-makers	and	chain-makers	that	filled	the	town	when	it	was	still	at	the
heart	of	industrial	Britain's	'metal	bashing'	region.	This	was	the	place	he
knew,	and	this	was	the	place	where	he	was	brought	back	to	be	buried.

From	the	early	hours	wreaths	from	countless	admirers	arrived	at	his
parents'	home	on	the	town's	Priory	Estate	and	were	laid	out	on	the	frozen
front	garden.	One	was	shaped	as	a	football,	another	in	the	form	of	a	six	–
Edwards's	number	in	the	United	and	England	teams.	Among	the	twenty-six
family	mourners	were	Mr	and	Mrs	Dorman,	whom	Duncan	had	lodged	with
in	Manchester.	They	were	there	at	the	special	request	of	his	mother	and
father.	Edwards	had	represented	town	and	country	as	a	schoolboy	while
attending	Wolverhampton	Street	School	in	Dudley,	and	as	the	cortege
passed	the	school,	pupils	lined	up	on	either	side	of	the	road	to	pay	their	last
respects	to	their	most	famous	old	boy.	Reserve	goalkeeper	Gordon	Clayton
–	Duncan's	best	friend	–	and	Bobby	English,	both	from	United,	were	among
the	pall	bearers;	the	others	were	his	England	teammates	Billy	Wright	of
Wolves,	Ronnie	Clayton	of	Blackburn	Rovers,	and	Ray	Barlow	and	Derek
Kevan	from	West	Brom.	From	United,	Jimmy	Murphy	was	there	with	a
party	of	club	directors	and	players.	In	his	funeral	address,	the	vicar	said,
'We	are	proud	that	the	great	Duncan	Edwards	was	one	of	our	sons.	His



football	record	needs	no	praise	for	it	is	known	throughout	the	world.	Talent
and	genius	we	shall	see	again,	but	there	will	be	only	one	Duncan	Edwards.'
Five	thousand	mourners	saw	the	cortege	leave	the	church	where	Duncan
had	worshipped	as	a	boy,	and	traffic	came	to	a	standstill	as	drivers	stood	by
their	vehicles	with	heads	bowed	as	it	was	driven	along	the	two-mile	route
from	the	church	to	the	town	cemetery.

That	night	I	prayed	that	Duncan's	would	be	the	last	of	the	funerals,	but	it
was	by	no	means	certain.	It	was	reported	from	the	hospital	that	the	plane's
co-pilot,	Captain	Kenneth	Rayment,	who	had	been	at	the	controls	at	the
time	of	the	crash,	was	sinking	fast.	Doctors	refused	to	admit	defeat,	but	they
held	little	hope.	Matt	Busby,	though,	was	clearly	on	the	road	to	recovery.	He
was,	we	were	told,	in	cheerful	spirits	and	making	good	progress,	but	he	had
still	not	been	told	the	full	extent	of	the	disaster.	Johnny	Berry	was	still
giving	a	lot	of	cause	for	concern.	According	to	the	latest	reports	he	had
shown	slight	improvement	over	the	past	eight	days,	but	it	had	been	too
gradual	to	be	noticeable	day	by	day,	and	he	was	still	on	the	danger	list.	It
didn't	sound	good,	particularly	when	I	recalled	that	in	the	days	just	after	the
crash,	reports	stated	that	Duncan	Edwards	was	showing	some	signs	of
improvement.

They	didn't	come	any	braver	than	Duncan	Edwards,	but	after	he	died	it
was	revealed	that	he	had	a	secret	fear	of	flying.	The	day	after	his	funeral	we
were	reminded	starkly	once	again	of	the	dangers	of	flying,	this	time	right	on
our	doorsteps.	Winter	Hill	is	the	moor	that	stands	above	Bolton	to	the	north
of	the	town,	and	on	Thursday,	27	February,	three	weeks	to	the	day	of
Munich,	a	chartered	Bristol	170	airliner	crashed	in	the	snow	there	with	the
loss	of	thirty-five	lives.	The	aircraft	had	been	chartered	to	take	a	party	of
motor	trade	agents	from	the	Isle	of	Man	to	the	Exide	battery	works	at
Clifton,	near	Manchester.	It	crashed,	without	any	apparent	explanation,	on
snow-covered	moors	less	than	a	quarter	of	a	mile	from	the	ITV	transmitter,
1,500	feet	up	on	Winter	Hill.	Aeroplanes	and	snow	again.	It	seemed	that	it
was	a	fatal	combination.

Flying	seemed	like	a	dangerous	business;	something	to	be	avoided.	There
just	seemed	to	be	so	much	that	could	go	wrong	and,	as	with	the	crash	at
Munich,	there	were	lots	of	questions	to	be	asked	about	the	Winter	Hill
crash.	Why	was	the	aircraft	anywhere	near	Winter	Hill	when	its	route	from



the	Isle	of	Man	to	Ringway	Airport	ran	south	of	Wigan,	about	eight	miles
away?	Why	was	it	flying	so	low?	Was	there	a	fault	in	the	plane's	radio	and
navigational	systems?	Air	travel	was	still	in	its	early	days.	There	were	no
budget	airlines	and	it	was	all	a	far	cry	from	today	when	millions	think	no
more	of	stepping	on	to	an	aeroplane	to	fly	off	for	a	short	break	than	they
would	of	getting	on	a	bus.	Statistically	it	is	now	the	safest	form	of	transport,
but	that	wasn't	always	the	case.	Around	Manchester	alone	there	had	now
been	two	major	plane	crashes	in	the	space	of	less	than	a	year.	The	first	came
on	14	March	1957	when	a	BEA	Viscount	flying	into	Manchester	from
Amsterdam	came	in	too	low,	smashed	into	a	row	of	houses	on	Shadow
Moss	Road	close	to	the	end	of	the	runway	and	burst	into	flames.	All	twenty
occupants	of	the	plane,	fifteen	passengers	and	five	crew,	were	killed,	as
well	as	a	woman	and	her	son	who	were	in	one	of	the	houses.	Two	houses	in
the	neat	row	were	completely	demolished,	another	was	badly	damaged.	At
the	time	of	the	Munich	crash,	there	was	still	a	gap	in	that	row	of	houses	and
a	lot	of	concern	remained	among	residents	living	close	to	the	airport	about
the	dangers	they	lived	with.

Shadow	Moss	Road	and	Munich	both	involved	buildings	in	or	close	to	the
flight	path	at	the	end	of	the	runway.	As	the	debate	about	Munich	raged	it
had	been	suggested	by	a	number	of	experts	that	if	there	had	been	no
building	at	the	end	of	the	runway	at	Riem	Airport	the	aircraft's	failure	to
take	off	would	not	have	been	as	serious.	It	was	only	because	one	of	the
wings	had	hit	the	building	that	the	aircraft	broke	up	and	burst	into	flames.	If
it	hadn't	hit	anything	it	would	have	been	brought	naturally	to	a	halt	as	it
ploughed	through	the	fields	on	the	perimeter	of	the	airport	and	there	would
have	been	no	serious	injuries	or	loss	of	life.

Now	the	same	questions	were	being	raised	about	Munich	as	those	that	had
been	raised	about	the	Manchester	crash.	Why	did	the	authorities	allow
houses	to	be	built	right	in	line	with	the	end	of	the	main	runway?	Papers	in
Munich	were	now	suggesting,	just	as	the	Manchester	papers	had	done	a
year	before,	that	many	lives	could	easily	have	been	saved.	Unlike	the	row
of	houses	on	Shadow	Moss	Road,	the	house	on	the	edge	of	Riem	Airport
was	the	only	one	in	the	area,	surrounded	by	acres	of	open	fields.	The
Munich	papers	were	claiming	that	if	the	house	had	not	been	there	the	plane
would	have	had	plenty	of	room	to	skid	to	a	stop	on	its	belly.	The	usual
results	of	a	belly	landing	were,	at	worst,	a	few	broken	bones	and



concussion.	The	crash,	following	the	Viscount	disaster	the	year	before,	it
was	being	suggested,	might	have	global	repercussions	affecting	the
international	regulations	about	the	siting	of	airports.	The	debate	was
reported	in	the	Manchester	papers,	the	Manchester	Evening	News	making
the	comment,	'Sooner	or	later	the	authorities	must	realize	that	houses	in	line
with	airport	runways	–	it	has	been	repeatedly	stressed	in	the	Manchester
Evening	News	–	are	a	terrible,	unnecessary	risk.'

Duncan	Edwards	was	not	alone	in	his	fear	of	flying:	many	people,	not
least	those	in	football	circles,	were	uneasy	about	it,	and	Munich	reignited	a
debate	that	had	been	going	on	in	English	football	for	some	time	about
whether	teams	should	be	allowed	to	fly.	It	seems	inconceivable	now	when
all	of	our	big	clubs	jet	all	over	the	world	to	play	pre-season	tours,	when
eight	of	the	twenty	Premiership	teams	take	regular	flights	all	through	the
season	to	play	in	Champions	League	and	UEFA	Cup	matches,	and	when
most	teams	use	domestic	flights	for	league	games,	but	until	June	1957	clubs
were	banned	from	flying	to	and	from	league	matches.	Should	that	ban	be	re-
imposed?

The	ban	was	introduced	in	1949	after	a	plane	carrying	almost	the	entire
Torino	football	squad	crashed	into	the	hill	of	Superga	near	Turin	killing	all
thirty-one	aboard:	eighteen	players,	club	officials,	journalists	accompanying
the	team,	and	the	plane's	crew.	The	team	was	returning	from	a	match
against	Benfica	in	Lisbon	in	early	May.	The	Italian	airline's	Fiat	G212CP
flew	into	a	thunderstorm	on	the	approach	to	Turin	and	encountered
conditions	of	low	cloud	and	poor	visibility.	After	descending	so	that	the
pilot	could	fly	visually	the	plane	clipped	a	wall	and	crashed	into	the	hill.
Italian	authorities	cited	the	low	cloud,	poor	radio	aids	and	an	error	in
navigation	as	factors	contributing	to	the	accident.	It	was	the	biggest	tragedy
ever	in	Italian	sports	history	as	it	claimed	the	lives	of	the	players	of	a
legendary	team:	Torino	won	the	last	Serie	A	title	before	football	in	Italy	was
interrupted	in	1944	by	the	Second	World	War;	after	the	conflict	the	club
landed	four	consecutive	titles	(1946	to	1949).	At	the	time	of	the	crash
Torino	was	leading	Serie	A	with	four	games	left	to	play	in	the	season.	The
disaster	seriously	weakened	the	country's	national	side,	too,	which	had
included	up	to	ten	Torino	players.	The	club	would	not	claim	another	title
until	1976.



United	were	back	and	were	playing	and,	in	the	Cup	at	least,	they	were
winning,	but	the	Torino	disaster	also	gave	an	indication	of	what	the	long-
term	consequences	might	be,	not	just	for	United	but	for	English	football	in
general.	Torino	were	the	United	of	Italy	at	the	time.	Many	of	the	top
football	names	in	the	land	were	killed,	and	nine	years	later,	after	the	1958
crash,	many	Italian	observers	said	that	even	then	a	full	recovery	had	not	yet
been	made.	Immediately	after	their	crash,	for	instance,	Torino	played	the
last	four	games	of	the	season	with	their	youngsters,	just	as	United	did.	But,
unlike	United,	all	the	teams	that	played	against	them	insisted	on	playing
their	own	young	players	too	so	that	Torino	would	finish	as	champions	for
the	fourth	year	in	a	row.	At	the	time	of	the	Munich	disaster	they	were	fourth
from	the	bottom	of	the	Italian	league.	On	hearing	news	of	the	crash,	Torino
club	secretary	Gino	Giusti	made	clear	what	the	consequences	had	been	for
his	club	and,	by	implication,	what	lay	in	store	for	United.	'We	have	been
struggling	to	keep	in	the	First	Division	ever	since,'	he	said.	'Sixteen	of	the
eighteen	players	we	lost	were	internationals.	Then	the	eighteen	were	worth
600,000,000	lire;	today	they	would	have	been	an	asset	of	at	least
1,000,000,000	lire.	And	to	think	that	we	are	now	so	hopelessly	in	debt	we
had	to	give	up	our	glorious	old	ground,	where	we	won	our	post-war	league
championships.	Now	we	share	the	municipal	ground	with	Juventus.'

United	themselves	were	still	considering	whether	they	should	fly	again.
The	decision	had	been	made	that	United	wouldn't	pull	out	of	the	European
Cup,	but	how	they	would	get	to	the	next	match	was	still	open	to	question.
Chairman	Harold	Hardman	had	said,	'Regarding	the	European	Cup,	we
shall	carry	on	to	the	end,	even	if	it	unfortunately	means	that	we	are	heavily
defeated.	But	meanwhile,	I	don't	think	we	shall	do	any	more	flying	for	a
while.'	Blackpool,	however,	who	were	due	to	go	on	a	close-season	tour	of
Australia,	said	they	were	not	worried	by	the	prospect	of	a	12,000–mile
flight.	Still,	a	club	official	couldn't	confirm	an	Australian	report	that	the
eighteen	players	would	fly	in	groups	of	six	on	three	separate	aircraft.

But	would	United	fly	again?	Would	they	even	play	in	Europe	again	if	it
meant	flying	to	their	matches?	The	semi-finals	were	looming,	and	it	was
confirmed	that	United	would	not	need	to	fly	when	they	were	paired	off	with
the	winners	of	the	quarter-final	tie	between	Borussia	Dortmund	of	Germany
and	AC	Milan	of	Italy	without	a	draw,	because	the	overland	route	to	both
these	places	could	be	covered	within	a	day.	Under	a	gentlemen's	agreement



the	organizing	committee	agreed	unanimously	to	the	pairing	to	give	United
as	few	travel	problems	as	possible,	when	it	was	pointed	out	to	them	that
United	were	reluctant	to	travel	by	air.	On	hearing	the	news,	captain	Bill
Foulkes	said,	'It's	a	load	off	my	mind	and	an	extremely	helpful	arrangement.
I	think	United	should	definitely	go	on	with	the	European	Cup,	but	at	the
moment	I	don't	want	to	fly.'

The	question	of	footballers	flying	to	matches	didn't	only	affect	United.
With	the	World	Cup	coming	up	in	Sweden	that	summer	the	FA	made	an
announcement	that	all	players	selected	for	the	party	would	be	asked	'How
would	you	like	to	travel?	Air	or	sea	–	the	choice	is	yours.'	It	would	have
been	easy	for	the	FA	to	be	dogmatic	about	it	and	insist	that,	because	of	the
difficulties	involved	in	transporting	a	big	party	of	players	and	officials
across	a	continent,	everybody	would	have	to	fly.	The	fact	that	they	gave	the
players	a	choice	showed	that	they	recognized	the	tremendous	impact	of
Munich	and	the	worries	so	many	players	had	about	having	to	fly.

The	FA	were	right.	There	was	a	real	fear	of	flying	at	the	time,	and	it	was
now	affecting	Manchester	City,	who	had	an	end-of-season	tour	of	the	USA
and	Canada	arranged	for	May.	Three	of	their	first	team	players	refused	to
fly.	Manager	Les	McDowell	said	that	none	of	the	players	would	be	forced
to	go	on	the	tour.	He	said	that	many	of	the	players	didn't	like	the	idea	of
flying	after	what	had	happened	to	United	so	the	City	party	would	go	to
America	by	sea	in	May	and	return	by	sea	in	mid-June;	but	because	they	had
such	a	heavy	match	programme	while	they	were	there	they	would	have	to
take	some	internal	flights	in	America	and	Canada,	and	therefore	none	of	the
players	would	be	forced	to	go	on	the	tour.	The	disaster	was	also	having
repercussions	in	American	sporting	circles.	It	was	reported	that	the	crash
had	alarmed	many	baseball	clubs.	It	was	only	through	frequent	air	travel
that	widely	separated	teams	could	keep	to	their	fixtures,	so	the	American
baseball	league	formed	a	pool	of	players	from	which	any	club	that	had
suffered	seven	or	more	injured	in	an	accident	could	rebuild	their	side.

For	my	family	and	most	other	people	we	knew,	flying	wasn't	an	issue.
Along	with	thousands	of	others	from	Manchester,	we	went	to	North	Wales
for	our	holidays,	staying	in	a	converted	bus	in	somebody's	big,	rambling
garden	on	a	hillside	near	Penmaenmawr.	For	the	well-to-do	it	was	the
beginning	of	the	package	holiday	era	and	fear	of	flying	wasn't	going	to



deter	those	who	could	afford	to	go	to	exotic	places	like	the	Italian	Riviera.
Less	than	a	week	after	the	Munich	crash	the	Manchester	Evening	News
carried	a	holiday	guide	that	featured	two	islands	in	the	sun,	Sardinia	and
Sicily.	Sardinia,	it	said,	was	now	coming	within	tourists'	reach	for	the	first
time.	That	year	several	well-known	travel	agents	had	arranged
accommodation	there,	and	by	chartering	special	aircraft	they	had	brought
down	the	cost	of	an	inclusive	holiday	with	air	travel	below	that	of	an
ordinary	return	ticket	by	scheduled	airline.	Once	you	were	there	you	could
hire	a	boat	complete	with	crew	for	5,000	lire,	or	about	£2	17s	(£2.85)	per
day.	On	the	same	page,	Wings	advertised	holidays	by	air	from	Manchester
'at	prices	you	can	afford'.	Once	a	fortnight,	the	advert	said,	on	Saturdays
from	24	May	to	the	end	of	September,	a	Viking	aircraft	of	the	Eagle	fleet
would	take	off	direct	from	Ringway	Airport	for	Saragossa	in	Spain	where
an	experienced	courier	would	be	waiting	to	escort	the	party	on	a	fifteen-day
coach	tour	of	southern	Spain.	All	this	for	only	fifty-four	guineas	(£56.70).
And	for	those	who	just	wanted	to	soak	up	the	sun,	Lunns	King	Flight
Holidays	were	offering	a	fortnight	on	the	Costa	Brava	with	air	travel	from
thirty-eight	guineas	(£39.90).	Lunns	would	be	using	luxury	Viscounts	on
many	of	their	King	Flight	Holidays.	But	with	all	the	air	crashes	at	the	time,
how	many	takers	would	they	have	for	these	exotic	new	holidays?	I	for	one
didn't	fancy	the	idea	of	flying,	even	if	my	family	had	been	able	to	afford	it.

Today	we	don't	think	twice	about	flying	and	statistically	it	is	clear	that	it
is	the	safest	form	of	travel.	But	there's	no	doubt	that	at	the	time,	flying	was
more	unpredictable	and	dangerous,	and	many	people	found	even	the	idea	of
it	frightening.	In	spite	of	this,	less	than	three	weeks	after	the	crash,	the
question	of	flying	was	again	being	raised	at	Old	Trafford.	The	players,	it
was	reported,	were	going	to	have	to	decide	whether	or	not	they	would	go	by
plane	to	their	European	Cup	semi-final.	Chairman	Harold	Hardman	said,
'The	sooner	we	can	get	the	players'	feelings	on	this	question	the	better.	I
shall	arrange	a	get-together	with	them	and	Jimmy	Murphy	to	test	their
reaction.	We	can't	compel	anyone	to	go	by	air,	but	although	they	may	not	be
very	keen	just	now,	their	confidence	may	return.'	My	only	thought	at	the
time	was	that	lightning	couldn't	strike	twice.	But	I	knew	that	if	I'd	been	in	a
plane	crash	and	seen	all	of	my	friends	die	around	me,	like	Bill	Foulkes,
there	was	no	way	I	would	want	to	fly	again	so	soon	after	the	event.



10
Murphy's	Marvels

That	last	week	in	February	the	arctic	conditions	returned	with	a	vengeance
as	Britain	was	swept	by	the	worst

blizzards	since	1947.	The	north-west	was	particularly	badly	affected,	and
the	Manchester	Evening	News	headline	on	Tuesday,	25	February	read
'Snow	High	As	Houses.	11	Trains	Lost:	Scores	Of	Cars	Trapped.'	But	when
you	were	a	kid,	snow	just	meant	good	fun.	On	winter	evenings	everybody
would	be	out	slinging	snowballs	at	one	another,	some	with	half-bricks
hidden	inside	them,	or	sliding	down	the	middle	of	our	road	on	a	long,
glistening	sheet	of	ice.	Other	teeth-chattering	evenings	were	spent	pushing
each	other	through	the	slush-filled	streets	on	home-made	sledges	until	the
shrill	cry	of	Mam's	voice	whistled	through	the	cold	night	air	to	beckon	us	in
for	bed.

But	every	night,	before	going	out	to	play	in	the	snow,	I	continued	to	look
at	the	paper	to	find	out	what	the	latest	news	was	from	Munich.	By	now	the
papers	were	beginning	to	be	dominated	by	news	about	the	H-bomb.	The
House	of	Commons	was	facing	a	vital	issue	–	in	what	circumstances	Britain
would	use	the	bomb.	Mr	Duncan	Sandys,	the	Conservative	Defence
Minister,	declared	that	if	faced	with	an	all-out,	overwhelming	attack	by
Russian	conventional	forces,	the	Government	would	use	the	H-bomb	rather
than	submit	to	defeat	and	occupation.	Most	Labour	MPs	were	totally
opposed,	and	in	the	Commons	they	shouted	'Suicide!'	when	Mr	Sandys	said,
'To	me	it	is	inconceivable	that	the	free	peoples	would	meekly	surrender
their	liberties	without	a	fight.'

It	was	now	three	weeks	after	the	crash	and	the	first	thing	I	did	when	the
paper	arrived	every	night	was	to	look	for	news	of	Matt	Busby	and	the	others



who	were	still	in	hospital.	Thankfully,	Matt	was	getting	better.	He	was
conscious	now	and	was	able	to	talk	to	his	visitors,	but	he	still	hadn't	been
told	what	had	happened.	I	and	the	whole	world	had	known	about	it	for	three
weeks;	everybody	knew	except	the	boss.	It	didn't	seem	right,	but	all	the
reports	said	it	was	being	done	for	the	best.	If	he'd	heard	the	terrible	news	it
would	have	set	back	his	recovery.	After	the	crash	he	had	fought	on	in	the
Rechts	der	Isar	Hospital	in	Munich	drifting	in	and	out	of	consciousness	and
for	weeks	nobody	dared	tell	him	what	had	happened.	'How	are	the	boys?'
he'd	ask	his	son,	Sandy.	'They	are	all	right,'	came	the	reply	–	a	white	lie
born	of	the	best	intentions.	For	his	wife,	Jean,	each	visit	had	become	agony
–	thinking	up	new	things	to	talk	about,	trying	to	evade	the	only	subject	that
was	on	both	of	their	minds.

Then,	just	before	the	rebuilt	team	was	due	to	play	the	sixth-round	Cup
game	at	West	Brom,	we	read	the	first	reports	of	how	the	news	was	broken
to	him.	Although	he	was	still	very	ill,	Matt	clearly	had	an	idea	of	what	had
happened,	so	we	read	about	a	German	priest	calling	in	to	see	him.	'How	is
Duncan	Edwards?'	Matt	asked.	He	spoke	no	German,	and	the	priest	spoke
no	English,	but	he	understood	what	the	manager	was	saying.	The	priest,	it
was	reported,	thought	quietly	for	a	moment	and	then,	deciding	he	could	not
tell	a	lie,	shook	his	head	slowly.	Matt	understood.	Then	the	priest	left	and
Mrs	Busby	came	into	the	room	and	stood	over	him.	'So,	young	Duncan	is
dead,'	he	said.	Tears	filled	her	eyes.	'How	is	Roger?'	Matt	asked	after	a	short
pause.	Jean	shook	her	head.	'And	Tommy	.	.	.	and	Eddie	..	.	and	Bill?'	Jean
didn't	speak;	if	they	were	dead,	she	just	shook	her	head.	Pausing	between
each	name,	Matt	mentioned	first	the	eight	dead	players	and	the	three
members	of	his	staff	who	had	been	killed.	Only	the	dead.	And	each	time
Mrs	Busby	shook	her	head,	knowing	why	it	was	her	husband	had	named
only	those	who	had	perished:	they	were	the	names	no	caller	to	his	bedside
had	ever	included	in	their	conversation.	Then,	with	the	worst	over,	Jean
Busby	told	him	all	there	was	to	tell	about	the	disaster,	including	naming	the
dead	sports	writers,	who	were	all	his	friends.	She	hid	nothing.	The	long
succession	of	white	lies	had	ended.	She	also	told	him	how	the	survivors
were	doing	and	how	the	team	was	getting	on.	Here	there	was	some	good
news:	Bobby	Charlton	was	back	in	training	and	there	was	a	possibility	that
he	would	join	Bill	Foulkes	and	Harry	Gregg	in	the	team	to	play	West	Brom
in	the	Cup.



That	night,	the	Evening	News	reported	that	Matt	Busby	was	given
sedatives	to	help	him	to	sleep	and	by	the	next	morning	he	seemed	to	be
getting	over	the	acute	depression	that	had	set	in	when	he	first	heard	the	grim
details.	Doctors	kept	an	anxious	eye	on	his	progress	in	case	delayed	shock
set	in	now	that	he	had	been	told	the	full	story	of	the	disaster.	Feelings	at	the
hospital	about	the	wisdom	of	Busby	being	told	the	full	story	were	mixed.
Most	of	the	doctors	there	wanted	to	keep	the	news	from	him	until	he	was
back	at	full	strength;	others,	however,	were	relieved	that	at	last	this	bridge
had	been	crossed.	One	doctor	said,	'Although	Busby	definitely	did	not	know
about	the	deaths	–	as	some	people	suspected	–	there	can	be	no	doubt	that	at
the	back	of	his	mind	he	had	more	than	a	suspicion.	He	had	been	noting	the
boys	who	had	come	to	visit	him,	such	as	Gregg,	Foulkes,	Morgans	and
Viollet,	and	doubtless	he	had	put	two	and	two	together.'

Bill	Foulkes,	the	new	club	captain,	was	unveiled	by	the	Evening	News	as
their	new	columnist.	In	the	first	of	a	series	of	articles	headed	'United	Will
Regain	Greatness'	he	spoke	for	the	first	time	about	the	crash	and	some	of
his	dead	team-mates.

When	I	was	a	lad	I	used	to	dream	that	one	day	I	might	captain	a
great	team	like	Manchester	United.	Now	my	dream	has	come	true,
but	I	wish	it	hadn't.	This	great	honour	is	one	1	could	have	well	done
without,	for	I	realize	only	too	well	that	I	am	captain	because	my
very	good	friend	Roger	Byrne	perished	in	that	terrible	crash	at
Munich.	The	fearful	moments	of	the	actual	disaster	and	the
sickening	feeling	as	we	hurtled	along	at	the	end	of	the	runway	when
most	of	us,	I	think,	realized	we	were	not	going	to	get	off	the
ground,	are	beginning	to	fade.	But	the	people	themselves	I	shall
never	forget.	For	they	were	not	just	my	colleagues,	they	were	my
friends.

He	went	on	to	write	about	Roger	Byrne,	his	qualities	as	a	captain	both	on
and	off	the	field	and	the	way	they	had	partnered	each	other	as	full-backs	for
several	seasons.	'It	is	for	his	sake	and	for	the	memory	of	all	our	other
friends	who	lost	their	lives	at	Munich	that	Manchester	United	must	carry
on,'	he	wrote.	People	had	asked	him	if	he	thought	United	would	ever	be
great	again,	and	his	reply	was	always	an	emphatic	yes.	'There	is	something
about	this	club	that	according	to	those	players	who	have	been	around	a	bit,



you	don't	find	anywhere	else.'	There	was	no	doubt	in	anybody's	minds	now
that	United	would	carry	on,	and	going	on	the	results	they'd	achieved	so	far
they	were	going	to	carry	on	successfully.	There	was	now,	Foulkes	said,	a
very	different	mood	in	the	dressing	room.

Before	this	tragedy	the	spirit	of	United	was	a	carefree	one.	We	were
always	laughing	and	clowning.	The	lads	often	played	practical
jokes	on	each	other.	Even	at	Belgrade,	before	leaving	on	the	fatal
journey	home,	we	had	great	larks	messing	up	Bill	Whelan's	hotel
room	and	arranging	a	birthday	party	for	Eddie	Colman.	Now	the
spirit	is	a	different	one,	but	it	is	just	as	vital	and	will	be	the	bond
that	will	make	United	the	team	with	a	difference.	There	is	no	joking
like	there	was.	The	atmosphere	is	tense	–	but	there	is	plenty	of
spirit,	as	I	think	our	Cup	win	and	league	draw	have	proved.	We	are
determined	to	make	United	great.	It	may	take	a	long	time,	but	I
think	we	shall	do	it.

Nobody	embodied	that	change	in	the	spirit	of	the	dressing	room	more
than	twenty-year-old	Bobby	Charlton,	who	had	by	this	time	been	back	in
training	for	a	week.	It	must	be	difficult	for	today's	supporters	to	imagine
Bobby	Charlton	as	one	of	that	carefree	band	of	young	players	Bill	Foulkes
referred	to.	He's	now	regarded	by	many	United	fans	who	never	saw	him
play	as	the	pillar	of	the	United	establishment,	synonymous	with	the	suits
who	run	the	club;	the	quiet,	sober	figure	acting	as	ambassador	for	his	club,
for	football,	for	his	country	and	for	his	adopted	city.	To	them	he's	a	grave,
remote	figure	associated	more	with	the	big	business	that	Manchester	United
has	become	than	the	footballer	of	immense	promise	who	flew	out	to
Belgrade	as	a	carefree	youth	and	returned	to	Manchester	as	a	man
determined	to	remember	his	dead	friends	by	making	United	great	again.

Bobby	Charlton	was,	from	the	time	he	first	joined	United,	shy,	as	he	has
always	been.	But	as	a	young	player,	sporting	a	quiff	of	blond	hair	in	the
style	of	Elvis,	his	shyness	didn't	stop	him	taking	part	in	a	few	of	the
practical	jokes	and	youthful	pranks	Bill	Foulkes	referred	to.	I	wonder	how
many	supporters	today	would	associate	Charlton	with	one	story	I	remember
from	the	Evening	News	in	the	1950s:	he	was,	it	was	reported,	in	a	car
driving	along	Piccadilly	with	Wilf	McGuinness	and	Shay	Brennan	firing
water	pistols	at	passers-by.	That	Bobby	Charlton	was	a	different	person,	a



gifted	young	footballer	who	inhabited	a	different	life	prior	to	Munich.	It
was	the	Bobby	Charlton	who	was	always	singing	'Peggy	Lee	and	Frank
Sinatra',	as	one	of	his	Ashington	neighbours	once	told	a	reporter.	'He	always
used	to	be	singing.	After	Munich	I	never	heard	him	sing	aloud	again.'	But
Bobby	Charlton's	return	to	training	raised	my	spirits	no	end,	as	I	think	it	did
for	the	whole	of	Manchester.	He	was	the	youngest	of	the	Babes	and,	after
his	friend	Duncan	Edwards,	the	brightest	prospect	in	a	team	full	of	bright
prospects.	With	his	return	there	was	a	real	feeling	of	'United	Will	Go	On'.
He	brought	with	him	hope,	a	sense	of	optimism.	There	was	going	to	be	a
future	after	all.

As	we	neared	the	end	of	that	dread	month	February,	both	Manchester	and
football	were	beginning	to	regain	some	semblance	of	normality.	Everybody
had	grieved;	now	the	message	was	'let's	get	on	with	the	game'.	It	was	the
message	coming	from	Old	Trafford	and	it	was	the	message	opposing
managers	were	having	to	get	across	to	their	own	players.	Nowhere	was	this
expressed	more	eloquently	than	in	an	article	in	the	Daily	Herald	by	West
Brom	manager	Vic	Buckingham	as	he	prepared	his	team	to	face	United	in
the	sixth-round	tie	at	the	Hawthorns	on	Saturday,	1	March.

If	I	were	Jimmy	Murphy	I	would	go	into	the	West	Bromwich
Albion	dressing	room	just	before	next	Saturday's	game	and	say,
'Look,	lads,	I	know	you	are	very	sympathetic	towards	us.	I	know
you	want	Manchester	United	to	rise	again.	But	I	want	you	to	go	out
there	this	afternoon	and	knock	the	stuffing	out	of	us	.	..	because
that's	what	we	are	going	to	do	to	you.'	I	would	do	that	because	I	am
a	realist.	And	as	such	I	am	concerned	solely	with	West	Bromwich
Albion.	I	sympathize	with	the	sympathizers,	but	the	game	goes	on.
Of	course	I	was	stunned	by	the	tragic	crash.	But	my	immediate
reaction	was:	what	can	we	do	for	those	killed?	Nothing.	What	can
we	do	for	the	dependants?	As	much	as	we	possibly	can.	That	over,
then	on	with	the	game.	Football	is	like	that	–	a	field	of	human
sacrifice.	Every	season	it	'kills'	players,	not	by	death	or	injury	but
purely	because	they're	not	good	enough.	At	the	end	of	every	season
some	bright-eyed	lad	is	told,	'Sorry,	sonny,	you'll	never	be	a
footballer.	Pack	your	boots	and	go.'	Inhuman?	No,	fact.

When	Manchester	United	was	top	of	the	soccer	world	they	never



wanted	nor	sought	help.	They	alone	will	decide	what	is	necessary
now.	Manchester	United,	I	am	sure,	will	again	one	day	be	a	great
team.	But	it's	my	job	not	to	let	them	become	great	at	West
Bromwich's	expense.	My	team	will	play	as	hard	as	they	have	ever
played	on	Saturday.	It's	their	job.	It's	their	duty.	Manchester	United
1	know	will	give	us	a	terrific	match	next	Saturday.	The	man	we	will
have	to	watch	particularly	.	.	.	is	all	eleven.	Those	15,000	or	so
Manchester	United	supporters	will	din	out	a	vocal	encouragement
worthy	of	their	own	60,000	home	crowd,	and	I	hope	those	Albion
supporters	will	yell	out	even	louder	in	sympathy	and
encouragement	to	them	and	us.	Finally,	again	if	I	were	Jimmy
Murphy,	I	would	go	into	the	dressing	room	after	Saturday's	game	to
say,	'Thanks	for	the	game,	lads	.	.	.	that's	the	best	memorial	you
could	have	ever	paid	to	players	who	died	at	Munich.

At	Buckingham's	request,	the	fee	for	his	article	was	sent	to	the	Lord
Mayor's	Disaster	Fund.

As	a	United	supporter,	young	as	I	was,	I	knew	that	what	he	was	saying
was	right.	There	were	still	plenty	of	tears	being	shed	for	the	departed	–
there	still	are	whenever	6	February	comes	round,	or	whenever	I	look	at	the
words	of	'The	Flowers	of	Manchester'	–	but	nothing	could	change	what	had
happened;	nothing	could	bring	back	the	dead;	and	the	best	tribute	to	the
players	who'd	lost	their	lives	was	to	carry	on	.	.	.	and	win.

West	Brom	was	going	to	be	a	tough	game,	though,	a	real	test.	They	were
flying	high	up	near	the	top	of	the	league	and	playing	attractive	attacking
football.	On	the	morning	of	the	match	all	the	papers	were	saying	Bobby
Charlton	would	be	back	in	the	line-up.	Lance	Corporal	Bobby	Charlton,	the
third	survivor	hero	of	Munich,	was	'rarin'	to	go';	the	prediction	was	that	he
would	be	taking	his	place	at	outside-left	in	place	of	two-goal	hero	Shay
Brennan.	This	was	a	change	of	position	for	Bobby:	before	the	crash	he'd
taken	Billy	Whelan's	place	at	inside-right.	Since	his	debut	in	October	1956
he'd	emerged	as	a	brilliant	creative	player,	quick	and	intelligent,	who
packed	a	power-house	of	a	shot.	He	was	seen	as	the	best	inside-right
prospect	England	had	for	a	long	time.	So	did	he	mind	playing	on	the	wing?
Not	at	all.	He'd	play	anywhere,	he	told	Jimmy	Murphy,	and	his	inclusion
would	give	United's	attack	that	extra	touch	of	experience.



Charlton	did	indeed	play	that	afternoon,	and	the	game	at	The	Hawthorns
ended	in	a	2–2	draw.	Again	it	was	played	in	a	highly	charged	emotional
atmosphere,	and	it	was	the	diminutive	five-	foot-four-inch	Ernie	Taylor	who
dominated	the	match	and	provided	the	inspiration	for	the	new	Babes.	The
tactics	were	simple:	give	it	to	Ernie.	And	they	paid	off.	During	the	course	of
the	ninety	minutes	he	provided	a	master	class	in	the	art	of	the	inside-
forward	–	feinting,	wriggling,	passing	and	shooting.	He	ran	unceasingly
into	space	to	receive	the	ball	from	his	young	team-mates,	constantly
twisting	and	turning	to	change	the	pattern	of	play,	one	minute	setting	up	an
attack,	the	next	falling	back	to	help	out	in	defence.	He	scored	the	first	goal
after	the	Albion	defence	got	into	a	tangle	from	a	Bobby	Charlton	cross,	and
the	second	was	put	in	by	Alex	Dawson	after	Taylor's	shot	had	crashed	off
the	bar.	With	four	minutes	to	go	United	were	winning	2–1,	but	in	spite	of
some	heroics	from	Harry	Gregg	they	couldn't	hold	out	and	Albion	snatched
a	late	equalizer	to	earn	an	Old	Trafford	replay.	It	was	a	moment	of	terrible
disappointment	for	United	and	the	fifteen	thousand	supporters	who	had
made	the	trip	to	the	Midlands.

Against	all	the	odds,	though,	United	had	nearly	beaten	one	of	the	top
teams	in	the	league.	It	was	a	triumph	for	team	spirit	and	the	motivational
powers	of	Jimmy	Murphy.	Throughout	the	game	Murphy's	Marvels,	as	they
were	now	being	called	in	the	papers,	never	allowed	Albion	to	play	the
football	they	were	capable	of;	United's	pressurizing	and	challenging
tackling	put	them	right	out	of	their	stride.	It	was	a	fact	remarked	on	by	the
future	England	manager	Bobby	Robson,	who	was	in	the	Albion	side	that
afternoon.	'I	applaud	United's	tremendous	spirit,'	he	said,	'but	they	must	be
careful	not	to	carry	it	to	the	point	where	they	lose	their	heads.'	Central	to	the
performance,	though,	was	the	genius	of	Ernie	Taylor	and	his	brilliant
controlling	inside-forward	play.	Taylor	had	been	an	inspired	signing	by
Murphy,	and	it	was	significant	that	while	he	was	in	the	game	United	always
looked	like	winning	it.	It	was	only	after	the	ageing	Taylor	faded	in	the	last
twenty	minutes	after	running	himself	into	the	ground	that	West	Brom	got	on
top	for	the	first	time.	Even	then	the	United	defence,	with	Harry	Gregg,	Bill
Foulkes,	Ian	Greaves	and	Ronnie	Cope	all	outstanding,	played	so	well	that
Albion	only	just	made	it.

Ernie	Taylor	was	wonderfully	supported	by	Bobby	Charlton.	Taylor	now
had	somebody	playing	beside	him	who	could	match	him	for	vision	and	flair,



and	with	the	two	of	them	at	the	heart	of	the	attack	United	produced	the	most
penetrative	play	for	more	than	three-quarters	of	the	game.	Bobby	Charlton
was	back.	With	Duncan	Edwards	and	seven	of	his	team-mates	dead,	and
five	others	still	in	hospital,	Charlton	had	joined	Bill	Foulkes	and	Gregg	to
honour	his	fallen	comrades	by	continuing	to	play	football	in	the	great
tradition	of	the	Busby	Babes.

With	so	many	players	drafted	into	the	main	squad,	United's	reserves	were
also	receiving	a	welcome	boost.	Playing	against	Burnley	that	afternoon	was
one	of	England's	most	distinguished	amateur	footballers.	Bob	Hardisty,	the
former	Bishop	Auckland	captain	and	England	amateur	international,	had
come	out	of	retirement	to	help	United's	youngsters	in	their	Central	League
games	for	the	rest	of	the	season.	He	was	joined	by	two	Bishop	Auckland
colleagues,	Derek	Lewin	and	Warren	Bradley.	'That	is	what	we	want	them
for,'	Jimmy	Murphy	said,	'to	provide	the	experience	that	the	very	young
men	we	must	now	play	in	our	reserve	team	require	around	them.'	Bishop
Auckland	were	Britain's	most	famous	and	successful	amateur	football	club,
and	they	had	come	to	the	aid	of	United,	Britain's	outstanding	professional
side,	in	what	Murphy	described	as	'perhaps	the	most	historic	and	certainly
the	most	generous	transaction	in	our	country's	football	life.	I	have	been	in
soccer	a	long	time	now	and	I	have	never	heard	of	such	a	happening,	a	big
professional	club	approaching	a	big	amateur	club	for	the	loan	of	its	stars	.	.	.
and	getting	them.	Auckland	have	been	magnificent.	Manchester	United	will
be	long	indebted	to	them	and	to	the	players	for	the	spontaneous	manner	in
which	they	agreed	to	come	to	Old	Trafford	to	help	us	out.'

After	eleven	o'clock	Mass	the	next	day	the	talk	was	all	of	little	Ernie
Taylor.	In	the	three	games	since	Munich	Taylor	had	been	Dad	to	the	new
Babes,	and	in	each	of	the	three	games	he	had	emerged	head	and	shoulders
above	the	rest	as	man	of	the	match.	What	a	buy	he	was	proving	to	be,	and
what	great	judgement	on	the	part	of	Jimmy	Murphy!	Murphy	had	always
stayed	in	the	shadows,	but	now	that	his	time	had	come	what	many	wise
heads	like	Mr	Caesar	had	been	saying	for	a	long	time	was	clearly	correct:	if
he	chose	to	do	so,	Jimmy	Murphy	could	manage	any	club	in	the	country.
Interviewed	in	that	morning's	papers,	Taylor	was	full	of	praise	for	Murphy.
Ernie	had	played	under	Joe	Smith,	one	of	the	leading	managers	of	the	day,
at	Blackpool,	and	he	had	great	respect	for	him,	but	'Jimmy	Murphy	tops
even	that.	He's	the	finest	man	I've	ever	worked	under.'	Of	the	team	he	said,



'The	youngsters	are	getting	better	and	better.	I	think	after	a	few	more
matches	together	we'll	have	the	best	defence	around.	Big	fellahs!	With	big
hearts!'

So	keen	were	the	team	to	win	the	replay	on	the	night	of	Wednesday,	5
March	that	they	had	a	special	practice	match	at	Old	Trafford	on	the	Sunday
morning.	Sunday	was	always	foot-	ball's	post-match	treatment-room	day,
but	not	for	United	this	week.	Jimmy	Murphy	said	he	didn't	want	to
announce	his	team	for	the	replay	until	he	had	conferred	with	his	directors,
then	added,	'But	all	the	boys	who	played	on	Saturday	are	fit,	and	what	a
fantastic	display	they	gave	us!	I	have	been	in	football	for	over	thirty	years
and	the	way	the	lads	fought	beat	anything	I	have	ever	seen	in	that	time,
even	that	fantastic	game	against	Bilbao.	They	were	magnificent,	every	one
of	them.'	The	players	themselves	were	no	less	fulsome	in	their	praise	for
Jimmy.	'Mr	Murphy	deserves	a	medal,'	one	of	them	said.	'We've	been
unbeaten	in	our	three	games	since	the	crash	and	it's	all	his	doing.	He's	a
marvel.'

Jimmy	Murphy	had	always	been	the	great	motivator.	Known	as	'Tapper'
Murphy	during	his	playing	days	for	his	tough	tackling,	he	was	a	forceful,
belligerent	player,	and	these	were	the	qualities	he	tried	to	instil	into	the
players	under	his	charge.	It	gave	the	Busby	Babes	a	bit	of	steel	to	go	with
their	silky	skills,	and	it	was	this	as	much	as	anything	that	was	bringing	in
the	results.	Wilf	McGuinness	used	to	tell	a	story	that	illustrates	perfectly
Murphy's	motivational	techniques.	When	Wilf	was	making	his	first	team
debut	against	Wolves	in	October	1955,	Murphy	came	up	to	him,	put	his	arm
round	his	shoulder	and	said,	'Wilf,	son,	you're	playing	against	Peter
Broadbent	today	and	I	want	you	to	mark	him	tightly.	This	man	wants	to
pinch	money	from	your	dear	mother's	purse.'	What	Murphy	was	referring	to
was	the	loss	of	Wilf's	win	bonus	if	Wolves	beat	them	that	day,	but
seventeen-year-old	Wilf	took	what	Jimmy	had	told	him	literally.	Broadbent
was	a	skilful	inside-forward	and	one	of	the	game's	gentlemen,	so	during	the
kickabout	before	the	game,	knowing	that	it	was	McGuinness's	first	game,
he	walked	over	to	him	to	shake	his	hand	and	wish	him	the	best	of	luck.
'Fuck	off,	you	thieving	bastard'	was	the	reply	he	got	from	Wilf.	McGuinness
had	a	good	game,	marking	Broadbent	tightly	throughout,	and	United	won
4–3.	As	the	teams	came	off	the	pitch	Murphy	walked	up	to	Wilf	with	a
smile	and	said,	'Your	dear	old	mother	would	be	proud	of	you.'	It	was	this



quality	more	than	anything	that	helped	to	save	United	from	slipping	into
oblivion	in	those	desperate	days	after	Munich.	Jimmy	Murphy	worked	night
and	day	not	just	to	keep	United	afloat	but	to	keep	them	winning	by
breathing	fire,	fury	and,	above	all,	pride	back	into	this	makeshift	team.

The	sixth-round	replay	at	Old	Trafford	was	set	to	be	an	epic	battle.	The	2–2
draw	at	The	Hawthorns	had	shown	that	West	Brom	were	one	of	the
strongest	teams	in	the	First	Division,	and	the	replay	brought	a	massive	turn-
out.	Now	that	the	first	few	games	had	been	played,	more	fans	felt	able	to	go
to	a	match	again,	and	there	were	a	lot	of	others	who	had	hardly	been	to	a
match	before	who	wanted	to	be	there	to	feel	part	of	the	great	wave	of
emotion	on	which	United	were	being	carried	along.	United	said	they'd	not
had	time	to	get	tickets	printed	and	sold	in	the	few	days	between	the	first
game	and	the	replay	so	it	was	pay	on	the	gate	–	and	nearly	a	hundred
thousand	turned	up.	The	first	fans	had	started	to	queue	at	noon,	seven	and	a
half	hours	before	kick-off,	and	as	they	did	it	started	to	rain.	Down	it	poured
as	the	queues	lengthened;	by	four	o'clock	some	of	them	stretched	for	more
than	a	hundred	yards.	By	six	o'clock	roads	approaching	the	ground	were	at
a	standstill.

At	6.30	p.m.	there	was	chaos	in	the	city	centre	as	more	than	six	thousand
fans	packed	on	to	the	forecourt	of	Central	Station	trying	to	get	trains	to	the
ground,	only	to	be	told	that	no	more	trains	would	be	running.	Among	those
stranded	were	West	Brom	fans	who	had	made	the	journey	from
Birmingham;	alongside	them	were	many	United	stalwarts	who'd	been	to
every	game	that	season.	Beryl	and	Olga	Townsend	had	managed	to	get	out
of	work	early	and	they'd	gone	straight	to	the	station.	It	was	the	way	they
always	travelled	to	the	ground.

We	were	at	Central	Station	and	by	six	o'clock	we'd	been	queuing
for	two	hours,	but	we	didn't	get	any	further	than	that.	It	was
absolutely	chocker	there.	I	wouldn't	have	minded	as	much	if	we
could	have	got	to	the	ground	because	we	could	have	been	outside
and	we	would	have	felt	as	though	we	were	taking	part,	but	they	said
there	were	just	so	many	people	there	and	it	was	too	dangerous	to	let
them	take	any	more	trains	in.	And	I	said,	'We've	been	standing	here
since	four	o'clock.	We	couldn't	get	here	any	earlier	than	that.'	When
it	was	clear	there	would	be	no	more	trains	going	to	Old	Trafford	a



policeman	at	the	station	said	to	us,	'Why	don't	you	go	to	Maine
Road,	because	City	have	got	a	game	on	there	tonight.'	Well,	that
was	all	I	needed.	I	wasn't	going	to	watch	City	and	I	just	went
berserk.	I	hadn't	missed	a	game	home	or	away	all	season,	including
the	draw	at	The	Hawthorns	on	the	Saturday,	and	I	was	devastated
that	I	wasn't	going	to	be	there	to	support	them	that	night.

An	announcement	was	made	that	those	who	had	bought	train	tickets	would
get	their	money	back,	but	few	bothered	in	the	mad	rush	to	find	alternative
transport.	They	needn't	have	made	the	effort:	by	this	time	the	gates	at	the
ground	had	already	been	locked.	In	fact	it	had	become	a	struggle	to	get
anywhere	near	Old	Trafford.

I	went	with	my	dad,	but	we	were	far	too	late	to	get	in.	The	gates	had
opened	at	5.15	p.m.,	but	by	6.30	the	ground-full	bells	had	rung	and	they
were	all	closed.	Another	who	didn't	manage	to	get	in	was	Norman
Williams,	who'd	been	at	the	ground	since	about	four	o'clock.	'I	was	queuing
to	get	in	the	seats,'	he	said,	'because	I	couldn't	stand	on	the	terraces	with	a
broken	leg.	As	I	got	near	the	gate	it	must	have	been	about	six	or	seven
o'clock	and	they	closed	the	terracing	down	behind	the	goal	so	everybody
who	had	been	queuing	to	get	in	there	all	rushed	to	get	in	the	seats,	and	of
course	I	couldn't	cope	with	that	with	my	broken	leg	so	I	didn't	get	in.'

Sixty-four	thousand	managed	to	get	into	the	ground,	and	when	the	gates
were	locked	an	hour	before	kick-off	it	was	estimated	that	at	least	thirty
thousand	remained	outside.	But	the	sense	of	oneness	with	the	team	was	so
great	that	everybody	stayed	there	for	the	whole	match.	I	stood	with	my	dad
in	the	packed	crowd	on	the	forecourt	behind	the	scoreboard	end.	Around	7
p.m.,	some	of	those	locked	out,	desperate	to	get	into	the	ground,	tried	to
batter	down	the	gates.	One	group	succeeded	in	getting	the	gates	to	one	of
the	turnstiles	open,	but	the	turnstile	itself	and	two	hefty	policemen	kept
them	out	until	club	officials	got	round	to	board	it	up.	Mounted	policemen
ploughed	into	other	groups	who	were	trying	to	bash	some	gates	down.
Other	fans	tried	to	climb	over	the	walls,	and	one	youth	managed	to	get	up
on	the	roof	of	a	building	inside	the	wall.	But	from	there	he	had	nowhere	to
go:	three	policemen	were	waiting	for	him	on	our	side	of	the	wall	and	there
were	clearly	others	on	the	inside	stopping	him	from	getting	down.	Another
lad	climbed	up	one	of	the	floodlight	pylons	to	about	sixty	feet.	A	policeman



climbed	after	him	and	ordered	him	down.	The	lad	was	egged	on	a	bit	by	the
crowd	to	climb	further	up,	but	he	seemed	to	get	cold	feet	and	came	down.
When	he	got	to	the	bottom	half	a	dozen	policemen	were	waiting	for	him,
and	he	was	arrested.

Although	we	didn't	get	in	we	managed	to	get	a	match	programme,	which
I've	still	got.	On	the	front	of	it	were	the	words	that	had	been	on	the	front	of
the	previous	one	–	'United	Will	Go	On'	–	but	this	time	they	were	printed
over	a	picture	of	the	third	and	decisive	goal	going	in	against	Sheffield
Wednesday	in	the	fifth	round,	which	according	to	the	caption	inside	the
programme	'was	greeted	by	a	cheer	which	reverberated	throughout
Lancashire'.	Again,	there	were	no	cartoons.	In	their	place	this	time	was	a
tribute	to	Duncan	Edwards.	'Still	the	pages	of	tragedy	turn	for	us,'	it	said,
'and	the	death	of	Duncan	Edwards	on	21st	February	made	the	sadness	we
have	shared	the	more	pointed.	Despite	a	fifteen-day	struggle	to	save	his	life
by	a	group	of	dedicated	surgeons	and	nurses,	Duncan	Edwards	joined	his
seven	team-mates	at	whose	funerals	we	paid	homage	so	recently.	We	who
thrilled	to	his	awe-inspiring	demonstrations	of	seeming	invincibility,
coupled	with	a	joy	of	living	that	affected	his	comrades	whenever	and
wherever	the	going	was	tough,	will	always	remember	Duncan.'

Right	from	the	whistle	it	was	a	night	of	suspense,	drama,	tension	and
emotion,	and	the	climax	didn't	come	until	the	dying	seconds	of	the	game.
Along	with	thousands	of	others	we	tried	to	follow	the	game	by	listening	to
the	'oohs'	and	'aahs'	of	the	crowd	as	we	stood	outside.	United	started
shakily,	but	before	half-time	they	had	got	themselves	into	the	game	and
West	Brom	started	to	look	a	bit	uncertain.	Again,	little	Ernie	Taylor,	the
midfield	general,	was	man	of	the	match,	closely	followed	by	Bobby
Charlton.	Charlton	was	everywhere,	tackling	like	a	terrier.	And	it	was	he
and	Taylor	who	combined	to	set	up	United's	dramatic	last-minute	winner.
Taylor	chipped	a	brilliant	pass	out	to	Charlton	on	the	right	wing,	and	he
took	it	in	his	stride	and	hared	off	on	a	touchline	run.	After	beating	two
challenges	he	cut	in	along	the	goal-line,	looked	up	and	played	a	perfect	low
ball	across	the	goalmouth.	There,	unmarked,	was	Colin	Webster	to	tap	in
what	he	said	later	was	one	of	the	easiest	goals	of	his	life.	The	stadium
erupted,	and	the	roar	was	picked	up	and	magnified	by	the	crowd	outside.	I'll
never	forget	it.	There	had	been	some	remarkable	ovations	since	the	United
team	had	first	taken	the	field	after	Munich,	but	nothing	like	the	cheers	on



this	night	when	that	all-important	goal	was	scored.	John	Camkin,	a	News
Chronicle	reporter	who	was	inside	the	ground,	said,	'I	can	find	no	words	to
describe	the	explosion	inside	Old	Trafford.	It	can	only	be	said	that	neither
Hampden	Park	nor	Wembley	nor	any	other	ground	in	Britain	has	ever	heard
this	concentration	of	noise.'

The	cheers	went	on	long	after	the	final	whistle.	We	were	there,	part	of	the
thirty	thousand	or	so	who'd	waited	outside	all	through	the	match,	and	we
danced	on	the	forecourt	of	the	ground	behind	the	big	scoreboard.	This	was
the	real	moment	of	release.	What	had	seemed	unthinkable	a	few	short
weeks	earlier	was	happening.	United	were	back.	Against	all	the	odds,	the
rebuilt	team	had	reached	the	semi-final	of	the	FA	Cup.	When	the	gates
opened	at	the	end	of	the	match	we	were	swallowed	up	by	the	triumphant
homeward-bound	crowd	sweeping	across	the	United	Road	bridge	and	past
the	little	houses	near	the	ground	as	we	made	our	way	to	Trafford	Bar	to	get
a	94	bus.	Whole	families	stood	on	their	doorsteps	asking,	'What	was	the
score?	What	were	they	like?'	When	they	got	the	news,	everyone	was	finally
convinced	that	United	were	well	and	truly	back	in	business.

After	the	match,	West	Brom	captain	Ray	Barlow	put	paid	to	the	idea
spreading	through	the	game	that	teams	playing	United	at	Old	Trafford	were
at	a	disadvantage	because	they	couldn't	play	full-out	for	fear	of	injuring
players	and	upsetting	a	wildly	partisan	crowd.

If	teams	have	got	this	idea	then	they	can	forget	it	entirely.	United
are	playing	it	hard	and	with	terrific	enthusiasm	at	the	moment.
You've	got	to	play	hard	against	them	to	stand	any	chance	at	all.	To
lay	off	against	a	side	with	the	sort	of	spirit	they	have	got	would	be
suicide.	And	if	United	play	that	way	themselves,	then	they
obviously	expect	other	teams	to	play	just	as	strongly	against	them.	I
had	read	and	heard	a	lot	about	the	Old	Trafford	crowd	and	had	seen
it	stated	that	they	were	hysterical.	But	it	wasn't	like	that.	They	were
noisy	certainly,	and	early	on	they	roared	even	when	the	home	full-
backs	were	in	possession	going	forward.	But	they	weren't	so	very
different	from	any	other	madly	keen	Cup	crowd.	They	were	there	to
encourage	the	young	United	players	like	any	crowd,	but	they	made
rather	more	noise	over	it.	It	was	a	very	hard	game.	There	were
times	when	fouls	were	given	against	us	when	we	put	their	players



down	heavily,	as	they	did	to	us.	But	the	crowd	didn't	hold	it	against
us.	They	shouted	for	a	few	seconds	and	then	were	roaring	their	own
men	on.	There	is	absolutely	no	reason	at	all	why	teams	shouldn't
play	at	Old	Trafford	exactly	as	they	would	do	elsewhere.

Bill	Foulkes	reckoned	it	had	been	the	toughest	game	of	them	all.	He	said
he	thought	West	Bromwich	were	the	finest	footballing	side	in	the	league.
'They	play	an	attacking	game	from	start	to	finish,'	he	said,	'and	although	I
think	our	new	reorganized	United	team	is	capable	of	giving	any	club	a	good
game,	I	was	really	worried	about	Albion.'	He	went	on	to	talk	about	the
tremendous	spirit	at	Old	Trafford	–	'but,'	he	added,	'it	is	not	just	that	which
keeps	us	going.	We	have	a	terrific	respect	for	each	other's	ability	as	players,
and	I	think	these	last	two	games	against	West	Bromwich	prove	our	recovery
is	no	fluke.	Last	night's	game	was	the	hardest	and	fastest	I	have	ever	played
in	–	and	that	goes	for	all	the	European	Cup	games	including	the	one	against
Bilbao,	which	was	fought	at	a	terrific	pace.'

In	his	weekly	column	in	the	Manchester	Evening	News,	Preston	North
End	and	England	footballing	great	Tom	Finney	summed	up	what	he	thought
was	behind	the	'Miracle	of	Manchester'.	He	said	that	though	the	lost	players
would	not	be	forgotten,	one	outstanding	fact	had	risen	out	of	the	wreckage
and	shattered	dreams:	you	cannot	destroy	a	football	club.	In	the	month	since
the	crash	United	had	proved	that	real	greatness	meant	much	more	than	a
galaxy	of	great	players;	it	meant	possessing	a	thing	called	spirit.	And
behind	it	all	was	this	incredible	man	called	Jimmy	Murphy,	for	whom	the
past	month	must	have	been	the	most	remorseless	ever	spent	by	any	man
behind	the	scenes	in	modern	sport.	'Yet,'	Finney	went	on,	'it	is	still	a	quality
greater	than	even	Jim	Murphy	possesses	which	has	prompted	this	Miracle
of	Manchester.	It	is	a	feeling	which	can	only	be	built	up	over	many	seasons
of	failure,	setback	and	success.	And	it	has	come	to	comparatively	few	clubs.
Manchester	United	have	proved	they	are	more	than	worthy	to	be	numbered
among	that	exclusive	band.	Their	phenomenal	fight	back	from	calamity
these	past	four	weeks	has	revealed	how	worthy	they	are	of	becoming	an
immortal	club.'

The	good	news	continued	the	following	morning.	Johnny	Berry,	who	had
been	in	a	coma	for	a	month,	opened	his	eyes	for	the	first	time	and	spoke	to
his	wife.	Jackie	Blanchflower,	who	by	now	was	being	allowed	to	walk



about,	was	by	Berry's	bedside	with	his	wife.	Jackie	said	Johnny	had	tried	to
get	up	but	that	he	immediately	lapsed	into	unconsciousness	again.	Dr	Karl
Kessel,	the	brain	surgeon,	said	it	would	be	a	long	time	before	Berry
regained	full	consciousness,	but	there	was	a	good	chance	that	he	would
soon	be	off	the	danger	list.	Matt	Busby	and	News	Chronicle	sports	writer
Frank	Taylor	were	also	reported	to	be	making	good	progress.	Dennis	Viollet
and	Ken	Morgans	arrived	back	in	Manchester	the	day	after	the	West	Brom
game.

That	day	Manchester's	courts	were	busy	dealing	with	those	whose
enthusiasm	to	get	into	the	ground	the	night	before	had	gone	a	bit	too	far.
Magistrates	were	told	by	a	police	inspector	that	if	the	crowd	outside	Old
Trafford	had	followed	the	example	of	the	man	who	had	climbed	the	wall	to
get	in	'you	would	have	had	the	ingredients	of	a	disaster.	An	incident	like
this	could	have	sparked	off	something	much	more	serious.	The	police	were
fully	occupied	trying	to	control	the	crowd	of	more	than	thirty	thousand
outside	the	ground.	When	officers	were	diverted	by	the	climbing	incident	it
meant	that	other	sections	of	the	crowd	were	not	being	supervised.'

All	this	I	read	about,	as	usual,	in	the	Evening	News,	which	also	carried	the
headline	'Extend	Old	Trafford!'	This	would	be	the	finest	United	memorial,
the	paper	said.

Today	the	Lord	Mayor	of	Manchester's	Memorial	Fund	stands	at
£22,000.	Tonight,	the	Manchester	Evening	News	puts	this	proposal.
Although	many	ideas	have	been	put	up	to	the	Fund	Committee,	no
decision	has	been	reached	on	how	best	to	use	the	money.	Last
night's	historic	match	proved	that	Manchester	United	are	reborn	as
a	team.	They	are	in	the	semi-finals	of	the	FA	and	European	Cups.
Up	to	40,000	hardworking,	deserving	men,	women,	boys	and	girls
were	turned	away	from	the	replay	last	night	because	the	gates	were
locked.	Not	for	the	first	time	the	gates	had	to	be	closed.	Evening
football	is	here	to	stay	and	the	Old	Trafford	ground	is	simply	not
big	enough.	We	say:	Let	the	club	have	the	Memorial	Fund	money.
Let	the	club	extend	the	ground	in	honour	of	the	'Babes'.	Either
extend	the	terraces	or	build	a	big	new	double-decker	stand.	Let	the
people	of	Greater	Manchester	see	Manchester	United	in	comfort
when	they	desire	and	cut	out	the	disappointments	of	last	night.



What	better	way	to	remember	them?

That	Thursday,	6	March,	it	was	the	bookies	who	were	saying	that	United
really	were	back.	They	were	quoting	the	club	as	7–4	favourites	to	win	the
Cup.	A	lot	of	Manchester	bookmakers	were	going	even	further.	The	win
over	West	Brom	frightened	them	so	much	that	they	immediately	closed
their	books	for	bets	on	United.	One	of	the	city's	leading	bookmakers	said,
'We	stand	to	lose	a	fortune	if	United	win.	We	just	had	to	close	our	books	on
them.	Do	you	know,	some	people	were	still	backing	heavily	on	United
immediately	after	the	crash?	That's	support	for	you.	Until	last	night	I	was
still	willing	to	take	bets	on	them,	but	then	I	saw	them	beat	the	Albion	and,
oh	brother,	so	far	as	I'm	concerned,	if	you	want	to	bet	on	United	to	win	do
me	a	favour	and	take	your	money	somewhere	else.'

It	was	now	four	weeks	after	the	crash	and	we'd	had	time	to	take	in	the	full
effect	of	the	tragedy,	but	I	still	felt	a	great	sense	of	loss	and	still	felt	cheated
that	the	great	Busby	Babes	had	been	taken	away	from	us	before	the	team
had	reached	its	prime.	Although	the	new	Babes	were	doing	unbelievably
well,	whatever	the	reports	said	they	were	not	as	good	as	the	team	that	had
been	wiped	out.	We'd	never	forget	the	players	who	had	lost	their	lives	and
those	whose	injuries	were	so	severe	that	it	looked	unlikely	they	would	ever
play	again.	And	it	still	felt	strange	to	see	all	those	new	faces	in	the	team.	I'd
found	it	hard	to	believe	that	it	wasn't	the	old	team	running	out	for	each	of
the	games	I'd	been	to	after	the	crash.	What	was	clear,	though,	was	one
outstanding	fact	that	had	risen	out	of	the	wreckage	and	the	shattered	dreams
–	you	cannot	wipe	out	a	football	club.	United	were	proving,	as	Tom	Finney
said,	that	real	greatness	meant	much	more	than	a	squad	of	great	players;	it
meant	possessing	spirit,	and	United	had	that	in	abundance.

Carried	along	on	this	great	wave	of	emotion	United	were	winning	their
Cup	games,	but	it	was	a	different	story	in	the	league.	On	Saturday	8	March	I
was	with	my	dad	packed	into	a	sixty-	odd-thousand	crowd	to	see	United	get
beaten	4–0	by	West	Brom.	They'd	beaten	this	side	three	days	earlier	in	the
Cup	but	they	couldn't	sustain	that	form	in	the	league.	Before	kick-off	we
cheered	as	Professor	Maurer	and	members	of	his	staff	from	the	Rechts	der
Isar	Hospital	in	Munich	came	out	on	to	the	field.	To	these	Germans	the
British	public	owed	a	debt	of	praise	and	gratitude,	and	they	paid	it	back	that
afternoon.	The	guests	looked	understandably	surprised	by	the	roar	they



received	and	the	warmth	of	the	welcome.	The	club	chairman,	Harold
Hardman,	introduced	them	and	spoke	about	the	wonderful	treatment	they'd
given	to	the	injured.	There	were	more	cheers	when	Professor	Maurer's	wife
was	presented	with	a	red	and	white	bouquet	by	captain	Billy	Foulkes,	and
when	a	similar	bouquet	was	given	to	the	youngest	nurse	in	the	party	by
Harry-	Gregg.	Then	there	was	an	eerie	silence	as	we	waited	to	hear	a	tape-
recorded	message	from	Matt	Busby	to	be	relayed	over	the	loudspeakers.	He
said	that	he	and	the	United	players	at	the	hospital	were	now	considered	out
of	danger	thanks	to	the	wonderful	care	of	Professor	Maurer	and	his	staff.	He
thanked	them	for	this	and	said	he	had	been	delighted	to	hear	about	the
team's	recent	successes.	Some	women	near	us	in	the	paddock	were	in	tears
as	Matt's	voice	echoed	across	a	packed	Old	Trafford.

Professor	Maurer	and	his	team,	along	with	the	Oberburgermeister	of
Munich,	had	arrived	in	Manchester	the	day	before.	At	the	airport	the	Lord
Mayor	of	Manchester,	Alderman	Leslie	Lever,	told	the	party	that
Manchester	was	proud	of	the	hospital's	work	and	they	came	to	the	city	as
honoured	guests.	After	the	welcoming	speeches	they	were	whisked	off	to
Stretford	Town	Hall	for	a	civic	reception.	A	party	of	United	supporters
about	three	hundred	strong,	many	of	them	of	school	age,	had	been	waiting
there	up	to	two	hours	in	the	chilly	night	air	to	express	their	gratitude	to
them	with	a	mini	version	of	the	Old	Trafford	roar.	The	doctors	and	nurses	in
their	blue	caps	looked	faintly	surprised	by	everything	that	was	happening	to
them.	Speaking	from	the	balcony	of	the	Town	Hall,	the	Mayor	of	Stretford,
Councillor	Reid,	said	that	the	hospital's	work	would	never	be	forgotten.
Professor	Maurer	insisted	that	they	had	only	been	doing	their	duty,	and
then,	looking	down	at	the	sea	of	appreciative	faces,	he	said	that	the	injured
players	had	come	as	patients	and	they	had	left	as	friends.	Later	that	night
the	party	attended	the	Manchester	Press	Ball	at	the	Locarno	in	Sale.

On	the	Saturday	morning	before	going	to	the	match	the	German
delegation	went	shopping	in	a	city	centre	that	still	bore	the	unmistakable
scars	of	wartime	bombing	raids.	But	now	they	were	here	as	friends;	the	old
enemy	had	become	the	angels	of	Munich,	and	the	whole	of	Manchester,	it
seemed,	wanted	to	thank	them.	So	inundated	were	they	with	well-wishers
that	they	eventually	had	to	give	up	after	trying	several	shops.	Everywhere
they	went	Manchester	men	and	women	walked	up,	shook	their	hands	and
said,	'Nice	to	see	you	here.	And	thanks	for	everything	you	have	done.'	In



one	of	Manchester's	biggest	stores	shoppers	crowded	round	them	as	they
bought	records,	including	the	'Manchester	United	Calypso'.	Staff	formed	a
guard	of	honour	for	them	as	they	walked	around,	and	shoppers	applauded
them.

The	people	of	Manchester	were	genuinely	touched	by	the	care	that	had
been	given	to	the	crash	victims.	It	was	a	massive	boost	for	the	post-war
reconciliation	process,	and	subsequently	close	links	were	established
between	the	cities	of	Manchester	and	Munich.	One	of	the	images	I	always
remember	from	those	terrible	times	was	one	of	the	German	doctors	who	had
been	looking	after	Duncan	Edwards	appearing	on	the	news	just	before	he
died	looking	absolutely	exhausted.	He'd	clearly	been	keeping	a	constant
vigil	in	a	desperate	attempt	to	save	him,	and	he'd	probably	had	no	sleep.	I
know	for	a	fact	that	after	seeing	that	doctor	many	people	suddenly	realized
there	were	a	lot	of	good	Germans	in	Germany.

The	only	member	of	the	German	party	who	didn't	go	on	the	shopping	trip
that	Saturday	morning	was	Professor	Maurer's	deputy,	brain	surgeon
Professor	Karl	Kessel.	The	trip	to	England	meant	a	lot	to	him	because	he
had	worked	at	Manchester	Royal	Infirmary	from	1940	to	1950	and,	in	his
words,	'learned	a	great	deal	there'.	Kessel	said	he	had	great	respect	for
British	brain	surgery,	and	that	morning,	while	the	rest	of	the	party	went
shopping,	he	went	instead	to	the	Royal	Infirmary	where	the	world	famous
neurosurgeon	Sir	Geoffrey	Jefferson	was	ill	in	the	private	patients'	home.
'When	I	heard	he	was	ill	I	decided	to	see	him	as	soon	as	possible,'	said
Professor	Kessel.	'You	could	call	me	a	pupil	of	Sir	Geoffrey.'

The	match	itself	on	the	Saturday	afternoon	couldn't	possibly	live	up	to	all
this	emotion,	and	the	4–0	loss	was	United's	first	setback	since	the	crash.	It
was	the	first	sign	of	an	end	to	the	emotional	tension	which	by	now	had
probably	continued	for	too	long	for	the	good	of	the	team.	After	the	doctors
and	nurses	had	received	their	tumultuous	reception	from	the	packed	crowd,
United	had	decided	to	play	against	a	swirling	wind	on	a	bitterly	cold
afternoon.	But	they	were	just	not	in	the	game	that	afternoon.	West	Brom
dictated	the	early	proceedings	to	such	an	extent	that	United	didn't	manage	to
mount	a	serious	attack	for	the	first	quarter	of	an	hour,	and	by	that	time	they
were	a	goal	down.

The	only	bright	spot	for	us	from	a	footballing	point	of	view	was	the



performance	of	Bobby	Charlton.	Ernie	Taylor,	whom	the	new	Reds	had
come	to	rely	on	so	much,	was	either	off	the	field	or	ineffective	for	most	of
the	game	after	pulling	a	thigh	muscle	early	on,	but	Charlton	stepped	in	and
gave	a	superb	performance.	With	Taylor	injured	he	was	the	only	effective
forward	United	had.	In	the	programme	he	was	on	the	teamsheet	as	out-
side-left,	but	he	was	everywhere,	and	by	the	time	the	match	ended	he	had
played	in	just	about	every	position	except	goalkeeper.	'This	young	man,'
said	W.	R.	Taylor	in	his	match	report	in	the	Manchester	Guardian,	'who	has
not	yet	completed	his	National	Service,	is	a	born	footballer	and	surely	must
be	considered	for	the	World	Cup.	Not	only	does	he	control	the	ball
magnificently,	but	he	can	shoot	and	dribble	with	the	best,	is	extremely
versatile,	and	one	has	never	seen	him	do	anything	shabby.'

After	the	match	the	Munich	delegation	was	given	a	civic	reception	and
dinner	at	Manchester	Town	Hall	at	which	the	Lord	Mayor	handed	over	a
formal	resolution	expressing	the	city	council's	thanks	to	the	people	of
Munich	and	the	staff	of	the	hospital.	He	said	that	no	words	could	have
brought	together	the	people	of	Munich	and	Manchester	in	quite	the	same
way	as	their	humanity	and	untiring	devotion.	Professor	Maurer	repeated
that	his	party	felt	they	really	did	not	deserve	all	the	hospitality	they	had
received	in	Manchester	because	they	had	only	been	doing	their	duty.	He
added	that	he	had	received	five	letters	offering	a	kidney	to	save	the	life	of
Duncan	Edwards,	from	two	women	and	three	men	–	a	Frenchman,	a
Belgian,	a	South	African	and	two	Germans.	He	said	it	was	impossible	to
perform	such	an	operation,	but	the	offers	reflected	the	range	and	depth	of
international	sympathy	and	the	will	to	help	which	overwhelmed	the	troubles
between	nations.	Burgermeister	Adolf	Hieber,	who	was	representing	the
Munich	municipality,	took	up	the	friendship-between-nations	theme	when
he	suggested	that	there	should	be	some	form	of	permanent	link	between
Munich	and	Manchester,	and	that	one	way	to	achieve	it	was	through	regular
exchange	visits	by	students	of	the	two	cities.

The	German	newspaper	Die	Welt	paid	tribute	to	the	people	of	Manchester
who	had	welcomed	the	surgeons	and	nurses	from	the	hospital	at	the	West
Brom	match.	The	staff	at	the	hospital,	the	paper	wrote,	had	done	no	more
than	their	duty	so	they	were	all	the	more	gratified	by	the	reception	they
were	given	in	Manchester.	It	showed	how	quick	an	English	public	was	to
appreciate	what	was	natural	to	the	medical	profession.	The	incident	could



well	help	to	improve	Anglo-German	relations,	still	clouded	by	unsettled
issues.	An	additional	tribute	was	paid	to	the	British	press	which	had	not
ceased	to	compliment	the	Munich	doctors	on	their	skill	and	devotion	to
duty.

The	following	week	the	Lord	Mayor	and	Lady	Mayoress	of	Manchester,
Alderman	and	Mrs	Lever,	went	to	Germany	to	thank	the	people	of	Munich
and	the	staff	of	the	Rechts	der	Isar	Hospital	for	what	they	had	done	'for	the
survivors	of	the	tragic	Manchester	United	air	crash'.	More	than	a	thousand
people	cheered	and	waved	as	they	arrived	at	Munich	station.	Among	the
reception	party	was	Professor	Maurer,	who	called	for	three	cheers.	The
Manchester	party's	itinerary	included	a	tour	of	the	city,	two	visits	to	the
hospital	and	discussions	on	an	exchange	of	doctors,	nurses	and	municipal
officials	between	Manchester	and	Munich.	A	thirty-man	brass	band	played
outside	the	hospital	as	Alderman	Lever	and	his	wife	arrived.	Inside	they
visited	the	five	survivors	of	the	crash	who	were	still	there:	Matt	Busby,
Johnny	Berry,	Jackie	Blanchflower,	Frank	Taylor	and	Captain	Kenneth
Rayment,	the	co-pilot.	Afterwards	the	Lord	Mayor	said,	'Matt	was	most
cheerful,	and	Blanchflower	and	Taylor	were	quite	cheerful	as	well.	The
others	–	well,	they	are	as	well	as	could	be	expected.	I	told	Matt	everyone	in
England	is	praying	for	his	speedy	recovery	and	return.'

Johnny	Berry	and	the	co-pilot,	Captain	Kenneth	Rayment	were	still	on	the
critical	list,	but	Matt	Busby,	Jackie	Blanchflower	and	the	journalist	Frank
Taylor	were	continuing	to	show	signs	of	improvement.	For	Busby,	though,
as	his	physical	injuries	healed,	mental	ones	came	to	the	fore.	'To	be	honest,'
he	said	later,	'I	suppose	I	wasn't	sane.	I	wanted	to	die.	I	felt	that,	in	a	way,	I
might	have	been	responsible.	That	I	shouldn't	have	allowed	us	to	go	the
third	time.	What	was	so	special	about	me	that	I'd	survived?	I	was	absolutely
determined	that	I'd	have	nothing	more	to	do	with	football.'



11
Teddy	Boys

Against	all	the	odds,	Jimmy	Murphy's	patched-up	team	had	reached	the
semi-final	of	the	FA	Cup,	and	it	wasn't	a	bad	draw.	They	were	to	meet
Second	Division	Fulham,	avoiding	the	only	other	First	Division	club	left	in
the	competition,	Bolton	Wanderers,	who	would	be	contesting	the	other
semi-final	with	their	Lancashire	neighbours,	Second	Division	Blackburn
Rovers.	Things	were	looking	good.	Spring	was	on	its	way,	it	was	a	time	of
rebirth	and	renewal.	But	the	Manchester	weather	was	still	capable	of
reminding	us	that	the	dark	days	hadn't	yet	come	to	an	end.	Instead	of	the	big
freeze	making	way	for	the	bright	days	of	spring,	it	only	brought	in	the
oppressive	grim	greyness	of	a	Manchester	fog.	In	the	days	before	the	Clean
Air	Act	when	there	were	still	so	many	house	and	factory	chimneys	filling
the	air	with	smoke,	pea-soupers	would	envelop	the	whole	city	for	days	on
end,	and	it	wasn't	a	very	healthy	place	to	be.	When	I'd	woken	up	on	the
Friday	I	hadn't	even	been	able	to	see	the	shed	at	the	end	of	our	garden,	let
alone	the	row	of	houses	on	the	road	behind	us.	But	there	was	one	good
thing	about	it:	it	would	probably	mean	we'd	miss	that	morning's	lessons	as
the	bus	would	take	so	long	to	crawl	from	our	house	to	school.

After	breakfast	I	set	off	up	our	road	through	a	strange,	silent	world.	The
fog	was	so	thick	that	I	could	only	see	a	couple	of	yards	in	front	of	me,	and
as	I	approached	the	bus	stop	figures	loomed	up	in	front	of	me	out	of	the
grey	blanket	of	damp	smoke	and	muck	that	enveloped	everything,	scarves
across	their	mouths	to	stop	them	breathing	in	the	noxious	air.	But	even	with
a	thick	scarf	covering	your	face	you	could	taste	it.	The	bus	emerged	out	of
the	gloom,	just	a	soft	blur	of	headlights	at	first;	then,	as	it	got	to	within	a
few	yards	of	the	stop,	the	interior	yellow	lights	came	into	view.	It	crawled
up	to	the	stop	at	no	more	than	walking	pace,	and	as	it	drew	level	you	could



just	about	make	out	the	shadowy	figure	of	the	driver	hunched	over	the
wheel	in	his	cab,	peering	ahead.	The	conductor	was	walking	along	on	the
grass	verge	at	the	front	of	the	bus,	helping	the	driver	to	stay	on	the	road.

It	was	going	to	be	a	long	journey.	When	the	fog	was	really	bad	it	could
take	three	hours	to	cover	the	four	or	five	miles	from	Newall	Green	to
Alexandra	Park,	where	I	got	off.	That	morning	was	no	exception.	The	fog
showed	no	sign	of	lifting.	In	fact,	as	we	got	closer	to	town	it	seemed	to	get
thicker.	To	relieve	the	boredom	some	of	us	got	off	and	walked	with	the
conductor,	talking	to	him	and	the	driver	as	he	struggled	on.	By	the	time	we
got	to	Alexandra	Park	we	were	good	mates	with	them.	It	was	half	past
eleven.	I'd	missed	nearly	all	of	that	morning's	lessons,	and	if	it	stayed	as	bad
that	afternoon	they'd	let	us	home	early.

Throughout	that	winter	the	football	fixtures	had	been	severely	disrupted
by	snow	and	frozen	pitches,	but	fog	like	this	could	play	even	more	havoc
with	them,	so	it	was	just	as	well	that	we	only	had	it	that	one	day	because	the
big	problem	for	United	was	that	by	this	time	they	were	facing	a	massive
fixture	pile-up.	With	just	over	six	weeks	to	go	to	the	end	of	the	season	they
still	had	twelve	league	games	to	fit	in,	not	to	mention	the	Cup	semifinal	and
the	two	legs	of	the	European	Cup	semi-final.	To	meet	these	commitments
they	would	have	to	play	three	matches	a	week.	If	they	progressed	in	either
of	the	Cup	competitions	there	would	be	an	even	bigger	muddle,	so	the	club
sought	permission	to	play	the	two	legs	of	their	European	Cup	semi-final
after	the	English	season	had	ended.	Even	if	this	permission	were	granted,	it
would	still	mean	that	United	would	be	in	action	at	least	once	every	four
days	until	the	beginning	of	May,	with	three	games	to	play	in	four	days	over
the	Easter	holiday.	Chairman	Harold	Hardman	said,	'It's	necessary	to	face
up	to	the	fact	that	with	so	many	fixtures	still	to	fulfil	some	of	our	boys	will
be	walking	on	their	knees	by	the	time	our	programme	has	been	completed.'

Emotion,	high	adrenalin	and	a	passionate	crowd	continued	to	drive	them
on	in	the	Cup,	but	in	the	league	it	was	different.	After	the	4–0	defeat	by
West	Brom	there	was	a	tough	away	game	the	following	Saturday	at
Burnley.	We	didn't	generally	go	to	away	games,	but	Burnley	wasn't	far
away	so	my	dad	booked	two	tickets	on	the	North-Western	coach	that	went
from	the	newsagent's	at	Greenbrow	Road	shops.

The	departure	time	for	the	'chara'	was	twelve	o'clock,	but	before	leaving	I



had	to	do	my	usual	Saturday-morning	round,	collecting	the	football	pools
bags	for	church.	My	last	stop,	as	usual,	was	the	McDaids	just	round	the
corner	on	Frensham	Walk,	and	there	I	collected	a	big	bag	of	broken	biscuits
which	they	gave	me	every	Saturday	morning.	Mrs	McDaid	worked	at	the
biscuit	factory	on	the	small	industrial	estate	near	us	and	once	a	week	she
was	rewarded	with	a	free	five-pound	bag	of	broken	biscuits.	They	couldn't
eat	all	of	them	so	they	donated	some	each	week	to	me	to	share	with	my
sister.	After	I'd	done	the	pools	bag	round	I	had	to	walk	down	to	Todd's	the
bakers	at	the	next	lot	of	shops	further	down	Greenbrow	Road.	There	I	got
two	fresh	crusty	loaves	and	four	meat	and	potato	pies.	I	always	took	a	pyrex
dish	with	me	for	the	pies	so	that	they	could	be	smothered	in	the	rich,	thick,
dark	brown	gravy	they	also	served.	As	usual	I	was	on	the	look-out	for	dogs
as	I	walked	down	Amberley	Drive.	There	were	one	or	two	fierce-looking
ones	down	there	and	I	didn't	want	to	meet	up	with	any	of	them.	'Don't	run,'
I'd	been	told,	'if	one	of	them	approaches	you.	It's	the	worst	thing	you	can
do.'	But	that	day	there	was	no	sign	of	any	of	them	and	I	got	back	safely	with
the	bread	and	the	pies.

Once	we'd	eaten	the	pies	we	walked	up	to	the	newsagent's	to	get	the	red
and	cream	North-Western	coach	to	take	us	to	Burnley.	On	the	way	it	took	us
on	a	tour	of	the	Industrial	Revolution	and	the	once-great	Lancashire	cotton
industry,	which	was	now	in	decline.	We	went	past	the	great	warehouses	in
the	centre	of	Manchester,	many	of	them	now	half	empty,	then	we	headed
out	through	Rochdale,	Littleborough	and	Todmorden	where	a	forest	of	mill
chimneys	still	belched	smoke	into	the	valleys	of	the	eastern	Pennines.	My
dad	told	me	that	he	used	to	get	the	train	and	go	out	walking	on	the	hills
around	there	when	he	was	a	lad.

But	most	people	on	the	coach	didn't	seem	very	interested	in	the	scenery.
All	the	conversation	on	the	way	to	the	match	centred	on	whether	the	Reds
would	be	able	to	recapture	their	Cup	form.	Had	the	bubble	burst,	or	was	the
4–0	licking	West	Brom	had	handed	out	just	a	reaction	after	the	tense,	hard-
fought	Cup	battles	against	them?	Today	was	going	to	be	a	real	test.	Burnley
had	one	of	the	best	home	records	in	the	First	Division	and	they'd	got	their
brilliant	Irish	inside-forward	Jimmy	McIlroy	back	after	injury.	McIlroy	was
in	the	same	mould	as	Ernie	Taylor,	the	old-fashioned	schemer,	but	United's
task	was	going	to	be	harder	today	because	of	Ernie's	thigh	muscle	injury
which	was	going	to	keep	him	out	of	the	team	that	afternoon.



Turf	Moor	was	right	near	the	centre	of	Burnley,	and	because	it	was	so
close	to	Manchester,	United	had	brought	a	big	following	with	them.	When
we	got	into	the	ground	there	was	a	solid	block	of	red	and	white	scarves
behind	one	of	the	goals	so	we	made	our	way	to	that	end.	I	got	down	to	the
fence	at	the	front.	It	was	the	first	away	game	I'd	ever	been	to	–	all	very
exciting,	and	so	different	to	going	to	a	match	at	Old	Trafford.	For	a	start,
their	ground	was	quite	a	bit	smaller	and	you	could	see	over	the	open
terracing	at	the	other	end.	It	seemed	to	be	surrounded	by	mill	chimneys,	but
beyond	them	were	the	green	hills	of	the	Pennines	–	a	very	different	outlook
to	the	industrial	landscape	around	Old	Trafford.	But	not	very	many	of	those
chimneys	were	smoking.	Many	Lancashire	cotton	workers	were	working
short	hours	and	it	had	just	been	announced	that	about	twenty	thousand
would	have	an	extended	Easter	holiday	–	an	unwanted	break	that	had	been
forced	on	the	mill	owners	by	dangerously	thin	order	books.	The	textile
workers	unions,	it	was	reported,	were	resigned	to	widespread	stoppages.
And	it	wasn't	just	the	view	that	was	different.	There	was	a	noticeably
different	atmosphere	at	an	away	game,	more	noise	and	more	passion	from
the	travelling	Reds	all	standing	together	behind	the	goals.

The	sun	was	shining	brightly	on	the	open	terrace	–	a	perfect	day	for
watching	a	football	match	–	and	a	great	roar	greeted	the	Reds	as	they	came
out	in	their	change	strip	of	all	white.	We	had	something	to	get	excited	about
straight	away	when	right	from	the	kick-off	United	swept	down	the	field	on
the	left	and	a	centre	from	Bobby	Charlton	found	Bobby	Harrop	perfectly
placed	in	front	of	goal.	It	looked	like	a	cert,	and	we	got	ready	to	cheer	an
early	goal,	but	Harrop	shot	wide.	Burnley	were	quick	to	reply,	and	they
soon	began	to	dominate	proceedings.	It	took	a	couple	of	cat-like	saves	from
Harry	Gregg	to	keep	United	in	it,	and	when	he	dived	bravely	at	the	feet	of	a
Burnley	forward	he	got	a	boot	in	his	face	for	his	troubles.

That	was	the	signal	for	things	to	get	a	bit	heated.	Soon	after	Gregg	had
been	treated	for	the	kick	in	the	face	he	was	involved	in	a	scuffle	with
Burnley's	centre-forward	Alan	Shackleton	on	the	edge	of	the	box.	The
referee	gave	Burnley	a	free	kick	and	lectured	Gregg.	A	couple	of	minutes
later	United's	left-back	Ian	Greaves	got	involved	in	another	altercation.	This
time	it	was	with	Burnley's	right-winger,	and	the	Burnley	man	went	in	the
book.	A	minute	later	the	referee	had	his	notebook	out	again;	this	time	it	was
Stan	Crowther's	name	that	went	into	it	after	a	heavy	tackle	by	the	United



left-half.	The	resulting	free	kick	hit	the	post	and	was	scrambled	away	..	.
and	then	the	game	hit	boiling	point.	Mark	Pearson	went	in	to	tackle	Burnley
wing-half	Shannon	and	clipped	him	on	the	leg.	The	next	moment,	Shannon
was	up	with	his	fists	raised,	jostling	Pearson.	Unbelievably,	it	was	Pearson
who	was	sent	off	while	Shannon	stayed	on.	Reduced	to	ten	men	after	just
half	an	hour,	United	battled	on.	They	managed	to	hold	out	for	the	rest	of	the
first	half,	but	the	second	half	was	best	forgotten	as	they	conceded	three
goals.

On	the	coach	on	the	way	back	from	the	match	the	talk	was	all	about	Mark
Pearson's	sending-off.	Nobody	could	understand	why	Shannon	hadn't	been
sent	off	as	well.	To	be	fair,	though,	Pearson	wasn't	entirely	innocent,	as
many	people	on	the	coach	pointed	out,	and	trouble	had	been	brewing	for
him	for	a	few	weeks.	'Pancho',	as	he	was	known	because	of	his	long
sideburns,	was	a	terrific	ball	winner	with	quite	an	aggressive	temperament.
In	these	games	just	after	the	crash	he	was	very	fired	up,	and	his	conduct	on
the	pitch	had	been	picked	up	on	by	a	number	of	reporters.	At	school	there
was	always	a	copy	of	the	Manchester	Guardian	in	the	library,	and	as	early
as	the	4–0	defeat	by	West	Brom,	on	the	day	the	Munich	delegation	came	to
Old	Trafford,	their	reporter	had	said,	'Yet	again	Pearson	showed	he	has	not
yet	learned	to	control	his	temper.	Professional	footballers	are



Programme	from	the	West	Brom	FA	Cup	Sixth-Round	replay,	5	March
1958.	The	picture	is	of	Alex	Dawson	Scoring	United's	third	goal	in	the
fifth-round	tie	against	Sheffield	Wednesday	-	the	first	game	after	the	crash.



Duncan	Edwards	on	the	front	cover	of	Charles	buchan's	football	Monthly,
March	1958.	The	magazine	went	on	sale	just	hours	before	Duncan	died
from	injuries	sustained	in	the	crash.



Harry	Gregg,	Jimmy	Murphy	and	Bill	Foulkes	look	from	the	window	of	the
train	as	they	depart	from	Munich	to	travel	by	land	back	to	Manchester.

Old	Trafford,	6	February	1958.	United	fans	queue	for	tickets	for	the
forthcoming	matches	against	wolves	in	the	First	Division	and	Sheffield
Wednesday	in	the	FA	Cup,	just	before	news	of	the	disaster	came	through.



Jimmy	Murphy	takes	telephone	calls	from	concerned	fans	in	the	aftermath
of	the	disaster.



The	wives	of	some	of	the	injured	players	make	their	way	to	the	plane	that
will	take	them	on	the	first	leg	of	their	flight	to	Munich	the	morning	after	the
crash.

John	Blanchflower,	father	of	Jackie,	with	Harry	Gregg	and	Bill	foulkes



outside	their	hotel	in	Munich,	8	February	1958.





Inside	page	of	the	Manchester	Evening	News,	Friday	7	February,	1958.

Bobby	Charlton	and	Ray	wood	in	the	Rechts	der	Isar	Hospital	in	Munich,
11	February	1958.



Author's	copy	of	the	front	page	of	the	Manchester	Evening	News,	7
February	1958,	with	notes	written	by	his	dad	on	the	condition	of	Duncan
Edwards	and	Johnny	Berry	as	news	came	through	on	the	radio.

Dennis	Viollet	(right)	with	his	wife	barbara,	and	Albert	Scanlon	with	his
wife	Josie	at	the	Rechts	der	Isar	Hospital	in	Munich	the	day	after	the	crash,
7	February	1958.



West	German	police	form	a	guard	of	honour	at	Munich	Airport	as	the	BEA
aircraft	carrying	the	coffins	of	the	victims	of	the	crash	prepares	for	take-off,
10	February	1958.



Roger	Byrne's	funeral,	Flixton	Parish	Church,	12	February,	1958.



Fifth-Round	FA	cup	tie	against	Sheffield	Wednesday,	19	February	1958.
The	first	goal	in	the	first	match	after	the	crash,	scored	direct	from	a	corner
kick	by	outside-left,	Shay	Brennan.



Manchester	United,	March	1958:	(back	row,	left	to	right)	Bobby	Harrop,	Ian
Greaves,	Freddie	Goodwin,	Harry	Gregg,	Stan	Crowther,	Ronnie	Cope,
Shay	Brennan,	Bill	Inglis	(Assistant	trainter);	(front	row,	left	to	right)	Jack
Crompton	(trainer),	Alex	Dawson,	Mark	Pearson,	Bill	Foulkes	(captain),
Ernie	Taylor,	Colin	Webster.

Training	at	the	Norbreck	Hydro,	Blackpool,	before	the	Sixth-Round	FA	Cup



tie	against	West	Brom.

Unitef	fans	arrive	at	Euston	station	in	London	for	the	semi-final	replay
against	Fulham	at	Highbury,	26	March	1958.	United's	mascot,	Jack	Irons,	is
in	the	centre	with	umbrella	and	bowler	hat.



Bobby	Charlton	gets	back	to	playing	football	with	some	of	the	local	lads	at
the	back	of	his	home	on	Beatrice	Street,	Ashington,	Northumberland,	19
February	1958.

Matt	Busby	says	goodbye	and	thank	you	to	Professor	Georg	Maurer	as	he
leaves	the	Rechts	der	Isar	Hospital	in	Munich,	17	April	1958.



Arriving	home,	18	April	1958.





United	leave	Manchester	to	play	a	pre-sason	friendly	against	Bayern
Munich	–	their	first	match	abroad	after	the	crash	–	7	August	1959.

often	accused	of	rough	play	(not	always	justly)	but	one	of	the	friendliest
aspects	of	recent	weeks	has	been	the	attitude	of	far	more	experienced
opponents	to	some	of	the	new	United	players.	It	says	much	for	the	self-
control,	thoughtfulness	and	tolerance	of	a	number	of	old	sweats	that
retribution	has	not	already	overtaken	Pearson.	It	certainly	will	soon	if	he
does	not	mend	his	ways	for,	young	as	he	is,	he	cannot	plead	inexperience
now	and	referees	cannot	be	so	understanding	indefinitely.'	It	was	a	point
that	had	also	been	picked	up	by	West	Brom's	Bobby	Robson	after	the	2–2
draw	in	the	Cup	at	The	Hawthorns.	So	what	happened	at	Turf	Moor	was
perhaps	an	incident	that	had	been	waiting	to	happen.

The	match	turned	into	a	bit	of	a	battle	and	on	the	terraces	some	of	the
Burnley	fans	came	out	with	some	nasty	remarks	about	United.	A	couple	of
the	lads	on	our	coach	had	heard	a	Burnley	supporter	say	it	was	a	pity	Bobby
Charlton	had	ever	come	back	from	the	crash.	The	atmosphere	certainly
wasn't	very	pleasant.	Beryl	Townsend	was	at	the	match,	and	she	told	me,
'We	heard	some	Burnley	fans	near	us	saying,	"It's	a	pity	they	didn't	all	die."
I	just	couldn't	believe	it.	That	was	the	only	club	where	anything	like	that
happened.	At	every	other	club	the	supporters	were	great.	When	we	went	to
collect	for	the	Disaster	Fund,	other	supporters	were	always	generous	and
most	other	clubs	leaned	over	backwards	to	help	United	after	the	crash.	I
remember	going	to	West	Brom	for	that	Cup	tie	and	every	time	our	coach
stopped,	their	fans	were	waving	and	cheering	and	wishing	us	good	luck.
Everywhere	we	went	except	this	game	at	Burnley.'	It	was	only	a	minority	of
the	Burnley	fans,	but	with	comments	like	that	going	around	the	ground	it's	a
wonder	there	wasn't	a	fight	in	the	crowd	as	well	as	on	the	pitch.	There
certainly	seemed	to	be	a	whole	lot	of	ill	feeling	in	Burnley	as	far	as	United
was	concerned	–	a	lot	of	it,	it	would	seem,	whipped	up	by	their	chairman
Bob	Lord.	It	had	to	have	been	his	controversial	comments	immediately	after
the	crash	about	clubs	not	giving	players	to	United	out	of	sympathy	for	them
that	had	laid	the	foundations	for	all	the	unpleasantness.	And,	unknown	to	us
on	the	coach	as	we	made	our	way	back	to	Wythenshawe,	there	was	a	whole
lot	more	controversy	being	stirred	up	by	Mr	Lord	at	the	end	of	the	match.
The	'Burnley	butcher',	as	he	was	known	throughout	the	game	raised	the



tempo	of	his	anti-United	stand	when	he	said,	'Manchester	United	played
like	Teddy	Boys.	If	they	are	allowed	to	carry	on	like	they	did	this	afternoon,
it	means	the	whole	structure	of	league	football	will	be	at	stake.	They	will	do
the	game	a	great	deal	of	harm,	and	will	lose	the	sympathy	which	the	public
have	for	them	at	the	moment.	Everybody	was	grieved	by	the	terrible
tragedy	at	Munich,	but	now	I'm	afraid	that	the	public	spotlight	focused	on
the	new	United	has	meant	that	some	of	the	players	are	losing	their	heads.'

Jimmy	Murphy	was	justifiably	angry.	In	the	fifties	the	words	'Teddy	Boy'
conjured	up	images	of	youthful	violence	and	antisocial	behaviour.	It	was	a
time	when	the	children	of	the	war	years	were	coming	of	age,	and	some	of
them	had	declared	their	own	war	on	the	values	of	their	parents'	and
grandparents'	generations.	In	the	vanguard	of	the	rebellion	was	a	colourful
and	often	violent	minority	of	youths	called	Teddy	Boys.	They'd	first	made
their	appearance	in	the	early	1950s,	and	prided	themselves	on	their
distinctive	fashion:	long	'drape'	jackets	with	velvet	collars	and	cuffs,
'drainpipe'	trousers	and	thick	crêpe-soled	shoes.	They	were	fans	of	the	rock
'n'	roll	music	that	had	come	into	Britain	from	America	with	Bill	Haley	and
the	Comets,	and	they	developed	a	reputation	for	looking	for	fights	in	dance
halls	and	cinemas,	particularly	those	playing	rock	'n'	roll	music	or	showing
new	'youth-oriented'	films	such	as	Rock	Around	the	Clock.	By	the	mid-
fifties	newspapers	were	filled	with	reports	of	riots	at	cinemas.	Teddy	Boys
were	jiving	in	the	aisles	and	ripping	up	seats;	hundreds	were	arrested,
charged	and	fined	for	insulting	behaviour.	At	the	time	of	the	Burnley	match
the	Manchester	papers	were	reporting	on	two	teenage	Teddy	Boys	who	had
hurled	a	third	through	the	plate-glass	window	of	a	grocer's	shop	just	a
hundred	yards	from	a	police	station	in	Woodhouse	Park,	Wythenshawe.

Calling	his	young	United	players	Teddy	Boys,	then,	was	understandably
like	a	red	rag	to	a	bull	for	Jimmy	Murphy	and	he	reacted	strongly	as	he
came	to	the	defence	of	his	players.	'Mr	Lord's	remarks	were	totally
unjustified,	and	I	think	this	is	a	shocking	thing,'	he	said.	'It	is	disgraceful
coming	from	the	chairman	of	a	football	club.	In	defence	of	my	team	I	must
say	we	object	most	strongly	to	the	remarks	about	Teddy	Boys.'

Bob	Lord's	jibes	were	all	over	the	papers	on	the	Sunday	morning.
'Manchester	people	are	still	swayed	by	what	happened	at	Munich,'	he	was
reported	as	saying.	'It	isn't	good	for	the	game.	There	is	too	much	sentiment



about	Manchester	United	.	.	.	in	Manchester.	All	the	talk	since	Munich
seems	to	have	gone	to	the	heads	of	some	of	the	United	players.	All	they
have	had	to	withstand	in	recent	weeks	seems	to	have	been	a	bit	too	much
for	some	of	these	young	men.'	As	we	stood	talking	about	it	after	eleven
o'clock	Mass,	it	all	seemed	particularly	nasty	and	tasteless.	Yes,	there	was	a
lot	of	sentiment	around,	and	there	was	still	a	lot	of	grieving.	Emotional
energy	was	probably	the	only	thing	keeping	some	of	these	young	lads
going.	None	of	us	knew	what	it	must	have	been	like	in	the	dressing	room	at
that	time,	but	it	can't	have	been	easy.	Going	out	and	fighting	the	good	fight
for	your	fallen	comrades	had	to	have	been	part	of	it.	But	what	Bob	Lord
seemed	to	have	forgotten,	Mr	Caesar	pointed	out,	was	that	it	was	his	players
who	started	the	rough	stuff	with	repeated	fouls	on	Harry	Gregg.	What	we
all	found	particularly	repugnant	about	the	comments	was	that	they	had
come	so	soon	after	the	crash	that	some	of	the	team	were	still	lying	seriously
injured	in	hospital.

Everybody	was	shocked.	There	was	no	hate	in	football	in	the	1950s.	The
yobbish	tribalism	that	afflicts	football	today	only	started	to	creep	in	during
the	sixties.	These	tasteless	outbursts	of	Mr	Lord's	at	such	a	sensitive	time
soured	relations	between	United	and	their	Lancashire	neighbours	for	many
seasons	to	come.	He'd	had	so	much	to	say	about	United	that	a	minority	of
his	club's	supporters	were	now	parroting	his	tasteless	comments	on	the
terraces.	The	vast	majority	of	Burnley	fans,	though,	were	as	disgusted	as
everybody	else	about	it.	Typical	of	the	views	of	many	of	them	was	this
letter	to	the	Manchester	Evening	News	in	which	one	woman	from	Bacup
said,	'I	am	a	mere	female	supporter	and	I	have	been	following	Burnley	FC
for	the	past	ten	years.	But	I'll	never	go	again	as	long	as	I	live,	because	I
heard	a	large	portly	gentleman	sitting	in	the	stands	say	it	was	a	pity	all	the
Manchester	United	players	had	not	been	destroyed	in	the	Munich	disaster.'

That	day,	while	comments	like	that	were	being	made	at	Turf	Moor,	the
crash	claimed	its	twenty-third	and	final	victim,	Captain	Kenneth	Rayment,
the	co-pilot	of	the	aircraft,	who	had	been	unconscious	since	the	accident.

While	all	this	was	going	on	Jimmy	Murphy	had	to	get	his	team	prepared	for
an	FA	Cup	semi-final	on	the	Saturday.	He	took	the	players	to	Blackpool,	as
he	had	done	before	the	previous	two	Cup	ties,	for	another	spell	of	seaside
preparation.	With	them	was	young	Ken	Morgans,	the	eighteen-year-old



Welsh	winger,	who	had	played	his	first	game	of	football	since	the	crash	for
the	reserves	against	Newcastle	while	the	first	team	were	at	Burnley.	He
scored	a	goal	and	seemed	to	be	in	good	form,	so	there	were	predictions	that
he	would	come	into	the	team	at	outside-right.	Man	of	the	match	for	United
at	Burnley	was	Bobby	Charlton.	Just	five	weeks	after	he	had	escaped	the
wreckage	at	Munich,	the	twenty-year-old	survivor	was	playing	for	the
friends	he	had	lost.	It	was	as	though	he	had	a	sense	of	duty;	of	doing	it	for
the	boys	and	for	the	Boss	who	was	still	lying	in	hospital.	So	good	was
Charlton's	form	that	he	also	jumped	to	the	front	of	the	queue	of	England's
inside-forwards,	and	he	was	selected	to	play	for	the	Football	League	against
the	Scottish	League	at	Newcastle.	He	had	only	played	thirty	First	Division
matches,	but	here	he	was	challenging	Bobby	Robson,	the	West	Brom	and
England	inside-forward,	for	a	place	in	England's	World	Cup	squad.

United's	semi-final	was	being	played	at	Villa	Park;	Bolton	were	playing
Blackburn	at	Maine	Road.	On	the	day	it	was	reported	that	plainclothes
police	were	travelling	on	the	trains	to	Birmingham	and	on	those	coming
into	Manchester	for	the	Maine	Road	semi-final.	They	were	warned	to	watch
out	for	hooliganism	following	recent	train-wrecking	by	soccer	fans.	Soccer
hooliganism	was	something	new.	Just	a	few	weeks	earlier	gangs	of
Liverpool	fans	had	brought	mob	violence	to	Blackburn	and	had	been
warned	by	magistrates	that	they	would	not	get	away	with	it	in	the	future.	As
he	sent	a	twenty-five-year-old	Liverpool	fan	to	jail	for	six	months	for
assaulting	a	policeman,	the	chairman	of	Blackburn	magistrates	said,	'We
take	a	very	serious	view	on	the	conduct	of	you	people	when	you	come	to
our	town	for	these	football	matches.	Over	a	long	period	you	have	got	away
with	it	very	quietly.	Two	or	three	times	you	have	come	over	in	gangs	and
created	havoc	by	assaulting	and	obstructing	policemen.'	The	jailed	fan	said,
'I'd	had	so	much	to	drink,	all	I	can	remember	is	being	hit	on	the	head	with	a
truncheon.'

In	Birmingham,	the	ticket	touts	were	having	a	field	day.	Many	fans
jumped	at	the	chance	to	buy	a	2s	6d	(12½p)	ticket	for	£2	10s	(£2.50).
Police,	it	was	reported,	repeatedly	moved	the	ticket	touts	on,	but	United
fans	followed	the	spivs	wherever	they	were	moved	on	to.	I	couldn't	believe
it.	£2	10s	was	a	lot	of	money	–	nearly	half	my	dad's	wages	–	but	fans	were
desperate	to	get	to	the	match.	It	promised	to	be	a	great	personal	battle
between	two	master	inside-forwards	–	Ernie	Taylor	of	United	and	Johnny



Haynes	of	Fulham.	Each	of	them	was	the	brains	behind	their	respective
forward	lines,	and	the	sixty-five	thousand	capacity	crowd	were	eager	to
watch	the	struggle.	For	long	periods,	though,	the	game	didn't	live	up	to
expectations.	It	ended	as	a	2–2	draw,	but	much	of	the	play	was
undistinguished.	All	the	goals	came	in	the	first	half.	Charlton	opened	the
scoring	for	United,	then	got	a	second	just	before	half-time	after	Fulham	had
taken	a	2–1	lead.	No	goalkeeper	could	have	touched	either	of	them,	all	the
reports	said.	In	the	second	half	the	game	became	a	personal	duel	between
Charlton	and	Fulham's	young	goalkeeper	Tony	Macedo.	Five	times	Macedo
thwarted	Charlton	–	the	only	United	forward	to	threaten	any	danger.	In	the
meantime	Harry	Gregg	had	to	make	three	great	saves	to	keep	Fulham	out.
When	we	talked	about	it	outside	church	the	next	morning	it	was	Gregg's
performance	more	than	anything	that	gave	us	confidence	that	United	would
win	the	replay	and	get	through	to	the	final	against	Bolton,	who	had	beaten
Blackburn	2–1.

Just	after	we	got	back	from	church	a	smart-looking	coach	stopped	on	the
other	side	of	the	road	right	opposite	our	house.	We	were	all	curious	and
crowded	round	our	front	window	to	see	what	was	going	on.	As	we	watched,
the	coach	began	to	empty.	Important-looking	men	in	heavy	overcoats	got
off	and	stood	in	groups	looking	at	Johannesburg	Gardens,	the	old	people's
bungalows	opposite	us.	Then	one	of	them	detached	himself	from	the	group
and	began	to	walk	over	to	our	house.	My	dad	opened	the	front	door	and
went	out	to	meet	this	official-looking	character.	They	had	a	brief	chat,	and
when	my	dad	came	back	in	he	was	quite	excited.	The	party	on	the	coach,	he
said,	was	made	up	of	some	Manchester	city	councillors	and	a	delegation	of
Communist	Party	officials	from	the	city	of	Leningrad	in	Russia.	The	man
who'd	spoken	to	my	dad	had	asked	him	if	it	would	be	all	right	to	bring	the
Leningrad	delegation	into	our	house	to	meet	a	typical	Manchester	family
and	see	the	sort	of	house	they	lived	in.

Within	a	minute	our	little	living	room	was	packed	with	big,	burly-looking
Russians.	They	spoke	to	my	mam	and	dad	through	an	interpreter,	asking
them	about	the	house	and	about	living	in	Manchester.	Then	one	of	them	got
a	couple	of	gold	metal	badges	out	and	gave	one	each	to	me	and	our	Joan.	It
was,	we	were	told,	the	official	badge	of	the	city	of	Leningrad,	and	they	were
being	given	to	us	as	a	token	of	their	friendship.



After	a	conducted	tour	of	our	little	house	the	Russian	party	thanked	my
mam	and	dad	and	emptied	the	place	as	quickly	as	they	had	filled	it.	We
watched	them	as	they	walked	up	Johannesburg	Gardens	and	went	into	the
community	centre	–	to	meet	some	typical	Mancunian	old	people,	I	suppose.
The	whole	thing	was	amazing.	It	was	the	height	of	the	Cold	War	and	we
had	just	had	a	house	full	of	Russians	–	the	people	who	were	going	to	nuke
us	out	of	existence,	if	a	lot	of	the	newspaper	reports	were	to	be	believed.
Britain	was	at	the	time	gripped	by	a	very	real	fear	of	nuclear	conflict.	The
ideological	differences	between	the	USSR	and	the	West	were	a	source	of
tension,	and	the	US	and	Britain	on	one	side	and	Russia	on	the	other	were
building	more	and	more	nuclear	weapons	as	a	result.	All	attempts	to
control,	let	alone	reverse,	the	process	broke	down	repeatedly.	The	headlines
all	through	February	and	March	1958	were	about	attempts	to	set	up	East-
West	summit	talks	to	discuss	nuclear	disarmament.	They	were	trying	to	get
talks	set	up	for	the	summer	but	it	didn't	look	promising	as	neither	side	could
agree	terms	for	the	talks.	There	was	a	real	fear	of	Russia	at	the	time,	yet
here	we	were	on	a	Sunday	morning	with	the	dreaded	enemy	in	our	house,
and	they	were	all	very	friendly.	There	certainly	didn't	seem	to	be	anything
very	frightening	about	them	and	I	couldn't	see	any	of	them	dropping	H-
bombs	on	us.	They	all	looked	too	nice	for	that.	What	with	Germans	and
Yugoslav	Communists	being	welcomed	in	the	streets	of	Manchester	and	on
the	pitch	at	Old	Trafford,	and	the	big,	bad	Russians	in	our	front	room,	these
were	confusing	times.	When	it	came	to	it,	when	you	met	them	and	talked	to
them	most	people	seemed	to	be	all	right.	So	why	did	we	have	to	go	to	war
with	each	other	and	try	to	wipe	each	other	out?

But	these	were	big	questions	to	be	thinking	about	on	a	Sunday	morning,
especially	when	there	were	reports	to	read	about	yesterday's	semi-final	and
a	replay	to	look	forward	to.	It	was	going	to	be	played	at	Highbury	the
following	Wednesday.	United	had	not	been	at	their	best	at	Villa	Park	and
Jimmy	Murphy	had	only	a	few	days	to	try	to	get	his	players	back	to	the
form	that	had	seen	them	through	the	previous	rounds	of	the	Cup.	One	of	the
main	weaknesses	had	been	down	the	wings.	Crash	survivor	Ken	Morgans
hadn't	been	fit	enough	to	play	and	wasn't	expected	to	get	back	to	full	match
fitness	in	time	for	the	replay.	On	the	Monday,	more	of	the	crash	survivors
had	made	their	return	to	Old	Trafford.	Albert	Scanlon	had	the	plaster
removed	from	his	leg	when	he	came	to	the	ground,	and	Jackie



Blanchflower,	though	he	was	limping	and	had	one	arm	in	a	sling,	said	he
felt	quite	well.	But	it	was	being	reported	that	his	doctors	in	Munich	were
doubtful	about	the	prospects	of	him	ever	being	able	to	play	again.

It	was	now	more	than	six	weeks	since	the	crash	and	by	this	time	concerts
and	fund-raising	events	were	being	held	throughout	Manchester	to	raise
money	for	the	Lord	Mayor's	Disaster	Fund.	These	efforts	gave	many	fans
the	chance	to	do	something	in	aid	of	the	bereaved	families.	Among	them
were	Beryl	Townsend	and	her	sister	Olga.

We	set	about	trying	to	organize	funds,	and	everywhere	we	went
people	were	still	just	so	stunned	all	they	could	think	of	was,	what
can	we	do	for	them?	They	had	these	special	evenings	and	we	all
went	to	loads	of	them	in	pubs	and	clubs	here,	there	and	everywhere.
But	there	was	something	that	didn't	feel	right	about	them.	Somehow
it	felt	as	if	it	was	wrong	that	somebody	was	entertaining	you	at
these	concerts,	singing	and	playing	music.	It	felt	a	bit	awkward	that
you	were	going	out	enjoying	yourself.	But	it	was	all	to	raise	funds,
and	everybody	gave	something.	I	remember	particularly	that	the
City	fans	were	great.	They	all	came	along	and	contributed.	One
night	we	met	Eddie	Colman's	mum	and	dad	at	one	of	them.	It	was
the	night	that	Mike	Todd,	the	Hollywood	film	producer,	was	killed
in	a	plane	crash,	which	seemed	strange	because	we	were	there
because	of	the	Babes	who'd	just	been	killed	in	a	plane	crash.	That
was	the	night	when	somebody	sang	'You	flew	away,	and	my	heart
went	with	you'.	We	were	all	weeping	buckets	by	then.

For	the	fans	in	that	last	week	of	March	there	was	the	problem	of	trying	to
get	to	a	semi-final	replay	in	London	on	a	Wednesday	afternoon.	For	the
majority	there	was	no	chance.	The	journey	to	the	capital	took	a	long	time,
and	it	was	expensive.	To	get	to	the	match	would	mean	having	to	take	two
days	off	work	and	not	many	people	could	afford	to	lose	two	days'	wages.
For	me	there	wasn't	a	chance.	We	couldn't	afford	to	go,	and	even	if	we
could	have	spared	the	cash	there	was	no	way	my	mam	and	dad	would	have
let	me	have	two	days	off	school	for	a	football	match,	however	important	it
might	be.	Supporters	were	angry	with	the	FA	about	the	choice	of	venue,
which	was	virtually	a	home	match	for	Fulham.	Nobody	was	doing	United
or	their	fans	any	favours	now.	When	they	protested	they	gained	an	unlikely



ally	in	Bob	Lord,	of	all	people,	who	made	a	public	stance	in	support	of
United.	He	was	still	public	enemy	number	one	as	far	as	United	fans	were
concerned,	but	he	said,

My	sympathy	is	with	United	on	this	issue.	That	is	sincere.	It	looks
very	odd	to	me	that	this	replay	should	be	at	Highbury.	There	may
be	extenuating	circumstances,	but	it	seems	a	bit	cockeyed.	It
certainly	isn't	fair.	It's	on	the	cards	in	my	opinion	that	all	semi-finals
will	be	played	in	London	one	day.	Look	what	they're	doing	with
internationals.	England	now	play	Wales	at	Wembley.	They	take
Ireland	there	too	instead	of	to	the	provinces.	It's	a	fact	that	if	Ireland
went	to	Liverpool	or	Everton	there'd	be	full	houses,	which	they
don't	get	at	Wembley.	Soccer	started	in	the	North	and,	in	my	view,
that's	where	it	should	finish.

There	was	one	thing	you	could	say	about	Bob	Lord:	he	was	never	afraid	of
coming	out	and	speaking	his	mind.

But	the	decision	had	been	made.	The	replay	was	going	to	be	at	Highbury
whether	United	fans	could	be	there	or	not.	And	then	television	came	to	the
rescue.	Apart	from	the	FA	Cup	Final	itself	this	was	long	before	the	days	of
live	matches	on	the	television,	but	this	one	was	different,	and	the	BBC
agreed	with	the	FA	to	cover	it.	It	was	a	decision	that	led	to	an	enormous
row.	Cardiff	City	had	a	league	match	to	play	that	same	afternoon	and	their
manager,	Trevor	Morris,	protested	strongly	to	the	Football	League:

The	[Football]	League	is	supposed	to	protect	the	interests	of	their
member	clubs,	yet	they	allowed	this	match	to	be	put	on	on	an
afternoon	when	we	have	a	league	game	against	Bristol	Rovers.	It	is
going	to	cost	us	at	least	a	50	per	cent	cut	in	our	gate	and	I	take	an
extremely	poor	view	of	the	matter.	And	the	Rovers	are	with	me.	I
appreciate	that	quite	a	lot	of	people	in	Manchester	and	in	other	parts
of	the	country	will	like	to	watch	the	Cup	replay	and	some	may
regard	me	as	a	spoilsport.	Quite	obviously	many	people	would	like
to	see	a	football	match	on	the	television	every	Saturday	afternoon.
If	the	Football	League	allowed	that	they	would	very	soon	be	in
trouble.

In	spite	of	the	difficulties,	several	thousand	diehards	took	the	time	off



work	to	go	to	the	match.	Two	special	trains	with	a	capacity	of	one	thousand
were	put	on,	leaving	London	Road	Station	for	Euston	at	6.40	a.m.	and	7.32
a.m.,	though	many	were	angry	with	British	Railways	who	had	bumped	up
the	usual	London	excursion	fare	from	30s	(£1.50)	to	38s	3d	(£1.91).	And
getting	to	London	would	give	no	guarantee	of	getting	into	the	match,
because	once	they	got	to	Highbury	United	supporters	would	find
themselves	at	the	back	of	long	queues	because	it	was	only	tickets	for	seats
that	could	be	booked	in	advance.	Those	who	planned	to	drive	down	would
have	to	set	off	even	earlier	than	the	trains:	before	the	days	of	motorways,
driving	to	London	was	a	major	expedition.	The	AA's	recommended	route
for	motorists	from	Manchester	to	Highbury	involved	going	on	the	A34	to
Stone	in	Staffordshire,	then	taking	the	A51	to	Lichfield	before	switching	to
the	A5	through	Towcester,	Dunstable	and	St	Albans,	and	on	through	Mill
Hill	and	Highgate.	Anybody	making	the	trip	could	expect	the	journey	to
take	five	or	six	hours.

On	the	morning	of	the	match	queues	began	to	form	outside	Highbury	at
dawn;	a	crowd	of	nearly	seventy	thousand	was	expected.	It	was	set	to	be	a
finely	balanced	tussle,	one	that	seemingly	everybody	wanted	to	see,	but
when	it	came	to	it	the	actual	attendance	was	only	thirty-eight	thousand.
Outside	the	ground	ticket	touts	fared	badly,	and	tickets	were	sold	at	face
value	or	less.	Many	reasons	were	given	for	the	unexpectedly	low	turnout.
Television	was	blamed	by	many,	but	was	it	really	the	widespread-queuing-
from-dawn	stories	that	had	kept	so	many	people	away?

The	problem	for	those	who	remained	in	Manchester	was	that	even	though
it	was	on	television,	it	was	an	afternoon	match,	so	how	were	you	going	to
get	to	see	it?	Some	were	lucky.	The	boys	of	Stretford	Grammar	School,	for
instance,	were	given	half	a	day	off.	As	morning	lessons	finished	they
hurried	out,	cheering	the	headmaster,	who	said	that	he	had	been	saving	up	a
half-day	holiday	which	had	been	granted	at	the	school's	speech	day,	and
when	he	received	a	request	from	the	boys	for	time	off	so	that	they	could
watch	the	semi-final	on	television,	this	had	seemed	a	good	time	to	take	it.
Bobby	Charlton	would	have	approved	of	the	headmaster's	decision:	he	had
attended	the	school	for	a	short	time	when	he	first	moved	down	from
Ashington	to	join	United.	But	there	was	no	such	let-off	for	me.	English	and
French	I	think	it	was	that	afternoon.	It	was	purgatory.	The	game	kicked	off,
and	there	we	were	doing	French	verbs.	What	made	it	worse	was	that	we	had



finally	got	a	television,	so	I	could	have	been	sitting	at	home	watching	the
Reds	in	our	own	front	room.

As	soon	as	the	bell	went	for	the	end	of	that	afternoon's	lessons	it	was	a
race	to	get	down	the	stairs	and	out	of	school	as	quickly	as	possible.	I'd
never	run	faster	than	I	did	that	afternoon	across	Alexandra	Park,	past	the
lake	and	out	on	to	Princess	Road.	A	quick	sprint	to	the	101	bus	stop	at	Great
Western	Street	and,	what	good	luck,	the	bus	came	before	I'd	had	time	to	get
my	breath	back.	The	good	thing	about	the	101	was	that	it	was	a	limited	stop
–	only	two	stops	along	the	whole	of	Princess	Road	before	it	got	on	to	the
estate	–	and	that	afternoon	it	was	particularly	quick.	In	twenty	minutes	I
was	home,	just	in	time	for	the	half-time	summary	for	latecomers	like	me.
And	the	news	was	good:	the	Reds	were	winning	3–2.	The	first	half	had
been	an	open,	end-to-end	affair,	and	it	seemed	we'd	been	helped	by	a	few
howlers	by	Fulham	keeper	Tony	Macedo,	who	had	played	a	real	blinder	on
Saturday.	United	had	kicked	off,	but	the	first	threat	had	come	from	Second
Division	Fulham.	A	long	ball	down	the	middle	brought	Gregg	off	his	line
quickly,	and	his	clearance	put	United	on	the	attack	through	Bobby	Charlton.
This	led	to	a	spell	of	pressure	from	United,	Macedo	having	to	make	saves
from	Freddie	Goodwin	and	Charlton.	United,	the	half-time	reporter	said,
played	clever	football	that	had	the	Fulham	defence	distinctly	rocking,	and
their	reward	came	after	fourteen	minutes	when	they	took	the	lead	through
Alex	Dawson,	who	flung	himself	headlong	and	low	to	head	past	Macedo
from	a	Shay	Brennan	corner.	Fulham	equalized,	only	for	United	to	go	back
in	front	with	another	goal	from	Dawson,	but	within	three	minutes	Fulham
had	brought	the	scores	level	again.	Then,	just	on	the	stroke	of	half-time,
Wythenshawe's	Shay	Brennan	had	snatched	a	third	for	United.

I	settled	down	for	the	second	half.	This	was	great	–	watching	United	play
a	semi-final	in	London	on	television	in	our	own	front	room.	It	was	such	a
novelty	to	be	able	to	watch	a	live	football	match	in	your	own	home.	The
black	and	white	pictures	were	a	bit	snowy	and	indistinct	but	it	didn't	matter,
especially	when	Dawson	completed	his	hat-trick	to	give	United	a	4–2	lead
early	in	the	second	half.	But	Fulham	weren't	finished.	They	came	back	at
United	and	made	it	4–3	with	just	over	a	quarter	of	an	hour	to	go,	but	so
what?	This	was	like	the	days	before	the	crash	when	United	seemed
invincible.	It	didn't	matter	how	many	the	opposition	scored,	we'd	always	get
more,	and	so	it	was	in	this	semi-final:	Bobby	Charlton	made	it	5–3	in	injury



time.

Just	the	sort	of	game	the	Babes	would	have	played.	The	spirit	lived	on	in
the	reborn	team.	This	was	vintage	stuff,	and	Matt	Busby	would	have	loved
it.	In	the	papers	the	next	day,	along	with	the	match	report	came	the	news
that	he	was	off	the	danger	list.	People	were	beginning	to	smile	again,	and
with	the	arrival	of	spring,	the	gloom	that	had	hung	over	Manchester	since
those	dark,	cold	days	of	February	was	beginning	to	lift.	Although	they'd
slipped	down	the	league,	United	were	in	the	FA	Cup	Final	and	in	the	semi-
final	of	the	European	Cup.	It	was	unbelievable.	If	anybody	had	said	they'd
achieve	that	in	the	days	immediately	after	the	crash	no	one	would	have
believed	them.	And	the	great	thing	was,	they	deserved	to	be	there.	They'd
got	to	Wembley	on	merit,	playing	fine,	skilful	attacking	football,	and	they
seemed	to	be	going	from	strength	to	strength.	That	semifinal	replay	was
their	best	game	since	Munich;	they	stroked	the	ball	from	man	to	man	with
the	style	and	confidence	of	the	United	of	old.	For	the	first	time	the	new
team	spiced	their	fighting	spirit	with	a	dash	of	the	Busby	style.

After	the	semi-final	replay	United's	fixtures	really	started	to	pile	up.	There
was	a	visit	to	Sheffield	Wednesday	on	Saturday,	29	March,	and	the
rearranged	match	they	had	been	scheduled	to	play	against	Aston	Villa	on
the	day	of	the	replay	had	had	to	be	rearranged	again,	for	the	following
Monday,	31	March.	The	Friday	of	that	week	was	Good	Friday,	when	they
were	due	to	play	Sunderland	at	home;	on	the	Saturday	they	faced	Preston	at
Old	Trafford,	with	a	trip	to	Sunderland	to	follow	on	Easter	Monday.	It
meant	a	hectic	spell	of	five	matches	in	ten	days.	For	Bobby	Charlton	it	was
even	more.	He	was	still	in	the	Army	and	had	matches	to	play	for	them,	so
his	replay	appearance	at	Highbury	was	the	first	of	three	games	in	four	days
for	him.	After	that	he	had	to	return	to	his	unit	near	Shrewsbury	to	play	in
the	final	of	the	Mid-West	District	Cup	at	Oswestry,	and	then	he	was	on	duty
again	for	United.	It	all	amounted	to	seven	matches	in	thirteen	days.

There	was	going	to	be	plenty	of	football	to	look	forward	to	over	the	next
few	weeks,	and	at	school	all	the	United	fans	were	confident	that	they	were
ready	to	hit	a	winning	run	in	the	league.	If	they	could	do	it	in	the	Cup,	why
not	in	the	league?	That	Friday	we	were	due	to	break	up	for	our	Easter
holidays	–	two	weeks	off,	and	in	that	time	United	had	six	First	Division
matches	to	play,	two	at	home	and	four	away.	By	the	time	we	got	back	after



the	Easter	holidays	the	Reds,	I	was	sure,	would	have	climbed	back	up	the
league	again,	back	to	the	only	place	that	seemed	right	for	them.

On	the	last	morning	at	school	before	the	holiday	there	was	the	usual	end-
of-term	ordeal	of	getting	your	exam	results.	Everybody	in	the	school	packed
into	the	hall,	the	eleven-year-old	Upper	Thirds	sitting	in	the	first	rows	right
up	there	in	front	of	the	stage,	the	eighteen-year-old	prefects	from	the	Upper
Sixth	at	the	back.	At	exactly	half	past	nine,	the	rector,	Monsignor	Duggan	–
or	Tommy	as	all	the	lads	used	to	call	him,	behind	his	back	–	came	sweeping
into	the	hall	in	his	purple-trimmed	cassock	and	cummerbund,	leading	a
procession	of	all	the	masters	up	the	aisle	in	the	middle	of	the	hall	and	on	to
the	stage.	In	they	came,	mortar	boards	on	their	heads,	gowns	with	brightly
coloured	silk	trimmings	flowing	behind	them,	up	the	steps	at	the	side	of	the
stage	to	take	their	places	in	a	semi-circle	facing	the	assembled	school.	The
organ	swelled	to	the	opening	notes	of	the	school	hymn,	and	everybody
joined	in.

In	cloistered	schools	your	boys	you	taught
How	England	first	became
A	Catholic	land	whose	people	sought
For	more	than	earthly	fame.
Teach	us	today	our	faith	to	prize,
Christ's	voice	alone	to	heed;
Towards	hill	eternal	raise	our	eyes,
Let	us	imitate	you,	St	Bede.

I	wanted	the	hymn	to	go	on	for	ever	because	I	wasn't	looking	forward	to
the	next	bit	–	the	announcement	of	the	exam	results.	And	our	class	was
going	to	be	first.	At	the	end	of	the	hymn	Father	Burke,	the	assistant	rector,
stood	up.	'Upper	Third	A,'	he	said,	and	our	class	stood	up	with	the	eyes	of
the	rest	of	the	school	and	all	the	masters	on	the	stage	on	us.	Our	form
teacher,	Father	O'Connor	–	or	Kev	as	he	was	known	–	came	to	the	front	of
the	stage	with	his	big	black	register	and	started	to	read	the	results	from	it.
First,	with	87.6	per	cent,	was	Michael	Maher.	Everybody	clapped,	and
Maher	had	to	walk	out	of	his	seat,	up	the	middle	aisle	towards	the	stage,
across	the	front	of	it,	then	all	the	way	round	to	the	back	of	the	hall	and	back
up	the	middle	aisle	to	get	back	to	his	seat.	All	eyes	were	on	him	as	he
walked	round.	It	was	all	right	for	him:	he	was	one	of	the	boarders	at	the



school,	which	was	the	junior	seminary	for	the	Salford	diocese,	and	he	came
from	Blackburn	so	he	hadn't	been	as	occupied	with	Munich	and	United's
matches	just	after	the	crash,	when	we	had	been	doing	our	exams.	While	he
was	still	on	his	way	round,	Kev	O'Connor	announced	who	was	second.
John	Hendy,	another	of	the	boarders,	from	Burnley,	began	his	long	walk
round.

By	the	time	Kev	got	to	twentieth	place	I	was	still	standing	there,	our	class
group	getting	noticeably	thinner	with	only	ten	of	us	left	standing.	This	was
torture.	It	was	inhuman,	treating	people	like	this,	but	this	was	the	ritual	we
had	to	face	three	times	every	year.	It's	the	way	it	was	in	a	Catholic	grammar
school.	They	could	be	cruel	places.	The	pressure	was	enormous:	all	eyes	in
the	hall	on	the	remaining	students,	everybody	wondering	who	was	going	to
be	last	man	standing,	bottom	of	the	class.	Oh,	the	humiliation	of	it;	please
don't	let	it	be	me.

Then,	relief:	'Twenty-first,	with	53.7	per	cent,	David	Hall.'	There	was	no
applause.	Only	those	who	came	first	and	second	in	the	class	got	clapped;	for
the	rest	it	was	just	the	long,	lonely	walk	round.	By	the	time	I	got	back	to	my
place	there	were	only	six	left	standing.	The	rest	of	the	class	looked	pityingly
at	them	as	they	shifted	uncomfortably	on	their	feet.	Soon	it	was	down	to
three;	then	just	one.	One	eleven-year-old	boy,	singled	out	for	all	the	school
to	look	at,	bottom	of	the	class.	It	was	Danny	Connor,	little	ginger-haired
Danny	Connor	from	Stockport,	the	best	footballer	in	the	Upper	Third	by	a
mile.	Nobody	deserved	this,	let	alone	Danny.

For	the	next	hour	and	a	half	this	cruel	ritual	went	on	for	every	form	in	the
school	except	the	sixth	form.	The	lower	down	the	class	you	were,	the	longer
you	were	left	standing,	with	every-	body's	eyes	on	you,	and	the	longer	the
walk	round	the	hall	seemed.	After	the	results	there	was	about	an	hour	left
before	school	finished	for	the	holidays,	at	twelve	o'clock.	This	last	hour	was
the	most	relaxed	of	the	term.	We	went	back	to	our	form	rooms	for	a	chat
with	our	form	teachers.	Kev	O'Connor	was	OK,	one	of	the	pleasanter
teachers	at	the	school,	not	one	of	the	hard	men	who	tried	to	terrorize	you.
We	talked	about	United	and	about	the	way	they	had	risen	from	the	ashes	to
reach	the	FA	Cup	Final.	It	was	a	very	Catholic	theme,	particularly
appropriate	for	the	Easter	feast	that	was	coming	up.	But	more	than	anything
it	was	hard	to	believe.	Father	O'Connor	said	that	if	anyone	had	written	a



story	about	a	football	team	coming	back	from	a	disaster	like	Munich	in	the
way	United	had	done	nobody	would	have	believed	it	would	be	possible.	No
schoolboy	comic	story	of	sporting	victory	against	all	the	odds	would	ever
be	able	to	approach	this	one.

United	may	have	been	back,	but	Matt	Busby	wasn't.	It	was	reported	that	the
Munich	surgeons	were	doubtful	whether	he	would	be	able	to	see	the	Cup
Final.	We	scanned	the	Manchester	papers	anxiously	every	day	for	news,	and
it	still	wasn't	good.	Jimmy	Murphy	was	doing	a	fantastic	job,	but	United
wouldn't	be	the	same	again	without	Matt	Busby.	Our	worst	fears	were
confirmed	when	the	Evening	News	carried	an	interview	with	Mr	Tom
Appleby,	manager	of	Manchester	Opera	House,	who	was	one	of	Matt's
closest	friends.	He	had	just	returned	from	a	visit	to	Munich	during	which
he'd	had	long	bedside	talks	with	Matt	and	spoken	to	his	doctors	at	length.
Busby,	it	was	reported,	was	nearing	the	final	stages	of	the	grimmest	fight
for	life	Germany's	leading	surgeons	had	ever	seen.	His	hair	had	turned
white	and	his	brow,	now	deeply	lined,	bore	unmistakable	evidence	of	the
extreme	pain	he	had	suffered,	and	was	still	suffering.	A	long	convalescence
lay	ahead.

Appleby	said	that	as	he	lay	in	his	jacked-up	bed	in	the	Rechts	der	Isar
Hospital,	Matt's	thoughts	were	not	on	football,	but	for	the	relatives	of	those
who	had	died	in	the	disaster.	Appleby	was	also	concerned	at	reports
suggesting	that	Matt	was	experiencing	an	easy	recovery	and	that	he	would
soon	be	out	and	about	again,	just	like	his	old	self.

It's	all	wrong.	People	should	realize	what	a	tough	time	he's	had,	and
is	still	having.	The	bulletins	tell	of	progress,	but	necessarily	they	are
just	cold	facts.	They	hide	the	mental	torment	and	physical	pain	he	is
undergoing.	He	is	still	very	sick.	Both	his	legs	are	broken	and	in
plaster.	The	left	leg	is	broken	in	many	places.	Certain	surgical	work
has	had	to	be	done	without	anaesthetics	both	on	the	lung	and,	when
it	was	necessary,	to	reset	a	leg	after	removing	the	plaster	casing.
The	German	professor	who	has	superintended	everything	in	such	a
marvellous	manner	said	that	the	pain	that	Matt	has	suffered	must
have	been	very	severe,	and	he'd	never	experienced	a	man	suffer	so
grimly	and	unflinchingly.

At	first	Mr	Busby	showed	no	interest	in	anything.	Once	he



whispered	to	me,	'At	times	I	feel	broken	in	spirit	as	well	as	in	body.'
That	is	why	only	the	closest	friends	and	relatives	have	been	allowed
to	see	him	for	such	a	long	time.	It's	been	necessary	to	give	him	time
to	fight	his	own	personal	battle.	Now	he's	mostly	interested	just	in
the	welfare	of	those	left	behind	to	sorrow.	All	the	time	he's
worrying	about	the	relatives	and	wondering	what	he	might	do	for
them.	His	whole	thought	is	that	when	he	gets	well	enough	he	must
go	round	to	see	all	those	who	were	bereaved	and	make	sure	they	are
all	right.	He's	really	a	very	wonderful	man,	and	that's	one	reason
why	it	is	so	vitally	necessary	everyone	should	know	of	his	great
fight.

It	was	clear	from	reports	like	this	that	along	with	his	physical	injuries,
Busby	was	struggling	with	mental	difficulties	too.	In	spite	of	United's
resurrection	and	their	heroic	achievement	in	reaching	the	Cup	Final,
Manchester	was	still	a	sombre	place	–	no	place	for	a	man	in	such	a
depressed	state.	So	United	sent	Matt	and	his	wife	Jean	to	Interlaken,	in
Switzerland,	for	an	extended	period	of	convalescence.	It	was	only	in	their
last	days	there	a	few	weeks	later	that	Jean	said	to	him	one	evening,	'You
know,	Matt,	the	lads	would	have	wanted	you	to	carry	on.'	With	that,	the
melancholic	spell	was	broken.	Busby	knew	that	he	had	to	go	back,	though
he	said	later,	'It	was	dreadful,	facing	up	to	going	back.'



12
Death	and	Resurrection

United	were	going	on;	life	was	going	on.	Other	things	had	taken	over	in	the
news	–	Winston	Churchill	had	pneumonia;	the	Labour	Party	denounced	the
South	African	Government	for	setting	up	a	white	dictatorship	in	the
country;	the	United	States	had	a	third	satellite	in	orbit	–	but	I	was	still
anxiously	scanning	the	Manchester	Evening	News	every	night	for	any	bit	of
information	I	could	get.	Slowly,	things	were	getting	back	to	normal.

Then	death	came	to	our	own	family.	On	that	Friday,	the	day	school	broke
up	for	the	Easter	holidays,	just	after	we'd	finished	our	tea,	Mr	O'Malley
from	next	door	but	one	came	to	say	there	was	a	phone	call	for	my	mam.	He
was	the	only	person	near	us	who	had	a	phone,	and	he'd	said	we	could	give
people	his	number	if	anybody	needed	to	contact	us	in	an	emergency,	so	we
knew	something	must	be	wrong.	When	my	mam	came	back	she	was	in
tears.	'Mam's	dead,'	she	said	to	my	dad.	'I'll	have	to	get	down	there.'	Then
she	turned	to	me	and	Joan	and	said,	'Your	gran	died	this	afternoon.	I'm
going	to	have	to	go	to	her	house	to	sort	things	out.	You	stay	here	with	your
dad.'

That	night	I	lay	in	bed	and	thought	about	Gran	Kearney	as	I	looked	at	the
United	picture	on	my	bedroom	wall.	Seven	out	of	the	eleven	players	on	that
team	photo	were	dead,	as	well	as	one	who	was	a	reserve,	and	now	my	gran
had	gone	to	join	them.	I	was	missing	them,	but	I	was	going	to	miss	my	gran
even	more.	No	more	singing	'Danny	Boy';	no	more	sixpences;	no	more
Kendal	mints.	I	thought	about	what	she'd	told	me	on	the	Saturday	just	after
the	crash,	about	how	she'd	be	joining	them	soon,	and	I	wondered	if	she'd
seen	them	play	yet,	up	there	in	heaven.	That	night,	in	my	dreams,	she	did	–
and	Billy	Whelan	was	captain,	just	like	she	said.



On	the	Saturday	morning	my	mam	was	still	at	my	gran's,	making
arrangements	for	the	funeral.	She	didn't	want	us	to	go	down	to	her	house	on
Grey	Mare	Lane	because	she	didn't	want	us	to	see	her	lying	there	dead.	We
were	too	young,	and	it	would	have	been	too	upsetting	for	us	to	see	the	dead
body	of	somebody	so	close	to	us.	I'd	lived	with	death	and	reports	of	death
for	nearly	two	months.	So	much	had	been	said	and	written	over	that	time
about	United's	tragedy	being	like	a	death	in	the	family,	but	now	for	me	this
really	was	family.	It	hurt,	and	there	were	tears,	because	I	was	close	to	my
gran	and	would	miss	her.	But,	young	as	I	was,	I	was	aware	that	her	death
wasn't	tragic	in	quite	the	same	way	that	the	deaths	at	Munich	had	been.	It
hadn't	come	out	of	the	blue	as	it	had	for	those	young	men	who	had	the
world	at	their	feet.	My	gran	was	old;	she'd	had	a	full	life	and	she	and	her
family	were	prepared	for	death.	It	wasn't	nice	when	it	happened,	but	there
was	none	of	that	sense	of	waste	that	came	the	day	the	team	died	at	Munich.

There	was	no	match	to	go	to	that	afternoon	as	United	were	playing	away,
at	Sheffield	Wednesday.	Even	if	they	had	been	at	home	we	wouldn't	have
gone	to	the	match.	It	wouldn't	have	seemed	right.	It	felt	a	bit	like	the
Saturday	just	after	the	crash	all	over	again,	when	so	many	people	were
saying	it	wasn't	right	to	play	football	that	afternoon.	But	just	as	football
went	on	that	day,	life	had	to	go	on	for	us.	We	tried	to	keep	to	some	sort	of
normal	routine.	I	collected	the	church	football	pools	bags	and	walked	down
to	Todd's	the	bakers	to	get	the	bread	and	the	meat	and	potato	pies	for	our
dinner.	Life	had	to	go	on,	just	as	United	had	to	go	on	after	the	crash.	In	a
strange	way,	all	that	seemed	to	have	prepared	me	a	little	bit	for	this,
especially	the	thought	that	my	gran	had	put	into	my	head	that	death	wasn't
the	end;	that	she	may	even	have	been	up	there	watching	the	old	United.
After	all,	it	was	Saturday.

It	might	have	seemed	disrespectful	to	go	to	a	match	that	afternoon,	but
playing	was	different.	St	Peter's	altar	boys	had	a	football	team.	We	didn't
play	every	week	and	we	weren't	in	a	league	or	anything	like	that,	we	just
used	to	play	friendlies	against	the	altar	boys	from	other	churches	in
Wythenshawe,	so	most	of	our	matches	seemed	to	be	against	St	Anthony's
from	Woodhouse	Park	or	St	John's	from	Benchill.	I	say	'we',	but	to	be
honest	I	didn't	get	that	many	games,	or	at	least	my	name	wasn't	often	one	of
the	eleven	on	the	teamsheet	that	was	pinned	up	in	the	sacristy;	it	was
usually	on	there	as	reserve.	They	knew	I	was	keen	and	dependable.	I'd



always	turn	up	in	the	hope	of	getting	a	game	if	one	of	the	first-choice
players	forgot	about	the	match	or	didn't	turn	up	because	he	had	to	go	to
Northenden	with	his	mam	to	get	a	new	pair	of	shoes.	This	meant	that	I	did
finish	up	getting	quite	a	lot	of	games.

I	remember	my	dad	being	at	one	of	them,	and	he	very	quickly	identified
the	basic	problem	I	had	with	my	game.	When	we	were	walking	home,	he
said	to	me,	'Why	are	you	always	running	away	from	the	ball?	Why	is	it	that
you're	always	miles	away	from	the	play?'

'Oh,	but	I'm	not,'	I	replied.	'I'm	always	running	into	space.	I'm	always
running	into	dangerous	positions	where	I	can	set	something	up	–	a	bit	like
Ernie	Taylor,	you	know.'

'But	it's	no	use	being	in	space	if	you	never	get	the	ball,'	my	dad	said.

I	thought	about	that	for	a	bit.	There	must	be	something	in	it.	But	I	said,
'That's	probably	because	the	rest	of	them	just	haven't	got	the	vision	that	I've
got.'	I	knew	that	wasn't	true,	though.	We	had	some	good	players	in	that
team.	Most	of	them	were	a	bit	older	than	me	and	nearly	all	of	them	played
for	their	school	teams.	They	certainly	knew	how	to	pass	the	ball,	but	when	I
was	playing	I	think	they	probably	looked	up,	saw	who	it	was	and	thought,
'Oh	no,	better	not	give	it	to	'Orlicks,	never	know	what	he's	going	to	do	with
it.'

Anyway,	this	particular	Saturday	afternoon	I	did	get	a	game.	I	think	it	was
Pete	McLoughlin	who	hadn't	turned	up,	so	1	played	at	inside-right,	and	I
think	it	must	have	been	one	of	the	high	spots	of	my	career	because	not	only
did	we	win,	but	I	got	two	of	our	goals.	Admittedly	they	were	both	tap-ins.	I
was	standing	on	the	goal-line	when	the	ball	landed	at	my	feet	in	the	mud
and	all	I	had	to	do	for	both	of	them	was	stick	my	foot	out.	It	was	easier	to
put	them	in	the	net	than	it	would	have	been	to	clear	them,	but	two	goals
were	two	goals,	and	as	any	good	striker	would	claim,	it	was	all	about
anticipation	and	good	positioning	–	being	in	the	right	place	at	the	right	time.
That	afternoon	I	was	Bobby	Charlton,	although	on	reflection	I	don't
remember	him	getting	many	goals	like	that;	his	were	more	likely	to	be
thirty-yard	thunderbolts.	Maybe	they	were	more	like	Dennis	Viollet's
poacher's	goals.

At	the	end	of	the	match	there	was	always	the	same	routine.	We	played	on



the	school	pitch	on	the	field	at	the	back	of	St	Peter's	Primary	School.	Leo
Fewtrell's	dad,	Bert,	was	the	school	caretaker,	and	he	always	came	over	to
open	up	the	store	room	at	the	back	of	the	school	hall.	There,	among	the
bottles	of	pop	and	the	bags	of	sherbet	dip	and	penny	chews	and	Black	Jacks
from	the	school	tuck	shop,	we'd	get	changed.	Bert	was	always	in	a	hurry	to
get	locked	up	so	he'd	always	come	out	with	the	same	line:	'Come	on,	lads,
hurry	up.	United	are	on	the	telly.'	We	knew	they	weren't	–	football	was	very
rarely	on	the	television	then	–	but	we	always	wanted	to	believe	it,	so	we
always	fell	for	it.	It	certainly	made	me	get	a	move	on.

I	ran	home	down	Whitburn	Road	to	get	back	in	time	for	Sports	Report.
All	the	way	back	I	was	thinking	about	United's	match	at	Hillsborough	that
afternoon,	and	there	were	big	question	marks	over	it.	United	might	have
reached	the	Cup	Final,	but	it	was	the	end	of	March	now	and	they	hadn't
won	a	league	game	since	the	crash.	Surely	all	this	was	going	to	change
today?	United	were	going	to	win	this	one.	It	was	only	three	days	after	the
great	win	over	Fulham	in	the	semi-final	and	the	new	Reds	were	riding	on	a
high.	They'd	swept	Wednesday	aside	in	the	Cup,	and	now	the	Sheffield	side
were	struggling	near	the	bottom	of	the	league.	It	was	a	game	everybody
thought	United	would	win;	it	was	going	to	be	the	turning	point	for	them	in
the	league.

I	was	anxious	to	get	back	for	the	result,	but	there	was	a	distraction.	A
stream	ran	across	the	fields	by	the	side	of	Whitburn	Road	through	a	little
valley,	a	sort	of	canyon	with	steep	muddy	banks	and	trees	on	either	side	of
it.	John	Shufflebottom,	his	brother	Tom	and	a	few	of	their	mates	had	slung	a
rope	over	one	of	the	branches	that	went	across	the	valley	and	they'd	made	a
swing.	They	called	me	over	and	asked	me	if	I	wanted	to	have	a	go.
Normally	I'd	have	said	yes;	it	was	a	great	feeling	swinging	out	into	the	void
high	above	the	stream,	doing	a	big	loop	and	then	landing	back	on	the	bank	–
all	very	exciting,	and	not	to	be	missed.	But	on	this	occasion	I	hurried	on
home,	and	it	was	a	good	job	I	did	because	as	I	walked	into	our	house	the
instantly	recognizable	Sports	Report	signature	tune	that	is	still	with	us	today
was	playing.

I	settled	down	on	the	floor	in	front	of	the	radiogram,	but	the	news	that
was	coming	in	from	Hillsborough	wasn't	good.	We	might	have	won	our
altar	boys'	game	that	afternoon,	but	the	same	couldn't	be	said	for	United.	It



was	a	miserable	1–0	defeat.	Yet	again	they	hadn't	been	able	to	raise	their
game	and	produce	anything	like	their	Cup	form.	It	was	the	same	in	the
rearranged	game	against	Aston	Villa	at	Villa	Park	on	the	Monday	afternoon.
Like	Wednesday,	Villa	were	down	in	the	relegation	zone	and	United	should
have	been	able	to	beat	them,	even	without	Ernie	Taylor	who	was	still
injured,	but	it	wasn't	to	be.	It	did	look	as	though	they	were	going	to	pick	up
a	point	when	with	a	minute	to	go	they	were	drawing	2–2,	but	Villa	grabbed
a	late	winner.

Information	on	mid-week	matches	like	this	was	scarce	at	the	time,	and	I
didn't	find	out	the	score	until	I	looked	at	the	Manchester	Guardian	the	next
day.	The	report	said	that	'Manchester's	play	was	immaculate	but	it	lacked
the	extra	determination,	the	extra	foot	of	speed	and	the	quicker,	surer
tackling	that	determines	a	game	of	lasting	value	from	a	mere	collection	of
impressions	that	will	disappear	with	time.	But	one	perform-	ance,'	the
paper's	special	correspondent	continued,	'that	will	be	remembered	by	the
18,000	spectators	was	the	display	of	Charlton,	the	United	inside-left.
Charlton	carried	the	burden	of	the	attack	and	his	execution	of	a	body
swerve,	change	of	pace	and	direction	and	tenacity	when	given	half	a
chance,	has	not	been	bettered	at	Villa	Park	this	season.'	In	his	report	in	the
Evening	News	that	night	David	Meek	thought	that	United	had	deserved	a
point.	'Again	we	saw	a	balanced	attack	playing	neat	football	all	the	way	to
the	penalty	box,	but	then	lacking	the	know-how	to	burst	through	and	score.
Occasionally	they	clicked,	and	when	it	did	it	brought	a	goal.'	Mark	Pearson,
it	was	good	to	hear,	had	restrained	himself	admirably	under	some
provocation	and	played	well.	United	still	hadn't	won	a	league	match,	but
Meek,	just	like	every	Red	I	knew,	was	confident	that	the	Easter	weekend
would	break	the	sequence.

Before	Easter,	though,	we'd	got	the	sad	business	of	going	to	my	gran's
funeral.	After	a	Requiem	Mass	at	St	Brigid's	she	was	buried	with	her
husband	–	the	grandfather	I'd	never	met	–	at	Moston	Cemetery.	I'd	never
been	to	a	funeral	at	Moston,	but	its	reputation	went	before	it.	My	mam
always	said	it	was	the	bleakest	place	in	Manchester,	and	it	certainly	was	that
day.	It	was	the	first	day	of	April,	but	the	arctic	conditions	we'd	experienced
for	so	much	of	that	winter	had	returned.	Although	the	cemetery	was	only	a
few	miles	from	town	it	really	was	a	desolate	spot,	very	open	and	exposed,
and	a	biting	wind	howled	across	it,	chilling	me	and	everybody	there	to	the



bone.	Figures	all	in	black,	or	the	darkest	overcoats	they	had,	huddled
together	as	much	as	they	could	to	keep	out	the	cold	and	the	sleet	that	started
to	whip	into	our	faces.

Standing	by	a	graveside	as	the	priest	read	the	interment	prayers	wasn't	a
new	experience	for	me.	I'd	never	been	to	a	family	funeral	or	a	funeral	at
Moston	before,	but	as	an	altar	boy	I'd	been	to	plenty	at	Southern	Cemetery,
which	was	the	one	near	us.	In	fact	I	used	to	look	forward	to	funerals,	or	at
least	to	any	on	a	Saturday	morning	or	during	the	school	holidays.	If	we
were	able	to,	the	altar	boys	would	always	go	with	the	priest	to	the	cemetery,
and	after	the	burial	somebody	from	the	family	would	always	give	us	five
bob	(25p)	to	share	between	us.	At	a	time	when	it	only	cost	9d	(less	than	4p)
to	get	in	the	boys'	entrance	at	Old	Trafford,	that	was	a	lot	of	money.	I	was
used	to	seeing	coffins	being	lowered	into	the	earth,	the	priest	sprinkling
holy	water	on	to	them	and	the	tears	of	the	families	as	they	tossed	handfuls
of	earth	into	the	void.	But	this	time	it	was	my	family;	the	tears	were	those
of	my	mam	and	my	aunties	and	my	cousins,	and	the	coffin	that	was	being
lowered	into	the	big	hole	was	my	gran.	All	those	deaths	in	such	a	short
time.	Now	my	gran	had	gone	to	join	Roger	Byrne	and	Tommy	Taylor	and
all	the	rest	of	them,	but	it	was	still	hard	to	come	to	terms	with	the	fact	that
I'd	never	see	any	of	them	again.

After	the	funeral	everybody	went	back	to	my	gran's	house	on	Grey	Mare
Lane	where	there	were	pork	pies,	sausage	rolls	and	luncheon-meat
sandwiches	set	out	in	the	back	room.	My	mam	put	the	kettle	on	the	gas
stove	in	the	scullery	at	the	back,	but	most	of	the	men	got	themselves	a	bottle
of	Wilson's	bitter	from	the	crate	under	the	table.	The	women	stood	in	little
groups,	and	the	talk	was	all	of	births,	marriages,	deaths	and	illnesses.	'Do
you	remember	Rose	Healy?'	Yes.	'Well,	you	know	her	mother	died	last
week?	Lovely	woman	she	was.	Always	used	to	do	the	flowers	at	St	Anne's.'
And,	'Did	you	know	May	Lee	was	in	hospital?	She's	in	Ancoats.	Rushed	in
to	have	her	appendix	out.'	Then	it	all	got	a	bit	more	light-hearted	and	there
was	a	bit	of	chat	about	fashion,	about	the	two	inches	that	had	changed	that
world	–	two	inches	slashed	from	the	hem	of	a	girl's	skirt	at	the	Paris	dress
shows;	two	inches	more	leg;	two	inches	that	had	captured	the	headlines
during	the	last	week.	'Nice	legs,'	one	of	my	aunties	said.	'They're	going	to
be	putting	the	bosomy	brigade	in	the	shade.'



Among	the	men,	though,	the	talk	focused	on	football.	Some	distant
relations	I'd	not	met	before	were	over	from	Ireland	for	the	funeral.	They
talked	about	Billy	Whelan	and	what	a	sad	loss	he	was	to	the	Irish	team.
He'd	been	a	real	favourite	in	Ireland	and	they	couldn't	understand	how	he'd
lost	his	place	in	the	United	team	just	before	the	crash.	They	soon	got	on	to
asking	about	the	new	team	that	seemed	to	be	doing	so	well.	They'd	not	seen
the	new	Red	Devils	in	action,	not	even	on	television,	and	they	wanted	to
know	how	these	young	Babes,	fresh	up	from	the	reserves	and	the	youth
team,	compared	to	the	great	pre-crash	team	and	were	they,	as	one	of	the
papers	in	Ireland	had	said,	still	one	of	the	top	four	sides	in	England?	How
was	it	that	a	team	with	only	five	players	in	it	that	had	any	experience	of
playing	in	the	First	Division	could	have	got	the	results	they	had	in	the	Cup?

My	dad	and	my	Uncle	Tommy	both	said	that	this	side	didn't	compare	in
any	way	with	the	team	that	had	been	wiped	out	at	Munich,	or	with	the	1948
team	they	had	watched	week	in	and	week	out,	except	in	terms	of	the	results
they'd	got	in	the	Cup.	This	was	a	completely	new	team,	they	said,	with	a
very	different	style,	and	it	all	revolved	around	the	genius	of	Ernie	Taylor.
But	what	you	had	to	remember	was	that	a	lot	of	the	pre-Munich	reserves
who'd	been	brought	in	were	so	good	that	they	would	have	walked	into	most
other	First	Division	teams.	Still,	apart	from	Ernie	and	the	survivors	of	the
crash	who	were	back	playing,	this	team	was	nowhere	near	as	good	as	the
Babes	individually;	they	weren't	in	the	same	league;	they	were	being	carried
along	by	the	emotion	of	the	crowd	and	had	a	fanatical	will	to	win.	'Ah,'	our
Irish	relatives	said,	'so	that	explains	all	that	trouble	at	Burnley.	We've
already	seen	some	reports	that	this	team	Jimmy	Murphy	has	got	together	are
a	bit	of	a	dirty	lot.'	No,	they	weren't	dirty,	my	dad	said.	They	were	tough
and	they	were	fit,	but	above	all	they	were	playing	their	hearts	out	for	Jimmy
and	for	Matt	and	for	all	those	great	players	whose	boots	they	had	stepped
into.	This	may	have	led	to	some	over-enthusiasm	on	the	part	of	some	of	the
younger	members	of	the	side,	but	that	couldn't	be	labelled	dirty	play.	As	for
being	one	of	the	top	four	teams	in	the	country,	my	dad	wasn't	sure.	They
were	doing	well	in	the	Cup,	but	going	nowhere	in	the	league.	We'd	have	to
wait	until	next	season	to	see	if	they	were	still	up	there	with	the	best.

By	the	time	of	my	gran's	funeral	nearly	a	week	had	passed	since	the	semi-
final	replay	and	controversy	was	still	raging	over	the	decision	to	televise	the
game.	Football	was	very	wary	of	television.	If	people	could	watch	a	top



game	from	the	comfort	of	their	own	armchair,	why	would	they	fork	out
good	money	to	stand	on	the	terraces	to	watch?	Joe	Richards,	the	president
of	the	Football	League,	blasted	television	when	he	said,	'It	is	a	menace	to
soccer.	I	hope	we	never	see	again	what	happened	last	Wednesday	when
Fulham	played	Manchester	United	in	the	Cup	semi-final	replay	and	Bristol
Rovers	visited	Cardiff	City	in	the	league.	Attendances	at	both	games	were
definitely	affected	because	the	Highbury	match	was	televised.	We	all	like	to
see	soccer	on	television,	and	while	in	some	ways	it	does	the	game	good,
clubs	can	only	live	by	what	they	receive	at	the	turnstiles.	The	four	home
authorities	are	determined	to	do	something	to	control	television	for	the
benefit	of	the	game	in	general.'	I	couldn't	see	what	all	the	problem	was
about.	Showing	the	game	on	television	had	seemed	the	fairest	thing	to	do
after	the	FA	had	given	United	fans	such	a	rough	deal	by	choosing	a	London
ground	for	it.	For	99	per	cent	of	United	fans,	watching	it	on	the	screen	was
the	only	possible	way	of	seeing	it.

Just	before	the	Easter	programme	there	was	a	big	boost	for	United's	Cup
Final	hopes	when	Dennis	Viollet	started	training	again.	Dennis	was	a	great
goal-scorer,	one	of	the	most	prolific	in	United's	history,	and	goals	were
what	was	lacking,	especially	in	the	league.	A	fit	Dennis	Viollet	back	from
Munich	to	play	alongside	Ernie	Taylor	and	Bobby	Charlton	would	make	a
massive	difference.	The	doctors	had	given	him	the	all-clear	to	go	ahead	and
train	as	hard	as	he	liked,	and	it	was	expected	that	he	would	be	fit	for
Wembley	on	3	May.	The	big	talk	when	we	went	down	to	the	fields	to	play
football	that	week	was	about	where	he	was	going	to	play.	There	wasn't	an
easy	answer	to	that.	If	he	could	recover	his	pre-Munich	form	Jimmy
Murphy	would	have	to	find	a	place	for	him,	but	Charlton	was	now	playing
brilliantly	in	Viollet's	inside-left	position	and	Taylor	had	to	be	the	first
choice	for	inside-right.	Charlton,	a	few	people	suggested,	could	play	on	the
left	wing	to	make	way	for	Viollet,	or	even	at	centre-forward.	What	was
absolutely	certain,	we	all	felt,	was	that	there	had	to	be	a	place	for	all	three
of	them	in	the	attack.

All	of	a	sudden	the	big	problem	Murphy	was	faced	with	was	not	finding	a
team	but	deciding	who	to	leave	out.	Tom	Heron,	a	recent	signing	from	the
Irish	club	Portadown,	had	just	had	a	good	game	for	the	reserves;	Kenny
Morgans	was	back	in	training	and	recovering	his	old	form;	Wilf
McGuinness	was	also	back	in	training,	much	quicker	than	expected	after	his



cartilage	operation;	and	two	more	of	the	Munich	survivors,	left-winger
Albert	Scanlon	and	goalkeeper	Ray	Wood,	were	lapping	the	pitch	and
kicking	a	ball	around.	This	strengthening	of	the	squad	would	help	to	see	the
club	through	the	crowded	fixture	programme	that	lay	ahead.	Viollet's	return
in	particular	would	save	the	day	if,	as	was	beginning	to	look	increasingly
likely,	Bobby	Charlton	was	capped	for	England.	England	had	two	World
Cup	warm-up	games	scheduled	for	the	dates	which	United	were	still	hoping
AC	Milan	would	agree	to	for	the	two	legs	of	the	European	Cup	semi-final.

By	Good	Friday,	winter	was	back	with	a	vengeance.	Roads	in	the	North-
West	were	almost	deserted	and	holiday	resorts,	which	had	prepared	for	a
bumper	Easter,	reported	the	worst	bank	holiday	business	for	years.	In
Manchester	it	was	the	coldest	Easter	for	nearly	twenty	years,	and	along	the
east	of	Britain	snowstorms	raged	from	Dundee	to	Dover.	In	London	a
popular	peace	movement	was	born	when	thousands	of	people	gathered	in
Trafalgar	Square	to	protest	against	Britain's	first	H-bomb	tests,	carried	out
at	Christmas	Island	in	the	Pacific	Ocean.	The	Campaign	for	Nuclear
Disarmament	had	been	launched	with	a	massive	public	meeting	in	London
in	February;	they'd	organized	a	four-day	Easter	march	to	a	then	unknown
place	in	Berkshire	–	Aldermaston	–	where,	they	had	discovered,	a	secret
atomic	weapons	plant	was	being	built.	The	march	started	with	the	Good
Friday	rally	in	Trafalgar	Square,	and	around	ten	thousand	protesters	turned
out.	People	from	all	walks	of	life	waved	banners,	pushed	children	in	prams
and	sang	peace	songs	from	sheets	handed	out	by	the	organizers.	Hiroshima
was	the	reason	so	many	were	there:	in	a	world	with	the	weapons	of	mass
destruction	that	had	brought	the	Second	World	War	to	an	end	there	must
never	be	another	war.	The	speeches	in	Trafalgar	Square	emphasized	this
theme	and	advocated	unilateral	nuclear	disarmament	–	the	proposal	that
Britain	should	take	the	initiative	and	get	rid	of	its	own	nuclear	weapons
because	the	alternative,	multilateral	disarmament	–	by	negotiation	between
countries	–	was	clearly	not	working.

As	the	marchers	set	out	on	their	pilgrimage	a	full	league	football
programme	was	being	played	throughout	Britain.	United	were	at	home	to
Sunderland,	and	they	managed	to	salvage	their	first	point	in	the	league	since
the	draw	with	Nottingham	Forest	on	22	February,	but	it	wasn't	a	very
distinguished	performance.	Like	Wednesday	and	Villa,	Sunderland	were
struggling	at	the	bottom	of	the	table,	but	it	looked	as	though	they	were



going	to	win	the	game	until	Dawson	side-stepped	two	opponents	and	scored
with	a	fine	drive	to	give	United	a	last-minute	equalizer.	By	this	time,
though,	hundreds	of	disillusioned	Reds	were	halfway	down	Chester	Road,
having	seen	enough.	The	second	half	was	particularly	bad,	United	going
behind	and	showing	no	real	sense	of	urgency	to	get	back	into	the	game.
Maybe	they	had	got	the	Cup	Final	on	their	minds,	or	was	it	just	that	they
were	young	and	they	were	having	to	play	far	too	many	games?	United	had
now	slipped	to	eighth	in	the	league	and	they	were	playing	like	the
relegation	candidates	they'd	only	managed	to	take	one	point	off	in	the	last
three	games.

On	Easter	Saturday	they	were	up	against	it,	with	Preston	at	home.
Eighteen-year-old	Ken	Morgans	was	back	for	his	first	match	after	the	crash,
but	after	the	dismal	run	of	results	it	didn't	look	as	though	United	would
have	much	chance.	Preston	were	second,	and	playing	well.	But	when	the
results	came	through	on	Sports	Report,	there	was	a	surprise:	United	had
managed	to	hold	them	to	a	goalless	draw.

I	didn't	get	to	either	of	those	games.	On	Good	Friday	I	couldn't,	because
as	an	altar	boy	I	had	to	be	at	church	for	the	long-drawn-out	service	which
started	at	three	o'clock.	It	was	the	longest	of	the	year,	and	church	was
always	packed	for	it.	It	was	also	one	of	the	most	dramatic	–	all	about	death.
This	year	it	was	all	very	much	in	keeping	with	the	still	sombre	mood	of	the
time.	Easter	Saturday,	however,	was	different.	We	could	have	gone	to	the
Preston	match,	and	I	thought	we	would,	but	my	dad	said	he	didn't	want	to
go	and	my	mam	said	I	was	too	young	to	go	on	my	own.	With	my	dad,	it
increasingly	seemed	as	though	he	just	couldn't	bear	to	go	and	see	his
beloved	United	playing	such	pedestrian	football.	Preston	were	a	good	team,
but	if	it	hadn't	been	for	the	crash	United	would	almost	certainly	have	been
above	them,	well	on	their	way	to	a	third	league	title	in	a	row.	Now	it	looked
as	though	it	might	be	years	before	they	were	at	the	top	again.

I	knew	how	my	dad	felt,	and	how	a	lot	of	other	supporters,	especially	of
his	age,	felt.	There	was	an	empty	feeling	about	football;	a	tremendous	sense
of	loss.	I	felt	it	as	well.	I	couldn't	get	over	this	sense	of	having	been	cheated.
We	shouldn't	have	been	losing	all	these	matches;	we	would	have	been	top
of	the	league	again	by	now.	Instead	we	were	sliding	further	and	further
down,	and	it	was	difficult	to	accept.	I'd	probably	been	spoiled.	The	first



football	team	I'd	been	taken	to	see	have	been	acknowledged	far	and	wide	as
one	of	the	greatest	teams	ever.	The	first	matches	I	saw	are	still	spoken	of	as
some	of	the	best	ever.	Who,	for	instance,	from	that	vast	crowd	that	packed
Maine	Road	on	6	February	1957	for	the	Bilbao	game	could	ever	forget	the
drama	and	excitement	of	that	night?	It	was	matches	like	this	that	I	kept
thinking	about	that	Easter.	United	might	have	reached	the	Cup	Final,	but
were	we	ever	going	to	be	thrilled	like	that	again?	There	was	something	in
what	people	were	saying	about	the	new	Reds	being	rougher	and	cruder	than
the	old	team.	Beryl	Townsend	can	recall	her	shock	at	the	signing	of	Stan
Crowther	just	before	the	Sheffield	Wednesday	Cup	tie.	'We	had	a	problem
with	that	first	game	when	Stan	Crowther	came,'	she	said,	'because	he	was
such	a	dirty	player	and	we	weren't	used	to	dirty	players	at	Old	Trafford.'

But	all	this	didn't	really	matter	to	me.	It	was	still	United,	and	I	still	wanted
to	go	to	every	game,	so	I	wasn't	happy	that	we	were	missing	two	home
games	on	consecutive	days.	I	knew	Good	Friday	was	out	because	going	to
church	had	to	come	first,	but	I	really	thought	we	would	have	been	going	to
the	Preston	game	on	the	Saturday.	Instead	we	had	to	go	to	the	CWS	stores
on	Downing	Street	near	London	Road	Station	to	get	new	shoes	for	me	and
our	Joan	with	my	mam's	divi	cheques	(the	dividend	the	Co-op	used	to	pay
its	customers).	Going	down	to	town	on	the	bus	that	afternoon	it	was	cold,
wet	and	smoggy	–	not	the	sort	of	thick	smog	we'd	had	recently,	just	a	sort	of
browny-grey	mist	that	made	buildings	more	than	fifty	yards	away	indistinct
shadows.	We	used	to	have	so	much	rain	and	smog	in	those	days	but
somehow	the	cold,	wet,	greyness	that	hung	over	Manchester	for	much	of
the	time	in	the	weeks	after	Munich	seemed	appropriate	to	the	mood	of	the
city.	I	can	still	picture	what	it	was	like	sitting	upstairs	on	that	double-decker
bus	in	the	warmth	looking	through	a	blue	haze	of	cigarette	smoke	down	at
the	shop	lights	shining	on	the	cold,	wet	pavements	and	the	cobblestone
streets.	There	always	seemed	to	be	lots	of	condensation	running	down	shop
windows,	and	down	the	windows	of	other	buses	as	they	passed	by	in	the
gloom.	Lowryesque	figures	battled	against	the	elements,	an	amazing
number	of	them	carrying	umbrellas.	Most	of	the	men	wore	flat	caps,	trilbys
or	bowler	hats.	Some	of	the	smarter	women	wore	hats,	but	most	had	their
heads	covered	in	a	scarf	or	a	hair	net	which	concealed	curlers	or	clips.
Older	women	had	woollen	shawls	over	their	heads	and	wrapped	around
their	shoulders	to	protect	themselves	from	the	rain.



The	only	day	that	was	different	was	Sunday	and	the	next	day,	when	we
went	to	see	my	Gran	Hall	in	Beswick	and	nearly	everybody	was	in	their
best	clothes	for	Easter	Sunday.	A	lot	of	the	kids	round	there,	though,
seemed	to	be	doing	their	best	to	ruin	them	as	they	played	out	in	the
surrounding	streets	and	on	the	crofts.	When	we	got	to	my	gran's	my	Uncle
Jack	was	there.	He	was	my	dad's	elder	brother,	and	like	my	dad	he'd	always
been	a	United	supporter,	although	since	the	war	he'd	not	been	to	anything
like	as	many	matches	as	my	dad.	We	sat	round	the	big	scrubbed	table	in	the
scullery	in	front	of	the	black	leaded	open-range	fire	and	they	conducted
their	analysis	of	the	problems	with	the	team.	The	coal	glowed	in	the	grate,
and	my	gran	cut	a	slice	of	white	bread	for	me	and	gave	me	the	toasting	fork
so	that	I	could	make	myself	some	toast	while	my	dad	and	my	Uncle	Jack
talked.	It	was	the	way	we	always	did	toast.	You'd	stick	the	fork	into	the	top
edge	of	a	thick	slice	of	bread	and	hold	it	in	front	of	the	embers	of	a	coal
fire.	We	didn't	have	butter;	we	used	margarine,	and,	if	you	were	lucky,	some
jam.	At	my	Gran	Hall's	we	always	put	Tate	and	Lyle's	golden	syrup	on	our
toast.

As	my	gran	got	the	syrup	out	for	me,	my	Uncle	Jack	was	making	the
point	that	I'd	read	in	the	papers	and	heard	so	many	times	before.	The
biggest	problem	for	United,	he	said,	was	the	fact	that	they'd	taken	so	many
reserves	to	Belgrade.	Why,	when	they	could	only	play	eleven	men,	had	they
taken	seventeen?	It	was	now	two	months	after	the	crash	and	six	of	the	first
choice	eleven	at	the	time	of	the	Belgrade	match	and	four	of	its	leading
reserves	could	not	be	considered	in	any	reckoning	of	the	club's	current
playing	strength.	No	team	could	withstand	losses	like	that.

Then	he	and	my	dad	went	through	the	present	team,	player	by	player.	In
goal	we	couldn't	do	any	better:	Harry	Gregg	was	the	best	keeper	around,
and	Ray	Wood	was	a	very	able	deputy.	At	full-back	things	weren't	too	bad
either.	Before	the	crash	Bill	Foulkes,	and	occasionally	Ian	Greaves,	was	the
steady,	pedestrian	part	of	the	partnership	with	the	much	more	constructive
Roger	Byrne,	who	was	often	able	to	start	an	attack	going.	Now,	with
Foulkes	and	Greaves	in	partnership	at	the	back,	a	lot	of	the	creativity	that
had	come	from	Byrne's	play	was	missing;	but	they	were	still	a	good	pair	of
full-backs,	as	good	as	any	in	the	First	Division.	Of	the	reserves	who'd	been
brought	in,	centre-half	Ronnie	Cope	had	been	the	biggest	success,
especially	when	you	considered	that	he	had	been	third	choice	after	Mark



Jones	and	Jackie	Blanchflower.	At	right-half,	Freddie	Goodwin	couldn't
really	be	regarded	as	a	stopgap	player	and	he'd	been	showing	the	sort	of
class	that	at	one	time	had	kept	Eddie	Colman	out	of	the	team.	But	how	do
you	replace	Duncan	Edwards?	Stan	Crowther	had	been	a	good	signing	who
had	brought	much-needed	experience	to	the	young	team.	Defensively	he'd
been	very	good,	but	he	didn't	have	Edwards's	ability	to	complement	his
defensive	duties	with	forward	surges.	Overall,	though,	they	agreed	that	the
defence	wasn't	too	bad.	It	was	the	attack	that	was	the	problem.

Ernie	Taylor	had	been	an	inspired	buy.	My	dad	said	Ernie	would	have
been	able	to	hold	his	own	in	the	1948	team,	or	in	the	Babes	team	that	had
been	wiped	out.	And	Bobby	Charlton	was	showing	that	he	had	the	makings
of	a	world-class	forward.	The	trouble	was	he	was	still	young,	and	he	was
having	to	play	too	many	matches.	Why	did	he	have	to	play	games	for	the
Army	when	he	had	so	many	to	play	for	United?	But	Charlton	and	Taylor
were	the	only	two	class	forwards	we'd	got.	Colin	Webster	was	at	best	a
hard-working	trier,	and	Alex	Dawson	was	too	young;	he'd	been	brought	in
much	too	early.	He'd	got	the	makings	of	a	good	centre-forward,	but	he
could	have	done	with	another	few	seasons	in	the	reserves.	He	just	wasn't
ready	for	the	first	team,	and	his	career	had	probably	taken	a	step	back	as	a
result	of	being	played.	The	same	was	definitely	true	of	Mark	Pearson.	Many
Reds	who'd	been	to	all	the	reserve	and	youth	team	games	before	Munich
also	believed	that	promising	young	careers	were	harmed	by	the	fact	that
they	had	to	be	thrust	into	the	first	team	before	they	were	ready.	'Alex
Dawson	and	Mark	Pearson's	future	was	ruined	by	Munich,'	Norman
Williams	said.	'They	were	both	brought	on	too	early	and	both	of	them
suffered	because	of	it.	Alex	Dawson	looked	a	great	centre-forward.	I'd	seen
him	in	the	youth	team;	scored	five	goals	in	one	match.	Brilliant!	And	we
always	called	him	the	Black	Prince,	because	he	was	such	a	magnificent
figure,	a	great	player,	or	at	least	he	would	have	been.	And	Mark	Pearson	too
looked	like	a	top	footballer	in	the	making,	yet	both	never	lived	up	to	their
early	promise.	Both	were	pitched	in	too	early.'

Three	days	after	playing	Sunderland	at	Old	Trafford	United	had	to	travel	up
to	Roker	Park	to	play	them	again.	Three	games	in	four	days.	Stan	Crowther
was	rested,	and	in	at	left-half	came	twenty-year-old	Wilf	McGuinness,	who
had	made	a	rapid	recovery	from	his	cartilage	operation.	If	they'd	been	at
home	I'm	sure	we	would	have	gone	to	the	match,	but	instead	that	Easter



Monday	we	had	a	change	of	sport:	my	dad	took	me	to	the	Harris	Stadium	in
Fallowfield	for	the	Daily	Express	International	Cycling	and	Athletics
meeting.

It	was	freezing,	and	a	bitterly	cold	wind	blew	across	the	track,	but	the
cycle	racing	was	great.	I'd	never	been	to	a	cycle	track	before	and	I	was
hooked	on	it	straight	away.	It	was	all	very	exciting	and	dramatic.	We	stood
up	against	the	track	wall	on	the	banking	as	it	swept	down	to	the	finishing
straight	where	the	riders	jockeyed	for	position	to	swoop	down	for	their
sprint	finish.	On	the	athletics	track	there	were	some	big	names,	including
Derek	Ibbotson,	but	he	could	only	finish	a	disappointing	seventh	in	the
Fallowfield	Mile.	I	couldn't	understand	that.	Ibbotson	was	a	four-minute
miler	up	there	in	the	Roger	Bannister	and	Chris	Chataway	class	and	I'd
never	heard	of	most	of	the	other	runners.	There	were	no	four-minute	miles
that	afternoon,	but	it	was	good	sport,	made	even	better	when	we	received
the	news	that	United	had	managed	to	record	their	first	league	win	since
Munich	with	a	2–1	victory	over	Sunderland.	Colin	Webster,	who	had	been
coming	in	for	a	lot	of	criticism,	had	scored	both	goals.

When	we	got	home	for	our	tea	there	was	more	good	news,	and	it	wasn't
just	that	we	were	having	tinned	salmon	followed	by	jelly	and	evaporated
milk	for	our	tea	(because	it	was	a	holiday).	When	we	sat	down	my	mam
said	she'd	got	something	to	tell	me	and	our	Joan.	We	were	going	to	have	a
baby.	It	was	due	in	the	summer.	Obviously	my	mam	and	dad	had	known	for
quite	a	few	months,	but	for	me	and	Joan	the	news	came	right	out	of	the
blue.	I	was	eleven	and	Joan	was	ten;	Mam	and	Dad	were	both	over	forty.
People	didn't	have	babies	when	they	were	as	old	as	that,	and	we	didn't	know
many	kids	of	our	age	who	had	baby	brothers	or	sisters.	It	was	a	massive
surprise	for	us	but	we	were	very	pleased.	It	would	be	nice	to	have	a	new
baby	in	the	house.	I	thought	it	would	be	particularly	good	for	Joan.	One	of
her	favourite	summer	pastimes	was	taking	someone's	baby	for	a	walk	(with
permission,	of	course).	Mind	you,	she	always	seemed	more	interested	in	the
prams	than	the	babies	themselves,	and	she'd	only	pick	babies	who	had	nice
prams.	My	mam	would	have	to	get	a	good	pram	if	she	wanted	Joan	to	take
our	baby	for	a	walk.

Inevitably,	me	and	our	Joan	started	to	ask	questions.	Where	did	babies
come	from?	Our	knowledge	of	the	facts	of	life	was	just	about	non-existent.



It	wasn't	something	they	told	you	about	in	a	Catholic	primary	school,	or	in	a
grammar	school	where	would-be	priests	were	educated,	and	it	certainly
wasn't	anything	that	had	ever	been	brought	up	in	our	house	–	far	too
embarrassing,	and	not	the	sort	of	thing	you	talked	about	in	front	of	the
children,	or	in	front	of	anybody	I	suspect.	But	now	my	mam	couldn't	avoid
the	issue,	and	eventually	we	got	an	answer	of	sorts	from	her,	through	a
process	of	elimination.	It	wasn't	going	to	come	out	of	her	mouth	and	it
wasn't	going	to	come	out	of	her	bottom,	so	there	was	only	one	place	left,
and	even	I	knew	enough	about	the	difference	between	boys	and	girls	to
know	where	that	was.	But	how	the	baby	had	got	there	in	the	first	place	was
a	bit	of	a	dark	secret	that	remained	untouched,	and	we	didn't	push	the
matter.	The	fact	that	my	dad	might	have	had	something	to	do	with	it	didn't
really	come	into	it.	Being	good	Catholics,	I	think	we	just	thought	it	was
something	to	do	with	the	Immaculate	Conception.	If	that's	the	way	Jesus
came	into	the	world,	that's	probably	the	way	it	was	for	all	babies.

That	week,	the	excitement	of	having	a	baby	on	the	way	began	to	make	up
for	the	sadness	I	was	still	feeling	over	the	death	of	my	Gran	Kearney.	It
seemed	odd	that	a	new	life	was	following	on	so	quickly	from	one	that	had
only	just	left	us.	It	was	all	a	bit	like	United	really:	death,	and	then	almost
immediately	a	new	team	being	born.	Easter,	and	all	the	Easter	services	I'd
been	to,	was	clearly	affecting	the	way	I	was	thinking:	death	on	Good	Friday
followed	so	quickly	by	resurrection	and	new	life.	Something	had	definitely
happened	to	me	over	the	last	few	weeks.	I'd	become	aware	of	things	I'd
never	really	thought	anything	about.	These	were	big	thoughts,	though,	too
much	for	an	eleven-year-old	to	be	dwelling	on	for	too	long.	After	all,	the
dark	nights	of	winter	were	coming	to	an	end	and	summer	was	on	its	way.



13
One	Game	Too	Many

With	the	nights	growing	lighter	there	was	more	time	to	play	out	after	school
–	that	is,	if	there	wasn't	too	much	homework	to	do.	Football	on	the	road	in
front	of	our	house:	two	lots	of	jumpers	down	at	either	end	for	the	goals,	and
the	edgings	made	a	good	touchline	that	you	could	bounce	the	ball	off	–	a	bit
like	modern	five-a-side	where	you	use	the	walls	of	the	gym,	only	on	our
pitch	the	edgings	were	about	three	inches	high	so	you	had	to	keep	the	ball
down	or	it	would	be	out	for	a	throw-in.	Because	our	road	was	a	dead	end
there	was	no	problem	having	our	pitch	on	it,	and	the	concrete	made	a	good
playing	surface,	except	when	you	took	a	flyer	and	grazed	your	knees	or
your	elbows.	And	it	wasn't	just	football	we	played	out	there.	Summer	was
coming,	so	thoughts	were	turning	to	cricket.	The	grass	verge	over	on	the
other	side	of	the	road	made	a	perfect	cricket	pitch,	and	there	were	always	a
couple	of	old	milk	crates	hanging	around	somewhere	to	use	for	wickets.

I	also	remember	making	'stilts'	from	golden	syrup	cans	and	string,	and
going	up	to	the	shops	for	my	mam	on	metal	roller	skates	with	metal	wheels
that	you	wore	over	your	shoes.	Then	there	would	always	be	lots	of	time
playing	'allies'	(marbles)	and	riding	home-made	'bogeys',	made	from	an	old
plank	and	some	wheels,	down	the	little	hill	round	the	corner	on	Frensham
Drive.	We'd	also	go	fishing	for	tadpoles	and	sticklebacks	in	the	pond	near
the	top	of	the	road.	We'd	sometimes	play	with	the	girls	–	games	like	whip
and	top,	jacks,	two-balls,	hide	and	seek	and	rally-vo,	and	sometimes	we'd
join	in	their	skipping	games.	They	would	have	a	skipping	rope	made	from
an	old	washing	line	right	across	the	street	as	there	was	so	little	traffic.	The
trouble	was,	it	went	right	across	our	football	pitch,	so	you	had	to	join	them
because	they	wouldn't	move	out	of	the	way.	The	girls	had	lots	of	skipping
rhymes,	and	rhymes	for	two-balls,	which	involved	throwing	two	balls	up	at



the	wall	and	catching	them	while	chanting	what	seemed	like	a	nonsense
verse.

One	of	the	best	games	the	lads	played	was	the	Mystery	Riders.	I	don't
know	who	the	Mystery	Riders	were;	maybe	they	were	on	at	the	ABC
Minors	kids	matinee	at	the	Forum	cinema	in	Northenden.	I	wouldn't	know,
because	we	were	never	allowed	to	go	to	that;	but	that	didn't	stop	me	joining
in	with	the	rest	of	the	lads,	charging	down	the	road	and	across	the	grass	in
front	of	the	flats,	our	dark	blue	gabardine	macs	draped	over	our	shoulders
with	just	the	top	button	fastened	to	make	it	into	a	cape.	If	we	weren't	the
Mystery	Riders	we	were	all	Flash	Gordon,	or	we'd	be	galloping	on	our
imaginary	white	horses,	slapping	our	backsides	with	one	hand	to	create	the
rhythm	and	sound	of	horses'	hooves.	As	we	galloped	across	the	field	behind
the	old	people's	bungalows	where	Farmer	Shenton	kept	his	cows	we'd	be
Hopalong	Cassidy	or	the	Lone	Ranger	and	Tonto	riding	the	Texas	plains,
firing	our	imaginary	gun	(two	pointed	fingers	and	a	cocked	thumb)	at	any
strangers	or	Injuns	who	got	in	our	way.

Soon	after	Easter	the	weather	started	to	get	warmer,	so	much	so	that	one
day	while	we	were	still	on	holiday	all	the	kids	from	our	road	went	for	a
picnic	down	the	lanes.	Everybody	had	a	bottle	of	water,	which	we	called
'Corporation	Pop',	and	some	butties.	Most	of	the	kids	had	jam	butties,	but	I
had	Marmite	on	mine.	On	another	day	we	made	tents	on	Shenton's	field.	We
borrowed	my	mam's	clothes	horse,	or	maiden	as	we	used	to	call	it,	and	an
old	blanket	to	put	over	it,	and	set	up	camp	on	the	field.	We	sat	in	the	tent
drinking	our	Corporation	Pop	and	all	was	quite	peaceful	–	until	Jeannie
Jampot	from	Amberley	flats	appeared	on	the	scene.	This	meant	trouble.	My
mam	had	told	us	not	to	play	with	her.	I	wasn't	sure	why,	but	she	didn't	like
her	and	didn't	want	us	associating	with	her.	Jeannie	insisted	on	coming	into
the	tent	and	straight	away	suggested	that	we	should	play	doctors	and	nurses.
I	was	a	bit	uneasy:	doctors	and	nurses	involved	touching	each	other	and
examining	each	other,	and,	if	it	was	done	properly,	taking	some	of	your
clothes	off	and	showing	the	doctor	or	the	nurse	bits	you	weren't	supposed	to
show.	Jeannie	was	insistent:	that's	what	she	wanted	to	play,	and	she	wanted
to	do	it	properly.	She	said	she	would	be	the	patient,	and	she	needed	her
knickers	down	so	that	she	could	be	examined.	I	was	petrified.	Our	Joan	was
there	so	it	was	bound	to	get	back	to	my	mam,	and	we'd	be	in	dead	trouble.
Jeannie	wasn't	bothered	though.	'Come	on!	You're	the	doctor,'	she	said.



'You're	not	scared,	are	you?'	Of	course	I	wasn't	scared,	or	at	least	I	didn't
want	her	to	think	I	was	scared	but	now	I	knew	why	my	mam	didn't	want	us
to	play	with	her.	Fortunately	Jeannie	soon	lost	interest.	I	don't	think	she
thought	I	was	very	good	at	the	game	and	she	went	off	to	find	someone	else
to	play	with.

With	so	many	interesting	diversions,	it's	not	surprising	that	I	don't
remember	a	great	deal	about	the	matches	in	the	last	few	weeks	of	the
1957/58	season.	There	just	seemed	to	be	so	many	of	them,	and	the	one
common	factor	was	that	United	were	still	not	winning	any	of	them.	The	win
against	Sunderland	on	Easter	Monday	turned	out	to	be	a	bit	of	a	flash	in	the
pan,	and	we	went	straight	back	to	some	pretty	dismal	results.

One	bright	spot	was	the	form	of	Bobby	Charlton.	Since	his	return	he	had
impressed,	so	much	so	that	Preston's	legendary	England	winger	Tom	Finney
said	he	was	one	of	the	best	youngsters	he	had	ever	seen.	Charlton	was
beginning	to	look	like	the	complete	footballer,	and	soon	after	Easter	the
news	came	through	that	he	had	won	his	first	England	cap.	He	was	named	in
the	side	to	play	Scotland	at	Hampden	Park	on	19	April,	at	inside-right.	Only
a	couple	of	months	earlier	he'd	been	lying	in	a	hospital	in	Munich;	no
player	could	have	had	a	quicker	rise	to	the	top.	Bobby	had	just	been	coming
to	the	forefront	at	the	time	of	the	crash,	but	it	was	since	his	return	from
Munich	that	he	had	hit	the	brilliant	form	that	had	attracted	the	England
selectors	and	kept	United's	name	alive	in	the	England	set-up.	For	the	rest	of
the	team	the	selectors	had	chosen	largely	as	expected,	Fulham	full-back	Jim
Langley,	Wolves	left-half	Bill	Slater	and	West	Brom	centre-forward	Derek
Kevan	filling	the	places	left	vacant	by	Roger	Byrne,	Duncan	Edwards	and
Tommy	Taylor.

What	an	achievement	it	was	for	Bobby	Charlton.	Paying	tribute	to	him	in
his	Evening	News	column,	his	captain	Bill	Foulkes	said,	'Charlton	is	my
idea	of	the	perfect	sportsman	–	and	the	near	perfect	footballer.	When	he
came	back	from	Germany	and	took	his	place	in	the	crippled	United	side	he
hit	form	that	startled	–	and	delighted	–	all	connected	with	the	club.	It	was	as
though	the	added	responsibility	of	being	one	of	the	old	hands	had	brought
out	of	him	a	new-found	brilliance,'	Foulkes	said.	'He	has	always	been	a	very
promising	boy,	but	I	am	sure	all	fans	would	agree	that	he	has	never	played
better	than	in	recent	weeks.	He	is	one	of	soccer's	gentlemen.	By	that	1	don't



mean	a	"softy"	for	he	is	a	hard	and	courageous	tackier,	but	he	is
scrupulously	fair	and	I	have	never	known	him	to	lose	his	temper	even	when
severely	provoked.'	Never	was	there	a	truer	description	of	Bobby	Charlton,
and	those	words	about	him	when	he	was	still	only	twenty	were	to	apply
throughout	his	long	and	distinguished	career.

Later	in	the	week	came	the	news	that	everybody	in	Manchester	had	been
waiting	for:	Matt	Busby	was	going	to	leave	hospital	the	following	week.
He'd	be	back	in	time	for	the	last	few	matches	of	the	season,	and	for	the	FA
Cup	Final.	A	BEA	spokesman	said,	'He	has	not	yet	recovered	his	full
strength	but	he	is	well	enough	to	travel.	And	I	think	he	is	keen	to	be	getting
back	to	his	Babes.'	The	plan	was	for	him	to	travel	by	train	from	Munich	and
come	back	to	Manchester	via	the	Hook	of	Holland	and	Harwich.	After
Busby's	departure,	the	only	survivors	left	in	the	hospital	would	be	Johnny
Berry	and	the	News	Chronicle	sports	writer	Frank	Taylor,	and	both	were
improving	daily,	the	spokesman	added.

On	the	same	day	it	was	announced	that	Professor	Georg	Maurer	had	been
made	an	honorary	CBE	by	the	Queen	in	recognition	of	his	services	to	the
victims	of	the	Munich	air	disaster.	The	news	went	down	particularly	well	in
Manchester,	where	he	had	achieved	some	sort	of	heroic	status.	The
commendation,	which	was	released	by	the	British	Embassy	in	Bonn,	stated
that	the	award	was	in	recognition	of	Professor	Maurer's	efficiency	and
devotion.	'The	people	injured	in	the	crash	were	nearly	all	taken	to	his
hospital,	where	they	received	care	and	treatment	of	the	highest	order.	All
those	who	have	been	able	to	see	the	work	of	Professor	Maurer	and	his	staff
are	agreed	that	no	praise	could	be	too	high	for	the	skill	and	selflessness	with
which	they	have	looked	after	their	patients.	The	honour	which	Her	Majesty
has	conferred	is	intended	to	symbolize	the	appreciation	and	gratitude,	not
only	of	the	injured,	but	of	the	many	thousands	of	British	people	who	have
anxiously	followed	the	progress	of	their	recovery.'	The	commendation	also
pointed	out	that	the	disaster	had	had	one	fruitful	result,	that	of	promoting
Anglo-German	friendship.

I	talked	to	my	dad	about	it	before	going	to	bed	that	night.	Just	over	a
decade	earlier	he'd	fought	in	a	war	against	Germany.	Professor	Maurer	and
many	of	his	team	of	doctors	were	on	the	other	side.	We	were	killing	them
and	they	were	killing	us,	yet	here	they	were,	not	very	long	after,	saving	so



many	British	lives.	But	then	we	learned	it	wasn't	the	first	time	that	British
lives	had	been	saved	by	this	devoted	surgeon.	On	the	beaches	of	Dunkirk,
eighteen	years	earlier,	he	had	been	decorated	with	the	Iron	Cross	for	his
heroism	under	fire,	saving	the	lives	of	British	as	well	as	German	soldiers.
This	benign-looking	roly-poly	doctor	must	be	the	only	person	in	history	to
have	been	decorated	with	Germany's	highest	military	honour	and	a	CBE
from	the	Queen.	In	Manchester	he	was,	and	has	always	been,	a	hero.

For	United	in	these	opening	weeks	of	April,	as	the	most	traumatic	season
in	the	club's	history	drew	to	a	close,	it	was	a	question	of	how	best	to	honour
fixture	commitments.	To	get	all	their	games	played	before	the	end	of	the
season	would	mean	playing	another	six	matches	within	the	space	of	fifteen
days.	Then	there	was	the	FA	Cup	Final	and	the	European	Cup.	Both	legs	of
the	semi-final	against	AC	Milan	were	due	to	be	played	by	30	April,	but
once	allowance	had	been	made	for	the	time	it	would	take	to	travel	overland
for	the	away	leg,	that	was	going	to	be	impossible.	If	they	were	to	continue
in	the	European	Cup,	which	is	what	they	wanted	to	do,	the	only	way	they
would	be	able	to	do	it	would	be	to	play	both	legs	of	the	semi-final	after	the
FA	Cup	Final	on	3	May.	Milan	had	suggested	dates	in	April,	but	United	told
them	that	the	crush	of	domestic	league	fixtures	was	so	heavy	there	was	no
way	they	would	be	able	to	accommodate	them.

While	the	negotiations	dragged	on,	the	Boss	set	out	on	his	return	journey
to	Old	Trafford.	On	Thursday,	17	April,	exactly	ten	weeks	on	from	the
disaster	that	had	nearly	cost	him	his	life	along	with	so	many	members	of	his
team,	Matt	Busby	left	hospital.	The	headline	in	that	night's	Evening	News
read	'Busby	Promises:	I	Will	Be	Back	As	Boss	Next	Year	–	And	I	Won't
Miss	Final'.	Before	leaving	the	hospital	he	shook	hands	warmly	with
Professor	Georg	Maurer.	'Thank	you.	Thank	you	ever	so	much	for
everything.	Thank	you	for	making	me	well	again,'	Matt	said.	'Don't	forget
you	must	come	to	London	to	see	the	Cup	Final.'	Then	he	was	driven	to	a
hotel	for	a	press	conference	at	which	he	said	he	would	be	taking	over	his
job	again	the	following	season.

On	Friday,	18	April	I	got	home	from	school	and	read	the	Evening	News
report	on	Matt	Busby's	arrival.	Joy	had	returned	to	Kings	Road,	Chorlton-
cum-Hardy	that	day,	the	report	said.	In	the	morning	caller	after	caller	had
knocked	at	the	door	of	the	Busby	household	with	bouquets	of	flowers.



There	were	football	people	like	Joe	Mercer,	the	Sheffield	United	manager;
crash	survivors	like	Ray	Wood,	the	United	goalkeeper,	who	came	with	his
wife	Betty;	and	many	members	of	the	public,	like	the	four	workmen	who
left	a	bunch	of	flowers	propped	up	against	the	green	garage	doors,	and	the
supporter	from	Sale	who	left	two	bunches	of	grapes.	Inside	the	house	a
triumphal	avenue	of	flowers	awaited	Matt	in	the	hall.

At	just	after	three	o'clock	a	black	Humber	carrying	Matt	and	his	wife
arrived	outside	his	house.	Matt	Busby	was	home.	The	long,	anxious	wait	in
hospital	was	over.	Children	and	neighbours	gathered	around	the	car	as	Matt
tried	to	swing	himself	out	of	it	on	his	crutches.	Standing	at	his	front	gate,	he
thanked	the	cheering	crowd	and	told	them	he	was	glad	to	be	home.	As	he
hobbled	slowly	up	his	drive,	his	daughter	Sheena	opened	the	front	door	and
his	pet	poodle	raced	out,	barking	loudly,	and	jumped	up	at	him.	Sheena	ran
forward	and	kissed	her	father.	Then	Matt,	smiling	broadly,	with	one	arm
around	his	daughter	and	the	other	around	his	wife,	asked	reporters	and
photographers,	'Are	you	all	right,	lads?	How	have	you	been	while	I've	been
away?'	He	stood	at	the	door	posing	for	the	photographers,	and	he	was	still
smiling,	but	he	looked	tired.	When	asked	about	the	future	he	said,	'The	first
thing	is	to	get	back	to	full	health.	That	at	the	moment	is	the	most	important
thing.'	Then	Matt,	who	had	now	been	joined	by	his	son	Sandy	and	son-in-
law	Don	Gibson,	hobbled	into	the	home	he	had	left	seventy-five	days
earlier,	followed	by	Sheena,	who	was	unable	to	hold	back	the	tears.

The	next	day	United	were	playing	Birmingham	City	at	Old	Trafford,	but
there	was	no	question	of	the	Boss	being	fit	enough	to	attend	a	match	yet.	It
was	the	first	home	game	since	Easter.	In	the	meantime	there	had	been	two
away	games:	a	1–0	defeat	against	Spurs	and	a	3–3	draw	with	Portsmouth.	In
spite	of	their	poor	form	in	the	league,	a	win	against	Birmingham	would
edge	United	closer	to	the	last-ditch	fight	that	was	going	on	for	the	top	four
talent	money	places	which	were	paid	to	the	top	four	teams	in	the	First
Division.	United	went	into	the	game	in	a	confident	mood.	In	the	Portsmouth
game	on	the	Wednesday	night	they'd	found	their	goal-scoring	touch,	but	a
defence	weakened	by	injuries	and	international	call-ups	had	let	in	as	many
as	were	scored.	Now	for	the	Birmingham	game	they	were	back	to	full
strength	in	defence	and	Jimmy	Murphy	continued	his	experimental	wing
plan	which	had	worked	for	him	when	he	first	tried	it	at	Portsmouth	by
playing	right	winger	Ken	Morgans	on	the	left.	The	only	notable	absentee



from	the	team	was	Bobby	Charlton,	who	was	making	his	England	debut
against	Scotland	that	afternoon.

A	huge	amount	of	sympathy	was	still	being	shown	by	the	supporters	of
other	clubs,	and	the	Birmingham	fans	were	no	exception:	before	kick-off
the	Lord	Mayor	of	Manchester,	Alderman	Leslie	Lever,	received	a	cheque
for	£141	from	the	chairman	of	Birmingham	City	Supporters	Club.	But	on
the	pitch,	once	the	game	kicked	off,	the	Birmingham	players	were	single-
minded.	Within	two	minutes	they	had	taken	the	lead,	and	they	went	on	to
win	2–0.

The	following	Monday	night,	21	April,	United's	fixture	scramble
continued	with	the	rearranged	game	against	Wolves.	This	was	the	one	I	and
so	many	others	had	been	looking	forward	to	on	the	Saturday	after	the	crash.
At	that	time	it	was	the	game	that	was	going	to	put	United	back	to	within
striking	distance	of	the	top;	by	the	time	it	was	played	Wolves	were	already
the	new	champions.	And	how	it	showed:	they	put	on	a	magnificent	display
and	ran	out	4–0	winners.	The	gulf	between	the	teams	seemed	enormous	that
night.	If	anybody	needed	reminding	how	big	a	blow	the	crash	had	been	to
United,	they	didn't	need	to	look	beyond	this	match.

Matt	Busby	was	still	not	fit	enough	to	attend	this	match	but,	disappointing
as	it	must	have	been	for	him	to	see	Wolves	in	the	place	that	had	been
occupied	by	United	for	the	previous	two	seasons,	it	was	at	his	request	that
the	players	formed	a	lane	near	the	tunnel	and	clapped	Wolves	on	to	the
pitch.	One	of	those	players	was	Dennis	Viollet.	He'd	played	for	the	reserves
two	days	earlier	and	scored	a	goal,	but	tonight	was	going	to	be	his
opportunity	to	prove	that	he	was	fit	enough	for	the	Cup	Final,	which	was
only	twelve	days	and	two	more	matches	away.	Dennis	was	the	fifth	Munich
survivor	to	make	his	way	back	into	the	first	team	after	Bill	Foulkes,	Harry
Gregg,	Bobby	Charlton	and	Ken	Morgans.	In	his	pre-Munich	form	he	could
be	a	match-winner	at	Wembley,	but	it	was	still	only	ten	weeks	since	the
disaster	and	he	would	need	to	play	in	United's	last	three	league	matches	to
prove	that	he	was	fully	match	fit	for	the	big	occasion.	Ernie	Taylor,	Stan
Crowther	and	Bobby	Charlton	were	all	rested,	so	Dennis	came	into	the	team
in	his	old	inside-left	position,	which	Charlton	had	been	occupying	with	such
distinction.	Where	he	would	play	if	he	was	fit	for	the	final,	and	where
Bobby	would	play,	was	anybody's	guess.	It	was	a	constant	topic	of



discussion	at	school	over	the	next	week.

The	Boss's	return	to	Old	Trafford	came	two	days	after	the	postponed
Wolves	game.	He	was	using	two	elbow	sticks	to	get	around,	but	in	spite	of
this	he	looked	quite	fit,	and	as	he	went	round	he	had	a	few	words	of
encouragement	for	each	of	the	players.	By	this	time	Johnny	Berry,	the	last
of	the	survivors,	was	back	home,	and	on	the	day	that	the	Boss	made	his
surprise	visit,	Bill	Foulkes	and	Dennis	Viollet	called	at	Johnny's	house	to
see	him.	It	was	the	first	time	Johnny	had	seen	either	of	them	since	the	crash.
Bill	and	Dennis	took	him	out	by	car	to	the	golf	club	to	meet	up	with	the	rest
of	the	boys.	Now	everybody	was	back,	but	still	a	great	sadness	hung	over
the	club.	So	many	old	friends	had	been	lost.

For	the	new	Babes,	though,	there	was	an	FA	Cup	Final	to	play.	Three	days
after	a	1–1	draw	with	Newcastle	came	the	last	league	game	of	the	season,	at
Stamford	Bridge.	Jimmy	Murphy	treated	the	match	against	Chelsea	as	a
dress	rehearsal	for	the	Cup	Final.	He	picked	what	everybody	thought	might
be	his	Wembley	line-up,	and	in	it	was	a	place	for	Dennis	Viollet	in	a	new-
look	attack	that	had	Charlton	at	centre-forward,	Taylor	and	Viollet	as
inside-forwards,	Dawson	on	the	right	wing	and	Webster	on	the	left.	Over
the	previous	few	weeks	Murphy	had	been	experimenting	by	switching	Ken
Morgans	from	the	right	wing,	where	he	had	played	before	Munich,	to	fill
what	had	become	the	problem	berth	of	outside-left.	But,	apart	from	a	fine
game	against	Portsmouth	when	he	made	all	three	of	United's	goals,	he
hadn't	yet	hit	his	pre-Munich	form.	So	on	to	the	left	wing	came	Colin
Webster,	who'd	started	on	the	right	wing	for	the	new-born	Reds	in	the
Sheffield	Wednesday	match.	In	the	short	time	since	Munich	he	was	the
sixth	man	to	play	on	the	left	wing:	Brennan,	Pearson,	Charlton,	Heron	and
Morgans	had	all	been	tried	in	an	attempt	to	fill	the	place	so	superbly	shared
by	David	Pegg	and	Albert	Scanlon	before	the	crash.	With	Alex	Dawson
playing	well	on	the	right	wing,	Ken	lost	out	on	the	position	he'd	been	in	for
the	final	game	in	Belgrade.

Chelsea	ran	out	2–1	winners,	but	Murphy's	experimental	forward	line	was
deemed	to	be	a	success.	Colin	Webster	was	easily	the	most	impressive	left-
winger	of	the	six	that	had	been	tried	there	in	recent	weeks,	Alex	Dawson
confirmed	that	he	was	the	best	on	current	form	for	the	right-wing	berth,	and
although	the	Taylor-Charlton-Viollet	middle	three	showed	a	bit	of



reluctance	to	shoot,	they	played	well	together	and	moved	intelligently.

Nevertheless,	in	the	week	leading	up	to	the	final	there	was	a	heated	debate
in	Manchester's	pubs	and	works	canteens	about	who	should	be	in	the	team.
It	looked	as	though	the	young	players	like	Shay	Brennan	and	Mark	Pearson
who	had	performed	such	heroics	in	the	rounds	just	after	Munich	were	going
to	lose	out,	and	not	everybody	agreed	with	this.	Dennis	Viollet,	the	player
who	had	been	such	an	integral	part	of	the	pre-Munich	Babes,	became	a
target	for	people	who	thought	he	didn't	deserve	a	Wembley	place.	A	steady
stream	of	letters	had	been	arriving	at	Old	Trafford	ever	since	it	had	been
suggested	that	he	might	play	in	the	final,	saying	that	it	would	be	unfair	if	he
were	selected.

I	learned	about	this	from	my	usual	source,	the	back	page	of	the
Manchester	Evening	News,	on	the	Monday	of	Cup	Final	week.	Dennis	had
written	a	piece	himself:

I	don't	know	for	sure	that	I	will	be	in	the	Wembley	side,	but	I	make
no	secret	of	the	fact	that	has	been	my	aim	and	my	deeply	cherished
hope.	Some	supporters	apparently	don't	share	my	feelings	and	have
written	to	say	it	would	be	unfair	on	the	lads	who	battled	through
after	Munich	against	seemingly	hopeless	odds.	One	letter	finished
up:	'So	don't	play,	Dennis.	You	are	only	going	to	play	a	stinker	and
let	the	side	down	and	you'll	never	forgive	yourself	for	that.'	I	don't
mind	telling	you	that	that	letter	came	as	a	bit	of	a	shock	for	I	must
admit	that	as	I	trained	and	kept	my	fingers	crossed	for	a	place	at
Wembley	I	never	even	thought	that	I	should	do	anything	else	but	try
to	get	in	the	team.	When	I	came	back	from	Munich,	although	it	took
a	few	weeks	before	I	stopped	hating	football,	I	determined	to	try	my
hardest	to	get	fit	in	time	to	be	available	for	selection	for	May	3.	No
one	has	more	admiration	for	the	lads	who	battled	through	the	fifth
round	against	Sheffield	Wednesday,	fought	magnificently	against
West	Bromwich	in	the	sixth	round	and	then	shattered	the	football
world	by	finally	beating	Fulham	to	get	to	Wembley.	It	has	been	a
wonderful	effort,	and	I	certainly	sympathize	with	anyone	who
played	in	those	matches	and	then	misses	the	big	day	itself.	But	that
doesn't	mean	I	would	voluntarily	turn	down	one	of	their	places	–	as
these	letter	writers	seem	to	think	I	should.



I	couldn't	believe	it,	and	neither	could	my	dad	when	I	showed	him	the
paper	when	he	got	in	from	work.	He'd	always	liked	Dennis.	He	was	a
skilful	player	and	a	good	goal-scorer,	an	integral	part	of	the	team	before	the
crash.	On	top	of	that,	what	some	of	these	people	seemed	to	have	forgotten
was	that	he	played	in	the	early	rounds	at	Workington	and	Ipswich	before	the
crash,	so	it	wasn't	as	though	he	was	just	walking	into	the	final	without	being
involved	in	the	hard	work	of	getting	there.	He'd	also	missed	out	the	season
before	with	a	groin	injury	when	he'd	played	in	every	round	of	the	Cup.	But
emotions	were	still	running	high	and	many	supporters	had	formed	an
allegiance	to	players	like	Brennan	and	Pearson,	who	had	been	so	much	a
part	of	those	highly	charged	occasions	that	had	got	United	to	the	final.

Jimmy	Murphy	had	some	tough	decisions	to	make.	After	three	days'
careful	thought	about	the	forward	line	he	had	put	out	against	Chelsea,	he
named	his	Cup	Final	team.	It	was,	as	everybody	suspected	it	would	be,	the
team	that	had	played	at	Stamford	Bridge.	The	unluckiest	man	was	Ken
Morgans,	who	had	been	in	wonderful	form	before	the	crash,	but	who	had
been	only	a	shadow	of	his	former	self	since	his	return	from	Munich.	The
tragedy	of	Morgans	was	that	he	was	never	to	recapture	the	form	and
confidence	that	had	got	him	into	the	team	before	the	crash.	He'd	survived
the	accident	and	had	been	passed	fit	to	play	within	two	months,	but	he	was
never	the	same	again.	Kenny,	then,	was	another	of	the	victims	of	Munich.

The	team	went	to	their	usual	pre-Cup	match	hotel	at	Blackpool,	and	there
was	great	excitement	when	the	players	learned	that	Matt	Busby	would	be
joining	them	there.	But	would	the	Boss	go	to	Wembley	and	lead	the	team
out?	Jimmy	Murphy	hoped	he	would.	'To	complete	a	grand	day	out,'	he
said,	'it	would	be	just	right	to	have	my	very	good	friend	and	boss	Matt
Busby	with	me	at	Wembley.'	That	week	we	were	still	learning	about	the
effects	of	the	crash,	on	Busby	and	on	others.	One	big	surprise	was	Harry
Gregg,	who	had	appeared	to	have	come	out	of	it	unscathed:	he'd	been
suffering	in	silence	from	the	aftereffects.	Although	he	had	played	in	nearly
every	game	since	Munich	he	revealed	that	he	had	been	suffering	from
splitting	headaches	and	dizziness.	Few	people	knew	because	he	had	kept	it
a	closely	guarded	secret.	When	he	walked	on	to	the	field	for	a	game	the
pain	was	so	bad	that	it	made	him	dizzy,	but	he	didn't	tell	anyone	or	report
unfit	because	he	found	that	as	soon	as	the	match	started	his	head	cleared.
Thankfully	he	hadn't	had	a	single	attack	for	a	week	now.



The	build-up	to	the	Cup	Final	was	different	from	any	before	or	since.
There	was	more	talk	of	emotion	than	of	football.	It	reached	such	a	height
that	it	prompted	an	appeal	for	'football,	not	emotional	sentiment'	by
spokesmen	for	the	two	main	political	parties	on	Bolton	Town	Council.
Alderman	James	Vickers,	a	former	mayor	and	leader	of	the	Labour	group,
hoped	that	both	Bolton	Wanderers	and	Manchester	United	would	play	good
football	and	that	victory	would	go	to	the	better	team.	'There	has	naturally
been	a	tremendous	amount	of	national	publicity	about	the	disaster	which
overcame	Manchester	United,'	he	said.	'While	I	am	sure	everyone	in	our
town	is	very	sorry	indeed	for	what	happened,	we	believe	that	the	nation	is
getting	a	little	bit	tired	of	the	emotional	outbursts	which	are	taking	place
from	time	to	time.	We	would	remind	people	that	at	Winter	Hill,	near	Bolton,
there	was	a	similar	disaster	which	left	thirty-eight	to	forty	orphan	children
in	the	Isle	of	Man,	and	little	national	publicity	was	focused	on	this	tragic
event.	In	other	words,	let	us	not	have	emotional	sentiment	at	Wembley,	but
football.'	Alderman	Vickers	added	that	he	had	been	moved	to	speak	out
after	hearing	reference	to	the	coming	Cup	Final	as	an	emotional	event	on	a
television	programme,	during	an	interview	with	the	Footballer	of	the	Year
Danny	Blanchflower.	Alderman	Taylor,	the	Conservative	leader,	supported
Alderman	Vickers:	'As	things	stand	there	is	a	real	danger	that	Bolton
Wanderers	will	be	playing	the	rest	of	the	country.'	For	the	Bolton	players,
too,	it	was	going	to	be	a	difficult	day.	The	England	centre-forward	Nat
Lofthouse	was	their	captain,	and	many	of	those	who	had	perished	he
numbered	among	his	friends.	'Some	of	the	fellows	who	died	at	Munich,'	he
recalled	later,	'were	among	my	pals.	Barely	a	fortnight	before	the	disaster	I
was	having	a	drink	with	them	at	Old	Trafford	after	they	had	thrashed	us	7–
2.'

But	the	emotion	surrounding	United	couldn't	be	contained,	particularly
now	that	Matt	Busby	was	back.	Two	days	before	the	final	he	limped	out	of
the	team's	hotel	to	watch	training	on	a	nearby	golf	links.	He	said	he	was	a
much	happier	man	now	that	he	was	close	to	the	team	again.	The	next	day,
wearing	sunglasses	and	smiling	broadly,	he	hobbled	on	a	crutch	on	to	the
coach	taking	United	from	the	Blackpool	hotel	to	London.	Holidaymakers
and	sightseers	crowded	into	the	hotel	car	park	to	give	the	team	a	send-off.
Several	got	on	to	the	coach	to	shake	Matt's	hand.	As	he	travelled	with	the
team	to	their	Cup	Final	hotel	at	Weybridge,	he	was	at	pains	to	point	out	that



although	he	was	with	the	squad,	Jimmy	Murphy	remained	in	complete
charge.	He	was	planning	to	appear	with	his	players	in	front	of	the	Wembley
crowd,	but	whether	he	would	walk	the	two	hundred	yards	with	them	from
the	tunnel	or	meet	them	in	front	of	the	royal	box	was	something	he	wasn't
going	to	decide	until	the	morning	of	the	match.

On	Cup	Final	eve	I	looked	enviously	at	the	guide	to	things	to	do	in
London	and	the	adverts	aimed	at	supporters	who'd	got	tickets	for	the	final
which	was	printed	in	that	night's	Evening	News.	The	New	Bagatelle
Restaurant	in	Mayfair	was	advertising	a	Cup	Final	Night	Grand	Gala
Dinner	Dance	and	Glamorous	Cabaret	with	the	Midnight	Lovelies	–	not	that
I'd	ever	have	been	allowed	to	go	to	see	that,	of	course.	The	Blue	Angel	on
Berkeley	Street	in	Mayfair	extended	a	welcome	to	the	teams	and	supporters
from	Manchester	and	Bolton	and	promised	that	a	pleasant	evening	was	a
certainty	at	their	establishment,	while	the	Lido	Restaurant	welcomed
supporters	of	Bolton	and	Manchester	United	to	London	with	a	dinner	dance
and	spectacular	floor	show	from	9	until	3	a.m.	for	27s	6d	(£1.37).	Dancing
partners	would	be	available,	it	added.	How	nice	of	them,	I	thought,	and	how
thoughtful	of	them	to	go	to	the	trouble	of	providing	dancing	partners	for	all
those	men	who'd	be	down	on	their	own.	I	was	even	more	envious	when	I
read	about	the	two	nurses	from	the	Manchester	blood	transfusion	centre
who	would	be	cheering	United	on	at	Wembley:	newly	appointed	director
Louis	Edwards	had	presented	the	centre	with	two	25s	(£1.25)	Cup	Final
tickets	and	they	had	won	them	in	a	ballot.	Mr	Edwards	said	he'd	presented
the	tickets	because	it	was	nurses	who	had	looked	after	the	injured	players	at
Munich	so	well.

On	the	day	of	the	Cup	Final	it	seemed	that	unless	you	came	from	Bolton,
everybody	wanted	United	to	win.	Even	City	fans.	In	his	book	Manchester
United	Ruined	My	Life,	the	screen	writer	Colin	Shindler,	a	lifetime	Blue,
said	it	was	the	only	match	he	ever	wanted	United	to	win.	The	incredible
fightback	after	Munich	had	captured	the	imagination	of	the	world.	Getting
to	Wembley	had	seemed	like	a	miracle,	but	there	had	also	been	some	kind
of	inevitability	about	it.	There	seemed	to	be	a	bond	between	the	team	and
the	fans;	they	just	had	to	do	it;	there	was	no	other	way.	United	had	to	get
back	there	and	show	the	world	what	had	been	printed	on	the	front	of	the
programmes	just	after	the	crash:	'United	Will	Go	On'.	And	the	closer	they'd
got	to	Wembley,	the	stronger	the	feeling	had	grown	that	they	were	doing	it



for	the	lads	who	died	at	Munich.

In	an	emotional	few	minutes	before	Jimmy	Murphy	led	the	team	out	on	to
the	Wembley	turf,	Matt	Busby	went	into	the	dressing	room	to	give	a	few
words	of	encouragement	to	the	players	who	were	going	out	to	represent
Manchester	United	in	the	biggest	game	of	the	season.	The	previous	year	his
Babes	had	been	in	there;	now,	as	he	looked	around	the	room,	those	lads
weren't	there.	Instead	there	was	this	new	team	made	up	of	young	lads	from
the	reserves,	a	couple	of	new	signings	and	the	few	who	had	survived	the
disaster.	When	Murphy	led	the	new	young	side	out,	all	eyes	were	on	Busby
as	he	made	his	way	slowly	to	the	bench,	on	crutches.	Nat	Lofthouse
recalled	it	as	an	incredibly	charged	atmosphere	as	the	teams	walked	out
from	the	tunnel.	We	sat	at	home	watching	it	all	on	our	own	television	for
the	first	time.

Bolton	Wanderers	were	a	good	team,	and	they	were	a	hard	team,	with	the
toughest	defence	I've	ever	seen:	Hartle	and	Banks	at	full-back,	and	a	half-
back	line	of	Hennin,	Edwards	and	Higgins.	They	weren't	going	to	let
sentiment	get	in	the	way.	When	the	game	kicked	off,	centre-forward	Nat
Lofthouse,	England's	Lion	of	Vienna,	wasn't	going	to	let	emotions	get	the
better	of	him	either.	He	was	a	professional	playing	for	Bolton	Wanderers;	in
spite	of	what	the	rest	of	the	country	seemed	to	want,	all	that	mattered	to	him
was	for	Bolton	to	win	the	Cup.	Within	five	minutes	he'd	put	them	in	front
with	a	low	drive	that	gave	Harry	Gregg	no	chance.	Then	he	made	himself
the	villain	of	the	piece	by	barging	Gregg	and	the	ball	into	the	back	of	the
net	as	Harry	jumped	to	catch	it.	No	goal,	we	thought.	It	couldn't	be	a	goal;	it
was	a	foul	on	the	goalkeeper.	But,	incredibly,	the	referee	was	pointing	to	the
centre	circle.	Even	Lofthouse	couldn't	believe	his	luck;	he	admitted	later
that	he	thought	he	had	fouled	Gregg.	No	modern	referee	would	have	given	a
goal,	but	here	we	were	again	with	a	foul	on	the	goalkeeper	costing	us
dearly.

When	that	second	goal	was	allowed	the	bubble	burst	and	the	events	of	the
past	few	months	seemed	to	catch	up	with	the	team.	The	players	had	run	on
adrenalin	for	a	month	or	so	after	the	crash,	but	then	the	inevitable	reaction
had	set	in,	and	they	had	won	just	one	of	their	last	fourteen	league	games	to
finish	ninth	in	the	table.	Wembley	was	one	game	too	many;	too	much	of	an
emotional	strain.	Less	than	three	weeks	before	the	disaster	they	had



thrashed	Bolton	7–2;	now	they	lost	tamely,	2–0.	It	was	all	too	much	for	the
survivors.	'I'd	rather	have	been	anywhere	but	there,'	Bill	Foulkes	said	later,
'but	somehow	we	got	through	it.'

Appropriately,	United's	shirts	that	day	were	emblazoned	with	a	phoenix
rising	from	the	flames.	With	eight	dead	and	two	severely	injured	they	had
lost	ten	of	their	best	players,	but	they'd	kept	going.	Reaching	the	Cup	Final
had	been	a	tremendous	achievement,	but	losing	that	day	was	for	me	and	for
many	others	effectively	the	end	of	the	season.	The	players	had	run	out	of
emotional	steam.	But	the	hard-earned	draw	against	Red	Star	in	Belgrade
just	three	months	earlier	meant	that	United	still	had	European
commitments.	It	all	seemed	so	long	ago	now;	part	of	a	different	world;	but
just	five	days	after	losing	to	Bolton	at	Wembley	they	had	to	face	up	to	AC
Milan	at	Old	Trafford	in	the	first	leg	of	the	European	Cup	semi-final.

Mentally	and	physically	they	were	shattered.	Since	their	semifinal	replay
win	over	Fulham	at	the	end	of	March	they'd	played	twelve	games	in	just
over	a	month.	Many	of	the	team	were	raw,	inexperienced	young	players;
now	they	had	to	face	one	of	Europe's	top	teams.	To	make	matters	more
difficult	it	seemed	that	any	sentimental	good	will	there	had	been	for	United
in	high	places	had	finally	run	out:	Bobby	Charlton	was	selected	to	play	in	a
friendly	against	Portugal	on	the	night	of	the	first	leg.	Since	his	return
Charlton	had	been	a	beacon	of	hope,	and	United	really	needed	him	for	the
game	against	Milan.	Instead	they	had	to	call	up	young	Mark	Pearson	again.
The	crowd	was	low	–	less	than	forty-five	thousand.	It	was	almost	as	though
the	supporters,	who	had	given	so	much,	were	as	exhausted	as	the	players.

Strangely,	I	don't	remember	much	about	the	game	–	not	many	of	the
people	I	spoke	to	do	–	but	United	won	that	first	leg	with	a	penalty	from
Ernie	Taylor	and	a	goal	from	Dennis	Viollet.	Astonishingly,	they	were	only
one	match	away	from	meeting	Real	Madrid	in	the	final,	but	it	was	a	slim
lead	to	take	to	the	San	Siro	for	the	second	leg	six	days	later.	The	occasion
was	all	too	much	for	what	was	still	a	makeshift	team,	and	United	crashed
out	4–0	in	front	of	a	noisy,	passionate	Italian	crowd	of	about	eighty
thousand.	It	would	be	five	years	before	United	qualified	again	for	a
European	tournament.

So	the	1957/58	season	ended	with	defeat	at	Wembley	and	in	Europe,	but
as	the	players	who	had	ensured	that	United	would	go	on	recuperated	during



the	summer	months	there	was	one	more	twist	to	come	in	the	European	tale
when	the	club	received	an	invitation	to	play	in	the	European	Cup	the
following	season	in	addition	to	Wolves,	the	new	English	champions.
Initially	the	FA	gave	their	blessing,	but	the	Football	League,	apparently
resentful	of	the	way	United	had	flouted	their	authority	to	enter	the	European
Cup	in	the	first	place,	said	they	couldn't	give	their	consent.	United	wanted
to	play	in	the	competition	so	they	went	to	the	Board	of	Appeal	of	the
Football	League,	who	came	down	in	their	favour.	But	still	the	League
wouldn't	have	it.	They	didn't	want	United	in	the	competition	so	they
referred	the	matter	to	the	joint	FA	and	League	Consultative	Committee,	who
decided	that	United	were	ineligible	because	the	European	Cup	was	for
champion	clubs	only.

No	more	sympathy,	no	more	concessions.



14
For	Ever	and	Ever

My	dad	never	went	to	watch	United	again.	I	never	really	asked	him	why,
but	I	think	like	many	others	of	his	generation	he	felt	that	nothing	would
ever	live	up	not	just	to	the	standards	of	the	Busby	Babes	but	to	the	potential
they	had	to	be	the	greatest	club	side	ever.	By	the	start	of	the	1958/59	season
I	was	twelve	and	deemed	old	enough	to	go	to	matches	on	my	own,	or	at
least	with	my	friends,	which	I	have	continued	to	do	to	this	day.

Always	there,	though,	the	one	constant	through	the	ups	and	downs	of
following	a	football	team,	has	been	the	memory	of	those	events	and	their
consequences;	because	something	happened	in	those	weeks	after	Munich
that	turned	United	from	the	football	team	I	supported	from	the	great
northern	industrial	city	I	came	from	into	an	object	of	affection	for	people	all
over	Britain	and	the	world.	Out	of	the	death	and	destruction	of	Munich	and
the	determination	that	despite	the	disaster	United	would	go	on,	a	legend	was
born.	It	was	a	story	of	sporting	heroics	that	was	reported	around	the	world,
and	it	inspired	millions.	One	of	them	was	Alex	Wexler	from	the	USA,	who
was	quoted	on	a	United	website	recently:

I	was	13	years	old	on	that	dark	day	in	February	1958.	As	a	US
citizen,	I	had	no	inkling	of	what	football	was.	Upon	reading	the
local	newspaper,	I	came	across	a	small	article	which	sketchily
described	the	crash.	My	heart	went	out	to	the	players,	passengers
and	families	of	those	who	perished	and	those	who	survived.
Because	of	the	Busby	Babes,	whom	I	never	saw	play,	I	learned
about	this	wonderful	game.	Following	the	sport	as	best	I	could	over
here	with	minimal	coverage,	I	became	a	Manchester	United	fan,
and	finally	got	to	come	over	and	see	some	matches	a	few	years	ago.
Now	it's	an	annual	pilgrimage,	and	in	a	few	hours	I'll	be	boarding



British	Airways	Flight	1502	to	Manchester	and	will	see	the
Manchester	Derby	and	FA	Cup	match	next	week.

The	Munich	air	disaster	has	become	part	of	the	soul	of	Manchester
United.	It's	embedded	in	there	with	Matt	Busby's	dream	as	he	stood	in	the
bombed-out	ruins	of	Old	Trafford	in	1945	and	in	his	realization	of	that
dream	in	the	Busby	Babes.	At	its	heart	is	a	passion	and	an	iron	resolve;	a
passion	not	just	to	win,	but	to	win	in	style,	to	play	the	beautiful	game,	to
attack	and	entertain;	and	an	iron	resolve	to	fight	back	whatever	the	odds.
Both	were	evident	in	that	first	season	after	Munich	when	to	the
astonishment	of	much	of	the	football	world	the	team	I	was	now	going	to	see
regularly	with	my	mates	rather	than	my	dad	finished	as	runners-up	behind
Wolves.	They	were	there	nearly	a	decade	later	in	the	Bernabéu	when	an
ageing	and	injured	Bill	Foulkes	came	galloping	out	of	defence	to	score	the
dramatic	late	winner	against	the	great	Real	Madrid	to	put	United	in	the
European	Cup	Final;	and	there	in	the	final	itself	at	Wembley	when	Bobby
Charlton	leapt	higher	than	I'd	ever	seen	him	leap	to	head	the	opening	goal,
and	in	the	dazzling	wing	play	of	young	John	Aston,	who	tore	the	Benfica
defence	to	shreds	and	did	much	to	seal	the	victory	that	finally	made	United
champions	of	Europe.	They	were	there	in	those	last	three	unforgettable
minutes	in	the	Nou	Camp	in	1999	when,	after	being	outplayed	by	Bayern
Munich	for	so	much	of	the	match,	United	scored	the	two	goals	that	secured
the	Treble.

Every	time	I	go	to	Old	Trafford	I	glance	at	the	Munich	clock,	and	think	of
the	team	I	first	went	to	watch	there,	the	team	that	embodied	Matt	Busby's
dream	of	what	football	was	all	about.	As	I	walk	round	the	ground	to	my	seat
at	the	top	of	the	Stretford	End	I	always	think	of	what	it	used	to	be	like,	with
the	factories	and	the	chimneys	and	the	railway	sidings	at	the	back	of	the
Popular	Side,	and	the	smell	–	of	industry	and	of	the	soap	works	–	that
always	hung	over	the	place.	All	very	different	from	the	monolithic	structure
that	stands	there	now,	the	shiny	glass-and-steel	shrine	to	the
commercialization	of	football	and	the	global	brand	that	Manchester	United
has	become.

Everything	has	changed.	The	Emirates	is	a	far	cry	from	the	Highbury
where	the	Babes	played	their	last	great	game	in	England	before	the	fateful
trip	to	Belgrade;	the	City	of	Manchester	Stadium	is	as	far	removed	as	it	is



possible	to	imagine	from	the	Maine	Road	I	used	to	go	to	for	those	first
nights	of	European	football	and	the	great	Manchester	derbies.	But	nowhere
has	changed	more	than	Old	Trafford	–	the	now	rather	tackily	rechristened
Theatre	of	Dreams.	Roy	Keane's	prawn	sandwich	brigade	going	in	through
the	big	flash	doors	to	their	cheerless,	atmosphere-less	suites	and	boxes;	day-
trippers	clutching	their	megastore	bags;	first-timers	buying	the	fanzines,
thinking	it's	the	programme.	Looking	at	them,	I	always	feel	a	strange
mixture	of	resentment	and	superiority.	United	are	my	team,	and	they	were
my	dad's	team	before	me;	they	are	the	team	of	thousands	of	Mancunians
like	me	who've	supported	them	through	thick	and	thin.	We	were	there	at
Maine	Road	for	the	Bilbao	game,	at	Wembley	for	the	European	Cup	Final
in	1968,	and	in	the	Nou	Camp	in	1999;	but	we	were	also	at	Bootham
Crescent	in	1975	when	we	were	playing	York	City	in	the	old	Second
Division,	and	at	Old	Trafford	the	season	before	when	Denis	Law	hung	his
head	as	his	backheel	gave	City	the	1–0	win	that	helped	to	put	us	down,	and
on	New	Year's	Day	1992	when	a	reserve	centre-forward	scored	a	hat-trick
to	give	QPR	a	4–1	win	over	us.	So	who	are	all	these	interlopers	I	see	around
me	now,	and	what	do	they	know	about	my	team?	I	wonder	if	some	of	them
have	even	heard	of	Munich	and	of	the	great	Busby	Babes.

But	then,	why	shouldn't	they	be	there?	Manchester	United	are	the	greatest
football	team	in	the	world,	they	play	exciting	and	entertaining	football,	so
it's	no	wonder	that	people	want	to	come	from	all	over	the	place	to	see	them
play.	And	I	look	at	the	excited	faces	of	the	kids	hurrying	along	with	their
dads	for	their	big	day	out	to	see	United	for	the	first	time	and	I	think	of	the
first	time	I	came	'walking	down	the	Warwick	Road	to	see	Matt	Busby's
aces',	and	the	resentment	gives	way	to	a	strange	kind	of	pride.	All	these
people	coming	from	far	and	wide	to	see	my	team,	the	team	that	embodies
the	heart	and	soul	of	the	great	city	I	come	from,	and	they're	coming	because
they're	the	best	and	they	know	they	are	going	to	be	entertained	by	them.
Whether	they	come	from	Swindon	or	Singapore,	Cornwall	or	Copenhagen,
they've	come	to	see	United;	they	want	to	be	associated	with	them;	they	want
to	wear	the	shirt;	they	want	to	say	they	support	Manchester	United.	And
what's	wrong	with	that?	Just	because	I'm	from	Manchester	and	I've	been	a
Red	for	over	fifty	years	doesn't	give	me	any	ownership	or	any	more	right	to
be	there	than	them.

It's	still	strange	though.	It's	still	hard	to	come	to	terms	with	your	team



being	a	global	brand,	particularly	one	that	is	owned	by	Americans	who
don't	seem	to	know	very	much	about	football	or	care	very	much	about	the
great	traditions	of	the	club.	What's	happened	to	the	soul	of	Manchester
United?	And	then	you're	up	in	your	seat	at	the	top	of	the	Stretford	End	and
the	boys	are	out	on	the	pitch	and	the	game	is	on.

We	love	United,	we	do,
We	love	United,	we	do,
We	love	United,	we	do,
Oh	United	we	love	you.

A	stepover	from	Ronaldo	and	a	run	reminiscent	of	George	Best;	a	volley
from	Rooney,	as	hot	to	handle	as	a	Bobby	Charlton	thunderbolt;	a	sweet
flowing	passing	move	starting	from	Gary	Neville	at	the	back,	one	touch,
two	touches,	moving	up	the	field,	ending	with	a	delicate	little	flick	into	the
net	from	Tevez	that	either	Viollet	or	Law	would	have	been	proud	of.	The
soul	of	Manchester	United	is	once	again	laid	bare	on	the	pitch;	they	still
play	in	the	only	way	a	United	team	can,	with	passion	and	flair.	Winning	the
Premiership	in	style	again	in	2007	was	a	victory	for	football,	for	style	and
skill	and	entertainment	over	the	dour	pragmatism	of	Mourinho's	Chelsea	–
the	legacy	of	Matt	Busby	and	the	Babes	who	perished	in	the	snow	and	slush
that	terrible	afternoon	in	Munich.

In	those	first	days	after	the	crash	the	future	for	Manchester	United	looked
grim.	The	team	had	been	destroyed;	nothing	could	ever	be	the	same	again.
There	were	rumours	that	the	team	would	fold,	that	they	would	withdraw
from	that	season's	competitions.	The	chairman	came	out	straight	away	and
said	United	would	go	on,	but	amid	the	despair	of	those	cold,	dark	February
days	it	didn't	seem	possible.	But	cometh	the	hour,	cometh	the	man.	Jimmy
Murphy	made	sure	that	United	would	go	on.	He	played	a	massive	part	in
the	history	of	Manchester	United,	and	I,	along	with	many	Reds	who	were
there	at	the	time,	don't	think	he	has	been	given	as	much	credit	as	he
deserved.	How	many	of	those	millions	around	the	world	who	we	are	told
support	Manchester	United	have	even	heard	of	Jimmy	Murphy?	In	the
weeks	and	months	after	the	crash	it	was	he	who	worked	the	miracle	United
needed.	Working	night	and	day	in	the	most	difficult	circumstances
imaginable	for	any	football	manager,	he	breathed	fire,	fury	and	pride	back
into	a	makeshift	team	and	kept	the	heart	of	the	club	beating.	In	getting	them



to	Wembley	against	all	the	odds,	he	put	pride	back	into	the	team	and
convinced	players	and	supporters	alike	that	Manchester	United	would	be
great	again.	That	United	did	achieve	greatness	again	when	Matt	Busby
came	back,	and	more	recently	under	Alex	Ferguson,	is	in	no	small	measure
due	to	the	miracle	this	warmhearted	Welshman	achieved	when	he	kept	the
heart	of	Manchester	United	beating.

And	the	soul?	Some	say	it's	gone,	sold	to	the	commercialism	and	the
marketing	and	the	money	men,	and	the	attempts	to	turn	our	beloved	football
team	into	nothing	more	than	a	brand	that	sells	shirts,	insurance,	credit	cards
and	television	channels.	But	none	of	that	has	touched	the	soul	of
Manchester	United.	Football	and	the	lives	of	modern	footballers	have
changed	beyond	all	recognition,	but	the	soul	is	still	there	out	on	the	pitch;
the	vision	of	Matt	Busby	and	the	style	of	his	Babes.	It's	there	in	Gary
Neville,	Paul	Scholes	and	Ryan	Giggs,	the	lads	brought	in	straight	from	the
classroom	and	schooled	in	the	ways	of	Manchester	United	in	just	the	same
way	that	Duncan	Edwards,	Eddie	Colman	and	David	Pegg	were	before
them.	It's	there	in	the	way	they	play	and	in	a	manager	who	understands	the
soul	of	Manchester	United;	a	manager	who	is	as	committed	to	a	football
philosophy	of	winning	and	entertaining	as	his	great	predecessor	was.	Above
all,	it's	there	in	the	fans.	Yes	there	are	some	interlopers,	and	yes	the
atmosphere	isn't	what	it	used	to	be,	but	don't	believe	the	media	myth	that
none	of	the	fans	are	from	Manchester.	Where	I	sit,	or	more	accurately
where	I	stand	for	most	of	the	match,	on	the	Stretford	End,	just	about
everybody	around	me	is	a	Mane,	and	if	they	are	not	they	are	from
somewhere	close	by.	Some	of	them	may	have	moved	to	the	coast	in	North
Wales	or	Blackpool,	some	to	the	posher	bits	of	Cheshire	or	to	the
countryside	in	Derbyshire	or	Cumbria,	where	I	live	now;	others	have	had	to
go	to	London	because	that's	where	their	work	has	taken	them.	But	they're
Manes.	Even	if	they	weren't	born	there,	their	mams	and	dads	who	started
taking	them	to	see	the	Reds	were,	so	they're	Manes	at	least	as	much	as	the
Irish	World	Cup	team	are	Irish,	even	though	most	of	them	weren't	born	in
the	Emerald	Isle.	So	the	soul	of	Manchester	United	is	still	there,	all	around
me	on	the	Stretford	End,	and	it's	there	in	front	of	me	on	the	pitch	and	it's
there	in	the	bond	between	a	player	like	Gary	Neville	and	the	fans.

Owners	of	football	clubs	come	and	go,	so	do	managers	and	players,	some
more	frequently	than	others.	The	one	constant	of	any	football	club	is	its



fans,	and	that's	where	the	soul	of	Manchester	United	is	–	the	repository	of
Matt	Busby's	vision,	Munich	and	the	legacy	of	the	Babes.	We've	never
owned	the	team;	we	never	will;	but	it's	our	team.	I	don't	even	know	who
owned	Manchester	United	when	I	started	watching	them	in	1956,	and	1
didn't	care.	I	was	only	interested	in	what	was	happening	on	the	pitch	and	the
fact	that	I	supported	the	greatest	football	team	in	Britain	who	were	on	their
way	to	becoming	the	best	in	the	world.	The	club	is	owned	by	a	bunch	of
Americans	now	but,	other	than	the	huge	hikes	in	ticket	prices	and	a	certain
contempt	for	the	loyalty	of	the	supporters,	I	can't	say	anything	is	very
different	from	the	pre-Glazer	days.	I	had	no	more	ownership	of	the	club	in
the	days	when	the	Edwards	dynasty	made	so	much	money	out	of	it,	or	even
in	the	days	of	the	PLC	than	I	do	now.

The	great	debate	since	the	Glazer	takeover	about	ownership	and	the
marginalization	of	the	fans	is	all	about	the	soul	of	Manchester	United,	or	the
loss	of	it,	as	some	see	it.	I'm	a	founder	member	of	FC	United	of
Manchester,	the	breakaway	team	set	up	by	United	fans	at	the	time	of	the
Glazer	takeover,	because	I	agree	with	all	they	stand	for	about	giving
football	back	to	the	fans.	I	go	to	some	of	their	matches.	They're	great,
they're	affordable,	and	they've	brought	a	lot	of	the	fun	back	to	going	to	a
football	match.	They're	doing	well,	too:	they've	won	their	league	and	gained
promotion	each	season	so	far,	and	I'm	really	pleased	for	them.	The	fans	who
have	moved	over	to	them	have	a	real	sense	of	ownership	because	they	are
the	owners.	Look	around	at	any	FC	match	and	Little	United,	as	the	fans	call
them,	have	taken	a	sizeable	chunk	of	the	diehard	support	from	Big	United.
But	they	are	not	United.	When	you've	followed	the	Busby	Babes	and	you
were	a	Red	in	Manchester	at	the	time	of	Munich,	there's	only	one	United.

There's	a	lot	about	Manchester	United	now	that	I'm	not	happy	with,	but
there's	a	lot	about	modern	football	I	don't	like,	and	the	two	go	together.	It	is
way	beyond	the	scope	of	this	book	to	explore	that,	but	for	those	who	want
to	know	more	I	recommend	David	Conn's	excellent	book	The	Beautiful
Game.	For	my	part,	I've	just	paid	my	annual	subscription	to	MUST,	the
Independent	Manchester	United	Supporters'	Trust,	not	out	of	any	strong
belief	that	it	will	make	the	slightest	bit	of	difference	to	the	ownership	of
Manchester	United	or	the	way	it	is	run,	but	because,	like	just	about	every
Red,	I	don't	believe	that	huge	debts	are	good	for	the	club.	I	share	their	belief
that	football	fans,	not	just	of	Manchester	United	but	of	all	our	football



teams,	should	have	some	say,	however	small,	in	how	their	club	is	run.
MUST	offers	an	alternative	ownership	vision	for	United	which	does	not
mean	ever-higher	prices	and	contempt	for	supporters'	loyalty.	It's	an
idealistic	vision,	one	that	I	would	like	to	be	part	of,	and	it's	one	that	is
beginning	to	be	shared	by	some	European	governments,	and	by	UEFA,	who
are	now	recognizing	the	need	for	good	corporate	governance	of	clubs	which
gives	their	fans	some	say.	But	how	compatible	is	this	with	running	a
successful	football	club,	capable	not	just	of	competing	and	winning	at	the
highest	level	but	also	of	upholding	the	great	tradition	of	Manchester	United
of	entertaining	and	winning	in	style?	Has	the	soul	of	the	team	we	support
been	sold	to	Mammon,	or	is	it	only	through	the	marketing	and	the	money
men	that	the	soul	can	be	kept	alive?

For	more	than	twenty	years	Sir	Alex	Ferguson	has	ensured	that	the	soul	of
Manchester	United	is	still	there,	out	there	on	the	pitch	where	it	matters.	He's
brought	back	all	the	skill,	passion,	excitement,	entertainment	and	above	all
success	that	were	the	very	soul	of	Manchester	United.	It's	the	legacy	of	Matt
Busby	and	his	vision;	of	his	famous	Babes	and	their	stirring	achievements,
and	of	Bobby	Charlton,	Bill	Foulkes,	Harry	Gregg	and	the	rest	of	the	lads
who	came	back	from	Munich	determined	to	remember	their	dead	friends	by
making	United	great	again.	But	the	football	world	in	which	Sir	Alex	has
operated	so	successfully	for	so	many	years	is	very	different	to	that	of	his
illustrious	predecessor.	In	a	world	in	which	a	central	defender	like	John
Terry	–	very	good,	but	not	one	of	the	all-time	greats	–	can	sign	a	contract
that	puts	him	on	£130,000	a	week,	what	price	Duncan	Edwards?	The	Busby
Babes	were	on	£20	a	week,	but	what	would	the	modern-day	wage	bill	have
been	for	that	first	team	squad	that	flew	out	to	Belgrade	in	February	1958?	In
a	world	of	inflated	transfer	fees	and	players'	wages,	to	maintain	a	team	that
is	true	to	the	traditions	of	Manchester	United	–	not	just	winning,	but
winning	in	style	–	you	have	to	have	players	who	have	the	skill,	the	flair	and
the	style	of	the	Rooneys	and	Ronaldos,	and	that	means	being	able	to	pay	for
them.

So	perhaps	in	the	real	world	of	modern	football	Manchester	United	–	my
team	from	the	great	Northern	industrial	city	where	I	was	born	and	bred	–
have	to	be	a	global	brand.	Maybe	we	have	to	learn	to	co-exist	with	the
prawn	sandwich	brigade	and	the	day-trippers	who	take	away	so	much	of	the
atmosphere	from	the	ground.	Maybe	we	have	to	accept	the	megastores	and



the	insurance	and	the	credit	cards	and	the	tours	of	Asia	and	America	and	all
the	rest	of	the	commercial,	money-making	trappings.	Maybe	we	have	to
accept	it	all,	because	without	the	money	that	is	generated,	how	is	it	going	to
be	possible	to	attract	the	players	who	will	be	capable	of	carrying	on	the
great	footballing	traditions	of	the	club.	We	have	to	accept	that	the	world	has
changed.

Thankfully,	some	things	remain	the	same	and	maybe	we	have	to	accept
that	it's	only	because	of	the	money	and	the	marketing	and	all	the	rest	of	the
hype	that	things	can	remain	the	same.	Walking	out	of	the	ground	after	the
7–1	demolition	of	AS	Roma	in	the	second	leg	of	the	2006/07	Champions
League	quarter-final	tie,	I	said	to	my	daughter,	Kathy,	'That's	what	watching
the	Busby	Babes	was	like.'	Attack!	Attack!	Attack!	It	was	one	of	the	most
stunning	European	performances	of	all	time,	a	tour	de	force	of	attacking
brilliance.	I	had	to	cast	my	mind	back	to	the	days	before	Munich	for
anything	that	compared.	Just	like	the	games	back	then,	on	that	April	night	at
Old	Trafford	Roma	could,	and	perhaps	should,	have	scored	three	or	four
themselves.	And	that's	the	way	it	was:	the	Babes	played	football	with	the
conviction	that	games	are	won	by	going	forward,	not	by	sitting	back	and
defending;	however	many	the	opposition	scored,	United	were	always	going
to	score	more.	That's	my	abiding	memory	of	watching	the	Busby	Babes.
And	on	nights	like	that,	when	the	modern	Manchester	United	of	Sir	Alex
Ferguson	demolished	Roma,	the	spirit	of	the	Babes	was	still	out	there	on	the
pitch.	Their	soul	goes	marching	on.

Those	European	nights	that	were	such	a	novelty	for	players	and	fans	alike
in	that	far-off	season	when	Matt	Busby's	Red	Devils	faced	Anderlecht,
Borussia	Dortmund,	Bilbao	and	the	great	Real	Madrid	have	now	become
regular	events.	But	there	is	still	something	special	about	going	to	see	your
team	play	in	great	cities	like	Rome,	Milan,	Barcelona	and	Prague.	I	was	in
Lisbon	for	the	match	against	Benfica	in	September	2006.	It	was	a	warm
evening,	and	as	I	walked	round	town	after	the	game	looking	for	somewhere
to	eat,	I	saw	groups	of	United	fans	drinking	at	tables	outside	bars	on	the
pedestrianized	streets.	It	was	the	perfect	European	night.	Benfica	in	the
Stadium	of	Light.	Not	a	great	game,	but	we'd	won	1–0	thanks	to	a	late	goal
from	Louis	Saha.	No	trouble;	well-behaved	fans	enjoying	the	match	and	the
city	afterwards,	treated	with	respect	by	the	Portuguese	authorities,	not	caged
in	the	stadium	like	animals	as	we	are	after	so	many	away	European	ties.	It



was	the	way	all	European	away	games	should	be,	and	it	was	fifty	years
almost	to	the	day	since	United's	first	ever	European	Cup	matches	against
Anderlecht.	Perhaps	these	were	the	sorts	of	nights	Matt	Busby	had	in	mind
when	he	defied	the	English	football	authorities	to	take	United	into	Europe
all	that	time	ago.	Foreign	travel;	top	competition	against	Europe's	elite
teams;	extending	horizons	for	players	and	fans	alike.	That	afternoon	before
going	to	the	match	I'd	visited	the	Monument	to	the	Discoveries,	the	massive
angular	structure	on	the	Belem	waterfront	commemorating	the	great
Portuguese	explorers	who	opened	up	the	New	World	in	the	fifteenth	and
sixteenth	centuries.	Somehow	it	seemed	appropriate	to	be	there	watching
United	on	the	fiftieth	anniversary	of	the	year	in	which	they	first	set	out	to
conquer	Europe,	paving	the	way	not	just	for	themselves	but	for	Liverpool,
Celtic,	Aston	Villa	and	Nottingham	Forest	to	go	on	and	win	the	European
Cup.

As	I	walked	round	after	the	match	I	passed	a	group	of	Reds	sitting	outside
one	of	the	bars.	They	were	just	like	any	of	the	other	groups	sitting	drinking
that	night	except	for	the	United	shirt	that	one	of	them	was	wearing.	It	had
the	number	9	on	it	and	the	name	Charlton.	I	went	over	to	him.	'It's	great	to
see	somebody	wearing	that	shirt!'	I	said.	'The	finest	player	we've	ever	had,
and	the	one	man	above	all	others	who	is	United	through	and	through.	It
saddens	me	that	he	is	never	given	the	honour	he	deserves	by	most	of	the
fans	today.'	The	man	agreed.

Bobby	Charlton	is	the	United	legend	who	embodies	all	that	is	great	about
the	team.	I	have	supported	the	club	for	as	long	as	he	has	been	associated
with	it.	Today,	the	views	expressed	by	many	fans	about	Charlton	and	the
lack	of	respect	they	show	him	is	something	I	find	deeply	disappointing.	On
the	odd	occasions	when	he	ventures	on	to	the	pitch	he	graced	for	so	many
years,	to	present	an	award	or	hand	over	a	cheque	to	a	charity,	the	reception
he	receives	is	often	lukewarm	at	best.	To	younger	fans	in	particular	Bobby
Charlton	is	the	sober	figure	in	the	suit	who	acts	as	an	ambassador	for	his
club,	his	adopted	city	or	his	country;	the	businessman	who	is	part	of	the
higher	echelons	of	corporate	United.	He	has	become	synonymous	with	the
things	they	love	to	hate	about	the	club	–	big	business,	global	branding	and,
above	all,	the	Glazer	takeover.	It's	almost	as	if	it	is	no	longer	politically
correct	to	acknowledge	the	fact	that	he	is	one	of	our	footballing	legends.



But	for	those	of	us	who	saw	him	play	in	those	first	matches	after	Munich
and	at	his	peak	in	the	sixties,	he	was	the	footballing	ideal:	quick,	intelligent
and	elegant,	with	a	power	in	his	shooting	the	like	of	which	I've	never	seen
before	or	since.	With	that	thunderous	shot	and	his	sprinter's	pace	out	of
midfield,	he	scored	some	of	the	most	spectacular	goals	English	football	has
ever	seen.	He	scored	more	times	for	England	and	United	than	any	other
player	and	made	more	appearances	for	United	than	any	other	player,	records
which	are	still	standing	in	2007.	Bobby	Charlton	is	arguably	not	just	the
greatest	United	footballer	of	all	time,	but	also	the	greatest	English
footballer.	He	has	a	well-	deserved	reputation	not	just	as	a	scorer	of	great
goals	but	also	as	a	great	goal-scorer	–	something	that	is	rarely	seen	in	any
one	player.	For	me,	there	has	never	been	a	more	exciting	sight	at	Old
Trafford	than	Charlton	in	full	flight,	running	with	the	ball	at	his	feet	down
the	middle	of	the	pitch	and	letting	fly	from	twenty	or	thirty	yards	out.
George	Best,	who	knew	a	thing	or	two	himself	about	taking	on	players,
said,	'I've	never	seen	anyone	go	past	players	as	easily	as	he	did.'	So	great
was	his	reputation	as	a	footballer,	and	such	was	the	esteem	in	which	he	was
held,	that	in	the	late	1960s	it	was	said	that	all	over	the	world	there	were
children	who	could	speak	only	two	words	of	English:	one	was	'Bobby',	the
other	was	'Charlton'.	I	know	it	was	true	because	I	came	across	many	of
them	myself	as	a	student	when	I	spent	my	summers	hitch-hiking	all	over
Europe.	Bobby	Charlton	–	two	words	that	cut	across	all	language	barriers
wherever	you	went.

And	though	he	won	everything	the	game	had	to	offer	–	Championships,
Cup	winner's	medals,	a	record	number	of	international	caps	and	goals	–	it
wasn't	just	his	tremendous	achievements	on	the	field	that	sparked	instant
recognition.	Nor	was	it	solely	his	exquisite	skills.	No,	Charlton	stood	for
something	that	the	world	admired.	He	was	the	perfect	sportsman,	soccer's
great	gentleman,	the	ultimate	in	old-fashioned	sporting	heroes.	Playing	for
United	and	for	England,	his	name	became	synonymous	not	just	with	some
of	the	greatest	moments	in	the	English	game	but	also	with	the	highest
traditions	of	sportsmanship	and	integrity.	He	was	never	in	trouble,	he	never
argued	with	referees,	and	he	always	showed	honesty	and	respect	to
opponents.	It	made	him	the	perfect	role	model,	the	essence	of	the
Corinthian	ideal.	His	status	as	the	greatest	ambassador	in	the	history	of
British	sport	rested	unequivocally	on	his	unrivalled	sense	of	fair	play.



It	goes	deeper	than	that	too.	He	is	the	figurehead,	the	living	link	with	the
past	who	represents	all	the	traditions	of	Manchester	United.	He	is	the
embodiment	of	its	soul	–	Matt	Busby's	vision;	Munich;	the	commitment	to
make	United	great	again	and	to	honour	the	memory	of	the	team	that	died.
The	disaster	at	Munich	and	the	death	of	his	team-mates	affected	Bobby
deeply.	After	the	accident	he	became	a	more	serious	and	subdued	person,
haunted	by	the	tragedy	and	suffering	from	the	consuming	guilt	of	being	a
survivor	when	so	many	of	his	friends	had	perished.	The	carefree	lad	who
had	flown	out	to	Belgrade	became	the	solemn,	dutiful	figure,	devoting	most
of	his	life	to	United,	determined	both	on	and	off	the	field	to	do	all	he	could
to	ensure	that	his	team-mates	were	remembered	in	the	most	appropriate	way
possible	with	flair	and	success	on	the	field	of	play.

Charlton's	finest	hour	at	club	level	came	that	May	night	in	1968,	ten	years
after	the	disaster,	when	he	captained	United	to	European	Cup	triumph,
scoring	twice	in	the	4–1	victory	over	Benfica	at	Wembley.	For	Charlton	and
his	mentor	Matt	Busby,	that	victory	capped	the	post-Munich	rebuilding.
They	had	arrived	at	the	destination	they	had	set	out	for	with	the	Babes	who
had	died	at	Munich	and	Charlton	famously	missed	the	post-match
celebrations,	preferring	instead	to	conduct	a	solitary	remembrance	of	absent
friends	–	the	lads	who	couldn't	be	there	that	night.	Busby	never	got	over
Munich.	'He	felt	responsible,'	Charlton	said.	'Those	were	his	kids	that	died
that	day.'	But	it	was	Charlton,	through	his	achievements,	who	did	so	much
to	ease	'the	old	man's'	pain,	and	Busby	recognized	it.	'There	has	never	been
a	more	popular	footballer,'	said	Sir	Matt.	'He	was	as	near	perfection	as	man
and	player	as	it	is	possible	to	be.'

After	all	he	had	put	into	the	club,	he	was	rightly	made	a	United	director	in
1984	and	became	a	respected	ambassador	for	his	club,	like	his	old
international	adversary	Franz	Beckenbauer	at	Bayern	Munich.	But	integrity,
sportsmanship,	staying	out	of	trouble	on	the	pitch	and	then	becoming	a
diplomatic	figurehead	does	not	make	you	a	modern	hero.	It's	the	anti-
establishment	figures	who	are	revered;	it's	the	great	players	who	were	rebels
and	fighters	who	are	worshipped	on	the	Stretford	End	today.	Best,	Cantona,
Keane	–	all	still	have	their	songs	sung	at	every	match.	But	not	the	player
who	is	arguably	the	greatest	of	them	all.	It	seems	sad	that	while	you	still
hear	'We	all	live	in	a	Georgie	Best	world'	and	'Ooh	Aah	Cantona',	you	never
hear	the	song	about	Charlton	that	used	to	ring	around	the	terraces	in	the



sixties:

Aye,	Aye,	Aye,	Aye,
Charlton	is	better	than	Pelé.
For	Pele	is	a	no-good	bum,
And	so	is	Eusebio.

When	Bobby	Charlton	returned	from	Munich	and	started	playing	again,
he	was	for	me	and	for	many	a	beacon	of	hope.	Because	of	him,	we	knew
there	was	a	future;	that	United	really	would	go	on.	Charlton,	Busby's	vision
and	Munich	are	inextricably	woven	into	the	very	fibre	of	Manchester
United.	The	fact	that	Charlton	is	not	always	given	the	respect	and	the
recognition	he	deserves	by	some	of	the	present	generation	of	United	fans
may	sadden	me,	but	the	obscene	chant	about	Munich	that	can	be	heard
coming	from	a	small	minority	of	so-called	supporters	of	some	of	United's
rivals	just	makes	me	angry.	To	me,	these	people	are	not	real	football	fans.
The	vast	majority	of	their	own	supporters	are	embarrassed	by	the
insensitivity	and	callousness	of	their	actions.

Whenever	City	or	Liverpool	or	Leeds	visit	Old	Trafford	and	the	song
about	Munich	is	heard	emanating	from	that	mindless	minority	of	idiots,	I
can't	help	thinking	about	Bobby	Charlton	sitting	in	the	stand	close	by,	and
wondering	if	Bill	Foulkes	or	Harry	Gregg	or	Albert	Scanlon	is	there,	having
to	listen	as	the	memory	of	their	long-dead	team-mates	is	violated.	If	I	feel
angry	as	those	unthinking	morons	sing	'Who's	that	lying	on	the	runway,
who's	that	dying	in	the	snow?'	how	do	Charlton	and	the	other	survivors
feel?	It	was	their	mates	who	died;	they	were	on	the	plane	with	them.	And
how	do	the	families	feel	when	they	hear	their	loved	ones	being	sung	about
in	this	way?	The	boys	who	died	were	sons	and	brothers,	husbands	and
boyfriends.	Perhaps	the	cretins	who	regularly	embarrass	their	clubs	and	the
majority	of	their	fans	should	be	reminded	of	this,	and	of	the	fact	that	respect
for	the	dead	is	fundamental	to	any	civilized	society.

Beryl	and	Olga	Townsend	found	it	particularly	upsetting	when	they	went
to	a	Manchester	derby	at	Old	Trafford	with	the	family	of	Billy	Whelan.
They'd	kept	in	touch	with	Billy's	sister	Rita	and	the	rest	of	the	family	ever
since	the	days	just	after	the	crash	and	had	arranged	for	them	to	come	over
from	Dublin	to	meet	Sir	Alex	Ferguson.



The	City	fans	were	singing	it	that	day.	The	seats	I'd	got	were	near
the	corner	where	the	City	fans	were,	and	when	they	started	singing
it	with	Billy's	family	there,	having	to	listen	to	it,	I	was	very	upset.
Singing	about	death	like	that	is	disgusting.	It's	something	that
would	never	have	happened	years	ago;	fans	would	have	never
dreamt	of	doing	anything	like	this.	Billy's	sister,	Rita,	was
particularly	upset	that	day.	Nobody	should	have	to	hear	things	like
this	sung	about	the	deaths	of	their	own	families.	Afterwards	I	wrote
to	[David]	Bernstein,	who	was	the	chairman	at	Maine	Road,	and	to
the	Manchester	Evening	News.	Paul	Hince,	the	City	reporter,
phoned	me	at	home	because	he	was	very	upset	about	it.	He	said,
'Please	accept	that's	not	how	the	majority	of	City	fans	are.	We're
ashamed	of	them.'

The	same	is	true	of	the	vast	majority	of	Leeds	and	Liverpool	fans.	It
seems	unlikely	that	we	will	be	seeing	very	much	of	Leeds	and	their	fans	at
Old	Trafford	in	the	foreseeable	future,	but	Liverpool	will	be	there,	and
inevitably,	with	tension	continuing	to	rise	between	some	sections	of	the	fans
of	both	clubs,	so	will	the	songs.	Those	who	sing	them	bring	shame	to	their
team	and	its	supporters	–	and	that	applies	just	as	much	to	the	minority	of	so-
called	United	fans	with	their	'Murderers!'	chants	and	the	Hillsborough
graffiti	that	often	greets	Liverpool	fans	on	their	way	to	Old	Trafford.	None
of	this	has	anything	to	do	with	supporting	a	football	team,	and	the
perpetrators	of	these	acts	are	an	embarrassment	to	the	vast	majority	of	real
supporters.	When	you	talk	to	long-standing	Liverpool	and	United	fans,	it's
clear	that	most	don't	want	to	put	up	with	the	hooliganism	and	nastiness	that
accompanies	the	natural	rivalry	between	the	two	teams.	There	is	a	feeling
that	Liverpool	and	Manchester	are	both	working-class	cities	in	the	North-
West	that	have	produced	two	of	the	greatest	football	clubs	in	the	world	and
that	that	is	something	to	be	proud	of.	After	Munich,	Liverpool	were	one	of
the	first	clubs	to	come	to	United	and	offer	whatever	help	they	could.	The
tasteless	Munich	chants	are	a	slur	on	the	memory	of	those	times	and	on	the
sympathy	that	was	extended	to	United	by	Liverpool.

The	same	is	true	of	Manchester	City,	whose	players	went	to	the	funerals
of	their	friends	from	United	and	whose	supporters	grieved	for	them	at	a
time	when	the	whole	of	the	city	of	Manchester	came	together.	Recently,	the
official	Manchester	City	supporters'	club	and	other	groups	associated	with



the	club	wrote	an	open	letter	to	their	fans	urging	them	to	support	their	own
team	rather	than	goad	United	supporters	with	the	appalling	Munich	chant.
The	letter,	entitled	'We	Are	City,	Let's	Be	Proud	To	Be	Blue',	called	those
who	use	the	chants	'an	embarrassment'.	Supporters'	club	chairman	Alan
Garry	–	who	was,	like	me,	a	schoolboy	at	the	time	of	the	crash	–	said,	'I
think	it's	up	to	somebody	like	myself	to	educate	people	about	what	a
tragedy	and	what	a	terrible	day	it	was.	We	[the	official	supporters'	club]	are
taking	a	lead	in	trying	to	stop	these	people	doing	it.	A	lot	of	us	cringe	when
we	hear	it	and	we	are	trying	to	do	anything	we	can	to	stop	it.	It	has	gone	on
for	a	long,	long	time	and	it's	about	time	in	our	view	that	it	stops.	We	can
only	try.	It	is	nasty	and	it	is	repugnant.	We	only	hope	they'll	listen	and	learn,
and	stop	doing	it.'

Those	are	the	words	of	a	true	football	supporter	reflecting	the	views	of	the
vast	majority	of	City	fans.	They	are	passionate	about	their	own	team,	they
want	them	to	beat	United	more	than	anybody	in	the	world,	which	is	just	as
it	should	be,	but	they	are	not	filled	with	the	sort	of	hatred	that	leads	to	such
lack	of	respect	for	the	memories	of	the	dead.	Fans	today	would	do	well	to
remember	that	at	the	time	of	the	Munich	disaster	the	whole	of	Manchester,
red,	blue	and	uncommitted,	was	united	in	its	grief.	It	was	a	tragedy	deeply
felt,	not	just	by	everybody	in	Manchester	but	throughout	the	football	world.



Victims	and	Survivors
Twenty-three	people	on	board	the	BEA	charter	aircraft	lost	their	lives.
There	were	twenty-one	survivors.

The	Victims

Players

Geoff	Bent,	full-back
Roger	Byrne,	Captain,	left-back
Eddie	Colman,	right-half
Duncan	Edwards,	left-half
Mark	Jones,	centre-half
David	Pegg,	outside-left
Tommy	Taylor,	centre-forward
Liam	(Billy)	Whelan,	inside-right

MUFC	Staff

Walter	Crickmer,	secretary
Tom	Curry,	trainer
Bert	Whalley,	chief	coach

Journalists

Alf	Clarke,	Manchester	Evening	Chronicle
H.	D.	(Donny)	Davies,	Manchester	Guardian

George	Follows,	Daily	Herald

Tom	Jackson,	Manchester	Evening	News

Archie	Ledbrooke,	Daily	Mirror



Henry	Rose,	Daily	Express

Eric	Thompson,	Daily	Mail

Frank	Swift,	News	of	the	World

Crew

Captain	Kenneth	Rayment,	co-pilot
Tom	Cable,	cabin	steward

Other	Passengers

Bela	Miklos,	travel	agent
Willie	Satinoff,	supporter

The	Survivors

Players

Johnny	Berry,	outside-right*
Jackie	Blanchflower,	centre-half*
Bobby	Charlton,	inside-right
Bill	Foulkes,	right-back
Harry	Gregg,	goalkeeper
Ken	Morgans,	outside-right
*	Johnny	Berry	and	Jackie	Blanchflower	never	played	football	again	as	a
result	of	the	injuries	they	sustained.

Albert	Scanlon,	outside-left
Dennis	Viollet,	inside-left
Ray	Wood,	goalkeeper

MUFC	Staff

Matt	Busby,	manager

Journalist

Frank	Taylor,	News	Chronicle



Photographers

Ted	Ellyard,	Daily	Mail
Peter	Howard,	Daily	Mail

Other	Passengers

Mrs	Vera	Lukic
Mrs	Lukic's	baby	daughter,	Venona
Mrs	Eleanor	Miklos
Nebosja	Tomasevich,	Yugoslav	diplomat

Crew

Rosemary	Cheverton,	stewardess
Margaret	Bellis,	stewardess
George	William	Rodgers,	radio	officer
Captain	James	Thain,	pilot
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