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Praise for The Management

‘Scotland’s record as a producer of outstanding managers dwarfs that of any other country in the world. This excellent book provides vivid and fascinating insights into that remarkable distinction’

– Hugh McIlvanney

‘A superb book which examines the contribution Scottish managers have made to the global game’

– Scottish Daily Mail

‘A book that is already being viewed as a seminal tome’

– Daily Record

‘The Management will very likely provoke thought, inspire debate and perhaps even go as far as to ignite controversy. A monument to the impossibly impressive number of exceptional football managers produced by Scotland. [It] chronicles with admirable thoroughness their various degrees of greatness as well as their flaws. Discussions and comparisons will inevitably flow from even a quick scan of its contents. Get the book and wallow in the memories’

– The Scotsman

‘A brilliant study on this nation’s contribution to football management. The research and interviews of Grant and Robertson have produced a book bursting with ideas. The Management is a magisterial study in that it considers all evidence and calls an array of witnesses’

– The Herald

‘In a television series way back when, Hugh McIlvanney sought to explain the phenomenon of Jock Stein, Bill Shankly and Matt Busby, but now we have an immense study in print. The first, an outstanding piece of work about remarkable football men. The Management isn’t just a heavyweight football tome, it’s an important contribution to the history of this country covering, as it does, the pit and football park and why one is so inextricably linked to the other. The examination is forensic, the analysis of the miracle of the little nation and the big men utterly compelling. Some of the material that Grant and Robertson have produced on these extraordinary men is quite wonderful. The scale of the book is vast’

– Scotland on Sunday

‘Get your hands on The Management. A must read’

– Daily Star

‘A truly remarkable read’

– Birmingham Post

‘An insightful and diligent study of why Scots make such successful managers’

– The Independent

‘An absorbing study’

– The Telegraph

‘Endlessly diverting’

– Sunday Herald

‘Revealing and insightful’

– The Daily Express

‘A masterly book. Their labours never descend into dry historical analysis, nor mere hagiography. The authors quite literally mine a priceless vein of information. Grant and Robertson don’t overdo the romanticism. Some football books stultify the brain; others demand repeated perusal, and post genuine questions as the precursor to providing interesting, credible answers. The Management has already gained lavish praise and it amply justifies the plaudits’

– The Best Scottish Sports Books of the Year, STV online, December 2010

‘Some of the greatest managers in British football have been Scottish and this admirable book examines the careers of many of those key figures. The Management expertly sheds new light on their characters and is, by turns, inspiring and nostalgic’

– Scotland’s Sports Books of the Year, The Scotsman

‘Well researched. Takes a microscope to the careers of Scotland’s managerial greats without taking itself too seriously’

– News of the World

‘This is a serious work which demands your attention. For those who demand higher standards and a cerebral take on some huge personalities, it’s an essential volume’

– Aberdeen Voice

‘A great book – very entertaining and well-researched’

– David Moyes
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Foreword

Scotland is a country which has influenced what people are doing all over the world. Look through history: Scottish people keep popping up all over the place, whether as inventors, heading multinational companies, or in politics, science or engineering. Scotland always seems to produce leaders, people who do exceptional things. Especially when it comes to football management.

If Sir Matt Busby hadn’t been a football manager but had been, say, a captain in the army you just know that he would have been distinguished and would’ve come home with medals. If he’d been a politician he would have risen to a position of power. There is a quality to leadership that is hard to quantify, but part of it is all the little things that go into making a man and which end up radiating something that makes others think ‘wait a minute, this guy’s worth following’.

Players have to look at you and think you are invincible. They have to think that you believe 100 per cent in your own ability. You have to be able to pull people with you. If any of the great Scottish managers had been weak in any way, or there was a chink in their armour, the players would have been able to detect it. Players just get a sense of that from any leader. You have to show you are strong and you know what you are doing. The great Scottish managers gave off that aura.

I think a working-class background brings values and makes people understand what it means to achieve something. It makes you understand the value of winning. It’s not romanticising things to say many Scottish leaders and football managers have had to fight their way out of situations to improve themselves.

I’m from a working-class, council-house background in Fife. My grandfather was a blacksmith, my dad was an electrician in the dockyard at Rosyth. My wife’s father was a miner. Don’t get me wrong – I’m not saying we lived in a cardboard box in the middle of the road – but things weren’t easy. There wasn’t an awful lot of money. And when you’re a kid you want things. I think when you have that fire in your belly it can lead to great things. Our great managers had that, that real desire to prove themselves.

Think of Sir Alex Ferguson. He has leadership qualities that are tied into that idea of protecting ‘his’ people. He protects the people who do well for him, the people who represent him. It’s like trade unionism. Then look down in England at the teams that are punching above their weight. For me that is an indication of who is doing well in management. You look at Davie Moyes. He has that about him, the same sort of qualities as Sir Alex.

You would not say that most of the great managers were great players. They come to the fore more as managers than they did as players. It’s sometimes not about knowing the game, it’s about understanding the intricacies of people. To me, that’s management. Understanding people rather than understanding football. That’s what all our great managers could do.

There is no single stereotype of ‘the great Scottish manager’ but there are common themes. I think Scots are always trying to prove themselves, trying to prove they are better than people think they are. I don’t know where that comes from but, again, it’s about having that fire in the belly.

I don’t think there is a logical reason why Scottish managers should have all these ‘magical’ qualities which come together, but an inordinate amount of them have done well in English football. We haven’t done so well abroad. I’ve wondered about that in the past. Did they go to England and think that was the pinnacle? Are we reluctant to learn another language? Possibly. Or are we trying to prove something? It’s as though we have conquered England . . . but that’s as far as we’ve wanted to go.

I like listening to other managers after a game when they start talking about things. I’m always looking to find out who’s a threat to me. I think if you can get something over on another manager then your team’s got a chance of getting on top of them. You learn a lot from other managers before and after games, and you can use that down the line.

I aspire to be anywhere near where our great managers reached in the past. The Scotland manager’s job is not seen as the best job in the world. Some people might not even see it as the best job in Scotland. So it’s far removed from what Busby, Ferguson, Bill Shankly and Jock Stein have done. But only Shankly did not manage Scotland at some time during his career and I am sure he would have been hugely proud to do so.

In the history of football there are only so many people who have had the opportunity to manage their country. It is a burden at times; you do feel the weight of everyone’s expectations. But I have a real desire to improve things. And I felt enormously proud to have been given the chance.

Craig Levein


Chapter One

The Master Race
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How the pits, the shipyards and the mean streets created football’s great managers

Fear is one of the first things that comes to mind. The fear of being on the receiving end of a Fergie hairdryer. The fear, just as awful in its own way, of losing Busby’s approval and sensing you had disappointed him. The fear of being injured and knowing that you were no use to Shankly, to the point that he would ignore you if you passed him in the corridor. You didn’t exist to him until you were fit again. The fear of getting a Smith stare in the Rangers dressing room and feeling the temperature drop a few degrees. The fear of Stein, full stop.

The great Scottish football managers have never done hugs and kisses. They’ve never done touchy-feely, holistic, New Age or alternative therapies. Or, if they ever did, they frightened their players into keeping their traps shut so we didn’t find out about it. They’ve never shrugged their shoulders when their team’s been beaten. They’ve never put up with a player talking back to them. Never understood or sympathised when a referee made a mistake which hurt them. Never thought it was a fair point when a journalist criticised. Never written anything off as a bad day at the office. Never felt sorry for themselves. Never backed down. Never, ever, been good losers.

The great Scottish managers have come to represent something in football. They have become the epitome of the tough, aggressive, no-nonsense gaffer. Disciplined, strict and controlling. Hard as nails. Old school. Not to be messed with, not to be crossed, streetwise and armed with every trick in the book. They love hard graft. Their hair is short, their clothes neat, their shoes polished, their posture straight. Ready for anything, be it pinning a player against a dressing-room wall or psychological warfare against opponents, officials, the press or anyone who might constitute ‘them’ against ‘us’. They stand up for themselves, their players, their club and their supporters. They simmer after a setback. They boil. Their temper explodes. Around them, anger management has a different meaning entirely.

And all of that is only a part of the picture. The great ones also innovate. They inspire, they experiment, they take calculated risks. They can charm the birds from the trees or crack a line which makes a room dissolve into laughter. They know football inside out and are also informed by a wider, worldly intelligence. They have an eye for a player. Their judgement is as close to flawless as any managers can get. They see things that others don’t. They are knowing and well-connected, with armies of informants quick to lift a phone and whisper in their ear if one of their players is spotted in a pub or nightclub. But they aren’t always intimidating men who rule with an iron fist. Their genius has often graced the game with the lightest of touches.

For the greatest of them all, genius is not too strong a description. In 2007 The Times published a comprehensive article on the all-time top 50 managers in world football. These sorts of lists are great newspaper material: highly subjective and guaranteed to provoke a row and a reaction from readers. This one was better than most: impressively researched and confidently presented. The top 20 made for compelling reading. It comprised a couple of Englishmen, a couple of Italians, two Dutchmen, two Spaniards, two Brazilians, and one representative each from Germany, France, Argentina, Austria, Portugal and Hungary. That accounted for 16 of the 20.

And then there was the country which made up the rest. The country which produced the most managers of all, twice as many as any other. The country with the smallest population of any of the nations represented on the list. No prizes for guessing which one. Four of their twenty greatest football managers were Scots.

Neglecting to include Sir Matt Busby, Bill Shankly, Jock Stein and Sir Alex Ferguson would have reduced the poll to a comedy item. Those four head a field of Scottish managers who have shaped, dictated and dominated football – occasionally in Europe and almost continually in Britain – since day one. It goes without saying that along the way they collected a mountainous haul of trophies in Scotland, England and Europe.

The volume of silverware gathered by Scottish bosses at club level is breathtaking. The European Cup has been lifted by a Scottish manager’s hands four times. Stein was the first from Britain to hold it with Celtic in 1967, and a year later it came into the possession of Busby at Manchester United. Ferguson brought it back to United in 1999 and then became the only Scot to win it twice, with another triumph for the club in 2008.

Ferguson, this colossal personality, is the most successful manager in the history of the European club competitions. He also has two European Cup Winners’ Cups and two Super Cups to his name (winning each trophy with both Aberdeen and United). Europe has not limited him: he has an Intercontinental Cup and a FIFA Club World Cup success too.

Ferguson, Stein and Busby are among six Scottish managers to have won the big European trophies. Willie Waddell and George Graham took the European Cup Winners’ Cup for Rangers and Arsenal respectively and Shankly delivered the UEFA Cup for Liverpool.

For a country with a production line of managerial excellence it was predictable that there would be these spikes of high achievement on the continent. But it is the hold Scots have had on British football which has confirmed a mastery of the skills required to assemble, organise and inspire hugely successful teams. For decades the domestic trophies within Scotland itself were harvested only by home-grown managers. Men like Celtic’s Willie Maley (who was born in Northern Ireland but moved to Glasgow at the age of one and played at international level for Scotland) and Rangers’ Bill Struth ruled Scottish football from the 1890s to the 1950s. These two giant figures of Old Firm history won 60 leagues and major cups between them.

With Maley, Struth and other natural, charismatic leaders who emerged at clubs like Hearts, Hibs, Aberdeen, Dundee United, and Motherwell, it was little wonder that for almost a century Scottish club chairmen hardly saw the need to appoint an English manager, let alone one from overseas. Few non-Scots have managed in Scottish football. Only in the 1990s did it become fashionable to begin appointing men like Liam Brady, Wim Jansen, Dick Advocaat, John Barnes and Martin O’Neill. Up until then the frequent conquering of England by Scottish managers seemed to amount to compelling evidence that there wasn’t much to learn from anyone else. The country has always regarded management as a serious business. It was a Scot who invented the manager’s dugout, an idea which spread around the world.

Scooping up all the trophies in their own back yard could never have given Scottish managers worldwide respect. The country is too small for its domestic scene to be regarded as a major stage or proving ground. Scottish managers had to broaden their horizons and follow the money. That meant moving south of the border. They did so at the very beginnings of the professional game – the first paid ‘manager’ in the world was a Scot, George Ramsay, appointed by Aston Villa in 1886 – and the drain of talent became relentless. It continues to this day. Oddly, the migration usually extended only as far as England: with only a few notable exceptions, Scots have tended not to take charge of European clubs. Of the four giant figures, Busby and Shankly never served Scottish clubs as either a player or a manager and Ferguson gained full recognition only when he began to deliver trophies for Manchester United. Stein is the exception to the rule: the one manager who achieved full international respect and status for what he accomplished while working only in Scotland.

It is what Scots achieved in charge of English clubs that truly marked them out. By the end of the 2010–11 season England’s top division had been won 65 times by an Englishman and 40 times by a Scot. Given that the population of England is ten times greater, that is a mighty level of overachievement for the wee country.

The most successful manager in English league history is a Scot. The most successful manager in FA Cup history is a Scot. No Englishman has won their League Cup more times than its most successful Scot. The big four clubs in English football were all shaped to varying extents by Scottish managers. The only managerial legends in Manchester United’s history are Busby and Ferguson. Shankly is the most popular and iconic boss Liverpool has ever had. Arsenal’s first manager was a Scot. So was Chelsea’s.

When the 2009–10 season ended the Champions League was 18 years old and only three men born in England had ever been the manager of a club in its group stages: Ray Harford, Sir Bobby Robson and Stuart Baxter (who is the son of a Glaswegian, spent much of his childhood in Scotland and doesn’t mind being described as a Scot). Three managers in 18 years? In the 2008–09 tournament Scotland had three managers in a single Champions League group: Ferguson, Gordon Strachan and Bruce Rioch.

These statistics are trotted out not to belittle the achievements of English managers – men like Herbert Chapman, Bob Paisley and Brian Clough were outstanding leaders who stood comparison with anyone – but to provide a context for the staggering contribution Scots have made in their own country and in the more demanding arena of their larger neighbour. Busby, Shankly, Stein, Ferguson and a supporting cast including George Ramsay, Tom Mitchell, Maley, Struth, Scot Symon, Tommy Docherty, Eddie Turnbull, Jim McLean, Kenny Dalglish, George Graham, Walter Smith, Gordon Strachan, Alex McLeish and David Moyes amount to a remarkable concentration of managerial talent to emerge from a country with roughly the same population as Eritrea or Singapore.

Why the Scots? Why should a small country previously respected for its excellence in finance, engineering, medicine and science turn out to be such a cradle for football managers? How did four of the greatest the sport has seen – Busby, Shankly, Stein and Ferguson – come to be born within 44 miles of each other?

One approach is to consider the qualities and character traits which are found in all of the great football bosses. What makes a manager? No two are exactly alike. There is no textbook for managerial excellence. All that can be said is that there are shared characteristics. All of the greats possess a formidable combination of presence, authority, charisma and toughness. Every one of them enjoys a certain streetwise intelligence and imagination. Most have excellent communication skills and a way with words. They show a fanatical attention to detail. Their thirst for success is unquenchable.

Scotland has a limitless resource of another quality found in the greats, namely a deep-rooted obsession with football itself. The game has held Scotland’s imagination for more than 125 years and the deteriorating quality of her footballers has not weakened the infatuation. ‘In Scotland, football is the game,’ said former Scotland national manager Craig Brown. ‘In England there can be the distraction of cricket and maybe rugby. In Scotland it’s only football.’ His predecessor, Andy Roxburgh, held the same view: ‘We have had an environment in Scotland, a breeding ground, which almost encouraged an obsession with football. Football has been the lifeblood.’

If all great managers have to be football obsessives then a few are bound to emerge from a country which is populated with fanatics. ‘Football is the number one sport in Scotland by a country mile,’ said Tony Higgins, the former Hibs player who became the Scottish representative of FIFPro, the international players’ union, ‘The country as a whole is obsessed with it. Eddie Turnbull used to talk football, football, football. All day long. The best managers I’ve known are obsessive characters. Completely obsessed by football. I remember once having the chance to go into management and a couple of jobs came up. I spoke to the likes of Alex Ferguson and Alex Smith for advice and they said: “If you’re going to do it you have to forget your family.” They were quite clear. To be a successful manager was a 24–hour-a-day job.’

Jim McLean has said that when he was at the peak of his powers with Dundee United in the 1980s he used to set aside only one hour a week to spend with his wife and two sons. He would meet them at a steakhouse at 4 p.m. on a Thursday and return to work at 5 p.m. A man prepared to make that level of personal sacrifice could not be anything other than a formidable opponent.

For almost a century in Scotland professional football was one of the few realistic means of escaping from a hard, unforgiving, dirty life working down coal mines, in shipyards, or in other forms of heavy engineering. Hundreds of thousands of working-class men left school at 14 or 15 years old without a complete formal education. The majority used football as an exciting way to spend their Saturday afternoons and expose themselves to some rare fresh air with friends. For some it was more than that. For those with the talent, it was their lifeline to social improvement. A better life.

Busby, Stein and Shankly all worked down the pits before earning full-time contracts to play football. The game was Ferguson’s way out of a career as a Clydeside toolmaker in the shadow of the shipyards. Each of them was determined that he was never going back. It was the same story in England. Nearly all of England’s great managerial figures were hewn from the same mining or heavy industry backgrounds as the Scots. Paisley was a miner. Chapman and Sir Bobby Robson were the sons of miners. Clough and Don Revie were from industrial Middlesbrough.

Every truly exceptional managerial achiever from Britain has emerged from Scotland or the north of England, with the exception of Sir Alf Ramsey from Dagenham. This suggests a correlation between the creation of outstanding leaders and their formative years being spent in the hard, tight, interdependent communities found in coalmining regions or other areas reliant on heavy industry. Why no great sporting managers from the mining heart-land of Wales, then? Well, some argue that the greatest of them all was Welsh: Carwyn James, another miner’s son from a pit village. Wales had all the ingredients seemingly required to create great dugout leaders except for the essential obsession with football itself. Her game was rugby union, so James blossomed as the legendary coach of the 1971 British Lions.

It seems that the qualities often found in Scottish people are conducive to creating great football men. Others often portray Scots as being dour, joyless and thrifty, fuelled by hard graft and self-denial. Dundee United beat Motherwell 6–1 in a 1981 Scottish Cup tie and manager McLean withheld the bonus they were due for an exceptional performance. ‘There were times when we were sluggish,’ he said, ‘We might have gone out of the cup.’ That appeals to people’s perception of the Scots.

The American satirist P.J. O’Rourke thought the whole of Scotland saw its glass as half empty. He wrote: ‘Racial characteristics: sour, stingy, depressing beggars who parade around in schoolgirls’ skirts with nothing on underneath. Their fumbled attempt at speaking the English language has been a source of amusement for five centuries, and their idiot music has been dreaded by those not blessed with deafness for at least as long.’ P.G. Wodehouse was more succinct: ‘It is never difficult to distinguish between a Scotsman with a grievance and a ray of sunshine.’ Scots would be a sorry bunch if there were no more to them than that. But the satirists are having a laugh. They know the bigger picture.

Many of the great football bosses were shaped by a Scottish upbringing which seemed to arm them with the necessary psychological equipment to cope and excel in the job. ‘Think about the Scottish psyche,’ said Roxburgh, ‘Hard-working, conscientious about what they’re doing, obsessive about what they’re doing, with a winning mentality and real competitiveness. Alex Ferguson has always wanted to win at absolutely everything he’s ever done. It’s like seeing a ten-year-old Scottish kid crying if he doesn’t win at a game of cards. There is a whole chemistry of the environment, of where we’re brought up, the passion for football, the hard-working mentality. We’re not alone in having these qualities. The Italians, the English and so on have these qualities and produce great coaches too. But there are 50 million of them. There are only five million of us.’

So, obsessed with football, hard, competitive and driven by an unremitting work ethic. But what else is in Scotland’s favour? The peerless sports writer Hugh McIlvanney, who himself moved from Scotland to conquer his field in England, pointed to a sense of collective self-assurance and the Scots’ refusal to be belittled or taken for granted.

‘I don’t think it’s silly to suggest that part of the explanation of Scotland’s production of strong, successful managers is the Scots’ ingrained inclination to refuse to think that anyone is superior to us,’ he said, ‘I don’t mean the “wha’s like us” rubbish. That belongs to another section of our collective personality, and it’s a pest. What I’m talking about is the idea that you don’t let anyone shit on your head. You don’t see any reason to let people be presumptuous towards you and you believe that you will be even money with the best of them. If you are aware of having certain talents you are never going to be intimidated about trying to apply them. It may seem less plausible to mention a profound gift for promoting teamwork as another strength the Scots bring to football management, given that whenever we get together, even in twos and threes, our fondness for argument is liable to come to the fore. But we’re also pretty good at sticking together under pressure and nobody can doubt that the lessons in interdependence Busby, Shankly and Stein learned in the pits, and that Ferguson absorbed in his factory days as a trade union activist, gave them a fundamental understanding of the value of teamwork. It was reflected in the teams they fielded.’

Teamwork was certainly prominent among the qualities championed by those Scottish missionaries who helped popularise football around the world a century ago. Scots were at the forefront of the British Empire. Her sailors, engineers, bankers, teachers, scientists and ministers fanned out across the world and that provided a platform to spread education, capitalism, the Bible . . . and football.

‘Successful Scottish football managers are part of a much wider trend,’ said the leading Scottish historian, Professor Tom Devine, ‘It is easy to fall into what I call an “ethnic conceit”, but there’s no doubt that globally the Scots have punched above their weight in a whole variety of areas, and football management is one of them. It’s the same in medicine, in science, in engineering. They played a pre-eminent role, for better and for worse, in the empire. And remember the line “Beam me up, Scotty”? There’s significance to that. In Star Trek the only ethnic groups on Starship Enterprise, apart from the Americans, were a Russian, a Japanese and a Scot.’ If there had been an Enterprise XI, Scotty would have been the manager.

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries Scots arrived in South America, Asia and mainland Europe and taught the innovative ‘Scottish’ football style of short passing and teamwork. At that time the game in England revolved around long kicking or players simply dribbling with the ball until they were dispossessed.

The world was receptive to Scottish ideas. They were hugely significant in establishing football as the sport of the masses in Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay, three countries which would go on to win many World Cups between them. Modern football was introduced to China by a Scot in 1879. Other Scottish coaches worked in Holland, Italy, Hungary and Czechoslovakia. And they flooded into England.

Long before the era of ‘tracksuit managers’ like Shankly and Stein, men with suits, bowler hats and Scottish accents were in charge of clubs such as Aston Villa (George Ramsay) and Blackburn Rovers (Tom Mitchell). Between 1894 and 1920 Ramsay, a Glaswegian, won six league titles and six FA Cups and Mitchell, from Dumfries, won five FA Cups. Scotland’s managerial stamp was on English football from the very beginning.

The early success of Ramsay and Mitchell and the frequency of Scotland’s victories over England in the annual international fixture meant that Scots were seen as having knowledge and understanding of the game. Over the following decades the contribution of Busby, Shankly, Stein, Ferguson and others set that reputation in stone. The modern deterioration of Scotland’s playing standards has not affected the common perception that Scots ‘know the game’.

‘In an odd way the English love the idea of “the Scottish manager”,’ said the broadcaster, cultural commentator and St Johnstone fan, Stuart Cosgrove, ‘That might be to do with national stereotypes and myths. A friend of mine is a Blackpool fan. He once said to me “What Blackpool need is a disciplinarian in charge, they need a hard taskmaster, they need a Scottish manager!” He was just grabbing an available stereotype but he wasn’t associating a Scottish manager with talking about diets or psychology or iced baths or whatever. They see the Scottish manager as the solution when players need to be reeled in and disciplined. They see the gnarled, grizzly Jock.’

It is true that Scottish managers are usually perceived as all being gruff, unyielding and pugnacious. Able to handle themselves. ‘Even real hard men would not challenge them,’ said Hugh McIlvanney, ‘Take Paddy Crerand, a real Gorbals guy. Denis Law used to say, “When Paddy starts, put out the lights and lie on the floor . . .” But one glance from Busby could have Paddy quaking, because he didn’t want to embarrass himself in Busby’s eyes.’

The sense of being a crew of formidable characters has resulted in comparisons being drawn between Scotland’s great managers and her most powerful politicians, those at home in the adversarial bearpit of Commons debates. ‘All Scottish managers I meet seem to be frustrated politicians,’ said spin doctor Alastair Campbell after Ferguson, his friend, gave a 2007 speech about Labour Party values.

Scotland’s First Minister, Alex Salmond, could understand what he meant. ‘There are certain similarities in character traits between our managers and our politicians,’ he said, ‘Scottish politicans often come from a debating background, they are disputatious. It would be difficult not to recognise a Scottish debater, and it would be difficult not to recognise a Scottish football manager. Neither of whom would you probably wish to meet on a dark night . . .’

In his autobiography the broadcaster Alan Green devoted a chapter to his fractured relationship with Ferguson and compared him to his predecessors: ‘I’m told that Bill Shankly and Jock Stein were both men it was best not to cross. And Matt Busby’s withering silences disguised a cut-throat manner when he deemed it necessary. You’ll notice, all of them Scots.’

Whatever their field of expertise, leading Scots know how to look after themselves. The author William McIlvanney, the brother of Hugh, once saw a flash of Busby’s understated but intimidating power when he somehow struck the wrong note with a question during an interview. ‘I still don’t know what I said, it was totally innocent, but I must have tread on a toe somehow because he said “But we’ll no’ be talking about that.” He had such strongly fixed parameters. He must have thought I was angling to ask him about something. I don’t know what it was. I never got to find out, either. I knew instantly I had to back off. I don’t know anyone who would have been keen to take on Bill Shankly, or big Jock, or Alex, and certainly not Matt Busby.’

How could they be anything other than hard men, given the upbringings they had? Their formative years were moulded by tragedy or danger, gnawing hardship, or their parents’ worries about money or ill health. They also shouldered heavy responsibility at a young age. Busby was six years old when his father was killed in the First World War. By age twelve he was walking five miles every morning to get to school. He left at fifteen and went down the pits at sixteen. His mother also took a job at the pit head to supplement her widow’s pension. Shankly was born within five years and thirty miles of Busby. One of ten children, he left school at fourteen and spent two years as a miner until the pit closed and he was unemployed. Stein was only nine years younger than Shankly and born five-and-a-half miles from Busby. Stein was in the mines by sixteen, working in a pit where a three-month sequence of accidents claimed the lives of seven of his colleagues.

Mining united those three. In 1913 there were 140,000 miners in Scotland and 200 pits in Lanarkshire alone. The industry – this fertile source of great football managers – was gradually wiped out by various factors including the rise of alternative fuels. The last deep mine in Scotland closed in 2002, ending the miner-to-manager route.

‘The hardness of their existence and their environment made them challenge and be challenging figures,’ said Archie Macpherson, the broadcaster and biographer of Stein, ‘It’s so obvious, isn’t it? They were brought up hard, they remained hard, and their focal point was being able to transmit that hardness in a sport that they knew inside out. That’s why all of these men seemed to be able to reach the heights.’

It’s no coincidence that Busby, Shankly, Stein and Paisley served time in the dirty, dark and dangerous world of coalmining. The sense of solidarity and comradeship among miners was unsurpassed in any other workforce. Men effectively placed their lives in the hands of their colleagues every time they entered a cage and were lowered down the shaft to the seam. They might be suffocated, crushed by a pit collapse, trapped in an underground fire or killed or injured some other way. The unity of purpose, the shared exposure to death and danger, hardened the miners and enabled them to deal with any other difficulty life might present to them. When they emerged blinking into the daylight at the pit head they rejoined a local community entirely united by reliance on the mine.

‘We all know that, without any desire to over-romanticise mining communities, there is no question at all that they had a great spirit and an imposed spirit of togetherness,’ said Hugh McIlvanney, ‘Men underground had to believe in teamwork of the most basic kind because their lives could depend upon it. I don’t think it’s too fanciful to suggest that the values of mining contributed seriously to the approach that men such as Stein, Shankly and Busby had to their later work in football. A lot of people would possibly sneer at the connection I’m making, but I think they would be foolish to do so. These are not the only men who drew their wisdom for working in football from a background in mining. Jock worked underground until he was 27. He once said to me that he knew that when he was working in the pit that wherever he went, and whatever he did, he would never work with better men.’

The McIlvanney brothers, journalist Hugh and author William, can talk with some authority about miners given that their father spent part of his working life down the pits. ‘Jock once said “If you’ve been down a pit you’re not going to worry too much about a wee kerfuffle in a football club”,’ said Hugh, ‘It gave them terrific perspective on life. They had that experience in the wider world. So when it came right down to it was a football player ever going to bother them that much? Not only had they had to confront real physical danger, but there was the fact they had dealt with really hard men who would be hard with them if they didn’t handle themselves properly. So if a football player might have tried to act the goat with them it really didn’t have much of an effect.’

Archie Macpherson used to detect an attitude when he saw his friend, Stein, engage some adversary or other in an argument. ‘When you saw Stein taking swipes at people he gave a sense that he was thinking “You don’t know what you’re talking about, you haven’t had to face the challenges that I’ve had”. That mining background bred self-confidence bordering almost on arrogance, as it did in Shankly’s case, albeit a pleasant, almost comedic arrogance. It’s maybe too obvious to pick up the mining community thing and dismiss it, say it can’t be that which shaped the great managers, but there is little doubt that Stein spent the early part of his life feeding the rats his piece down the mines. He also had men die beside him in an accident down Bothwell pit. I don’t think miners went down consciously thinking that they might not get out alive, but I think the awareness existed. Life was about survival, making ends meet, and with it an aspiration to get out of that. Anything else in life is probably relatively easier to cope with after that.’

Given the aspects of trust, loyalty, solidarity, resilience and pragmatism required to survive life in the pits, or the shipyards, Tom Devine has said that great human qualities were forged there. ‘These places were universities.’

Ferguson’s upbringing was steeped in shipbuilding. His father and brother worked in the Govan yards and although Ferguson himself did not, the yards were on his doorstep. He was an apprentice toolmaker and the sense of community around the noisy, bustling Clydeside yards was a constant source of wonder to him. At the peak of production 100,000 men were employed in 33 yards on Clydeside. Today there are only three yards and fewer than 4000 workers. Ferguson has talked of the ‘intensity of shared experience’ found when a community is reliant on a single industry. He has left no one in any doubt that Govan made him. If he were born today he would be in a different Govan and he could not evolve as quite the same character.

‘I grew up accepting that shipbuilding was part of the fabric of my existence,’ Ferguson has said. ‘It has been said that the values great managers like Jock Stein, Sir Matt Busby, Bill Shankly and Bob Paisley brought to their jobs in football were rooted in their mining background. I have no doubt it is true and I am sure, too, that any success I have had in handling men, and especially in creating a culture of loyalty and commitment in teams I have managed, owes much to my upbringing among the working men of Clydeside.’

William McIlvanney has admired Ferguson’s sense of ‘Don’t forget where ye come fae’. He said: ‘I was at a game at Old Trafford once and the match programme had small biographies of the two managers. It said “Alex Ferguson, born Govan”. Not “born Glasgow”, but Govan. It was that precision of knowing where he really came from. Not a Glasgwegian, but a Govanite.’

Football became Ferguson’s lifeline to escape. Not to escape Govan – never that – but to escape the uncertainty, monotony and limitations of life as a toolmaker. The lives of working-class Scottish males seemed predetermined and unalterable in the first half of the 20th century. The sons of miners became miners themselves. The sons of shipyard workers became shipyard workers. Further education was all but closed to the majority of the working-class population and there was an accepted inevitability about leaving school, taking a place in the prevailing industry of the region, and settling into the same hard, subsistence existence their parents had gone through.

Professional sport offered the prospect of a better life for the precious view with the talent to merit full-time status. Boxing became a doorway for some but many more used football. Imagine how precious a footballer’s contract would be to someone whose alternative was the darkness, dirt and danger of a life down the pits . . .

‘For unskilled, semi-skilled and skilled labour in Scotland, as Shankly said, football is much wider and deeper than simply a game,’ said Tom Devine. ‘Almost all of these guys left school at 14 or 15. Their aspirations in their particular cultural or social milieu were to excel in the area or areas they knew best, and one of those areas was football.’

Busby left the pits behind when he joined Manchester City, aged 18. Shankly signed for Carlisle United when he was the same age. Stein once said ‘You don’t want to be underground all your life’. A less talented player than the other two, he had to wait until he was 27 before Llanelli became the first club to offer him full-time professional status. When the Welsh club ran into financial difficulties Stein feared losing his full-time status and having to go back down the pits. He was spared that when Celtic offered a contract to return and play in Scotland.

‘People would not have thought that men coming from those areas could become successful businessmen or successful football managers,’ said Macpherson. ‘But they did. I think they cared less about the consequences of their actions. They took chances, and taking those chances was part of the gamble that they took in life. They took chances that perhaps someone from a more protected, or middle-class or even upper working-class environment wouldn’t take, because there the taking of chances simply wasn’t necessary. Nobody cushioned them or mothered them. Some might have gone on to boxing but the sensible and athletic ones saw football as an opportunity to show what they were capable of doing.’

Serving time in ‘real’ jobs before entering football was enormously significant in determining the attitudes, priorities and sense of perspective that men like Busby, Shankly and Stein brought into management. Footballers tend to emerge from the working class, even today, and here were men who knew what it meant to graft for a living.

Ferguson was cut from a similar cloth, born during the Second World War and now the last of his kind in top-class British football management. ‘Alex does represent much the same background and much the same values as the great managers of previous generations, especially those three ex-miners, Stein, Busby and Shankly,’ said Hugh McIlvanney, ‘Having served his full apprenticeship as a toolmaker he knows about earning a living outside football. That’s pretty rare for managers now. These days they usually come through from within the insular world of football and they are not directly acquainted with what goes on in more ordinary workplaces. I’m not suggesting they don’t have enough imagination to realise what it is like to make a living elsewhere, but they don’t have the personal experience of “earning your keep” in any area other than football. And a narrower background tends to mean narrower perspectives.’

Mining and the yards were universities which produced a handful of extraordinary football managers and hundreds of thousands of socialists. Labour was the default party of the Scottish working class for decades. The political sympathies of men like Busby, Shankly, Stein and Ferguson were left-wing, aware and supportive of the issues and concerns affecting the common man. Even a younger manager such as David Moyes has talked of being ‘dead against’ private schools. There was a minute’s silence at the Labour Party conference in 1981 when Shankly’s death was announced. Busby and Stein were interested in miners’ issues for decades after they left the pits.

Stein and Ferguson walked together to a game at Hibs’ Easter Road Stadium during the 1984 miners’ strike. There were collection buckets outside for the striking miners. Ferguson, his thoughts occupied by the game he was about to see, walked past. Stein stopped, flashed his younger friend a challenging stare and asked ‘Here, are you not forgetting something?’. Ferguson had forgotten himself, no more than that. He was as sympathetic to the miners as Stein was and quickly dug out a fiver for the bucket.

‘The miners have been crucial in the evolution of socialism,’ said William McIlvanney, ‘They needed communal values. If you didn’t have a cup of sugar you’d be given a cup of sugar. If you didn’t have a suit for a funeral you’d be lent a suit for a funeral. There was that sense of mutual deprivation that led to a sense of mutual sharing. Remember Shankly saying “If you get them [footballers] to pool all the things they can do for each other, it’s a form of socialism: without the politics, of course . . .” That giving of respect and demanding of respect would be crucial in a managerial position. Now you have players with manic self-esteem because of the money they get. If you have someone like Ashley Cole crying in his car because he thought Arsenal were offering him “only” 50 grand a week, I just find that pathetic. If values have been distorted to such an extent that you are emotionally distraught at not getting the other 30 grand a week they should also be giving you, it’s time to forget it. Abdicate the species.’

The four pre-eminent managers were instinctively drawn to the charismatic Govan trade union leader Jimmy Reid, and vice-versa. Here was a gruff, strong, articulate, hugely impressive man cut from the same cloth as themselves. When Reid led a work-in in a proud attempt to spare the Upper Clyde Shipbuilders (UCS) yards from government closure in the early 1970s the great football figures supported his cause financially and emotionally. ‘They were all of the left, insofar as they had any politics in them at all,’ said Reid, talking to the authors in one of his last interviews before his death in August 2010. ‘They were proud of their origins, they identified with the Scottish working class and that never changed, no matter how successful they were. They were good guys. If you knew them they were very open and if they could help in any way they would do so. I know you have to be able to be a bit of a bastard to be a good football manager, but these guys were all good working-class men and proud of that. Shankly talked about football being a form of socialism. You could argue that in the Scottish working class a huge proportion of men you might call “natural leaders” went into trade unionism or football.’

It is an intriguing idea, that fate might have delivered Shankly or Ferguson into a career in trade unionism or politics, or a charismatic leader like Reid into football management. Ferguson quickly became the representative of the players’ union at whichever club he joined. It was common for the union leader in any club’s dressing room to be a Scot.

‘There was the idea of that generation being inextricably linked to trade unionism, to the nationalised industries, to industry itself,’ said Stuart Cosgrove, ‘Just like today every player has an agent, in those days every player had a relationship to a place of work that wasn’t football. Because Scotland had the big ones – coal, shipyards, steel, all the big, physical industries – it had a culture of organised labour. I’m convinced if you look at any of the big English clubs it would have been Scots who were among the first players’ union leaders, whether it was Jimmy Sirrel or Shankly or whoever. I think the Scottish dressing-room leaders would also have been anti-“the system” or anti-the directors or whatever. Anti-establishment. Within a year of being at St Johnstone Alex Ferguson had already fallen out with the club. You get the feeling they would often be in a tense relationship with the directors. Ferguson at some of his clubs, Shankly at Preston, Docherty throughout his career.’

When Sir Alf Ramsey took over as manager of Birmingham City one of his first acts was to say: ‘There’s one thing in this dressing room I don’t like . . . there are too many Scots.’ This was not a criticism of the quality of players like Kenny Burns, Jimmy Calderwood and John Connolly. Ramsey was acknowledging that the Scots would be strong characters, unionised barrack-room lawyers who were liable to give him trouble if they thought he was taking liberties.

‘Mining and the shipyards developed a strong background of solidarity,’ said Salmond, ‘Us against the world. United we stand. Community. There’s that streak in our great football managers. Maybe a lot of great motivators have that in one way or another. I don’t think it’s necessarily the fact that they came from mining, it’s much more about the solidarity issue. A football manager has to be able to speak to a predominantly working-class group of football players. There are some very smart guys who made it as players – Davie Weir, Maurice Malpas, Alex McLeish are clever men – but even now the number of them who have degrees would be quite low. Craig Levein is an intellectual guy but he also knocked out Graeme Hogg with a punch in a game at Stark’s Park. So intellectual or not, you’ve got to be able to communicate in a language the squad understands. We know that Sir Alex Ferguson does – often with some force – and we know that Jock Stein did. We also know that both of these men and others have the ability to control the uncontrollable. Who else could have managed Jimmy Johnstone?’

Shankly made endless connections between football and socialism. Stein had been a pit delegate representing the concerns of his fellow miners. During his apprenticeship as a toolmaker Ferguson served as a shop steward in the Amalgamated Engineering Union and was actively involved in two Clydeside strikes in 1960 and 1964.

Busby’s leanings were similarly left-wing. ‘Any time I went to Manchester, if there were any posters up saying “Jimmy Reid speaking” or whatever it was, Matt would be on the phone saying I’d to come down to Old Trafford on the Saturday and be a guest of the club,’ said Reid. ‘It was like being part of a Clydeside Mafia! They looked after their ain. In my experience they were very supportive and sympathetic towards whatever problems were affecting the men of the yards. I got to know them all very well. Walter Smith is cut from similar cloth. He has a kind of Scottish working-class character. Although they don’t make a song and dance about it, they are proud of it and they hold on to it. They are principled guys. They represent values that the Scottish working class used to hold quite dear. The funny thing was that when they became managers they would all have their wee fall-outs with the players’ unions!’

Stein and Shankly were teetotal, in defiance of the heavy-drinking environments in which they were brought up. Busby drank in moderation but saw his greatest playing talent, George Best, reduced by the bottle. Ferguson likes a fine wine and owned a pub while he was manager of St Mirren. Perhaps Bryan Robson, Norman Whiteside and Paul McGrath believed that would mean he would turn a blind eye to their drinking when he arrived at Manchester United. Instead, Ferguson identified the ‘drinking club’ as a massive problem and obliterated it by getting rid of Whiteside and McGrath. Robson would have gone too, but his skills were indispensable.

Busby, Stein, Shankly and Ferguson were all spared the predisposition towards heavy drinking which grips so many working-class Scots. At the level they reached, drunkenness and hangovers would be incompatible with the energy, drive and focus required to deliver relentless achievement.

Ferguson brings sharpness, vitality, commitment and competitiveness to all his passions. His 1999 autobiography, Managing My Life, was an enormous undertaking and he went about it with the ambition and thoroughness that he has brought to management itself. At almost 500 pages it was far larger than most sports biographies, albeit he had rather more to fit in than most. It won the 2000 British Book Awards book of the year. The pages reveal the intelligence, the hunger for knowledge, and the range of interests that Ferguson shares with all the truly exceptional managers.

Leaving school early or missing out on further education was no impediment to them. They could hold their own in any company. It can be no coincidence that every one has been refreshingly free from the curse of religious prejudice which still pollutes the west of Scotland. Stein, Shankly, Ferguson, McLean, Graham, Smith, Dalglish, McLeish and Moyes all emerged from Rangers-supporting families, of varying passion, and Busby and Docherty from Celtic ones. All were blessed with wise, principled parents who drummed it into them that there was no place for sectarianism in their lives. That open-mindedness was the intellectual equivalent of having a goal of a start.

‘A lot of the Scottish managers are self-taught,’ said Tony Higgins, ‘It’s like the days of the old Communist Party in Scotland, the Jimmy Reid thing of being self-taught, self-educated. Guys like Fergie read books on being managers and tried to understand it, not from attending a course in university but by reading books about leaders and things like that. He would read about Fidel Castro, or whoever, to absorb lessons about leadership.’

The football historian, broadcaster and journalist Bob Crampsey – a former ‘Brain of Britain’ and semi-finalist on Mastermind – described Stein as having ‘the most powerful intelligence’ he had ever encountered.

Hugh McIlvanney described Stein as a sort of ‘uneducated intellectual’. ‘Many Scots are quick to develop a certain worldliness, a useful freedom from naiveté,’ he said, ‘Along with an alertness to human foibles, there’s often the sense of keen intelligence applied in a practical way. Jock Stein had those advantages, and lot of others. He had a very special mind. Nothing about the game could fool him. He was a complex man, capable of being melancholic, of sinking into moods that took him to depths of introspection. And, naturally, he was too thoughtful not to have serious interests beyond the game. But his passion for football was immense and when he committed himself to it the quality of his mind meant he was a master of team management.’

This form of street intelligence, gained in the rough-and-tumble of their neighbourhoods or the mines or the yards, gave the great managers the priceless advantage of understanding what made men tick. Alex McLeish said, ‘A lot of us have tried to copy big Jock and Fergie and might think it’s about making up fancy words and bamboozling our players with tactical stuff and making long-winded speeches. But then you hear them and you remember that they made it really simple.’

The greats have always been able to strike the balance between encouragement and intimidation. They could sense which of their men responded to an arm around the shoulder and which needed a kick up the backside. Ferguson has always been selective about who was on the receiving end of ‘The Hairdryer’, the ferocious, nose-to-nose bawling he administers to a player who has displeased him.

‘You have to look at the forthright honesty and integrity of these guys,’ said Craig Brown, ‘The blunt truth from the Shanklys and Steins of the world. If you speak from the heart and you know the game it’s impossible for anyone to dispute those qualities. Davie Moyes embodies those qualities right now: straightforward, right down the line, no flannel. There’s an awful lot of bullshit in English management but the Scottish guys are right down the line. They are complimentary when required, critical when required. And there’s a wee touch of humour about them all too. I think a wee sense of humour is useful in a dressing room.’

It has been said that all Scots have a great sense of humour because it is a free gift. Very droll. What’s certainly true is that men like Shankly, Tommy Docherty and Gordon Strachan have enriched football with some great lines over the years. Scottish managers as a whole are seen as having the gift-of-the-gab and being more than capable of holding their own if a rival or journalist tries to put one over on them.

Shankly once claimed that the fact continental Europe was on different time zones to Britain was a conspiracy to inconvenience Liverpool Football Club in the European and UEFA Cups. He once told his players that Manchester United’s Paddy Crerand, whom they were about to face, was ‘slower than steam rising off a dog turd’. When United’s players arrived at Anfield before a game he emerged in their way holding a raffle ticket and told them: ‘Guess what, boys? I’ve had a go on the tickets that give the time when the away team will score. And it says here “in a fortnight”.’

On what it felt like to play for Scotland, he said: ‘You look at your dark blue shirt, and the wee lion looks up at you and says “Get out after those English bastards!” ’

No manager has ever delivered a line like Shankly could, although there have been others who knew how to produce quite a quote. Docherty used to craft and rehearse some of his one-liners before delivery. When a reporter once asked Strachan what he took from the game, he got the reply: ‘I’ve got more important things to think about. I’ve got a yoghurt to finish, the expiry date is today.’ The charismatic former Partick Thistle manager John Lambie produced one of football’s greatest quips when his physio told him during a match that their concussed player, Colin McGlashan, didn’t know who he was. ‘Tell him he’s Pele and get him back on.’

It helped that all of these lines were delivered in that rich, resonant accent. The accent is one of Scotland’s great little gifts. Though Scots may be mocked for being incomprehensible to others, in fact the ability to communicate has taken many to the highest positions in broadcasting and, it seems, has been an advantage in management. ‘I’ve said this to people at the BBC,’ said Gordon Strachan, an occasional pundit himself, ‘There’s something about the accent that sounds authoritative.’ Players know that their Scottish manager’s seductive burr can switch, instantly, to a deep and rumbling sense of menace.

Salmond will always remember the power of McLeish’s voice – and his deliberately sparing use of it – as he spoke to the Scotland players before the final, all-or-nothing Euro 2008 qualifier against Italy at Hampden in 2007. ‘One of the privileges of being First Minister was that I was in the dressing room before that Scotland–Italy game. I was just watching Alex. I was very impressed by his non-verbal motivational techniques before they went out. It wasn’t King Henry at Agincourt, or Robert the Bruce at Bannockburn, or William Wallace/Mel Gibson in Braveheart, but it was very effective. It was just “The folk are here, let’s go and do it”. Very short, staccato, very effective. That was just before kick-off.’

Attaching some significance to the accent is not as flippant as it may seem. ‘I think people hear the Scottish accent and they associate that with someone who won’t be fucked around in the dressing room,’ said Cosgrove.

‘Maybe the gruff accent frightens people,’ said Jimmy Sinclair, the SFA’s former head of youth development who later joined Rangers, ‘Even now I listen to Scottish accents down in England and they are so different. A Scottish accent brings its own football authority. You often hear Scottish pundits on television or radio and so the accent is associated with opinions on the game and – more importantly – knowledge of the game. Fergie sets the tone right away. With the pundits you have Alan Hansen, Gordon Strachan, Andy Gray. There is an association between knowledge of football and Scottishness. The perception is that a Scottish guy is going to know his football.’

In the end there can be no single explanation for Scotland punching above its weight in the production of excellent football managers. Management, like the men themselves, is too complex for that. If it was as simple as saying ‘great managers used to work as miners’ then there would be tens of thousands of them, not a handful. The great forces of background, upbringing, hardship and discipline which shaped them were also be found in cities and regions which created no exceptional managers. Over the past century and more there have been millions of intelligent men who were obsessed with football and devoted endless time and energy to it. None of them became great managers. Hundreds of hardworking, streetwise, former players have tried management and found they couldn’t do it to any noteworthy level.

No two great managers are entirely alike. In terms of their friendship Busby and Shankly were as thick as thieves but in some respects their personalities were polar opposites. There is a vast archive of fantastic, funny, imaginative Shankly quotes; Busby did not trade in quotes. Shankly’s brother, Bob, was a successful manager who said even less. Docherty was a showman who buzzed with life in front of cameras and microphones; Dalglish would have enjoyed his career even more if he had never had to do a press conference. There is no textbook for managerial excellence, at least not one in which the entire checklist must be completed. It is each to his own.

The inescapable fact is that these Scots – Busby, Shankly, Stein, Ferguson, all the others – surely would have been strong, impressive and successful in any walk of life. The influence of mining or the shipyards or poverty or natural empathy with others or an obsession with football simply added more layers to formidable personalities who always had the potential for greatness.

It just so happened that Scotland could offer the perfect brew of conditions for these charismatic figures to blossom into natural leaders. Scotland’s obsession with football meant that talented men were channelled towards the game. Working-class poverty gave them a ferocious drive to better themselves socially and economically. Exposure to danger in traditional Scottish industries like mining or the shipyards hardened them, made them fearless about comparatively trivial decisions, and it made them ferociously disciplined. Socialism – the prevailing political ethos of the Scottish working class – gave them a precious affinity with supporters and their own hungry young players. They instinctively gave and commanded respect.

Stuart Cosgrove has an amusing theory that the quintessential Scottish manager once popped up in a context which had nothing to do with football. ‘Look at the prison warden in the sitcom Porridge. Prison Officer Mackay, played by Fulton Mackay. He looks the part, he comes in, he cuts through the shit, he knows Ronnie Barker’s Fletch is at it, he knows who the jokers are, and it always feels like he’s walked into the equivalent of a dressing room. He’s got the accent, the gnarled looks, the disciplinarian style. He’s the greatest manager Scotland never had . . . And the thing is, that character couldn’t have been in Porridge unless it was recognisable to an English audience as a stereotype – and actually quite a positive one – of Scots. I think there are still a lot of English people who see exactly that sort of guy when they think of a Scottish manager.’

Strachan took the idea one step further. ‘I think Prison Officer Mackay is based on Shankly. Think about it. Disciplined. Everything about him was spotless. Fergie was always like that, his shoes were always spotless. They look the part. We like that. When my players are training I do the running with them. I’m asking players to be disciplined. So they won’t see me carrying fat, they won’t see me smoking or taking a drink. Never. Because it isn’t good for you.’

The greatest Scottish manager of them all is Ferguson. There is a phrase he comes out with now and again which is delivered with a satisfied grin to an audience, usually, of English football journalists. It is a joke intended only to put them in their place, but in the context of management few would entirely dismiss it as a hollow description. He calls Scots ‘the master race’.


Chapter Two

The Pioneers

[image: image]

How Scottish managers have won in England for 100 years

It all began one summer’s day in 1886. What seemed like a small, unremarkable advertisement appeared in the pages of a local newspaper in the English Midlands. ‘Wanted: manager for Aston Villa Football Club, who will be required to devote his whole time under direction of committee. Salary £100 per annum. Applications with reference must be made not later than June 23 to Chairman of Committee, Aston Villa Club House, 6 Witton Road, Aston.’

Readers of the Birmingham Daily Gazette might have been slightly puzzled about what it meant. Football clubs were still quite new and unfamiliar in those days but those that did exist were led by a secretary. Why did they need ‘a manager’? More to the point, what was a manager? The job description in their advertisement was unusual, but Aston Villa then did something which was to become very familiar indeed. They gave the position to a Scot, a Glaswegian called George Ramsay. The decision made a minor piece of history. It meant that technically the first paid ‘manager’ anywhere in world football was Scottish.

This was no leap into the unknown for Aston Villa. Ramsay had been in with the bricks at the club long before the formality of applying for and receiving the position of manager. He had been living in Birmingham since 1871, having arrived to work as a clerk in an iron merchant’s. Some years later he was out for a stroll when he saw some men thrashing a football around Aston Park with enthusiasm and strength but little skill. Ramsay asked if he could play – at first the group strained to understand his Scottish accent – and when they agreed they were immediately startled by his ability. He could control the ball, dribble it and pass far more skilfully than any of them. Here was precisely the sort of fusion of English and Scottish styles which was happening all over Britain. The unskilled group was connected with Villa Cross Wesleyan Chapel and when the kickabout was over they surrounded Ramsay, bombarding him with questions, one of which was ‘Will you join our club?’. They became Aston Villa.

Ramsay soon became Villa’s captain and, as word spread about how fine a player he was, spectators began turning up to watch the little man nicknamed ‘Scotty’. He helped identify an area of ground in the city where it would be possible to charge people a small admission fee. That contributed to the club’s growth, as did his organisational skills and ability to coach the other players in training. Soon Villa were fine exponents of the ‘passing game’.

The club converted from amateurism to professionalism in 1885 and the newspaper advertisement to which Ramsay responded was placed in June of the following year. Although the wording of the advertisement described the position as ‘manager’ the convention of the time was followed and Ramsay was generally referred to as the club’s secretary.

Villa’s teams were picked each week by their committee – including another Scot, William McGregor, the founder of the English Football League in 1888 – but as the secretary of that committee Ramsay’s contribution was immense. He looked after the players, coached and trained them, and was the primary figure in recruitment and transfers. Archie Hunter, the famous Villa centre forward and Ayrshireman, said: ‘It was in the 1886–87 season that Mr George Ramsay, the first Villa captain, became our manager. In that season we practically carried everything before us.’

It was the start of what is still known as Aston Villa’s ‘Golden Age’, a period so influenced by their Scots – Ramsay, Hunter, McGregor et al – that they adopted a Lion Rampant on their club badge. Under Ramsay Villa won the FA Cup in his first season, 1887, and did so again in 1895, 1897, 1905, 1913 and 1920. With six victories (from eight cup finals) Ramsay remains the most successful manager in the history of the FA Cup.

There were league titles, too. Villa proved themselves to be the finest team in England in 1894, 1896, 1897 (making them only the second club to win the league and cup double), 1899, 1900 and 1910. These days football does not know or recognise Ramsay. But in terms of winning the major English trophies his haul is second only to Sir Alex Ferguson. His chairman, McGregor, described him as ‘The little, dapper, well-built laddie.’ Ramsay held his position as secretary (ie, de facto manager) of Villa until 1926, when he was 71, and then became an advisor and vice-president. Nine years later he passed away, ending a fifty-nine-year association with a football club that he came across by chance during a stroll in a Birmingham park. On his headstone he is described as ‘Founder of Aston Villa’.

The evolution of the football ‘manager’ was a vague and unscientific business. Some clubs appointed a manager, essentially in the form that we would recognise them today, years or even decades ahead of their rivals. Others were slower to adapt, or even resistant to change. In the early 1870s all football clubs existed on amateur terms as a vehicle for youths and men to play the game as a pastime. Matters such as fitness, training, organisation, coaching and the trading of players seemed much too trivial for any club to go to the bother of employing someone to deal with them.

As football’s popularity increased and the clubs grew in size, their owners and directors began to find more and more of their own personal business time being occupied by what they had intended to treat as an enjoyable hobby. As the day-to-day running of clubs became too onerous, these chairmen and directors appointed secretaries to deal with the administration and eventually secretary-managers who could also take charge of team affairs. The process was accelerated by the widespread change from amateurism to professionalism in the 1880s. Eventually the directors’ selection committees relinquished control of picking the team at all. At last the role of manager was distinct and established. This chain of events happened at every club, although for some it was well into the 20th century before the manager actually picked the team.

There was no mystery as to why some of the first secretary-managers and managers at English clubs were Scottish. From as early as the 1870s English clubs had offered inducements to sign the leading Scottish players, whose intricate passing, movement and teamwork elevated the game to a level which was not evident elsewhere. It was seen as a sophisticated approach and they were nicknamed ‘The Scotch Professors’. When England accepted professionalism in 1885 Scottish players flooded south to earn from football. Villa, Sheffield Wednesday, Arsenal, Liverpool, Bolton, Newcastle United, Sunderland, Middlesbrough and especially Preston North End had significant Scottish representations. And so did Blackburn Rovers.

Tom Mitchell was born in Dumfries and moved to England in his 20s. What became a glorious relationship with Blackburn began soon after they were formed in 1875 and he was appointed as their secretary-manager in 1884. They won the FA Cup that year, the first of five occasions in which they would do so over the next eight seasons under Mitchell. It was no coincidence: the best players of the day were Scottish, and appointing a Scot in charge gave Blackburn an advantage when it came to recruitment.

Mitchell, an imposing, formidable man who had been a highly respected referee, resigned from Blackburn late in 1896. Twelve years was enough. His reputation was such that the following year he moved to Arsenal to become the great London club’s first professional manager. He resigned there early in 1898, without adding to his haul of trophies, and returned to Blackburn.

Others followed Ramsay and Mitchell. In 1901 John Cameron, from Ayr, did something no other manager has ever achieved. Tottenham’s victory in the FA Cup final that year remains the only time a club from outwith the English League has won that trophy. Spurs were in the Southern League at the time. Cameron began as their player/manager in 1899 – he scored in their FA Cup final replay win over Sheffield United – and remained in charge until 1907. He was a cool customer. He was the last Spurs player to walk onto the field for the cup final and did so nonchalantly, his hands in his pockets.

Cameron had what would later seem like typical Scottish socialist instincts: he was the first secretary of the Association Footballers’ Union, aimed at improving footballers’ terms. But he was also aware of a manager’s place in the social order. ‘The manager is not the sole governing authority,’ he once said. ‘As regards his status, he is indubitably the servant of the club directors.’

Scots were everywhere, represented extensively at almost every major club and occupying many of the positions of power in English football. Sunderland were the champions of England in 1902 under the management of Alex Mackie, from Banff. They scored only 50 times in 34 games but their defence was excellent. In 1904 there was the unique distinction of the Scottish and English FA Cups being won by a pair of brothers. After Willie Maley had harvested one of his multiple Scottish Cup wins with Celtic, seven days later his brother, Tom, delivered the first major trophy in Manchester City’s history by lifting the FA Cup with a final win over Bolton. The following year, 1905, John Robertson, from Dumbarton, was appointed as the first manager of Chelsea.

Official records show that Newcastle United teams were picked by a selection committee until 1930. The club secretary, though, was Frank Watt, another Scot, and most ‘Toon’ historians would recognise and appreciate his primary role in the organisation, coaching and selection of the sides which won the English title in 1905, 1907, 1909 and 1927, and the FA Cup in 1910 and 1924. Officially Watt was not the manager, because he did not pick the team, but unofficially he is acknowledged as the longest-serving and most successful the club has ever had. Newcastle were in the old Second Division when he joined in 1895 and he served them for 36 years. He was replaced as the man in charge of team affairs by another Scot, Ayrshireman Andy Cunningham, who won another FA Cup for Newcastle in 1932.

The only major trophy in Bradford City’s history was the 1911 FA Cup, won under the management of Peter O’Rourke, another Ayrshireman, who was in charge for 16 years. Lengthy spells at the helm of a club were by no means unusual at the time. Peter McWilliam, from Inverness, took charge of Tottenham in 1912 and did not leave until 1927. During that period he led them to promotion, won the 1921 FA Cup, and finished second in the championship the following season. A quiet but popular figure, he was said to be so trusting of his players that he did not bother to explain the revised offside law to them. He figured that they could work it out for themselves.

Matt McQueen was only three months short of his 60th birthday, and a member of Liverpool’s board of directors with no previous experience of management, when he was asked to take over on a temporary basis in February, 1923. He had previously played for the club, as well as for Hearts and Scotland, and had subsequently served as a qualified referee. Liverpool were defending English champions and top of the league when previous manager David Ashworth surprisingly resigned, but McQueen saw them over the line to win the 1923 title and he remained in charge for another five years.

Johnny Cochrane was a character. He had won the Scottish Cup for St Mirren, his home-town club, in 1926 before taking over at Sunderland two years later. In more than 500 games over 11 years on Wearside he made them champions of England in 1936 and won the FA Cup for the first time in their history the following season. Short, round, dapper, fond of a bowler hat, a cigar and a dram, Cochrane had a singular attitude to preparation. The Sunderland and England star of the day, Raich Carter, once fondly recalled: ‘Team talk? Johnny used to stick his head around the door at five to three and, in a cloud of cigar smoke, ask: “Who are we playing today, lads?” We’d chorus: “Arsenal, boss”. And he would just say: “Oh well, we’ll piss that lot”. Then he’d close the door and be gone. The manager’s job in those days was to assemble a good team and then let it play.’

It worked. Cochrane was the last Scottish manager to win major trophies in England before the outbreak of the Second World War. But the art of management was changing. Cochrane’s charming, laissez-faire attitude could not succeed when football resumed after the war. By the time Scottish managers Doug Livingstone and Les McDowall were winning the FA Cup for Newcastle United and Manchester City respectively in the mid-1950s the game was beginning to fall under the spell of a new breed of manager; hard, powerful figures who would stand up to interfering directors, insist on total authority, and impose their will and force of personality on a club from top to bottom.

The great Yorkshireman Herbert Chapman had shown elements of this with his meticulous, innovative, open-minded and highly-successful approach to managing Huddersfield and Arsenal in the 1920s and ’30s. Now society as a whole was changing. The old class divisions were being broken down and football was on the brink of its next step.

It would be taken by a Scot, from the wreckage of a bombed-out ground in the southwest of Manchester.


Chapter Three

The Four Kings

[image: image]

Sir Matt Busby

‘Let the angels help him make a team that will give divine pleasure to all the souls in heaven, just as his boys gave joy here on earth.’

Busby said he would be waiting in a car outside Manchester Airport. Over the phone the voice had been heavy, strong, familiar: ‘What time are you due to get down from Glasgow, son? Twelve? That’ll be fine. I’ll be there, son.’ He had been kind enough to agree to a rare interview about his upbringing, his family, and all those wonderful years around Manchester United. At twelve he called again to say he was parked outside the airport in a black Mercedes, bang on time. Busby was a polite, busy, sociable man in his mid-70s. The first thing you noticed about him was the top of his head and its thick covering of wild grey hair. Momentarily it seemed wrong, but then this was another Busby. The son, not the father.

Sandy Busby led an enormous army of mourners when his dad died in 1994. It was Manchester’s equivalent of a state funeral. The people braved a cold wind and lined the streets in their thousands to pay their last respects as Sir Matt Busby’s funeral cortege drove from Chorlton to Old Trafford and finally on to the city’s Southern Cemetery. They began arriving three hours early to claim a good vantage point along the route. United colours hung from lamp-posts and railings. A scarf was draped across the coffin. Men, women and children stood in silence, watching the hearse or briefly bowing their heads. For the older ones, who saw Busby and his football in the flesh as well as in vibrant television footage, there were tears.

Busby’s funeral was a re-enactment of one aspect of his extraordinary life. Men had always fallen silent around him. The defining characteristic of this enormous football figure was an effortless authority. No manager has ever exuded such stature and aura, and he had it long before he won a league or the European Cup. Any who came close – Jock Stein being the most obvious candidate – did so with the help of some occasional demonstrations of black temper. Busby commanded a room without uttering a word. A blethering group would hush and look towards him as soon as he walked through a door. He was not a bully and he didn’t swear. It was unusual for him to even raise his voice. A glance was enough. He controlled a vast football club in a way that no other manager has ever done. Being around Busby was like being in the presence of a good and popular king.

Players dreaded his disapproval. Even the greatest and the hardest of them got a knot in their stomach if they felt they had let him down. They wanted to please him. He quietly understood that and used it. He was able to transmit confidence and belief to his men. All through his life Busby somehow exuded a sense of force and power behind an unchanging façade of genial composure. Everyone knew the toughness which lay beneath that gentle exterior. There was never any need for him to prove it. Anyone who didn’t instinctively respect Matt Busby needed their head examined.

‘It wasn’t a physical thing with me dad,’ said Sandy, ‘He did it with his tongue. I was on the receiving end a couple of times. He was always right, in the end. I knew that I hadn’t to get into trouble with him. If I did it was his tongue that did the damage, he didn’t do it physically. He looked after his lads, the players, and he looked after me.’

Physically he was strong and imposing, with large features and a kind, intelligent face. He treated people as his equal even when they knew that it was not the case. Others were made to feel as though they mattered around Busby. He was modest and humble, a man of humanity and warmth. That amounted to an array of attributes which would have elevated him to greatness in any walk of life. But he had more than that. He possessed an exceptional knowledge and understanding of football and an imaginative and innovative approach to how it should be coached. And so he became the first true giant of post-war management. He could be cunning and he was a formidable and unyielding adversary for foes inside the club and out, but he built Manchester United and established them on the purest of football principles. ‘The old man always told us that football is more than a game,’ said Sir Bobby Charlton, ‘It has the power to bring happiness to ordinary people.’

There is no mystery to why Busby thought footballers dancing across a pitch could illuminate a working man’s life or provide a temporary escape from the humdrum grind of his existence. The game had lit up his own, and Busby had experienced deprivation and tragedy in his early years

He was born in 1909 in one of thirty-two two-room cottages in a ‘miners’ row’ in Old Orbiston, near Bellshill in Lanarkshire. The cottage was more than 100 years old, had gas lighting and a cold-water tap outside. The communal toilets were 75 yards away. Heat and hot water came via a fire behind the large cast iron fireplace. There was a zinc bathtub in the kitchen where his father, Alex, would have to scrub himself from black back to white after every shift down one of the eight nearby pits.

Such descriptions of hardship can seem almost hackneyed these days. By the time Busby was watching Ryan Giggs play for Manchester United towards the end of his life his existence had changed to the extent it is hard to appreciate how basic and unforgiving conditions were when he was a child. They became a whole lot worse in 1916, when word returned from Arras that his father had been killed by a sniper in the First World War. Busby was six years old, the only male in a house also occupied by his mother and three younger sisters. He felt vulnerable and unprotected but reacted in a way which offered the first evidence of an innate strength of character. He realised that a great responsibility had fallen on him, and he began dealing with it.

By the age of twelve he was walking five miles every morning to get to school in Motherwell, and the same back in the afternoon. Friends and family called him ‘Mattha’. His mother was enthusiastic about education and Busby – well-mannered, studious and clever – did so well in class that teachers wanted him to stay on at school. ‘It was me dad who said “No, we need money coming into the house, I’m going to go down the pits.” ’ said Sandy, ‘That’s a strong thing to say at that age. The pits were so dangerous in those days. They propped up the mine shafts with a bit of wood and he was down at the pit face. He was very, very strong-minded. He really started building his character from going down the mines at an age when kids these days are still at school.’

He left school at the age of 15 and coalmining brought in £2 a week for the family, now swollen by a step-father and a half-brother and half-sister. Naturally his mother, Nellie, was reluctant to see Matt descend into the mines – the family had planned to emigrate to America – but the industry dominated their area and she, too, took a job at the pithead to supplement her widow’s pension. It was effectively the teenage Matt, as the bread-winner, who got his way. The talk of emigrating across the Atlantic petered out.

‘I think a lot of his character came from his mother.’ said Sandy, ‘She was very strong. A very strong woman. Many years later when he had made it as a footballer they were having a drink and me dad poured himself a glass. His mam watched him doing it then said “Matt, what are you doing?” Like a little lad he said, “But mam, I’m the captain of Scotland.” She said: “Oh, I just don’t know what you’re going to be up to next.”

‘He never spoke a great deal to me about his upbringing. I often wish I could have asked him about me granddad, who was killed early on in the First World War. I don’t know where me dad got his character from. Well, I do really, but it would have been nice to hear about his dad.’

As a young Lanarkshire boy it was as inevitable that football would become as precious as oxygen to Matt Busby. The game was his pastime, his first love and his escape. He progressed from the village team to the finest local youth side and then to junior football at Denny Hibs, where for some away fixtures they kept their clothes near the side of the pitch so that if they won they could do a runner before getting battered by angry locals.

‘He was a Celtic man and hoped Celtic would come for him,’ said Sandy. The Busbys were Catholics and his faith sustained Matt throughout his life. ‘Then out of the blue Rangers invited him for a trial. He thought he did well, but they found out he was Catholic, so that was that. The next thing, Celtic invited him for a trial. Great! He thought he did well and then they said “You’ve been for a trial with Rangers, haven’t you?” So that was it, in those days, kiboshed. It was all about religion. Disgraceful.’

Busby never served any senior Scottish club – other than guest appearances for Hibs during the Second World War – although many years later there was an offer from Celtic for him to become manager. His escape from mining to full-time football came at the age of 17 in 1928 when he received an offer to join Manchester City. After a slow start at the club – he initially said ‘I feel out of my sphere in football’ – he stayed for eight years and built a reputation as an intelligent and efficient right half, appearing in the side which won the 1934 FA Cup after losing the final in 1933.

In 1936 he joined Liverpool, becoming captain and latterly a mentor to many, including a young Durham lad called Bob Paisley. Busby became a Scotland international. When he left Liverpool his career wound down to a natural end during the Second World War. Already his authority and stature had been noticed. He was posted in the Army PE corps and given command of the British Army team sent to entertain troops behind Allied lines in Italy. The time had come. Matt Busby was ready for management. He turned down the Ayr United job – having decided he had no wish to return to Scotland – and the assistant manager position at Reading. He was on the point of accepting a coaching role at Liverpool when a handwritten letter arrived in the post.

Sandy has bundles of newspapers cuttings, photographs and other memorabilia from his father’s life. Among it all is that letter addressed to ‘Dear Old Matt’ from Manchester United official Louis Rocca. It is dated 29 December, 1944, and made the first, unexpected contact between the club and Busby about the manager’s job at Old Trafford. Busby and Rocca had been friends since the latter had unsuccessfully tried to sign him for United in 1930. A decade and a half later the offer being made was far, far more substantial. ‘The job here would be £500 a year and I suppose bonuses for results,’ wrote Rocca, ‘I know you are the real man for the job.’ Note the casual mention of bonuses ‘I suppose’. Doubtless Busby was canny enough to get a bonus figure in writing. There would be a few coming his way over the following 24 years.

The contract was signed on 22 October, 1945. The Manchester Evening News broke the story with the following, sober opening paragraph: ‘Company Sergeant-Major Inspector Matt Busby, left centre-half back and Scotland captain, today signed an agreement to become manager of Manchester United when he is demobilised.’

Anyone familiar with Manchester United knows the story by now. Old Trafford had been extensively bombed in the war and United, heavily in debt, were playing out of neighbouring Maine Road. Busby’s astute handling of the club, his judgement and eye for a player enabled him to construct an efficient side so quickly that United finished second in their first postwar season, missing out on the title by one point.

He was strong-minded and sure of himself from the start. When United struggled in the early months of the following season, 1947–48, their chairman, James Gibson, demanded that they sign some star players (vast postwar attendances had quickly removed their financial worries). Busby refused because he thought no one who was available was right for his team. It was his first standoff, his first power struggle, but Gibson trusted his instincts and backed down. This was a significant episode for United and, eventually, football in general, a subtle but important shift in the balance of power between chairman and manager. Busby’s status grew. They climbed the league to finish as runners-up again and won their first major trophy for 37 years: the 1948 FA Cup.

Busby had his first silverware as a manager. United paid him an enhanced bonus and he spent it imaginatively. It had always slightly troubled him that he had let his mother down years earlier by insisting that he would leave the pits to join Manchester City rather than supporting her wish that the family would emigrate to Pittsburgh. ‘When he won his first FA Cup at Old Trafford he got a bonus,’ said Sandy, ‘He gave it to his mum so she could go to Pittsburgh and see relatives she had over there. When she came back he asked her how it was. She said “Oh Mattha, thank God we didn’t go to that crazy country!” Me dad was delighted. He didn’t need to feel guilty any more.’

He also managed the Great Britain team at the 1948 Olympics. In 1949 United were back at a rebuilt Old Trafford. By 1952, after several seasons as the bridesmaids, they became the champions of England for the first time in 41 years. Busby was already showing vision and boldness. With their defence of the title faltering the following season he made a remarkable declaration at a United board meeting: ‘I’m going to make the move which will make or break Manchester United.’ The act he had in mind was the essence of Matt Busby. He meant tearing out almost half of the first team and replacing them with untried young reserves who had been impressing him behind the scenes. His ‘Babes’. In came Duncan Edwards, Bobby Charlton, David Pegg and Eddie Colman. More would follow. He complemented the young ones by signing Tommy Taylor from Barnsley. The deal was done for £30,000, but Busby even had a sense of good public relations. He told Barnsley: ‘Let’s make it £29,999 because £30,000 sounds a lot.’

Trusting an emerging crop of young players was not a whim from Busby. It was the inevitable end product of a calculated and truly revolutionary programme he had implemented soon after becoming manager. Busby did not merely embrace youth development and widespread scouting, he effectively invented it. Young talent was cheap, he figured, and it could also be moulded and shaped into the way of playing he wanted to see from United teams. He told his board of directors that the young ones were United’s future. A backroom team of formidable quality was put in place (led by brilliant chief scout Joe Armstrong and assistant manager Jimmy Murphy) to find, develop and educate the young players who would take United to the next level. With Busby’s knowledge, the club was not beyond using financial inducements to land the best young prospects if that was what it would take. The entire concept was brilliant. Clubs all over the world have copied it ever since.

United won the league again in 1956, their young side running away with it to the extent of winning by eleven points in the era of two points for a win. Old Trafford had undergone an incredible £200,000–worth of improvements, including the introduction of floodlights. The Football League had not welcomed the introduction of the European club tournaments in the mid-1950s and told their champions not to participate. Chelsea bowed to that request in 1955. The following year Busby did not. He knew European competition was the way forward and defied the governing body by declaring that United would be taking part. In 1956–57, their first attempt, they reached the European Cup semi-finals. They won the league that season by eight points.

This was the ‘Busby Babes’ in their majestic pomp. The best team in England, with an average age in the early 20s. The possibilities were limitless. And then came Munich. On February 6, 1958, the plane carrying the United squad crashed and caught fire as it made an unsuccessful attempt to take off from a slush-covered runway at Munich Airport. It was an unimaginable tragedy.

Sandy Busby remembers how he first heard about the air disaster which cut down eight members of that fine side and almost killed his father. ‘I was coming back from Blackburn and it was on a newspaper bill at the station. It just said “Manchester United in plane crash”. It didn’t hit me until about 10 yards further on. Plane crash? Not “fright”, but “crash”. That’s when I ran to the phone. I got home straight away.’

Edwards, Pegg, Colman and Taylor died, along with Roger Byrne, Billy Whelan, Mark Jones and Geoff Bent. Jackie Blanch-flower and Johnny Berry survived but never played again. In all there were 23 fatalities among the 44 people on board the flight. Busby was almost a 24th. A punctured lung was among his serious injuries and as he lay in an oxygen tent at a Munich hospital the last rites were read to him twice. Busby held on and came through. It was two months before he was well enough to return to England. ‘I flew to Germany the morning after it happened,’ said Sandy, ‘I went out for four, five, six days and then me mam said “You have to come back and go to as many funerals as you can to represent the family” ’.

‘When I went to Munich the first time me dad was in intensive care in this little room. When I went back again later he was in a room on his own. They couldn’t believe what a constitution this man had.’

Busby’s wife, Jean, talked him out of his black depressions and out of retiring from football, appealing to his loyalty to his dead boys by stressing that they would have wanted him to carry on. Slowly, his strength returned and so did the will to rebuild the team and the club which had been cruelly shattered. He even briefly agreed to take charge of Scotland on a part-time basis later in 1958, albeit lasting only two games before conceding that the job at United was too demanding.

Busby was already a giant in the game, a figure revered by all other managers. His great friend Shankly once said of him: ‘Matt Busby is without doubt the greatest manager that ever lived. I’m not saying that I think he is the greatest manager. I’m saying he is the greatest manager.’

Busby once talked Shankly out of resigning as manager of Liverpool during one of his rows with the Anfield directors. Sandy said, ‘One time Shanks came to me dad and said “I’m resigning from Liverpool, packing it in. The directors are driving me crazy.” Dad said: “Have you got a job to go to?” Shanks didn’t. Dad said: “Well wait ’til you get a job to go to, and then you can tell them to go stick their job!”

‘Shanks thought the world of me dad. The players at Hudders-field [when Shankly was manager there] were in the dressing room getting ready for a match one time when Shanks walks in. He’s got a Trilby hat on. He goes in front of the mirror. And he’s adjusting it, and he’s looking at himself, and he’s adjusting it again, and he’s checking himself out. The lads are looking at him and then looking at each other, as if he’s mad. But no one’s mentioned the Trilby. All of a sudden Shanks turns around and with that gruff voice of his he says: “Hey, do you like the Trilby?” Someone says “Aye, it looks great.” Shanks goes: “Do you no’ think I look like Matt with it on?” ’

Probably even Shankly found it remarkable that United could finish as high as second in the campaign after Munich. The following few seasons proved more predictable – United fell away in the championship and were understandably mediocre – but another rebuild was underway and it would be every bit as spectacular and celebrated as the first. In 1960 youth player Nobby Stiles made his first team debut. In 1962 Busby signed the 22-year-old Denis Law for a record British transfer fee. In 1963 he signed Pat Crerand and gave a debut to another youth player, George Best. And he still had Bobby Charlton.

After five barren seasons post-Munich they won the 1963 FA Cup and finished second in the league in 1964. In 1965 they were back for good. They won the league again. If the Busby Babes side had broadened the club’s appeal enormously and given it depth, emotion and folklore, the 1960s team gave United style, swagger, flamboyance and sheer sex appeal. The football of Law, Best and Charlton was utterly electrifying.

They were champions again in 1967 – Busby’s fifth league title – and began another assault on a trophy which he had begun to suspect was beyond them, The European Cup. On this, at least, he was mistaken. In the pièce de résistance of Busby’s career and of English club football in the 1960s, Manchester United won the 1968 European Cup, removing the great trophy from the hands of Busby’s fellow Scot, Jock Stein, whose Celtic had won it in 1967.

They beat Benfica 4–1 in the final at Wembley. Busby went into the game without his injured predator, Law. He used the tigerish Stiles to nullify Benfica’s great Eusebio. It was a tactical triumph. As the Portuguese side tired Best began to run riot. Busby finally had the trophy he felt had been stolen from his cherished young boys, along with their lives, ten years earlier.

United were huge. Best was a phenomenon. A pop star in shorts and football boots, his unprecedented fame and popularity meant he would have required careful handling regardless of his temperament. But a self-destructive addiction to drink and nightclubbing slowly eroded his talent and transformed the job of managing him from a privilege into a problem. Busby cared about Best as though he were his own son. The affection was genuinely mutual, but Best could not help himself. He was the individual who came to define and shape the final phase of Busby’s management. The great man was perceived as being a little too lenient with this superstar variously referred to as El Beatle, The Fifth Beatle, The Belfast Boy or simply Georgie Boy. Best was from a different generation, one with which Busby could not easily identify.

Sandy Busby believes his father may have been more tolerant towards an alcoholic because of a close relationship he had with a kindly relative who was a heavy drinker during his own childhood. In any case, no manager had ever had to deal with someone like Best, who was as much a celebrity as he was a footballer.

‘Bestie was the first to get that level of pressure,’ said Sandy, ‘Good looks, a great footballer, he must have put 10,000–20,000 on the gate everywhere they went. Me dad used to know about everything that was going on. He used to hear it all. I don’t know if people phoned him, or what, but he had a sense of everything. He called for Bestie to come and see him one day and said “I hear you’re knocking around with a married woman. How old are you, 18, 19? I’m telling you now, knock that on the head. Cut it out. Go and get yourself a nice young girl.” So Bestie said he would. Next thing he goes away to Sweden on a pre-season tour and before long it was splashed across the front of the papers: “George to get married to a 19-year-old Swedish girl!” So me dad had to call him into the office again. “That’s not what I meant, George!”

‘He probably did give Bestie more leeway, later on. I know Bestie thought the world of me dad but he couldn’t stop the behaviour. He was a sheer alcoholic. Me dad liked his whisky, later on. He used to take a whisky before he went to bed. But I can’t honestly say that I saw me dad drunk. When I went to the reception when we won the European Cup he was full of the joys, but I couldn’t say that he was drunk.’

Busby learned he was to be knighted within a month of the European Cup victory and a few months later he announced that after 24 years as manager of Manchester United he would stand down at the end of the 1968–69 season. There was nothing more for him to prove or achieve. He became the club’s general manager when Wilf McGuinness succeeded him, but was temporarily back in the dugout when McGuinness was sacked in December 1970, and continued there until the end of that season, when Frank O’Farrell was appointed.

Busby became a director and remained so until taking over as club president in 1992. He had not left United when there were alternative offers to take over at Roma, Real Madrid and Celtic, among others, so he wasn’t about to do so in retirement. The shadow he cast over Old Trafford during the 1970s and 1980s was enormous and, such is the way of these things, many felt that his mere presence was inhibiting and unhelpful to his successors. Busby meant well, of course, but it was natural for lesser managers to feel uncomfortable while he was around and he did become a magnet for any dissenting voices around the club. United went into decline. O’Farrell, Tommy Docherty, Dave Sexton and Ron Atkinson all followed McGuinness as managers who came and went without making them champions of England, let alone Europe.

Then United looked to Scotland again and made another appointment. In the autumn of 1987, a few months after they had done so, Matt quietly told Sandy that he sensed United had finally found his natural heir. ‘I swear on my life that this is true,’ said Sandy. ‘After eight months or so me dad said “I think we’ve got the man”.’

The man was Sir Alex Ferguson. At last, in his 80s, his health failing and a widower after Jean passed away in 1988, but still sharp and perceptive, Busby saw trophies begin to trickle back into Old Trafford. He witnessed Ferguson win the FA Cup in 1990, the European Cup Winners’ Cup and Super Cups in 1991, the League Cup in 1992 and then, gloriously, in 1993, for the first time since he had done so himself in 1967, the league title. Busby passed away eight months later.

He had been thrilled by Ferguson. ‘Oh, Dad was delighted. He had a little office at Old Trafford and Fergie would walk by, give a knock on the door and say “How are ye, auld yin?” Ferguson has gone into orbit with Manchester United. Me dad will be there looking down today and saying “This is marvellous, marvellous!” ’ Ferguson admired Busby immensely, and not just because the old man steadfastly stood by him during the rocky early years of his United management.

Today the club president’s seat in the Old Trafford directors’ box is permanently reserved for Sandy Busby. In 1993 Warwick Road North outside the stadium was renamed Sir Matt Busby Way. A bronze statue of Busby is placed outside the ground’s East Stand. Back in Bellshill there is the Sir Matt Busby Sports Complex and, in 2009, a Sir Matt Busby Scholarship was launched for coach education in Lanarkshire along with the Sir Matt Busby Shield, contested between Motherwell and a young Manchester United side. A United supporters group paid £8000 for 16,000 plastic sheets to spell out “For Sir Matt” and show a portrait of his face at the 2009 Champions League final in Rome on what would have been his 100th birthday. Respected Manchester artist Harold Riley gave Sandy a limited edition print of his father. On the back was a dedication, part of which read: ‘Let the angels help him make a team that will give divine pleasure to all the souls in heaven, just as his boys gave joy here on earth.’

There were chances for Sandy Busby to follow his father into management – he played for Blackburn Rovers before working as a bookmaker, publican and the manager of United’s souvenir store – but their temperaments and talents were different.

‘I wish I’d had his character and personality. But what he had was special. He was one of the few who stood out. I got a few offers, non-league of course. I got an offer to be the manager at Burton Albion. So I phoned them. I agreed to come for an interview and then he said: “Your dad would help you of course, wouldn’t he?” That was it. I said “Do you want me or do you want me dad?” I put the phone down soon after that.’

Busby virtually invented professional scouting and youth development. He insisted on playing the game with style and grace. He embraced European competition from its infancy. Under him the role of manager was redefined from servant to boss. Interfering directors were put in their place. He had the wise and calculating mind of a cardinal, and people routinely say that he had the stature to silence a room merely by entering it. His judgement was sound. As an elderly man, at the start of the 1990s, he predicated that wildly inflated players’ wages would be the ‘ruination’ of the game.

And this great man, this legendary manager, innovative thinker and visionary, also happened to be a kind and loving father. There was an occasion when a Manchester United European trip meant he had to be away from home over Sandy’s birthday. He sent his boy a telegram which said: ‘Happy Birthday. Sorry I’m not with you. Love, Dad.’ The birthday was Sandy’s 22nd, the date was February 4, 1958. Two days after that telegram arrived Sir Matt boarded a flight in Munich.

Mercifully, for his family and for football, he survived. His legacy survives still.

 

Jock Stein

‘He was a good judge of character. He used to joke that he had a smell test to work out whether he liked someone or not. He would sniff the air near that person and say to us “There’s a bad smell coming off him.” ’

Danny McGrain

The pair of them had a rich seam of wonderful stories and insights into Jock Stein’s life and no one with a tape recorder or notebook had ever turned up to hear them. Poignant tales which had been locked away in their memories for more than a quarter of a century, untold.

They remembered the heart scare which forced him to stop on his way to Parkhead one day, made him get out of the car and lean against a wall to get his breath back. That was years before he died. They remembered that awful night in Cardiff when they innocently switched off the television as they saw him being helped up the tunnel at the end of the Wales game: they knew he had a bad ankle and merely assumed he’d taken a kick to it. When they put the telly back on his face was on the screen and the newsreader was saying he was dead. No-one had telephoned to tell them.

They remembered not being present when a bust of Jock Stein was unveiled at Parkhead. When they did visit the ground one day they went on the official stadium tour and had their tickets booked under a different name. No-one realised who they were. They didn’t want to make a fuss. They even remembered the happy wee lad who celebrated every goal by swinging on the clothes poles. Few in his life knew him better, even fewer meant as much to him. And he was never Jock to them. His name was John.

One spring morning in 2010, almost 25 years after his death, two elderly ladies in Burnbank, Jessie McNeill and Margaret McDaid – Stein’s two surviving sisters – put on a pot of tea and made themselves comfortable in the front room. And then they spoke publicly about their extraordinary brother for the first time.

Jessie: There were five of us – four girls and John – plus our dad, George, and mother, Jane, all growing up together in a wee house in the miners’ rows at Burnbank. Two of our sisters died young which left John as the oldest, me and then Margaret. Mum and dad lived at 339 Glasgow Road, Burnbank when John was born but we moved to 89 Albert Buildings, which wasn’t far away, when the family got bigger.

Margaret: The block of flats where we live now is not far from our original house and is on the site of the old railway track that used to take the coal back down from Earnock Colliery where our dad and also John – or Jock, as folk kept calling him – worked. He only got called Jock when he started playing football. We never called him that.

Jessie: I remember you used to be able to hear from our old house the sound of the coal wagons trundling past. Those were very different days. We had a really happy household and a really good upbringing. Being the only boy John was doted on by our mum. She loved us all but especially John. He was her boy.

Margaret: We used to laugh a lot. John always liked to smile and he never lost that. Even when he was a manager and maybe under a bit of stress he never lost his sense of humour.

Jessie: Our dad was a really big football man. He loved the game and was involved with Blantyre Vics. You could say that is where John got his interest but really where we grew up there was no escape from football. The boys played it morning, noon and night. John used to play on the green near the house and when he scored a goal he used to swing on the clothes poles where people hang their washing, which were sometimes used as goal posts. Our dad used to say that John would have to have clothes poles put on any pitch he played on so he could swing on them to celebrate any goals he scored.

Margaret: Dad enjoyed having a son to share his interest in football. He played a bit himself for Blantyre Vics and I remember him and John playing in games near the house. Some of the matches used to be between the married men, with my dad on one side, and the single men with John in their team on the other. These games used to go on forever.

Jessie: My dad was a big Rangers man and supported them all his life. Even when John played for and managed Celtic our dad’s team was still Rangers. Of course he wanted John’s team to do well but he was Rangers daft. A Rangers man through and through and John was brought up in a Rangers-supporting house.

Margaret: When John played for Celtic my dad still went to see Rangers on a Saturday. John sometimes had to make sure there was a place on the local Rangers supporters’ bus to Ibrox for Dad before he got his things together and headed to Parkhead to play for Celtic. Whenever John went to play for Celtic my mother used to always say good luck to him.

Jessie: And my dad, who would have his Rangers scarf on on a Saturday, also used to wish him luck. But always used to say “I hope you just draw”. That made John laugh every time. He was fine with it. He knew his dad was a Rangers man and nothing would change that. He always wanted Rangers to do better than Celtic whether John was playing or not. Dad would never change his team but we all knew he was also incredibly proud of his boy. When my dad had his stroke John was playing regularly for Celtic at centre-half. Whenever John used to go to see him either in hospital or back at the house he used to ask him who was the best centre-half in Scottish football. He used to always say George Young of Rangers! Never, ever John. My dad died aged 72 a few years before John’s team won the European Cup in 1967. That was a tragedy. He was a proud, proud man and would have been made even prouder by what John had achieved. He may have been a Rangers supporter but he would have been the proudest man in Scotland to see his son with the European Cup.

Margaret: John enjoyed being at Glenlee Primary School and then the main Greenfield School like the rest of us. He was a clever boy but left school to work in a carpet factory for a wee while and then went down the pit. He also played for Albion Rovers and then went to Wales to play for Llanelli and then Celtic. Wherever he went he kept in touch with us. He was good like that. As a brother there was never any nonsense with John. He was straightforward. He never smoked or drank and could work out if someone was good or bad pretty quickly. He was a very kindly man. Maybe too kind, because when he became successful in football he had a lot of hangers-on. He had his family and some close friends, like the bookie Tony Queen, but there were a lot of people who wanted to be his pal because of what he had achieved, not because of who he was. He was wise to those folk.

Jessie: John liked good company and all his mates could tell so many funny stories. John never needed alcohol or cigarettes to have fun. In fact when he lived in Queen’s Park he never even brought drink into the house. He always kept it in the garage. There was so much that one freezing winter night all the bottles of wine and whisky burst and they made a huge puddle on his garage floor. It stank for weeks. He hated smoking and said if you were meant to smoke you would have a chimney coming out the top of your head. His wife smoked and if they had had a few folk round on a Saturday night he would come to see us the next morning and always be complaining about his house stinking of cigarettes.

Margaret: His first love was his family and then football. I never bothered with the game, even when John was involved. I didn’t watch any matches at Parkhead. One of the few I did watch was the European Cup final in 1967 but that was on the television. It never crossed my mind to go.

Jessie: We went to the celebrations when Celtic arrived back in Glasgow. That was brilliant. Even after that win John never changed. He used to still come up to see us and our mother after our dad died. He never got too big for his boots. I know a lot of folk think he should have got a knighthood after Celtic won the European Cup and I agree with them. He should have got one but I don’t think he would have liked one.

Margaret: Aye, you’re right. Oor John wouldn’t have liked all that fuss. In saying that when you see some of the folk that get knighted nowadays, it’s ridiculous. They must be scraping the bottom of the barrel. John would have been much more deserving, although not getting knighted would have been no big deal for him.

Jessie: He did get the CBE, which he picked up at Buckingham Palace. My mother asked him what Buckingham Palace was like and John said that her house in Burnbank was a bigger palace. He said the Queen’s house wasn’t any better than my mother’s and the carpets were worn. John also got an invite to the Queen’s Garden Party at Holyrood. My mother said that was nice, but he wasn’t going.

Margaret: He had us all laughing when he said he had been at her hoose and she hadn’t been to his so he couldn’t go into her garden until she visited him.

Jessie: “I cannae go to sit in her garden on her chairs and eat her food until she’s come to visit me first.” John used to say. He had no airs or graces about him. He used to be up seeing our mother all the time after my dad died, even when he was really busy with Celtic or Scotland. One day when he was up at my mother’s two wee boys came up and knocked on the door and asked for his autograph. John, who was Celtic manager at the time, signed and said to them both “So what team do you pair support?” One said Celtic the other said Rangers. And John said to them, and I’ll always remember it: “You pair stick together and love one another, whatever happens.” He had no time for all that religious nonsense. He loved football. He couldn’t understand all the rubbish about Catholics and Protestants supporting different teams.

Margaret: A long time after our dad died, my mum finished up staying with me. When she came to stay she put a picture she had of John in his office at Parkhead on top of the television and used to talk to it all the time when he wasn’t there. Maybe John’s wife Jean would phone down and say he couldn’t come to visit because he had a board meeting. Mother would talk to the picture and say, “John, you may have gone up in the world but you can come down just as quickly.” She didn’t mean it, but liked to keep her boy’s feet on the ground, not that it was really necessary.

Jessie: He used to come round every Sunday to see her and that was when he could really relax. Most pictures you see of him he’s either in a tracksuit on the training ground or in a shirt and a tie in his office or on business for club or country. When he came round on a Sunday he was always casually dressed. I think one time he even came round in his slippers. He used to say he was really pleased to get his collar and tie off. He never felt comfortable in it. John treated people with respect and expected to be treated in the same way. He was a lovely man but absolutely hated being kept waiting. Time was precious to him. If he said he would be there at a certain time he would be there. Whether it was for a training session or to meet us for a cup of tea. He had no time for people who kept him waiting. He had no patience with that. He thought it was really rude for someone to turn up late.

Margaret: The night he died in Wales was terrible. He had slight heart problems long before that and once I remember he had to stop his car and stand against the school wall on his way to Parkhead. When he got there the club doctor asked him to go to hospital. He did go but he was murder in there. I remember visiting him on a Saturday and he was in bed and there was a television in another room and he was in and out the bed getting the football results. He was not very good at resting. He never wasted a minute of his life.

He was not really well the day he went away to Wales for the World Cup qualifying match in 1985. I was down his house the night before he went to the Macdonald Hotel to meet the players. His wife Jean said that he had not been well. He had been at Celtic Park, because someone had been injured, then he had to go with Scotland to play Wales.

Jessie, me and our husbands were in my house the night of the Wales game. We were delighted Scotland had won and saw John coming out of the dugout at the end and when he went down we thought someone had kicked his ankle as he always had a bad ankle. We turned the television off at the final whistle to have a cup of tea and a chat. When we put the television back on John’s picture was up on the screen saying he was dead.

Jessie: We could not believe it. We were out that door straight away and Margaret’s daughter, Janice, ran us down to John’s house. His wife was there, Ernie Walker’s wife, other folk from the SFA, Jean’s brother and John’s daughter, Rae, was in a terrible state. She loved her dad so much.

Margaret: John’s funeral was a fitting tribute to him. There were thousands of people out on the street on the way to the crematorium. There was a man at the top of a hill near the crematorium with a Rangers scarf on as the hearse went in. We were in one of the cars and called him the Lone Ranger. John would have loved that. He would have laughed at that description. The fact that man and lots of other Rangers fans lined his funeral route was great. He would have been really touched.

Jessie: Through his life John always kept his private and public life separate. So much so that when Bob Crampsey brought a book out on his life two years after he died he wrote that he only had one sister left alive. Margaret and I went up to see him and asked which one of us was deid!

Margaret: He gave us a free book!

Jessie: We weren’t at the unveiling of his bust at Parkhead. The first time we ever saw it was when we went to Parkhead for my 70th birthday and paid for a stadium tour. It was Margaret’s son-in-law who booked the table in the name of Simpson so they had no idea who we were, and we didn’t tell them.

Margaret: We didn’t want to make a fuss. John never traded on his name when he was famous. He was a humble man who treated everybody the same.

Jessie: We still miss him to this day. He was a great brother.

It was a measure of the managerial talent of Jock Stein that he brought success to Celtic using local talent and without dipping too extravagantly into the transfer market. He trusted his instinct about the players he brought to the club and nine times out of ten he was spot on. Famously the Lisbon Lions, who won the European Cup in 1967, were all born within a 30-mile radius of Parkhead.

Apart from the European Cup, when Stein was at Celtic he also won ten Scottish League titles, eight Scottish Cups and six Scottish League Cups. Before that he had won the Scottish Cup with Dunfermline, who beat Celtic 2–0 in a replay back in 1961.

He further enhanced his reputation during his one year at Hibernian and then left in March, 1965, to take over from Jimmy McGrory at Parkhead. He transformed a club that had not won a trophy for eight years to the extent that the famous European Cup win came just two years after his arrival. Such was the supremacy of his team that they went on to win nine Scottish League titles in a row.

Stein was born in Burnbank in South Lanarkshire on October 5, 1922, the only son of George and Jane Stein. He went to the local Glenlee Primary and then Greenfield School and left there in 1937, just before his 15th birthday, to work in Stevenson’s carpet factory before going down the local Earnock Colliery while playing part-time junior football with Blantyre Victoria. He joined Albion Rovers in 1942 and helped them to promotion to the First Division in 1948.

In 1950 he moved to Wales to sign for non-league Llanelli, being paid £12 a week, but stayed there only for a year before Celtic bought him for £1200. He was made captain before he retired due to persistent ankle injuries in 1956. In his time as a player he led them to the Scottish League and Scottish Cup double in 1954.

On his retirement he coached the reserve and youth players under McGrory and his first success as a manager came in 1958 when he led the reserves to the Second XI Cup with an 8–2 aggregate triumph over Rangers. His work with the Celtic second string got him noticed and he became manager of Dunfermline on March 14,1960. They were in danger of relegation but he helped them escape with six wins in their last six league matches.

The following year he took the East End Park club to their first-ever Scottish Cup final victory when they beat Celtic 2–0 after a replay. In their first time in the European Cup Winners’ Cup they made the quarter-finals, where they lost to Ujpest Dozsa 5–3 on aggregate.

In April 1964 Stein moved to Hibs, whom he helped lead to the Summer Cup before his rapid rise up the managerial ladder led him back to Parkhead just 11 months later.

Within six weeks of his arrival at Celtic, in March 1965, his team had beaten his former club Dunfermline 3–2 to win the Scottish Cup, their first major success for seven years. He released 20 players in those first few months and also enthusiastically encouraged the launch of a club newspaper, The Celtic View, which is still with us today.

Because of his early success with Celtic he was earmarked as the temporary, part-time replacement for Ian McColl as Scotland coach in the final few games of the campaign to qualify for the 1966 World Cup. He did well, with the highlight being Scotland’s 1–0 win over Italy at Hampden thanks to a John Greig goal, but in the must-win return match in Naples they lost 3–0, which meant his team would not be crossing Hadrian’s Wall to take part in the finals that were hosted and won by England. He was relieved in the end to get away from the bureaucracy of the SFA where a selection committee nominated the players for the Scotland squad and the manager picked his starting 11 from them.

Still, he learned a lot from his short time with Scotland and when he had the chance to solely concentrate on Celtic he put together a side that in 1966 won the first of their nine consecutive league titles. The year of 1967 will remain the most famous in the history of Celtic Football Club. They won every competition they entered, which meant the European Cup, the league title, Scottish Cup, League Cup and Glasgow Cup all had pride of place in the packed trophy room.

Three years later Celtic once again reached the final of the European Cup but were defeated by Feyenoord of Holland. In that year Stein was linked with a move to Manchester United. It would be highly unlikely he would have moved south, even to a club of that stature, because he felt settled at Celtic and his family wanted to stay in Scotland. Stein received a CBE in the Honours List, which many still argue was scant reward for his efforts.

Government papers released under the Freedom of Information Act in 2007, on the orders of the Scottish Executive, revealed that Stein had in fact been dropped from the 1968 New Year’s Honours List because his players were involved in a violent brawl during an infamous Intercontinental Club Cup game against Argentine champions Racing Club. During the match – their third meeting after the two-legged final ended in a 2–2 draw on aggregate – six players were sent off, four from Celtic, who lost the game 1–0. Papers show that the Home Office mandarins stopped him from being knighted because they claimed, rather unusually, that someone whose team had been involved in such a match should not be honoured in such a way.

Matt Busby, who guided Manchester United to the European Cup in 1968 was knighted, as was Alex Ferguson, who led the Old Trafford team to their famous last-minute victory in the Champions League final of 1999 over Bayern Munich. Stein, the first manager from Britain to lift the European Cup, never received that honour. There are still moves afoot to have him knighted but so far the authorities have not moved on the issue.

From 1966 to 1974 Stein led Celtic to nine Scottish league championships in a row and was at the peak of his powers. Many feel he was never the same man after a serious car crash in 1975 in which he was nearly killed. He was driving his Mercedes on a stretch of the notorious A74 road near Lockerbie on a bright Sunday morning when it was in collision with a Peugeot. His wife Jean, close friend Bob Shankly – who took over from Stein at Hibs – and Shankly’s wife Margaret came out of the wreckage relatively unscathed. Stein and his close friend, bookmaker Tony Queen, were badly injured.

All five had been coming back from holiday in Menorca and were the innocent parties as the other car had driven up the wrong side of a dual carriageway. Stein had the reputation as a fast but essentially safe driver, and in this case could do nothing to stop the crash. Three years later he raised an action in the Court of Session against the driver of the Peugeot but it was another two years before he received a substantial out of court settlement.

The 1975–76 campaign started without Stein at the helm of Celtic and with his assistant Sean Fallon in charge. Stein returned occasionally during the season but was far from fit and had to go into hospital in Manchester for a toe operation, a legacy of the car crash. Without him not a single trophy was won as Rangers won the treble.

It was only at the start of the 1976–77 season that Stein returned to full health and was able to lead Celtic from the start of the campaign with a new assistant, Davie McParland, the former manager of Partick Thistle. He brought in some top signings, like Pat Stanton from Hibs and former Rangers player Alfie Conn from Tottenham Hotspur. Both men helped the Parkhead club win the league title as well as the Scottish Cup. It looked like the good times were back for Celtic, but the following season proved otherwise. The 1977–78 campaign proved to be a disaster as Celtic failed to win a trophy. To make matters worse they finished a dreadful fifth in the ten-team Scottish Premier League. To add to Stein’s woes Kenny Dalglish, the club’s prized possession, had left to join Liverpool.

For once some of the Celtic fans voiced their anger at Stein who, up until that point, had been untouchable. Looking back, it could be interpreted as a knee-jerk reaction by the Celtic board that after Rangers appointed former captain John Greig as their manager – on May 24,1978 – Celtic replaced Stein with Billy McNeill four days later.

For 13 years’ service Stein was given a place on the Celtic board, in charge of fund-raising. John Fairgrieve, the late, great sports writer with the Sunday Mail, said the greatest Scottish football manager of his generation had been given the job as ‘a ticket vendor for the Celtic Development Fund’. To try and keep him sweet Stein was honoured with a testimonial against Liverpool, when 60,000 people turned up and gate receipts totalled £80,000. To rub salt into the wounds of losing Dalglish the striker returned to Parkhead to play and was booed by some sections of the Parkhead crowd for leaving them.

An indication of the standing Stein had in the game, despite him being replaced as Celtic manager, came in a section of the match programme written by Bill Shankly. ‘A great man with a heart of gold who would give you his last shilling. Aye, Stein knows it all. He’s the best. And that’s me, Billy Shankly, once of Liverpool, saying so. I ken you’ll agree.’ Inside Parkhead on the night of 14 August 1978, there was not a dissenting voice.

They fully expected to have Stein around their club for many years, a talismanic figure to the masses who knew that as long as he was around Celtic would be fine. Imagine, then, the outcry, just weeks after his testimonial, when it emerged that he had decided to move to Leeds United. It came as a huge shock to the Celtic fans and also to the general footballing public who had seen Stein turn down a move to Manchester United in 1970 and again in 1974.

It seems the decision was based on the fact that he had realised he didn’t want to spend the rest of his days involved in fund-raising for Celtic. He wanted to be back in the cut and thrust of the game, which is why he moved south. He lasted just 44 days before being tempted back to manage Scotland on 4 October 1978 – the day before his 56th birthday – after the sacking of Ally MacLeod. Luckily for the SFA, Stein had never been one to sign contracts or rush to put pen to paper.

Because of that he had yet to sign his three-year contract at Elland Road for a basic pay packet of £85,000 when the SFA came calling. That meant they did not have to pay compensation for his services. During his short time at Elland Road his team played just seven league games of which they lost three, won three and drew the other. When he left Leeds they were in thirteenth position in the league and finished fifth at the end of the season. He was embarrassed at leaving a club of Leeds’ size so quickly. An indication of that came from the fact that his entry in Who’s Who completely omitted the episode.

Stein inherited a Scotland team that had lost their first European Nations Cup match 3–2 against Austria. Initially his appointment didn’t help the cause much, with his team finishing a disappointing fourth in the five-team group. Still always keen to learn, the visit to Scotland by the 1978 World Cup winners Argentina proved to be a great experience.

He was in awe of the skill of the South American side that beat Scotland 3–1 at Hampden. A team that included established stars like Luque, Houseman, Passarella and Tarantini was always going to be tough to beat. Added to the mix was a young man called Diego Maradona, who scored his first goal for his country, and it was obvious to Stein how much work he had to do with Scotland to even get close to the best in the world. He soon realised that he could never afford to play the sort of free-flowing football with Scotland that he had with Celtic. At international level the opposition players were of a higher standard and would counter-attack at pace and with ruthless efficiency.

When the draw came for the 1982 World Cup he was in luck. FIFA had agreed to increase the number of finalists in Spain from 16 to 24 for the first time. That meant two countries would qualify from the section of five that Scotland found themselves in which included Sweden, Northern Ireland, Israel and Portugal. As it turned out, the increased number of qualifiers did not really matter to Scotland. They topped their group.

Nowadays it would be the World Cup campaign that would be the most important tournament but back in the 1980s the Home International series was also still a big deal. Stein misread the mood of the public during the Home Internationals when he treated them as a semi-competitive event in the lead-up to the more important World Cup in Spain.

His team narrowly beat Wales, drew with Northern Ireland, and worst of all lost 1–0 at home to England. Stein tried to rationalise away his decision for fielding a weakened team in the fixture that most Scots fans at the time felt was the biggest game of them all. The fans felt short-changed because he played five across the back at home and refused to bring on Gordon Strachan, who was the form player of Scottish football at the time. The fact that Stein made it clear that Strachan had had a long, hard season cut no ice.

The poor showing in the Home Internationals meant that Stein went to Spain under pressure and knowing the only way he could win back the fans was through some improved performances in the World Cup. His team won their first game 5–2 against New Zealand then against the mighty Brazil in the Benito Villamarin stadium in Seville they took an unlikely lead. Described by BBC pundit Jimmy Hill as a ‘toe-poke’, David Narey’s goal in 18 minutes had a nation in raptures. Unfortunately it only angered the Brazilians who went on to score four goals through a Zico free-kick and further efforts from Oscar, Eder and Falcao.

A win was essential in their final match against Russia, but a comedy of errors put paid to that. Joe Jordan put Scotland ahead after just 15 minutes, but again they could not retain their lead. Russia equalised with a half-hit shot from Chivadze which Alan Rough didn’t cover himself in glory in his effort to keep out. Next Alan Hansen and Willie Miller bumped into each other just inside their own half which allowed Shengelia to run 40 yards to score. In the final minutes Graeme Souness scored to make it 2–2 but it wasn’t enough. For the third World Cup in a row Scotland had been eliminated from their group on goal difference.

Despite having a top-class group of players to choose from Stein failed to take Scotland to the next European Championships in France in 1984. Belgium, Switzerland and East Germany, weren’t the toughest opponents but Scotland still failed to qualify.

Past his 60th birthday, questions started to be asked over his ability to guide Scotland through to the 1986 World Cup. Was he a man past his best? He was still hugely respected but did he still have the drive and energy to take his team through an arduous qualifying campaign? He liked the look of Scotland’s World Cup section which included Iceland, Wales and Spain. One team would automatically qualify with the second place team facing a home and away play-off against the winners of the Oceania Group.

Not surprisingly Spain won the group, which left Scotland travelling to take on Wales at Ninian Park knowing a draw would be good enough to secure them second place and take them into a play-off against Australia. The night of September 10, 1985 was an evening of mixed emotions for the Tartan Army.

Stein’s last involvement with the Scotland fans perfectly showed the affinity he had built up with them through the years. Before the game Wales goalkeeper Neville Southall had been having trouble getting the balls back from the crowd at the end of Ninian Park where the majority of the Scots fans had gathered. He asked Stein for help and as the big man stood in front of the crowd one ball, then another, came flying out. As he left the field it was with a friendly arm round Southall and a big smile on his face.

The match was a tight affair, with Wales taking the lead in 13 minutes through a strike from Mark Hughes, and they had chances to increase their lead. Stein, not a man to lose his cool, did so at half-time when he realised that the reason that Jim Leighton had looked all at sea at times was because one of his contact lenses had fallen out. Leighton had left his replacement pair back at the hotel in Bristol, which gave Stein no alternative but to take him off and replace him with Rough.

In the second half Wales missed more chances and in an attempt to change things Stein took off Strachan and brought on Davie Cooper. Nine minutes from time the extra width Cooper gave to the Scotland attack paid off. David Speedie hit a ball against the arm of Welsh defender David Phillips in the box, which won his side a penalty. Up stepped Cooper to put the ball past Southall and salvage the point Scotland needed to take them to the play-offs. Stein got up to acknowledge the goal but sat down straight away. The only time he got up before the final whistle was to try and move a persistent photographer who would not get out of his way.

At the whistle, amid all the celebrations, Stein remained on the bench, and once the television cameras panned back to the touchline the viewing public saw the police carrying him up the tunnel. The dreaded news was confirmed by SFA secretary Ernie Walker, who left the players’ tunnel distraught along with Graeme Souness, who had missed the match through suspension.

Later it was revealed that Stein had not taken his regular pills that stopped excessive water getting into his lungs because he was worried taking them might affect his sharpness and ability to deal with the pressure of the big match build-up. He was such a professional he did not want anything to interrupt his preparations. Had he taken the drugs he might have survived.

Cardiff, so vibrant in the wake of Scotland’s win, fell silent when news of Stein’s death emerged. He was buried three days later, on Friday, 13 September 1985, at Linn Crematorium in Glasgow with a crowd of more than 10,000 lining the route. The Reverend Doctor James Martin of High Carntyne Parish Church said during his oration: ‘Of the many moving tributes that have been paid to the man we mourn, none moved me more than the one given by a Scottish fan interviewed on television in Cardiff, just after the sad news became known last Tuesday night. He said it was a great result but every Scottish fan would rather Scotland were out of the World Cup and Mr Stein was still with us. That fan was speaking for us all.’

Never a truer word had been spoken. It was the fitting end to a tribute for a man who gave so much to Scottish football.

Danny McGrain worked under Stein more than any other player, a total of eleven years at Celtic and four with Scotland. He has fond memories of the man he still calls ‘Mr Stein’, the biggest influence on his football career. McGrain, a world-class full-back who spent 20 years as a Celtic player and was capped 62 times for Scotland in the 1970s and 1980s, became reserve team coach at Celtic.

‘The first time I really came face to face with Mr Stein was in his office a few months after Celtic won the European Cup in 1967. I was a seventeen-year-old part-time player who had been training two nights a week at Parkhead along with the likes of Paul Wilson, Kenny Dalglish, Jim Brogan and Vic Davidson. Mr Stein was busy with the first team and never really came to watch the youngsters train so I knew his assistant, Sean Fallon, who signed me and other players like Kenny, a bit more.

‘I was an apprentice mechanical engineer at the time but wanted to be a full-time footballer, which meant I had to pluck up the courage to go in to see Mr Stein and ask him for a full-time contract. Imagine me, a 17-year-old on £5 a week, going in to see Mr Stein, whose team had just won the European Cup. I was terrified. Even thinking back to me walking in to see him still scares me to death. I was in complete awe of him. I thought things would be easier to go with my pal Kenny, who was a trainee joiner at the time but who also wanted to go full-time. We decided we would both ask for a meeting with him, one after the other.

‘Neither of us wanted to go in first so we tossed a coin which Kenny lost and that meant he went in first. He was supposed to come out and tell me what kind of deal he had been offered but when he left Mr Stein’s office he buggered off without telling me anything. That meant I headed in not knowing how Kenny had got on or what kind of deal he had been offered. So I went into Mr Stein’s office for the first time ever without any idea what I was going to say or ask for. It wasn’t great.

‘Mr Stein had a tiny room which made him look even bigger than he actually was. I had not seen him close up until that moment. I could hardly speak. To see this great man towering over everything in this small room was nerve-racking. He asked me what I wanted despite the fact he knew exactly what it was. There were no agents back then in the late 1960s so I didn’t know how much extra to ask for. I wasn’t going to nip out and ask Billy McNeill, who I had never met, or any of the other Lisbon Lions who had just lifted the European Cup how much they were on, now was I?

‘I said I wanted what Kenny had got and Mr Stein put a contract in front of me which I signed without discussion and left on his desk. This was in November 1967, and he said I would continue to train two nights a week until the end of the season and he would see me in the summer and that was it. I was going to be a full-time Celtic player. I nipped out to the bottom of the road at Parkhead and jumped on the bus to my girlfriend’s flat in the Kingsway area of Glasgow. Her mum and dad were there and we opened a bottle of sparkling wine to celebrate me getting a full-time contract. I had a couple of glasses and then my girlfriend Laraine, who is now my wife, asked how much I would be getting. I stared at her for a moment then realised I hadn’t a clue. I had no idea whatsoever. I was just delighted to be offered a contract with Celtic by Mr Stein. That had been good enough for me. The next day I had to phone up Mr Stein’s secretary to make an appointment so I could go back and see him to find out what I was earning. I can’t remember for the life of me what my rise was but it was more than the £5 a week I was getting.

‘More important than the money was the fact I was training as a 17-year-old with the Lisbon Lions who had just won the European Cup. It was a dream come true. I was training with McNeill, Craig, Gemmell, Auld, the lot of them. I was tackling Bobby Lennox. I learned more being trained by Mr Stein and working with these guys in a few sessions than most players do in a lifetime. I still remember running out on the training pitch and Mr Stein would have his tracksuit on and Sean Fallon would be beside him. Whether you had been there for a few months or a few years Mr Stein used to show his disgust in the same way if you failed to play him a decent one-two when he wanted one.

‘He would simply belt the ball out of the park and you would have to go running for it and go back to the end of the queue. It was doubly embarrassing when it happened to me early in my career when legends like Billy McNeill or Bobby Lennox were watching.

‘Mr Stein also liked to make sure the goalkeeper’s reflexes were spot on because he realised their value to a team. He used to stand in front of the goalie and you would hit shots towards Mr Stein who would deflect it by his hands, his head, any part of his body to change the flight of the ball to make the goalie react.

‘His training flowed. It was never stop-start. Kenny and I and the rest of the young guys training with the first team were in awe. The Lisbon Lions obviously loved Mr Stein because of what he had done for the club and for them as players. They called him the manager or maybe a few of them “Big Jock”. Never, ever, just “Jock”. I couldn’t even bring myself to call him that. He was always “Mr Stein” to me. The only time I called him “Jock” was when I introduced him at the top table of my testimonial dinner when I retired and it almost killed me. I never, ever thought I was on the same level as Mr Stein. Nobody was.

‘I worked with him for 15 years in total and I must admit I did see him go mad in the dressing room more than a few times. He would only pick on players who he thought were not doing the job for him on the park that he had asked them to. He put his faith in you and you wanted to repay him. If you failed he would not miss you.

‘He was very intelligent, a football-minded guy who had been in the game long enough to know how to handle a young boy like me coming into the game. He would tell me to keep it simple and more often than not play it to Jimmy Johnstone. He was very big on players thinking all the time, of looking for different options when they came to pass the ball. He gave me so much to think about on the park. Sometimes I used to come off the pitch with my head throbbing. I had a spell in the Celtic reserves in a group of players called “The Quality Street Gang” because Mr Stein realised they weren’t too bad a mix. There was George Connelly, John Gorman, who went on to be assistant manager at England, Lou Macari, Davie Hay, Kenny and myself.

‘I made my Celtic debut against Dundee United at Tannadice in 1970 and worked with Mr Stein for another 12 years at club and international level from then. Two years after my debut, just when things were going really well, I fractured my skull playing against Falkirk at Brockville. Doug Somner came in from the side and hit me on the head. I got smelling salts to bring me round and I lasted for about another ten minutes until half-time. When I got to the dressing room I collapsed and was rushed to hospital.

‘It was a long road back to fitness for me but Mr Stein never forgot me and encouraged me all the way. I remember when I was well enough to jog and jump he took me onto the training ground and produced some balloons. Now Mr Stein had not had any training on how to rehabilitate players who had a head injury but he showed his ingenuity by having me head these balloons.

‘To begin with I felt really daft. But such is the respect I had for Mr Stein I would have headed balloons all week if he had asked me. It did get a bit silly as the minute I headed a balloon it would float off somewhere and I would be left running after it. From balloons one day we graduated the next onto plastic balls, which I had to buy a supply of myself because Celtic didn’t have any. It was all about me getting my jumping right and feeling confident about heading the ball. Mr Stein persevered with me till I got my timing in the air back, and for that I was eternally grateful to him.

‘He helped any player he rated and the better the player the more attention he got. Especially if he went off the rails. Mr Stein had most of his problems with wee Jimmy Johnstone. He loved wee Jimmy as we all did, but his drinking had him tearing his hair out. Mr Stein didn’t drink and to have wee Jimmy smelling of drink in the changing room at times really got his back up. He used to give wee Jimmy dog’s abuse because of it. Jimmy must have apologised 3000 times and he would have meant it every single time. He was playing in an era when drink was prevalent and with a bit more money in his pocket than the average man Jimmy couldn’t resist having a few.

‘People would phone Mr Stein – bar owners, bouncers, punters – to tell him if they had seen a Celtic player worse for wear. Usually it was Jimmy and Mr Stein did go and get him out of the boozer a few times. Behind his efforts to keep Jimmy on the straight and narrow was his realisation that he was worth the effort. Mr Stein wasn’t daft. He knew it was in his best interests to keep wee Jimmy fit as he could win him games.

‘He was a good judge of character, and not just with Jimmy. He used to joke that he had a smell test to work out whether he liked someone or not. He would sniff the air near that person and say to us “There’s a bad smell coming off him”. He sized people up by the questions they asked and how they asked them, especially journalists. If anybody was disrespectful to Mr Stein they were being disrespectful to Celtic Football Club and they would be frozen out.

‘I never once remember anybody talking back to him in the dressing room. I used to even hate it when he asked me a question about tactics in case I got the answer wrong. I used to get so flustered as Mr Stein was sharp as a knife and he didn’t just want the right answer, he wanted a quick answer.

‘I’m sure he had a bit of a soft heart, as everybody keeps telling me he had one, but there was also this big, hard bit that made him such a successful manager. If he hadn’t had that hardness about him he would have been crucified, as the players would have picked up on it. He always treated me the same way. Just because I worked with him for years didn’t mean I got any special attention. He was straight down the middle with us all. It was his way or the highway, even when it came to the events he arranged to keep us occupied between matches.

‘Football was his life and he was never much of a golfer, which meant we never saw him at many players’ outings. He liked gambling and he also liked lawn bowls. In the days before it was trendy to go in for team-bonding sessions Mr Stein used to get us together to play bowls. At Celtic it was at a bowling green in South Street in Glasgow and when we were on Scotland duty it was at a green near the Marine Hotel in Troon. You had folk like me, Kenny Dalglish, Alan Hansen, Willie Miller, all trying to be taught bowls by Mr Stein. I was useless but had to keep playing because he was in charge. Nowadays they go go-karting, which would be much easier.

‘He was a very private person and although I worked with him longer than most I didn’t know anything about his family or home life. He kept that separate. The only change I saw in his personality was after he was severely injured in a car crash in 1975. He got a lot quieter than he used to be after that. He also got thinner and a bit more ratty. On top of that, around the same time he lost players like Kenny Dalglish, who went to Liverpool, and he could only watch as the team he had built fell apart. It must have been hard for him. When he left Celtic himself in 1978 it was a tough time for me because he had made me the player I was. He was a huge influence.

‘I still met up with him when I was on Scotland duty and although he made me captain for the 1982 World Cup in Spain that was only because he felt I was the best man for the job. It was no old pals’ act. He just wasn’t like that. He was always a great communicator who could explain tactics to you simply. He made you feel good about yourself and when he was on your side, by God, he was on your side. He would defend you to the death.

‘He also had that working-class drive that many Scots have, and it never left him. They talk about Sir Alex Ferguson being the Mr Stein of today and I would not argue with that. But you can’t forget their circumstances are different. Sir Alex, despite the fact he is the greatest living manager, had a lot of money to spend putting together his team. Mr Stein’s greatest ever side, the Lisbon Lions, were put together on a budget and was made up of Scottish players all born within a 30–mile radius of Parkhead. That is incredible. As a man Mr Stein was a giant. As a football manager an absolute genius. The best there ever was.’

 

Bill Shankly

‘Listen, son, I’m Bill Shankly and I take no shite from anybody.’

Bill Shankly’s charisma was magnetic. People were electrified by him. The legendary Radio One disc jockey and ardent Liverpool fan, John Peel, told a story of how it felt to be in Shankly’s presence. ‘I once carried his bag from the hotel to the bus after Liverpool had beaten Real Madrid in the European Cup final at the Parc des Princes. It was genuinely one of my proudest moments. It was like being able to go up to the Pope. He meant enough for one of our children to be named after him: Florence Victoria Shankly Peel.’

Peel had plenty of fellow disciples. Brian Clough, a manager with an ego the size of Anfield, revered Shankly too. Liverpool men like Ian St John and Kevin Keegan still talked of him with awe decades later. The former Conservative Party leader Michael Howard, another serious Liverpool supporter, was another among the mass of fanatics, not that Shankly would have welcomed a Tory’s endorsement.

Clough is arguably the only other British manager who had quite such a messianic impact on his people. Shankly wasn’t just liked or appreciated or respected by Liverpool supporters, he was worshipped. And while Sir Matt Busby and Jock Stein brought enormous success to their clubs, of Scotland’s trio of heavyweight 1960s leaders only Shankly created a lasting dynasty. Today Liverpool is an enormous, global football ‘brand’. It was all started by one little Ayrshire miner.

He protected and encouraged the legendary Anfield ‘boot room’, a tiny neuk in the bowels of the stadium where the Liverpool backroom coaches would gather to drink tea and discuss every aspect of their own club and everyone else’s. Shankly’s managerial successors Bob Paisley and Joe Fagan, and later Roy Evans and (briefly) Ronnie Moran, were all ‘boot room’ men. Shankly himself was not always present. He let his staff discuss tactics, ideas and any gossip they had picked up from opponents without him being around to dominate proceedings. They usually met on a Sunday and would pour everything out to Shankly. It was simple, straightforward and beautifully effective. Shankly was the motivator and figurehead, Paisley the tactician and go-between with the players. Both were qualified physiotherapists: Liverpool had fewer injuries than most teams.

There will never be another Bill Shankly, the eccentric, firecracker product of a mining village which no longer exists. It was no exaggeration to say that the hold he had on much of Merseyside in the 1960s and early 1970s bordered on a sort of religious devotion. In terms of actual trophies his haul seems modest – three league titles, two FA Cups and one UEFA Cup in 15 years – but he transformed, reinvented and pumped up Liverpool Football Club. Famously, he once said he wanted to make them seem unbeatable. He wanted opponents broken and defeated from the moment they turned up. ‘I want to build a team that’s invincible, so that they have to send a team from bloody Mars to beat us,’ he said in that unmistakeable, rasping, theatrical delivery, ‘My idea was to build Liverpool into a bastion of invincibility. Napoleon had that idea. He wanted to conquer the bloody world. I wanted Liverpool to be untouchable. My idea was to build Liverpool up and up until eventually everyone would have to submit and give in.’

The masses lapped it up. Shankly gave them wins, trophies, wonderful players, outstanding teams and unforgettable quotes. He was one of them, proud to be an uncomplicated man of the people. They loved him back, of course. For him the two best teams in the city were Liverpool and Liverpool reserves. That was genuinely his opinion, not a jibe at Everton. He would come in to address his players before a game, rubbing his hands together gleefully. Guess what? He had just seen the opposition and they looked scared stiff about playing Liverpool. A different opponent had felt the same way the previous week, and another the week before that.

He had travelled a long, hard road from his childhood in Glenbuck, where he was one of ten children, including five boys who all went on to play professional football. His brothers initially played for the village’s famous team, Glenbuck Cherrypickers. Shankly never did although he was always on the periphery of the first team. The brothers were steeped in football. One of them, Bob, became a title-winning manager too, steering a wonderful Dundee side to the Scottish championship in 1962.

The Shanklys’ tough upbringing formed the basis of the version of socialism which drove Bill, one based on basic humanity, collective effort and shared rewards. He did not regard that as a set of beliefs which were necessarily political, just normal and decent. He epitomised the qualities, characteristics and views of the working-class Scot of his time. Behind the gnarled exterior, the bravado and the wit, he was a compassionate and caring man. Like so many of his generation in Glenbuck, he worked down the coal mines. Mercifully for him, and for Liverpool, his talent as a footballer brought him up and out into the light.

He was playing for the Scottish junior team, Cronberry Eglinton, when he was spotted by a scout from Carlisle United. The offer of a professional contract began his football career, and ended his mining one, at the age of 18 in 1932. Within a year he joined Preston North End and was their player in 1938 when he won the FA Cup and earned the first of five Scotland caps in a 1–0 win over England. The Second World War – during which he served in the RAF and made guest appearances for eight clubs, including Arsenal and Partick Thistle – coincided with what would have been his peak years as a footballer, although he did return to play again for Preston after the hostilities.

He finished playing in 1949 – by then he was a qualified masseur – and immediately moved into management at Carlisle. He thought the club promising but unambitious. The Shankly work ethic was quickly apparent: he helped the young players with their duties, swept the floors, cleaned boots, painted the walls. No task was too small for him, yet he expected total control.

He was interviewed for the Liverpool job in 1951 but talks broke down when he was told the directors would have final say on his team selections. Instead he moved to Grimsby Town that summer, taking a pay cut to do so but lured by a larger budget for signings, and then to Workington at the start of 1954. His was not a career of instant, uninterrupted success like those of Busby, Stein and Sir Alex Ferguson. He was at his fourth club, Huddersfield Town at the end of 1956, before something began to stir. He joined as assistant manager to Andy Beattie but they were in the First Division and Shankly wanted to experience life in the top flight again.

Denis Law, a skinny striker wearing NHS glasses and with a squint, had been brought south from Aberdeen as a 15-year-old by Beattie. Shankly recognised Law’s talent immediately and placed him on a diet of milk and steaks to build him up. ‘Get out your diary and write this down,’ Shankly declared, ‘One day Denis Law will be transferred for £100,000.’ Law joined Manchester City for £55,000 in 1960, setting a new British record fee, before he moved to Torino. In 1962 he joined Manchester United. The fee? £115,000.

Shankly became Huddersfield manager when Beattie resigned. He did well, but not exceptionally so. It was surprising when Liverpool called on him again. Until then he had talked a good game at every club but his results were only moderate. He negotiated with the Anfield board for nearly a month before agreeing to join at a salary of £2500 a year, £500 more than he was getting at Huddersfield. It was December, 1959. Liverpool were in the Second Division and slow to invest in their team. Anfield was not the impressive stadium it is today – Shankly described it as ‘a toilet’ – and the training ground at Melwood was dreadful.

Shankly’s managerial doctrine was to keep things simple – pass and move – and he used that as his basis for all of Liverpool’s future success. He would exhaust his players in training then give them the time to recover. There were two-a-side, three-a-side and five-a-side games to work the players’ technique, passing and control. He wanted them turning and twisting, like a boxer. Players had it drummed into them that they were at the best club in the land. Opponents were not praised in team-talks. Shankly sometimes asked an old fellow in the stadium to hand the visiting teams toilet rolls when they walked through the door. He was full of devilment.

Squabbles with directors continued. He nearly resigned when Johnny Morrissey, a quick outside left, was sold to Everton without his authority. Only the intervention of his good friend, Busby, stopped him handing in his notice.

The real Shankly transformation of Liverpool took hold from the summer of 1961. That was partly down to a clearout of what he regarded as some dead wood from the squad, but equally significant was the arrival of Eric Sawyer as a club director. Sawyer was an accountant in the Littlewoods empire which was run by John Moores, who was a shareholder in both Everton and Liverpool at the time. He was made managing director at Anfield and funds were released to him by Moores to allow Shankly to buy new players. Shankly’s first major capture was Scotland internationalist Ian St John from Motherwell for £37,500. Weeks later Ron Yeats arrived from Dundee United for £30,000. Two Scots signings fell within what he claimed to be his unofficial policy on buying any of his strong-willed countrymen: ‘If you’ve got three Scots in your side you’ve got a chance of winning something. If you’ve got any more, you’re in trouble.’

Shankly was captivated by Yeats in particular and expected that others would be too. When the 6ft 2in defender signed, Shankly was so impressed at his physique that he told journalists: ‘Go on, walk around him, he’s a colossus!’ He told them Yeats had once worked in an abattoir and killed a raging bull with his bare hands. It was bull all right – from Shankly – but Liverpool were buying quality at last and easily won the Second Division title in 1961–62. The revolution was underway.

In their first season back in the First Division they finished eighth, which might have pleased Shankly had it not been for the fact Everton won the championship. Later he would be memorably dismissive of the neighbours, although always with tongue in cheek: ‘When I’ve nothing better to do, I look down the league table to see how Everton are getting along.’

Emulating his city rivals was an early Shankly motivation. Ian Callaghan, Peter Thompson and Tommy Smith were added. The improvement continued. By 1963–64 they were First Division champions. Shankly was now a winner, and a one-of-a-kind talisman. On an end-of-season tour of America he steadfastly refused to acknowledge being in a different time zone, seeing that as a nonsense and an affront to Britain. He was appalled when the locals did not recognise his Liverpool FC club crest. He had a distrust of foreigners, which some felt inhibited his interest in doing well in the European tournaments. Even so, in the following season’s European Cup they reached the semi-finals to be eliminated by Inter Milan. In the league they dipped to seventh.

Liverpool had never won the FA Cup. In 1965 Shankly delivered it for them. The cup final victory over Leeds United showed the level of commitment he was able to draw out of his players. Gerry Byrne went down under a heavy tackle in the third minute and broke his collar bone. Substitutions had not yet been introduced to football so Byrne had to continue. He even set up Roger Hunt’s opening goal. Although Leeds equalised, St John scored in the second period of extra-time for a famous win. Shankly claimed that half a million people gathered in Liverpool to welcome the team home from Wembley. It was the period when Shankly and the Kop fell in love with each other, not to mention Shankly and the media. He was the biggest managerial personality around until Clough followed suit.

They had qualified for the 1966 European Cup Winners’ Cup and defeated Juventus, Standard Liège, Honved and Celtic on the way to a final against Borussia Dortmund. Shankly was beside himself with excitement: the final was being played at Hampden Park. To win a European trophy in Scotland would have meant everything.

Before the match he was nervous as he met friends and members of his family who had travelled up from Ayrshire for the game. This time he did not want to let down just the Liverpool fans but all of the Scots in the crowd who were supporting the team because of him. What might have been arguably the greatest moment of his Liverpool career never materialised. Dortmund were gifted two easy goals, which gave them a deserved 2–1 victory. Over the following couple of years his two great friends, Stein and Busby, enjoyed the European success which had just eluded him. Shankly travelled to Lisbon in an open show of support for Stein at the 1967 European Cup final. After Celtic’s win he burst into their dressing room, embraced Stein and shouted: ‘John, you’re immortal!’ The following year Busby won the same competition with Manchester United.

Liverpool were champions again in 1965–66. Although there was some criticism of him for being overly loyal and slow to refresh his tried-and-tested side, new faces did begin to emerge, notably Emlyn Hughes from Blackpool early in 1967. Ray Clemence took the goalkeeper’s jersey away from Tommy Lawrence and Larry Lloyd replaced Yeats in defence. Out of the reserve team, players like Brian Hall and Phil Boersma started to make an impression. John Toshack arrived from Cardiff City for £110,000 in November 1970. Steve Heighway began to make a stir on the wing. When he was unsuccessful in signing Celtic’s Lou Macari, Shankly told his players ‘Ach well, I only wanted him for the reserves.’ Still, Liverpool had been generally eclipsed by Leeds United.

Shankly’s ‘new’ side reached the FA Cup final of 1971 but came up against an Arsenal team which won to complete the double. Liverpool had booked an open-topped bus to tour the city the folllowing day, just in case they had won the cup. Rather than cancel it Shankly insisted they took part in the Sunday afternoon procession. Thousands turned up to cheer their beaten team, something which made a lasting impression on the players, just as Shankly hoped it would. As he stood on the balcony at the city chambers he took the microphone and in that growling, captivating voice he said: ‘At Wembley we lost the cup. I have always drummed it into my players that they are playing for you, the greatest public. If they did not believe it then, they will now by you all turning out today.’

Shankly knew he needed one last ingredient for his team to be great and he signed a young man from Scunthorpe United the week before that 1971 cup final: Kevin Keegan. When the new season began Keegan scored in front of the Kop within 12 minutes of his debut. The double act he went on to form with fellow striker Toshack became legendary. Liverpool missed out on the 1971–72 league title when they only drew with Arsenal in the final game of the season. They had a goal disallowed with five minutes left, which meant Clough’s Derby County pipped them to the championship. Shankly had not delivered a trophy for Liverpool in six years, but the fundamentals were right.

The following season was the best of his career. They narrowly won the league title with a goalless draw against Leicester City at Anfield on the final day of the season. He used only 14 players during the entire campaign. There was European glory too. Liverpool made the UEFA Cup final after wins over Eintracht Frankfurt, AEK Athens, Dynamo Berlin, Dynamo Dresden and Tottenham.

West German football was on a high in the early 1970s and a two-legged final against Borussia Monchengladbach was a formidable proposition. Borussia had Berti Vogts, Gunter Netzer, Rainer Bonhof and Jupp Heynckes who would all go on to be World Cup winners with their country the following year. Liverpool won 3–0 at Anfield, enough to see them win the trophy despite being outplayed and losing the second leg by two goals. Shankly was a European trophy winner at last.

Despite the victory some tentative questions were being asked as to whether Shankly, after 14 years in charge, was still up to the task of leading Liverpool for much longer. Early in 1974 chairman John Smith issued a statement stating that he could stay as manager for as long as he liked. That appeared to be the end of the speculation over his future. In 1973–74 Liverpool finished second in the league and beat Newcastle United 3–0 to win another FA Cup. In the civic reception to honour the team he came out with another great Shankly one-liner. As he looked at the tens of thousands of fans around St George’s Hall, he said: ‘Chairman Mao has never seen a greater show of red strength than today.’

And then came his bombshell. No newspaper got an exclusive on the story, no player had an inkling of what was to come. On 12 July 1974, Liverpool called a press conference. The journalists did not know what chairman Smith was about to say: ‘It is with great regret that I as chairman of Liverpool Football Club have to inform you that Mr Shankly has intimated that he wishes to retire from active participation in league football. And the board has with extreme reluctance accepted his decision.’

The news rocked Merseyside and beyond. The fans who trusted him, had faith in him and looked up to him were stunned and distraught. Supporters jammed the Anfield switchboard with telephone calls, pleading for reassurances that the news was untrue. Shankly revealed that at the age of 60, and after 43 years in the game, he wanted a break. At the time he felt tired, perhaps weary even of having to ‘perform’ by living up to his image as a great orator and wag. In an emotional press conference he said: ‘My wife thought at one time that I would not finish until the coffin came in the house but I think maybe I will have years now before the coffin arrives. I’m not saying the game would kill you, but being a manager is often like steering a ship through a minefield.’

Shankly promised to continue to live on Merseyside and to continue coming to games as a fan, maybe even to return to football in some other role in the future, although definitely not as manager of Liverpool. He had regretted not giving more time to his family. He admitted that his wife, Nessie, had had to put up with long periods on her own as he travelled the country with the team or on scouting missions. It was time to make things up to her. During that stressful period he appeared not to have lost his sense of humour, at least in public. When Adidas wanted to award him a Golden Boot for his contribution to football they asked him his size: ‘If it’s in gold, then I’m a 28.’

Strangely, having announced his retirement, he agreed to lead out the Liverpool team for the Charity Shield at Wembley and was also in the dugout for a testimonial match played for Celtic captain Billy McNeill at Parkhead. He even took the first day of pre-season training three days after retiring because no new manager had been appointed. Because retiring had been in his mind for over a year he had planned to recommend Paisley. If the Liverpool board decided to look externally for his successor Shankly’s choice was Jack Charlton.

The club went with Paisley, the man who had tried to talk Shankly out of retiring in the first place. That proved to be an inspired appointment but, unfortunately for Paisley, retirement and Shankly did not mix. He couldn’t get Liverpool out of his system and used to turn up to watch their training sessions at Melwood. Unintentionally, he was doing Paisley no favours. Even the players called Shankly ‘boss’ while Paisley was ‘Bob’. Eventually the club informed him that it would be better if he stopped showing up at Melwood. It was one of several little moves which, unthinkably, drove a wedge between Shankly and Liverpool. He was not the type to ask for favours or turn up where he felt unwanted. When the new season began he spent his first Saturday as a retired manager watching Everton play Derby County: movingly, Goodison Park gave him warm and sustained applause.

There was talk of giving him the role of general manager or a place on the Liverpool board, just like Busby had been given at Manchester United. Neither offer materialised. As the months rolled on unsatisfactorily Shankly came to the conclusion that he was not being given the respect he deserved. There was a train of thought that he had made a major misjudgement and had regretted handing in his notice only hours after doing so. Because he was such a proud man he felt he could not go back on his decision. Liverpool did give him a testimonial match but he gradually felt marginalised and excluded.

In December 1976, he turned down an offer to be general manager at Derby and then had a short informal spell advising Wrexham. He helped John King at Tranmere Rovers and was actively encouraged by Everton manager Howard Kendall to come to their training ground. Kendall knew he still had a lot to offer football.

Shankly had always been a fitness fanatic. Although he still played five-a-side football and looked good for his age at 68, eight years after he retired he was taken into hospital following a heart attack in September 1981. Although financially able to do so, he did not opt for private treatment. That would have been against his socialist principles. He was treated in an ordinary ward of Liverpool’s Broadgreen Hospital. But then, on 29 September 1981, he was gone. A second heart attack proved fatal.

News of his death brought Liverpool to a standstill. Even the Labour Party conference held a minute’s silence for the lifelong socialist. Busby, his longtime friend and confidant, was too upset to give an initial reaction to his death. Shankly was cremated and his ashes buried at the Anfield Crematorium. A memorial service at Liverpool Cathedral saw tens of thousands of people line the streets to honour ‘Shanks’. Keegan, Paisley and Tom Finney – Shankly’s favourite player – spoke during an emotional service which was concluded by Gerry Marsden singing the Liverpool anthem, ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’.

The famous Shankly gates were erected at Anfield soon after on his wife Nessie’s wishes. She wanted a tribute which was accessible for his people. In December 1997 a bronze statue of Shankly, complete with Liverpool scarf around the neck, was erected outside the stadium. The pose, chosen by Liverpool artist Tom Murphy, depicted a moment in 1973 when Shankly and his team were parading the league championship trophy in front of the Kop. A young supporter tossed his scarf onto the pitch in front of Shankly and an over-eager policeman kicked it away. He was admonished by the great man. ‘It’s only a scarf to you, but it’s somebody’s life.’ Shankly picked up the scarf and wrapped it around his neck.

He was not remembered fondly only by Liverpool. When Preston North End rebuilt their ground in 1998 they renamed one stand the Bill Shankly Kop. It was designed with different coloured seats that created an image of his face. On 18 December 1999, a parade of legends gathered at Anfield to mark the 40th anniversary of the day Shankly walked in as manager for the first time. They were all there, Keegan, St John, Yeats, Smith and many more. Nearly all of the 1965 and 1974 FA Cup winning teams paraded on the pitch, where they stood in silence as two bagpipers played ‘Amazing Grace’. Then 12,000 on the Kop gently sang the name ‘Shankly’ to the tune as they held up a mosaic bearing his face and the Saltire.

For all the very public tributes to Shankly over the years perhaps the most poignant is an elegant granite monument back at Glenbuck. The words on the memorial, paid for by a Liverpool supporters’ club and Scottish Coal among others, read: ‘Seldom in the history of sport can a village the size of Glenbuck have produced so many who reached the pinnacle of achievement in their chosen sport. This monument is dedicated to their memory and to the memory of one man in particular, Bill Shankly. The Legend. The Genius. The Man.’

Tommy Smith was one of Shankly’s first signings at Liverpool. Shankly once said of him: ‘Tommy Smith wasn’t born, he was quarried’, although when Smith turned up for training one day with a bandaged knee Shankly snapped: ‘Take that poof bandage off, and what do you mean you’ve hurt your knee? It’s Liverpool’s knee.’ Under Shankly the teak-tough defender won two league championships, two FA Cups and one UEFA Cup.

‘Liverpool would not be the football club it is today if it had not been for Bill Shankly. He transformed its fortunes and made the careers of many players, including me. I first came across him when I went with my mum Margaret up to Anfield as a 15-year-old to sign for the club on 19 May 1960.

‘It was a dream come true. I had gone to Cardinal Godfrey High School in Liverpool and had idolised Billy Liddell. To be honest, I was more excited about meeting him at that stage than I ever was about meeting Shanks. I ended up playing alongside Billy in the reserves as I was a centre-forward back then and it was one of the biggest thrills of my life.

‘I went onto the ground staff, which turned out to be a blessing in disguise for the simple reason that out of the nine of us, five were from Scotland. That meant that when I broke through into the first team and worked with Shanks every day I had no problem picking up his quick Scottish accent because I had heard similar ones among my mates on the ground staff.

‘Shanks was a private man who you never really got to know. Probably the only time I was at his house was when I was on the ground staff. Not because he had invited all of us round, but because he absolutely hated doing his garden. It was his pet hate, so he got the boys on the ground staff to do it for him. In fact he hated it so much that years later, when I got married, I asked the club for a loan to buy a house and tidy up the garden. Shanks looked at me with disgust and said: “Son, I’ll give you the money to buy paving stones to put down over the grass and money to buy the paint to paint them green. You’re a footballer, son, not a gardener.”

‘I was well looked after at Liverpool and went from the C team to the B team to the reserves. I was in the reserves for a while. I thought I was doing okay and kept knocking on his door asking him when I would get my chance in the first team. I think he respected the fact I had the confidence to fight my corner, but my logic was that because I was playing well what better time to push myself forward for selection? You’re not going to do it if you’re playing badly, are you?

‘I finally wore him down. Shanks gave me my debut against Birmingham on 8 May 1963. I was as high as a kite and played my part in a 5–1 win. I may have just been 18 years old but thought I would get a good run in the side after that. The complete opposite happened. In the 1963–64 season, when Liverpool won the title, I never got a game. I spent my time in the reserves. He said he didn’t think I was ready for an extended run in the team, which I didn’t agree with. I felt he was doing it to show me who was boss. I was really angry because I was bigger than most of the other young boys at the club and knew I could cope in the first team. I got into an argument with Shanks, which I had no chance of winning.

‘ “Listen, son, I’m Bill Shankly and I take no shite from anybody!” he said as he ordered me out of the office. Through the years the phrase “I take no shite from anybody” was one I used a lot. “I was Tommy Smith. I played for Liverpool. I take no shite from anybody.” I became a regular in Shanks’s team in the 1964– 65 season. What a team we had! Players like Tommy Lawrence in goal, Ron Yeats in defence, Ian St John up front. I could go on. Shanks could certainly pick a player.

‘He was also an innovator. Tactically he was away ahead of others of his generation, although he didn’t go on and on about tactics all the time like some managers. A lot was made about England winning the World Cup in 1966 playing with an “innovative” 4–4–2 formation. What a lot of rubbish! Shanks was playing with that formation long before Alf Ramsey introduced it to England.

‘He also did his homework on players. He could tell us what wingers preferred to go down the line and which ones always came inside. He would pinpoint the best player in the opposition and tell us to watch him but would never ask us to man-mark whoever it was. He kept it simple. If he pushed up on the right, our left back would watch him. If he drifted inside our centre-backs would pick him up. If he moved to the left, our left-back would pick him up. By never man-marking players we never thought any of the opposition were terribly frightening. It took the pressure off us as we didn’t have to concentrate on anybody long enough to worry about them. As Shanks would say, he wanted the opposition to worry about us.

‘He would leave no stone unturned as he tried to bring success to Liverpool. Despite the fact I was a defender he got me to play with number ten on my back when we played foreign opposition to try and confuse them. It usually worked for a while until they twigged that there was no point man-marking the number ten because he never usually crossed the half-way line. Putting that little bit of self-doubt into foreign opposition always made Shanks smile.

‘Training-wise, he introduced techniques that helped improve my skills and fitness. Talking to some of the older guys when I first arrived at Liverpool, it seemed that all the players did in training before Shanks arrived was to run round the pitch or up and down the steps in the stand. He even brought boxers up to Anfield to talk to us about their training regimes so we could learn about the miles they put in every day and the hard graft they did between bouts. Out on the training ground, when there were fights between players Shanks would be delighted. He used to stand there and say “Look at them . . . imagine what they are going to be like on Saturday.”

‘If we won on Saturday we were off Sunday and Monday but if we had been beaten we were back in on the Monday for training. You could gauge how angry Shanks had been with our performance from whether or not he joined us in the sauna after the Monday training session. Now I don’t think many managers, if any, would follow their players into the sauna, but Shanks knew he had a captive audience. Our hearts used to sink when he used to jump in and started laying into whatever poor soul was in there at the time. Woe betide you if you left the sauna early before he had finished shouting you out.

‘We used to take his criticism on the chin and on a personal level me and him got on pretty well, to the extent he gave me the captaincy in 1970 when he was rebuilding the side and Ron Yeats was about to leave for Tranmere Rovers. When I took over he told the press I wasn’t “born”, I was “quarried”, not because I was big but because he thought I was gobby and my mouth was as big as a quarry.

‘It was no secret at Liverpool that I never got on with Emlyn Hughes and it was when Shanks gave the captaincy to him ahead of me that we fell out a bit. Shanks called me and said Hughes wanted the captaincy off me and if he didn’t get it he was leaving the club. He felt it was worth giving in to him and he made him on-field captain but he tried to keep me sweet by making me club captain.

‘It didn’t really work and I remember we were playing against Arsenal and I wasn’t picked so I packed my bag and headed out of the stadium. Shanks followed me out and said he would have done the same thing himself, which took a bit of the sting out of the moment. You always knew where you stood with him, even when I lost the captaincy. He never let things fester. He confronted things head on and you respected him for it.

‘The long-standing joke between the pair of us through all my years at Liverpool was the fact that Alf Ramsey only picked me once for England. Just the bloody once! I used to get really upset about that and whenever the latest squad came out Shanks used to come up to me and put his arm round me. “I see he’s done it again, son. I canna’ believe he hasn’t picked you. But don’t worry about it, son. What does Alf Ramsey know? He’s only won one cup.” The fact that the one cup was the World Cup didn’t bother Shanks. He saw one of his boys a bit down and wanted to encourage him. That was the great thing about Shankly. He was always on your side.’

 

Sir Alex Ferguson

‘If God came alongside him, Fergie would tell him what he thought of him.’

Everyone always says that Sir Alex Ferguson is behind his desk at Manchester United’s training ground at the crack of dawn. Everyone always says he prides himself on his punctuality. He’s never late for a meeting. Well, he was this time. A four-hour drive from Scotland, an overnight stay in a Manchester hotel and an early rise to beat the rush-hour traffic: all to be in Carrington in plenty of time for the scheduled 9 a.m. interview with Fergie. And he was nowhere to be seen. His car wasn’t even in the car park.

Eventually his secretary confirmed that he was running late. A few minutes later this was extended to ‘He’s phoned to say he’ll be a while yet’ and eventually, ‘You might as well go away and come back around 11 o’clock.’ Two hours later than arranged, in other words. From the point of view of the interview this was good, an obvious icebreaker. Fergie would feel bad about having kept a fellow Scot waiting after coming down to see him. It might soften him a little; increase the likelihood of him opening up. Better quotes. It was a nice idea.

What actually happened was this: Ferguson suddenly burst in, made a beeline for this author, offered the firmest of handshakes, sat down, clapped his hands together and said ‘Right, fire away!’ No apology, no small talk, no ‘How was the trip down?’ Would he have some time for the photographer after the interview? ‘Naw. He can fire away as we’re talking.’

Much later, on the cusp of another question being blurted out, he abruptly clapped his hands together again and stood up. Interview over. No negotiation, no checking of the watch, no fourth official holding up a board saying three minutes left, just an abrupt final whistle. Ferguson quickly said ‘Well done’ (a phrase he has a habit of using at the end of an interview) and then managed the tiniest morsel of chit-chat: ‘You driving back up the road just now? That’s good. Right, cheerio.’

Brusque, unapologetic, unconcerned, and now disappearing behind a door which was closing firmly behind him. Gone. There hadn’t even been an opportunity to reminisce about the first time we’d met, when the author was one of a coachload of schoolboys taken to visit Pittodrie and Ferguson had stood at the bus door and patted each of us on the back and thanked us for coming. It had been only 20 years earlier. He was bound to remember. And the interview itself? Lengthy, wide-ranging, opinionated, funny and rewarding. A joy from start to finish. The entire episode had been in turn unnerving, fascinating and compelling, like Ferguson himself. And the photographer got a lovely picture of him, laughing.

Where do you start with Sir Alex Ferguson? This epic personality, a footballing Ali or Churchill, has had around 20 books written about him, including hagiographies, hatchet jobs and his own compelling autobiographies. He’s never off the back pages. Television laps him up. There have been documentaries and DVDs. Because everyone in the land knows about Ferguson the vast majority – who don’t watch his football and recognise only the caricature of a purple-faced touchline Taggart – assume that everything his wonderful teams have achieved has been down to a hard bastard from Glasgow shouting and bawling at them from the dugout. Furious, angry, raging Fergie: putting the fear of God into his players until they’re too scared to come back to the dressing room unless they’ve won. Well, yes, that’s part of it. There’s no denying the man’s intimidating temper and ruthless competitiveness.

‘Fergie’s strong,’ said Sandy Busby, son of the great Sir Matt, ‘If God came alongside him, Fergie would tell him what he thought of him.’ But football management has seen plenty of bullying sergeant-majors come and go without leaving a trace. Ferguson has become the greatest manager Britain has ever produced – with a strong claim to be the most exceptional the game has ever seen – because of an unprecedented range of qualities, influences and characteristics. He is an extraordinary individual who just happens to be a football manager.

Romantic eulogies to a Govan childhood and the shipyards might account for his hard, unflinching temperament, but they don’t begin to explain his football instincts, man-management and cunning. Who put it into his head to motivate East Stirlingshire players by telling them the local press was against them in 1974? What inspired him to go around Paisley in a van with a loudhailer, like a politician at election time, encouraging St Mirren fans to turn out? Or to keep records of how many times the leading Glasgow-based journalists travelled to Aberdeen to watch his team? These are all hackneyed Ferguson stories by now, but what’s interesting is that he had never worked under a manager who had done any of this. They were all inspired, brilliant stunts. He thought them up.

And then there is the longevity. He has been around forever. Every book on him is quickly rendered out of date by some fresh accumulation of silverware. By the end of the 2011 season he had won 35 major trophies: 25 with United (including 12 league titles and two European Cups) and ten with Aberdeen (including three league titles and the European Cup Winners’ Cup). People respond to his teams: every club he has managed has experienced huge increases in attendances. United’s average crowds were 46,000 the season before Ferguson; now they fill 76,000 every week. His consistency means United’s status as a superpower has been taken for granted. It is down to him. In the mid-1980s they could have slipped away to become another Newcastle United or Leeds United. Even then, when they had gone 20 years without winning the league, he correctly judged that they could be far, far bigger than their financial turnover or attendances suggested.

‘When I think back to when I was in cahoots with him in the 1980s and was talking to him all the time, one of the things that struck me was the enormity of his vision for Manchester United,’ said Mark McGhee, who was close to Ferguson for several years after playing for him at Aberdeen, ‘He spoke of wanting the capacity to be 75,000. Now this was at a time when gates were struggling a wee bit and the capacity would have been about 50,000. He had this much bigger vision of the club being global. Man United has turned out to be the perfect job for him. He needed something as big as that in order to be a vehicle for the size of his vision. He wanted a job that could enable him to make a club the biggest club in the world. Manchester United was able to give him that.’

Who else might Ferguson have worked for? He seems inextricable from the red, white and black, but Sheffield United, Wolves, Rangers, Arsenal and Tottenham (whom he came very close to joining in 1984) all made offers when he was at Aberdeen. There was interest from Barcelona and Inter Milan. After he joined United there were offers from Real Madrid, Inter Milan, Barcelona, Monaco and the Republic of Ireland, and he was sounded out by England more than once. The latter would have had no appeal to him beyond its use as a bargaining tool to lever a more appropriate salary out of United. Ferguson has always adopted loud, almost comedic displays of his patriotism around United and in front of the English media.

‘They [his fellow players] call him my dad or grandad,’ said United’s Scottish midfielder, Darren Fletcher, ‘He is just one of those guys who are very patriotic about Scotland. Any Scottish team, any Scottish sportsman. It puts a lot of pressure on me, actually, all these little side bets he puts on during international week. There’s nothing like going off to play France with the manager shouting ‘ “If you lose, don’t come back!” ’ Ferguson makes insulting remarks about the English media – in front of them, and with next to nothing coming back at him – when Scottish reporters arrive to cover a United game against Rangers or Celtic in the Champions League. When United’s European ambitions were hampered by UEFA’s 1990s insistence that a club must play eight home-based players in European and UEFA Cup ties, he said: ‘I never thought I’d see the day when I’d say we needed more Englishmen in our squad.’

Scotland has been proud of Ferguson at United, but essentially he has been committed only to a red crusade. He has done things his way and held English football by the scruff of the neck for two decades. There is that iconic quote about arriving to unseat the dominant club in the land – ‘My greatest challenge was knocking Liverpool right off their fucking perch . . . and you can print that’ – but that was said in 2002 and the job was already done by then. More revealing of his steely self-belief was a remark at the beginning of his second full season: ‘This isn’t just a job to me, it’s a mission. I am deadly serious about it. We will get there. Believe me. And when it happens, life will change for Liverpool and everybody else. Dramatically.’

It did. Ferguson was still in his 40s the last time Liverpool won a title. The greatest achievement of all was to slowly rewrite football history and become the fourth man on a podium which only had room for three. The Holy Trinity of Scottish management used to be Busby, Bill Shankly and Jock Stein. Now he stands above them all. ‘He’s virtually the shop steward down here,’ said his rival and friend David Moyes. ‘He’s the man. Not just for Scottish managers, but any of them.’

Trying to copy Ferguson would be of limited value to a younger manager. He was born with natural assets which cannot be imitated. He was blessed with an analytical and incisive mind, a restless intellectual curiosity and an exceptional memory for facts, faces, telephone numbers and, crucially, the minutiae of how moves unfold during a passage of football. No dulling of the brain, no forgetfulness, crept in as he approached 70. He can still discuss the seductive tribalism of English football – Geordies, Yorkshiremen, Scousers, Mancs, the Midlanders, Southerners – and sound like an enthusiastic youth. And then there’s Europe.

‘That tribalism forces you to do well in the Premier League but the real excitement comes in European games. The Wednesday night atmosphere when you maybe go to Madrid or Barcelona and you can smell the cigars and there’s perfume in the stands. It’s wonderful, it’s different. I love it. You go to Milan and everyone’s so stylish. Every woman who passes you by is Miss World.’

He is seen by some as unyielding and ‘old school’ but if there was nothing more to him than that he would have been redundant in modern management years ago. His open-mindedness and ability to adapt to the enormous sea changes in football over nearly four decades have ensured his astonishing longevity, his continued relevance, and his success. When Ferguson was first appointed as a manager, in 1974, Don Revie was still in charge of Leeds United, Harold Wilson was Prime Minister and Richard Nixon was in the White House.

An explosive temper was bound to become the most recognisable element of his autocratic personality. For much of his career he ruled by fear, although that aspect diminished as he became successful at Manchester United and was able to control young, multi-millionaire footballers through more sophisticated techniques. Ferguson’s qualities are legendary: hardness, aggression, a confrontational nature, ferocious competitiveness, insatiable desire, ambition and a relentless work-rate. Some have affectionately referred to him as ‘Furious’ since the late 1970s. After his visit to the palace in 1999 he became ‘Sir Furious’. Search the internet for the words ‘Fergie’ and ‘hairdryer’ and headlines will pop up along the lines of ‘Fergie turns hairdyer on FA’ or ‘Wenger gets Fergie hairdryer treatment’ or ‘Man City get the Fergie hairdryer’. Anyone who has played under him would snort at such nonsense. Those headlines allude to impossible stories. The ‘hairdryer’ has never been experienced by a rival manager, a governing body, or another club.

Some newspaper headline-writers make the mistake of using the word as shorthand for any show of anger from Ferguson. The real thing was always much more terrifying, stressful, personal, unpleasant and humiliating than that. A few journalists have been on the receiving end of it over the years but by and large it has been reserved for those who served under him at East Stirlingshire, St Mirren, Aberdeen and Manchester United. A memorable account was given by Colin Gibson, who became the scapegoat after United lost 4–0 to Tottenham.

‘ “Where the fuck is Gibson? Where is that little cunt?” That’s the welcome I got when I got into the dressing room. Then he just fixed his eyes on me and started saying “You think you can play for England, do you? You wouldn’t get picked to play for England’s women’s hockey team!” He was trying to humiliate me in front of my team-mates.’

Ferguson had been at United for only six months at the time. The club didn’t know what had hit it. He confronts those who have challenged or angered him in a literal, physical way. He moves across the room until he is right in their face. His nose is two or three inches from theirs, the chin up, the shoulders back. The body language is aggressive and unflinching. His eyes fix on to theirs like a bird of prey locking on to a field mouse. Now that he has them pinned he is in position to let rip with his remorseless, expletive-driven barrage of criticism, abuse and intimidation. He might openly question their ability or even their future at his club. He is so red and angry and close that the player can feel his breath. Tiny flecks of Fergie saliva might spray from him during the ordeal. All of this usually goes on against a dressing-room wall in clear view and hearing – naturally he unloads at full volume – of the hapless player’s silent team-mates. They avoid eye contact. They shift uneasily in their seats. They are sorry for their mate but they’re just glad it’s someone else’s turn this time. He does it as soon as possible so that it’s out of the way, especially at half-time when every minute is precious. For the poor sod on the receiving end it seems to last a lifetime. Mark Hughes was the one who experienced the up-close heat, noise and intensity of an uninterrupted Ferguson blast and realised that it felt as though his hair had been blown back. Hence he coined the phrase ‘the hairdyer’, although not until after he had left Manchester United. ‘He would stand nose-to-nose with you and just shout and bawl, and you would end up with your hair behind your head,’ said Hughes.

Ferguson takes any mention of it with a sort of gently amused exasperation. He once consulted United’s lawyers to see if he could sue for defamation when a newspaper wrote that he used to go behind a stand to practice screaming. Generally he accepts that there’s no smoke without fire. It is accepted that some of his rants were for effect rather than born out of genuine anger. It’s all part of the ‘Furious Fergie’ persona, and just as horrifying for the unsuspecting victim. In his time he has kicked football boots at his players in the dressing room and hurled a tray of tea cups towards them after hurting his hand when he smacked a tea urn. It is misleading to see these histrionics as part of his weekly repertoire, even though that is often the impression given in the media. Twenty-two years passed between him throwing tea cups towards Gordon Strachan and kicking a boot towards David Beckham.

‘He could be a frightening character,’ said Strachan, ‘It was almost a test of character when he had a go at you. He wanted to know if you had enough bottle to stand up to him . . . and that would prove that you had the same bottle to help you succeed on the park. Fergie’s thing was anger. He works on anger. You look at the year when he decided to pack it in at the end of the season [2001–02]. There wasn’t a fire in that United team because there was a bit of magic missing from the man at the top, that real drive and determination was missing for a while.’

That was a commonly held view at the time and the speculation was not lost on Ferguson himself. ‘The critics were saying I’d lost my hunger and desire,’ he said later, ‘You bet that hurt. I’d never had my desire questioned before. That’s what really wound me up.’ It was inevitable that he would take any criticism of his focus and professionalism as a personal affront. Bobby McCulley, who played under him at East Stirlingshire, said: ‘He owned a pub in Glasgow called Shaw’s Bar and I used to go in after he’d moved to St Mirren. I’d find Fergie inside playing dominoes with all the old men, slamming his pieces down, deadly serious, trying to win.’ The veteran journalist Glenn Gibbons has long been used to receiving unexpected telephone calls from Ferguson seeking an answer on some piece of trivia. A film title, perhaps, or the name of a singer. Doubtless he was in a quiz or had made a wager. ‘Alex’s competitiveness is legendary and it’s so comprehensive: it’s physical, it’s cerebral, it’s everything,’ said Gibbons. ‘Anything he does has to be fully committed. I don’t know how he finds the time in the day. He always says decisiveness is the most important part of the job. You have to be decisive, even if you get some wrong. His whole career is littered with big decisions that he got mainly right.’

Physically Ferguson has always had the resilience and stamina to put the hours in. He has rarely been ill and can operate at optimum levels after only four or five hours’ sleep. It nourishes him to be up at 6 a.m. and, usually, at his desk by 7.15. He was treated for a heart condition late in 2003 and had a pacemaker fitted a few months later. It was barely mentioned again. He is of pensionable age and a grandfather several times over, yet there is no sense of physical frailty about him. The ‘stress’ of managing Manchester United seems to energise him like a mobile plugged into its charger. ‘I’ve been blowing up since I was five years old,’ he has said, ‘Probably it helps that I’m able to get rid of pressure by losing my temper. And once I’ve lost it, I don’t usually think much about the issue afterwards. I can put the problem out of my mind and life is wonderful again.’

His friend and biographer, Hugh McIlvanney, says Ferguson’s energy has always seemed remarkable. ‘One of the things about Alex that isn’t always emphasised sufficiently is the bestial energy he has brought to his work. The energy and drive and stamina have been phenomenal throughout his career. He hasn’t just been relentless in bursts. He’s been relentlessly relentless. When he was working on his autobiography Alex wrote 250,000 words on foolscap as a basis for the text I produced. On the day United won the Champions League final in Barcelona in 1999 he phoned me and said: “I’m just sitting here on the balcony writing about some stuff we should cover in the book.” I said: “Alex, haven’t you got other matters you should be attending to?” He said, “Ach well, I had a wee bit of time and thought I’d make use of it.” Now that could be regarded as slightly unusual behaviour.’

Although he has been consistently competitive and uncompromising, Ferguson is generally an unpredictable individual. When one of his dark moods seems inevitable, he can turn out to be unnaturally chirpy. He often goes around singing to himself. When a result would suggest he should be sunny, he will emerge in a thunderous mood. He cannot be second-guessed. The banter and craic around a football club stimulates him and can bring out the devilment. One seasoned Ferguson watcher said: ‘People wouldn’t understand this but he has them in stitches. He’s hilarious with these young lads. Some young lad will pass him at Carrington [United’s training ground] and say “hello gaffer” and Alex will say to anyone nearby “What about this boy, have you ever seen an uglier boy than this?” And the boy will be killing himself laughing. It’s daft stuff, really, but can you imagine how those boys feel when Alex talks to them? It’s the man himself!’

Interestingly there has been no consistency – either in temperament, attitude, background or even nationality – in the men Ferguson has picked to be his assistants over the years: Ricky McFarlane, Pat Stanton, Archie Knox (twice), Willie Garner, Brian Kidd, Steve McClaren, Carlos Queiroz (twice), Walter Smith and Mike Phelan. During his decades in the spotlight Ferguson has often been invited to analyse his own qualities. ‘The one thing I always felt I had when I was young is that I was always prepared to be decisive. Whether or not that was in instinct or impulsiveness, I had it in me to do that. I was a wee bit bossy when I was younger. I’m not saying this as a promotion of myself, but you get some guys who stand out in that way. It’s just a characteristic thing about me: being decisive and go-ahead, at times even aggressive. I’ve always been like that, never changed. That aggression is a Glaswegian thing, especially with guys of my generation. I meet guys throughout the world and hear the Scottish accent and I say “Where are you from?” and they’re “I’m frae Glasgow”. It’s amazing how many are out there. They go out there because they have the determination to do well.’

Ferguson still controls, dominates and scares people. His own players, other managers, governing bodies, referees and especially journalists are wary of him. Age has not lessened the sense of menace he gives off. There are countless witnesses to the more rounded, warmer aspects of his complex personality. He is a natural raconteur and a high IQ ensures that he can be lively, easy company, knowledgeable on a variety of subjects and full of laughter. It is significant that the less appealing aspects of his nature express themselves only within football. There are no tales of him being rude, disrespectful or arrogant with members of the public. On the contrary, he is at ease with people and social conversation flows naturally. He can be friendly and charming. He is capable of showing great compassion and humanity. His time and energy are kindly given to charities, or to attend funerals for distant friends or associates, or to telephone another manager, or even occasionally a reporter, who has lost his job. There have been many little personal gestures, unreported, which speak volumes for the man. Youth and other initiatives in Manchester, Glasgow and elsewhere have benefited hugely from his public patronage.

Sandy Busby still recalls with great gratitude something that happened a few months after Sir Matt had passed away: ‘The first Christmas after my dad died, my sister and I got a bunch of flowers, each. They arrived from the club, but we knew that would have been down to Fergie.’ He has been an enthusiastic champion of the League Managers Association and a comforting voice on the end of a telephone for struggling managers or even successful ones in need of advice.

‘This is a business,’ said David Moyes. ‘If you’re from Glasgow you have to stand on your own two feet. But I’ve been to see him a few times about jobs I’ve been offered. I remember him phoning me and saying I should sell a player. It was good advice he was trying to give. He was trying to help. He wants to see people who are hungry and driven to succeed in the same way he was. He has to be admired but, make no mistake, he’s as tough as he’s ever been. He wouldn’t give you a result in a million years.’

A Scottish accent may help, but Ferguson does not discriminate when it comes to offering help to fellow managers. ‘There’s no doubt it’s an advantage to have Fergie’s ear,’ said Alex McLeish, who has followed him from Aberdeen into top flight management in England, ‘But I think a lot of English managers are very close to Fergie too. He has been mentor to loads of young managers. It’s amazing how generous he is with his time.’ That is the lesser-known Ferguson.

On the other hand, the extreme significance he attaches to personal loyalty means he will cut people dead if he feels they have crossed him. He doesn’t so much carry a grudge as absorb it into his marrow. When he discards someone it is as though he is a jockey or a boxer shedding unwanted fat. Some snubs or setbacks fuelled his ambition. He felt victimised towards the end of his time as a Rangers player and left the club in sour circumstances: ‘The feeling of rejection and failure when I was discarded by Rangers was a real bad one. Yet, out of that adversity, I found a sense of determination that has shaped my life. I made up my mind then that I would never give in.’ Years after being dismissed as the manager of St Mirren he said: ‘I felt degraded by being sacked. After all I’d done for them I was obsessed with getting back at them. I wanted to humiliate them the way they had me.’ Curiously, as a member of the heroic quartet with Busby, Shankly and Stein and arguably the greatest of them all, he is the only one to have experienced being sacked.

The list of individuals whose previously close relationship with Ferguson became strained or irreparably damaged is long and contains a high percentage of his former assistant managers (McFarlane, Garner, Kidd and Knox) as well as players who served under him such as Strachan, McGhee, Jim Leighton, Neil Webb, Paul Ince, Jaap Stam, Beckham, Roy Keane and Ruud van Nistelrooy. Being dropped by Ferguson for the 1990 FA Cup final replay was incredibly wounding for Leighton, who had been playing under him for club and country since 1978. ‘There is not a hope in hell of that friendship ever being revived,’ Leighton said later, ‘I have promised myself that I will never again speak to him. I cannot find it in my heart to forgive him.’ Yet it had been purely a football decision and many would see it as a textbook example of the sort of clinical, unsentimental act which has been part of Ferguson’s managerial genius. He later explained it in a way which revealed much about his ability to sense the right course of action and pursue it, whatever the price. ‘It was an animal instinct, nothing else. You smell danger and that depth of feeling burns inside you and tells you precisely the next move. Believe me, it really hurt. My conscience is absolutely clear.’

The ‘danger’ he could smell was losing the replay. Instead United won it without Leighton and Ferguson had his first trophy at the club after three and a half uncomfortable years. He lost a friendship but probably saved his own job. And in the final reckoning his loyalty was to United. McGhee returned to speaking terms with Ferguson but a previously long, close relationship hit the buffers when McGhee was manager of Wolves. Ferguson had recommended him to the club – his own son, Darren, was a player there at the time – but it had not worked out. Suddenly the telephone calls from Manchester were at an end. McGhee never quite understood why, but he knew Ferguson well enough to roll with the punches. ‘People often talked to me about the fact our relationship was suddenly at an end. They said to me “Phone him” but I said no, because I knew him too well. That’s not how he works or how he thinks. He doesn’t take the huff with you. It’s just that that relationship is at an end, for whatever reason. And that’s permanent. It was with me. We do speak, but I don’t have a relationship with him. I used to speak to him about once every three weeks. The end of our relationship was my loss. I don’t have any hang-ups about it. I was grateful for the help he gave me at the beginning of my career. For whatever reason he made a decision that I was no longer a member of his privy council and because I knew him well enough I knew there was no fucking point phoning him up. So I just took it on the chin and tried to go and be successful anyway. I have phoned him a couple of times, so I don’t have a problem. But I wasn’t phoning to say “What have I done to upset you?” ’

Strachan has described him as a ‘complex’ character. ‘Even the people who get close to him will never really know him. They never get the chance. Players certainly don’t get inside his head. He’ll mingle with them one day, and then the next he won’t say a word.’ Journalists recognise that description. Reporters or entire newspapers are routinely banned from his press conferences. His interviews and briefings can be the best in the business. The media hangs on his every word, not just because of who he is but what he says. His opinions and analysis are perceptive, stimulating and original, even if they come unfailingly from a United perspective. He said United’s fortress of a training ground at Carrington was good because ‘It keeps those fuckers from the media out’. He has often closed a press conference with the parting shot: ‘Away and write your shite!’ When he was once asked if he would fly over to attend a World Cup he replied: ‘None of your business. Do I ask if you’re still going to those fucking gay clubs?’

In 2004 he stopped speaking to the BBC after a documentary investigated the relationship between United and his agent son, Jason. No wrongdoing was found and Ferguson has always insisted he was owed an apology by the BBC. ‘People think there are degrees of loyalty,’ he has said, ‘There are no degrees of loyalty. If someone lets me down once, there’s no way back.’ Ironically, Jason has worked as an agent and in the media, two professions his father largely distrusts. ‘It’s not easy negotiating with agents,’ he once said, ‘Because every one of their players is the best in the world. So you have to go through all this shit before you have a sensible discussion.’

Ferguson was born in his grandparents’ council house in Drumoyne, Glasgow, on Hogmanay, 1941. Famously, he was chiselled into shape by the vibrant, noisy shipbuilding community of Govan, close to Ibrox stadium and the giant cranes beside the River Clyde. His father, also Alex, was a shipwright in the yards. He was an intelligent, impressive figure of quiet authority, but demanding, occasionally fiery, not easily impressed and intolerant of weakness. He was a Protestant who married a Catholic, Liz; an energetic, determined, strong woman. Ferguson’s father worked a lot of overtime and both parents lived carefully, so the family was relatively comfortable. There was no car, television or telephone, but they had an inside toilet and as an unusually small family – there was only one other sibling, Martin – they lived in two rooms, with a third rented to another family.

Ferguson does not regard himself as having been raised in poverty. ‘Growing up in Govan at that time, it was a real hub. I grew up opposite Harland and Wolff [shipbuilders] so I had to live through the noise of the night shift workers banging around. The hammers going all night. You didn’t have a lot but I never call it poverty, because I don’t think it was poverty. You always had your meals, you never missed school, and you were always clean and tidy. We didn’t have a bathroom but we did have a big zinc bath and you’d have your bath once a week and be scrubbed clean. It was a great upbringing.’ The appreciation of his roots is palpable. He is still in touch with pals from primary school.

Although his father was chairman of the local Celtic Supporters’ Club branch Ferguson’s independent streak was quickly revealed and he chose Rangers. Mostly his free time was spent playing football himself. ‘All we ever did was play football. Every day, all the time. We grew up in tenements so we spent all our time outside. Our mothers would say “Get out there and get some fresh air” so you were always out the back fighting with the gangs up the road and playing football. That was your life. Nowadays I’m in a 20–storey hotel and I look down and go “Oh for fuck’s sake!” but when you’re young nothing worries you.’

He left school at sixteen and began a five-year apprenticeship as a toolmaker, not in the Govan shipyards but four miles away at Hillington. Immediately, he became active in the trades union movement, joining the Amalgamated Engineering Union and becoming a shop steward. He was prominent in two apprentices’ strikes. ‘In most cases, and particularly in my case, your political views are formed by your parents’ ideology or the way they want to see you brought up. My father was a strong Labour man and my mother was Labour too. I think my inner instinct is to be a socialist and a Labour man and no matter how much money I’ve got I will never change that.’ Both of his parents had been shop stewards too.

Later Ferguson became close to two Prime Ministers, Tony Blair and Gordon Brown. ‘I went to do a documentary of myself. I went to Glasgow and down to the shipyards. We went on to the deck of this ship and it was absolutely freezing. Honest to God, the wind was howling down the Clyde. It was just a young interviewer and he said “What do you think has shaped your character?” And I says “Do you feel that flipping wind?” Glasgow people are very down to earth. The things that make Glaswegians are the climate, and it was the tobacco, and then it became the shipbuilding. We were world famous. When they said “Clyde-built” they meant excellence.’

Ferguson qualified as a toolmaker aged 22 but eventually gave it up for a career as a footballer which began at Queen’s Park, St Johnstone and Dunfermline. His ability tends to be downplayed. He was a prominent player of his time and joined Rangers in 1967 for a fee, £65,000, which was a record between Scottish clubs at the time. His 29 months at the club he supported became demoralising but had lasting significance. The manager he respected and who had signed him, Scot Symon, was quickly replaced. Soon Ferguson was made a scapegoat for a heavy defeat to Celtic in the 1969 Scottish Cup final and felt it was held against him that his new wife, Cathy, was a Catholic. Rangers’ institutionalised sectarianism at the time was an open secret.

Ferguson’s career wound down at Falkirk and then Ayr United. He scored 222 goals in 432 career appearances. Curiously, none of his six clubs ever made him captain. He was a natural leader, a strong voice in the dressing room, and a barrack room lawyer. His intelligence, energy, unfulfilled ambition and obsession with football meant an attempt at management was inevitable. He read World Soccer magazine when no other player did. He asked questions of his own and other managers relentlessly. He made note of the impact when Celtic manager Stein cleverly said Rangers could only throw away the title when they had a large lead in the closing weeks of the 1967–68 campaign. The comment seemed to wobble Rangers and they won only three of their final six games. Celtic snatched the title by two points. Similar ‘mind games’ would become a hallmark of Ferguson’s own managerial formula. He had come to know Stein through a restaurant they both frequented with their wives and inevitably the Celtic genius was a major influence. Ferguson’s final season had been under Ally MacLeod at Ayr and he found his irrepressible enthusiasm ‘stimulating’. From Rangers men Symon and Bill Struth (who he had admired as a young supporter) there was a sense of the discipline and standards required at a truly professional club. And Symon never criticised his players in public.

The managerial jigsaw was coming together. Ferguson had become a qualified SFA coach in 1966 and was one of the few who frequently returned for refresher courses. He was hungry. After a recommendation from MacLeod to a contact at East Stirlingshire, Ferguson’s managerial career began at that tiny club at the end of June 1974. It was a lifetime ago. Bobby Moore was still playing football and Carlisle United were briefly at the top of the league. Manchester United were in the second division. Ferguson was 32 years old and paid £40 a week (his livelihood came from running a pub). He stayed at ‘The Shire’ for only 117 days – long enough for one fall-out with directors and one threat to resign – which were successful and revealing. Players were told to turn up in collar and ties, training was restructured, briefings on the opposition were thorough, the team rose to third and average attendances leapt from 400 to 1200.

‘I’d never been afraid of anyone but he was a frightening bastard from the start,’ said one of the players, Bobby McCulley. A classic Ferguson trick was revealed for the first time. The players were told the local paper was biased towards the town’s bigger club, Falkirk. He must have had a ruler out to detect a couple of extra column inches.

Poor old St Mirren. They had the vision and insight to appoint Sir Alex Ferguson as their manager in October 1974, and how are they remembered for it? As the stupid clowns who sacked him in 1978. He took the job on Stein’s advice. St Mirren were sixth in the second tier and playing in front of 1900. When he left they had been promoted to the Premier Division, had 11,200 average gates and had assembled an excellent side without any transfer fees.

Ferguson’s confidence and profile grew. More innovation: he wanted a full-time public relations officer for St Mirren, he launched a weekly club newspaper, and once or twice he went around the streets of Paisley with a loudhailer to drum up interest. The sacking had nothing to do with football. The board felt he had become a law unto himself at the club and directors were unhappy with unauthorised bonus and expenses issues. They suspected he had been tapped up by Aberdeen. The chairman at the time, Willie Todd, was mocked for the rest of his days about sacking Ferguson but it had been a unanimous decision by their five-man board. Ferguson was appointed by Aberdeen the following day.

Hurt and embarrassed by the stigma of being sacked, he claimed unfair dismissal at an industrial tribunal but lost the case a few months later. Coverage of the tribunal said the panel had concluded that he was a good team boss but a bad general manager of day-to-day club affairs and ‘petty, immature, possessing neither by experience nor talent any managerial ability’. The author of that verdict had more to be embarrassed about than Todd. Aberdeen and Alex Ferguson were made for each other in 1978. Both were ready for take-off. Scotland’s north-east felt vibrant as it transformed from a rural farming and fishing economy to the oil capital of Europe. Pittodrie had become the first all-seated, all-covered ground in Britain and one of the first with executive boxes.

The club had a very strong squad and an excellent crop of emerging young players but lacked self-belief and tended to ‘freeze’ when it mattered against Celtic and Rangers. They needed Ferguson’s nerveless leadership. He sensed he was at a club with the fan base, resources and stable board – led by calm old chairman Dick Donald, whom he admired hugely – to take on the Old Firm and win major trophies. Ferguson, who had never won one of the three major competitions in Scotland, needed Aberdeen. He swept through the place like a hurricane, surviving a near-mutiny from some players in his first season and winning the league title in his second. He transformed an inferiority complex into arrogance. More titles and cups followed. Now Aberdeen expected to go to Glasgow and win, and they did.

They evolved into one of the outstanding teams in Europe in the first half of the 1980s. Ferguson bought only two members of the team which beat Real Madrid to win the 1983 European Cup Winners’ Cup in Gothenburg but it was unmistakably a side in his image: mentally strong, resilient, organised, brimming with energy and character, and capable of moments of inspired brilliance. Aberdeen won eight major domestic trophies in Ferguson’s eight years there, the same as they managed in more than 90 years without him. Success fed Ferguson. It reinforced his beliefs and convinced him his methods were right.

He was already a major personality in Scottish life. Young, eager, impatient, and ready to take on the world. Aberdeen players suffered him at his most formidable, his most furious. On long coach trips to away games they would watch the good films on the way down, just in case they played poorly and Ferguson denied them access to the video recorder on the way back. At a reserve match at Forfar he angrily kicked a laundry basket and spilled its contents all over the dressing room, including a pair of pants which landed on a young player’s head and sat there like a hat. The lad was too scared to remove them. Ferguson continued his outburst before noticing. ‘And you can take those fucking pants off your head. What the hell do you think you’re playing at?’

Perhaps the key aspect of that anecdote is the setting: a reserve match at Forfar. He tore into his team minutes after the 1983 Scottish Cup final. ‘It was a disgrace of a performance,’ he said, so consumed by anger that he talked over the questions being put to him by a television interviewer on the Hampden pitch. ‘I’m no’ carin’ – winning cups disnae matter – our standards have been set long ago and we’re no’ gonnae accept that from any Aberdeen team.’ They had just beaten Rangers 1–0 in Glasgow to win the cup, 10 days after the astonishing triumph over Real Madrid. Ferguson realised he had overstepped the mark and apologised the following day, but the incident epitomised how he had utterly revolutionised Aberdeen. The only thing he couldn’t change was the weather. ‘Minus 18, on that beach, the wind’s hitting your face, freezing your knackers off. You never get used to the cold.’

It was with Aberdeen that he perfected the indoctrination of players with a siege mentality. In this case the manufactured ‘cause’ was sticking it to west coast journalists who would rather report favourably on the Glasgow clubs. On one occasion Ferguson entered the press room at Motherwell after Aberdeen had dropped points there. His eyes happened to fall on the first reporter he saw, Hugh Keevins. ‘You fucking cunts!’ Ferguson bawled at him. ‘You don’t know fucking anything about Aberdeen. We never see you lot up at Pittodrie!’ The season was around six weeks old. It so happened that Keevins, although based in Glasgow, had already been to Aberdeen four times. Much later the point was quietly made to Ferguson. ‘I know. He just happened to be the first in my line of vision, so I shouted at him!’ Ferguson has always been able to do premeditated rage better than anyone.

The press men genuinely were harming Aberdeen in another way, though, simply by alerting the wider world to this force of nature who had shattered the Old Firm’s domination of Scottish football (it was quickly restored when he left). His chairman and mentor, Donald, tried every trick to keep him, including making him a director and offering him outright ownership of the club, but they both knew Ferguson had outgrown Aberdeen and that his team had peaked. Donald’s wise but mournful face was across the Scottish media when Ferguson left on 6 November 1986. ‘Manchester United have agreed to compensate us for the unfulfilled portion of Mr Ferguson’s contract,’ he said, ‘But how can you evaluate the loss of his services?’

Ferguson’s reign as part-time caretaker manager of Scotland had been short but revealing. Taking over after witnessing the fatal heart attack of his friend and mentor Stein, Ferguson had eight months, ten games and the 1986 World Cup finals as an international manager. The six current or former Aberdeen players he took to the Mexico finals could not entirely comprehend what they saw: he was much calmer with the Scotland squad. There were no hairdryers. International players would not react to bullying, he had calculated, so he softened his approach. He made an unlikely visit to Sir Alf Ramsey for advice on acclimatising to Mexico (Ramsey had been at the 1970 finals there). Scotland were eliminated at the opening group stage but performed creditably against West Germany, Denmark and Uruguay. Ferguson controversially omitted Alan Hansen – Liverpool’s double-winning captain – from the 22–man squad and days later his team-mate and extremely close pal, Kenny Dalglish, pulled out citing an injury. In Mexico Ferguson dropped captain Graeme Souness, by then the player/manager of Aberdeen’s great rivals, Rangers, for the final game against the Uruguayans. He judged that heat exhaustion had diminished Souness’s impact. The gamble with Souness backfired and Ferguson later admitted it had been a mistake. Still, Manchester United were impressed by the bravery of the decision-making.

In all the years that Sandy Busby was in charge of the club shop beside Old Trafford, only one newly appointed Manchester United manager went to the bother of coming in and introducing himself to everyone. ‘Fergie and Archie Knox came walking in one day and introduced themselves,’ said Busby. ‘And he bought every book in the shop.’ The visit had twin purposes. First, it was part of Ferguson’s early process of familiarising himself with the club’s staff of 140 or so, on a first-name basis. How could he make United feel like a family without knowing them all? Secondly, it helped him size up and get a feel for what he had joined. ‘He has this thing about wanting control,’ said Mark McGhee, ‘We used to talk about it at Aberdeen. He wanted to control everything. So how could he possibly go to Man United and know how many toilet rolls were being used, or whatever? But that’s the thing. You get the impression he still does.’

United were going nowhere when Ferguson arrived. They had finished fourth the previous season under Ron Atkinson and the general vibe was rudderless, complacent and half-hearted. Ferguson’s impact was predictable: harder training sessions to improve their inadequate fitness, earlier starts to the working day (so the players would be caught in rush-hour traffic, inconveniencing but attuning them to the idea they were going to their work), days off were reduced, and players were told to get haircuts. Blazers and flannels were provided. They dropped into the relegation zone when they lost his first game, 2–0 at Oxford United on 8 November 1986, and his mother passed away a month later (his father had died early in 1979 during Ferguson’s difficult first season at Aberdeen). United rallied a little to finish 11th. ‘You can’t go into a club and tell people their fitness is terrible, that they’re bevvying, they’re playing too much golf, and their ground is filthy. You simply have to improve things bit by bit,’ said Ferguson. He might not have told them, but he thought it instantly.

The first three and a half years are remembered as the period when United almost did a St Mirren and sacked him. There is no evidence that their board of directors had any intent to do so, although supporters’ pressure could have driven them to it in 1990 had he not won the FA Cup. The period tends to be lazily recalled as a period of unremitting failure. United actually rose to finish second in his first full season, behind Liverpool’s outstanding John Barnes/Peter Beardsley side of 1987–88. Important arrivals were reshaping the first team – Brian McClair, Steve Bruce, Lee Sharpe, Mark Hughes – but corrosive flaws still ran through what often seemed like Manchester United Drinking Club. It took him two and a half years to move Paul McGrath and Norman Whiteside – great players, but prodigious boozers – out of Old Trafford. He had also sent rockets through the club’s youth structure, resulting in some early success.

On Ryan Giggs’s 14th birthday Ferguson turned up at his front door. Visiting the home of potential youth signings has always had multiple rewards for Ferguson. He can judge their character from a glimpse of their upbringing and they are usually so awed by his appearance that they pledge themselves to his club. One other benefit: Ferguson secretly sizes up the parents to gauge how big their lad will become. Gary Pallister and Paul Ince were signed. Paul Gascoigne turned him down.

But he was not delivering on the field. Under him they finished 11th, 2nd, 11th and 13th between his arrival and early May, 1990. That month’s FA Cup final victory over Crystal Palace spared the United board from what might have become irresistible pressure to dismiss him. ‘When is Mr Ferguson going to realise that he doesn’t know what he is doing and return to that quiet backwater Aberdeen?’ the Red Issue fanzine asked in 1989. A message scrawled on a bed sheet at one game read: ‘3 years of excuses and it’s still crap . . . Ta-ra Fergie’. There were ‘Fergie out!’ chants after a 5–1 humiliation against Manchester City in 1989. Ominously, the season’s FA Cup run began at Nottingham Forest. The vultures circled above, sensing Ferguson’s head. ‘Fergie, Fergie on the dole’ taunted the Forest fans. Mark Robins’s winning goal brought a reprieve. Going on to win the cup turned the tide in his favour. It bought him time. Just like that, the darkest days were behind him.

‘If I hadn’t had success at Aberdeen I definitely couldn’t have done it at United. Unless you have a store, a surplus of experience, knowledge, talent and, just as important, guts, you wouldn’t have a prayer. To be at Manchester United you have got to have bottle and real character. I had to dip deep into my personal resources.’ The scouting was better, the youth coaching was better, the facilities were better, the discipline was better, the fitness was better, the organisation was better, the attitude was better, the players were better. The vast oil tanker of Manchester United had slowly been turned around. They rose to finish sixth and won the European Cup Winners’ Cup in 1990–91.

Andrei Kanchelskis came into the side and Peter Schmeichel was signed. Giggs made a debut at 17. The media was all over the latest ‘new George Best’ but Ferguson allowed them virtually no access to the spectacular prodigy. It was powerful media management which helped shape Giggs’ career and personality. United’s 26-year wait for a league title ended in 1992–93. Eric Cantona was the catalyst: a strutting, imperious conductor who epitomised the flair and power Ferguson had assembled. ‘It was the day I truly became manager of Manchester United,’ he said of winning the championship, ‘There was a sudden, overwhelming realisation that I was master of my own destiny.’ Busby, a kindly figure in the background, swelled with pride: United, his baby, was in safe hands at last. The great old man died a few months later.

Ferguson has a habit of describing this or that squad or team as ‘my best ever’ but the claim is particularly valid for the 1993–94 side: Schmeichel; Paul Parker, Pallister, Bruce, Denis Irwin; Kanchelskis, Ince, Roy Keane, Giggs; Cantona, Hughes. They won United’s first league and FA Cup double. ‘The team of ’94 was fabulous,’ he said, ‘There were a lot of different ingredients in it and it had a combustible nature. They’d fight anyone. They were physically strong and could deal with anything. If you wanted to play football, we’d play football. If you wanted to fight us, we’d fight you.’ At the start of that season Ferguson had told them he had an envelope containing the names of six players he feared were not up to the job and told them it was their duty to prove him wrong. Later he joked that the only name in the envelope had been his own.

Roy Keane would become, like Cantona, an iconic United figure. Ferguson’s genius lay in infecting outstanding players with his own insatiable desire for relentless success. None reflected him on the field more than Keane. Life at United became a soap opera, with Ferguson the director even if he could not always dictate the script. His brilliant man-management of Cantona included protecting and reassuring the Frenchman when he was banned for nine months for a kung-fu kick on a supporter. In the summer of 1995, having finished behind champions Blackburn Rovers, Ferguson caused consternation by allowing Hughes, Ince and Kanchelskis to leave. He was infuriated by an entirely unscientific Manchester Evening News poll which claimed to show 53 per cent of United supporters felt it was time for him to go. The season began with a defeat at Aston Villa and Alan Hansen’s ‘You can’t win anything with kids’ line. Paul Scholes, Gary Neville, Phil Neville and Nicky Butt had started the match for United, with Beckham coming on as a substitute. That coltish team went on to win a league and cup double and form the backbone of triumphant United sides for more than a decade. Ferguson’s judgement was sound. Having the courage of his convictions and the bravery to throw them all in collectively was extraordinary.

His success in English football has long since elevated him beyond credible criticism in that arena, although under him United have punched below their weight in the European Cup. By 2011 he had launched 17 assaults on the Champions League, won it twice, lost two finals, and gone out in three semi-finals and five quarter-finals. United have been knocked out by moderate opponents like Galatasaray, Borussia Dortmund, Monaco and Bayer Leverkusen and twice failed to get past the group stage. ‘We definitely should have at least a couple more [European Cups].’ At 90 minutes of the 1999 Champions League final they seemed beaten again, losing 1–0 to Bayern Munich as the game eased into stoppage time. What followed were the greatest 103 seconds of Ferguson’s career. Teddy Sheringham equalised from a corner and almost instantly Ole Gunnar Solskjaer jabbed in an impossibly dramatic winner. Fergie had won the European Cup, emulated Busby, and completed an unprecedented treble with the league and FA Cup. He unscrambled his senses long enough to capture the raw theatre of it all in four words: ‘Football, eh? Bloody hell!’ It is one of his most-repeated quotes, along with referring to the closing stages of a title race as ‘squeaky bum time’. ‘When I won my first European Cup I said “Thank fuck that’s out of the road!”, because that was always a criticism of me. Then we went through a dry zone and we had to wait another nine years to do it.’ His second success did not register so high on the Richter scale, as Chelsea were beaten on penalties in the 2008 final in Moscow. Ferguson has often claimed that great clubs are defined by how often they win the European Cup. Only by that standard can he feel a little unfulfilled.

In 2001 he became the first manager ever to win three consecutive English titles (Huddersfield and Arsenal had changed bosses during their earlier hat-tricks). In 2009 he completed another three-in-a-row. United’s form dipped when it was known he was retiring at the end of the 2001–02 season, before he changed his mind. The accusation that he and/or the players had taken their eye off the ball resurfaced during 2003–04 when he became embroiled in an ugly legal claim against the Irish horseracing magnate John Magnier. Ferguson had been gifted co-ownership of the champion horse ‘Rock of Gibraltar’ and believed he would also have half of its future breeding rights. Magnier said this was not the case and their friendship abruptly ended when Ferguson sued him for over £50 million. Eventually, after an escalation of distracting and unpleasant exchanges, the matter was settled out of court.

United rolled on under him. Allowing Beckham and Keane to leave and signing the likes of Juan Sebastian Veron, Rio Ferdinand, Cristiano Ronaldo and Wayne Rooney maintained United’s profile and Ferguson’s position as the undisputed capo di tutti capi. For two decades he has been the manager by which all others in England are judged. From 1993 to 2011 George Graham, Kenny Dalglish, Arsene Wenger, Kevin Keegan, Gerard Houllier, Jose Mourinho, Rafa Benitez and Carlo Ancelotti won seven titles between them. Ferguson won 12. He met, head-on, the challenge from Roman Abramovich’s enriched Chelsea when plenty rushed to write obituaries for him and United. He has enjoyed playing a cat-and-mouse game with one managerial rival after another, adopting a deliberately confrontational attitude and seeming to revel in lingering feuds as if they fuel him and his players. His ability to pick fights, lob verbal grenades and get into the minds of his competitors is unsurpassed. Curiously, that was not an approach he used in Scotland, where he saw Dundee United manager Jim McLean as a co-conspirator to help bring down the Old Firm. He was not disrespectful to the Celtic and Rangers managers of the time.

At one point relations were so hostile with Wenger that government ministers and the Metropolitan Police expressed their concerns and the FA wrote to both United and Arsenal demanding a truce. Keegan and Benitez were others who have wriggled on the hook although, perhaps surprisingly, there was mutual respect and admiration between Ferguson and Mourinho. Such is the interpretation placed on everything Ferguson says that when he began to discuss Wenger more fondly it was seen as a sign that he no longer regarded Arsenal as a primary threat.

Ryan Giggs broke the record for the number of United first team appearances when he pulled on the colours for the 758th time in 2008. Every one of them had been under Ferguson. The feat was astonishing for both men, an indication of breathtaking longevity from player and boss. Giggs has now heard Ferguson’s pre-match addresses over 900 times, sat through over 900 of his half-time team-talks. He has heard every anecdote, knows every turn of phrase, has witnessed every hairdryer, can anticipate what the manager’s likely to come up with next. How can Ferguson still motivate someone like Giggs? How does he keep it fresh? How can a manager keep the tap dance going at the same club for a quarter of a century?

‘When I was there I remembered hearing the same thing he’d said about eight years earlier in a game at Motherwell,’ says Gordon Strachan, who served him at Aberdeen and United. ‘At the age I was at I got upset with it. So I had to motivate myself. He can’t say anything new when you are that age. It’s probably the same with Giggs. He probably won’t speak often to Giggs now. Giggs will self-motivate. When you’re younger it’s about hammering in that winning mentality. After six or seven years of that you know you’re hearing the same thing. What he has to do then is change the bodies, so that it’s fresh to them. He’s got boys that only need a couple of sentences now. We used to have meetings that lasted for hours and hours and hours. Now he’s got the ability to say “This, this and this”, and that’s it. Ferguson always has different players coming into the dressing room and that keeps things fresh.’ When that boot whacked into Beckham’s face in the United dressing room in 2003 it was interpreted by some as a sign of Ferguson’s rage against the dying of the light. Men didn’t wear a sarong in Govan or at East Stirlingshire. Here was Ferguson lashing out the only way he knew how, some said; angry and violent against someone who had grown away from his control and come to embrace and represent football’s takeover by celebrity, pop culture, crass commercialisation and unfettered freedom for players. That analysis underestimated Ferguson completely.

The ability to anticipate, act and react to the changing landscape of his working environment has been the quality which distinguished him as the greatest manager of all. He has been great for longer than anyone. Relentlessly great, barring the odd inevitable hiccup. Even those who sang his praises the loudest at Aberdeen or in the early years at United could not have anticipated that he would be still ready and able to answer the call a couple of decades later. His own explanation is predictably straightforward: ‘Management is all about control. Success gives you control and control gives you longevity.’

He might sound curmudgeonly about how society has changed, and mourn the lost values of his own upbringing, but he has adapted like a chameleon. ‘Manchester United is a massive club. The club I joined in 1986 is nothing like the one it is today. The modern man has changed. There’s a need to be recognised, a need to be known. You see that with earrings, tattoos, the way that dress sense and hairstyles change every six months. Probably when I was in my teens I was the same. I remember buying an LP, Dean Martin, Dino Latino. It was lying on the kitchen table in Govan. My dad comes in and says “Jesus God! Who the hell is he?” ’

Being around footballers young enough to be his grandsons keeps Ferguson feeling youthful, not old. There have been no meaningful signs of ageing. A doddery Fergie is unthinkable. He gives off no sense of frailty, mental or physical. His judgement still stands up to scrutiny. ‘Jock [Stein] had already shown signs of decline before his car crash in 1975,’ says Glenn Gibbons, ‘Most of the great ones do. It’s one of the extraordinary things about Ferguson; the longevity, to have maintained it for as long as he has. Most of the great ones start to hit the wall in their middle to late 50s. One of the things they do, which contributes to that, is that they begin to think they can walk on water. They sign bad players and say “He’ll be a good player for me”.’

‘You can only think that the intensity of it over the years must have some kind of effect. I think their sense of themselves becomes distorted. It happened to them all: Stein, Shanks, Brian Clough. Old Bob Paisley got away with it because he started so late. Ferguson is the first one I have ever known who has not been subjected to that kind of erosion.’

Ferguson has always been such a formidable character in every regard that it is jarring when he admits to feelings of vulnerability or nervousness. During his Aberdeen days he claimed: ‘I’m not a confident person at all, I worry like hell about all sorts of things. Team talks, for instance.’ His players came to recognise a Ferguson cough which seemed more frequent ahead of big games. His later habit of chewing gum seemed to cure the cough. Peter Davenport described him as looking nervous at his very first United team-talk (so much so that he called Davenport ‘Nigel’) and said he was ‘like a kitten’.

When he’s in the mood he will happily tell stories against himself. He has one about being caught at traffic lights near Leeds United’s ground. ‘This bunch of supporters, 20 or 30 of them, they see me and go “Ferguson!” and start running across the road. The lights are still red. I’m almost shitting myself and they’re getting nearer, then the light goes to amber [impersonates screeching tyres] and I’m away!’ He remembers a moment of self-awareness while delivering a ferocious half-time bollocking to Peter Schmeichel. The Dane, 6ft 4in, and 22 years younger, was just as angry as Ferguson and, unusually, gave him both barrels back. Two hairdryers facing each other. ‘He was towering over me and the other players were almost covering their eyes,’ said Ferguson. ‘I’m looking up and thinking “If he does hit me, I’m dead”.’

It seemed genuinely shocking when Ferguson was the victim of an unprovoked street attack in London in 2007, when he was kicked several times. The assailant turned out to be a drunk from Fife who then said: ‘I’m sorry Fergie . . . I didn’t know it was you.’ Clearly. Family, friends and multitudes of admirers have always suspected that more significant damage to Ferguson might be self-inflicted. He announced in May 2000 that he intended to retire at the end of the 2001–02 season but was talked out of doing so by his wife Cathy and their three grown-up sons. They sensed that he had plenty more to give and still needed a meaningful outlet for his energy. Ferguson didn’t need much persuading.

There are grandchildren to attend to. He finds the time to be a voracious reader of biographies – Muhammad Ali, Nelson Mandela, Tony Benn, Elvis, Sinatra, JFK. He plays the piano, he plays golf, he frequents the best restaurants, appreciates and collects fine wine, still likes the horses and owns a few. After years of feeling financially under-rewarded by United and bickering with the club over money his terms eventually improved. From 2005 he was on an annual rolling contract worth £3.6m and his personal wealth has been estimated at £24m. He can do what he likes.

Whatever the final tally of trophies, his legacy is secure. Sir Alex Ferguson’s teams have played attacking, fast, powerful, relentless football. He likes width and aggressive, goalscoring midfielders. The sides have had guts, character and indomitable spirit, driven by a Willie Miller, Bryan Robson or Roy Keane. He has kept United at the front of the pack throughout the enormous commercial expansion of football during his time. His successor will inherit a superpower.

He is woven into any tapestry of the four great Scottish managers. He was inspired and mentored by Stein, worked under United club president Busby for seven years, and was a manager in a dugout for the first time in August, 1974, the very month when Shankly led out Liverpool for the last time. Is he the best ever? He has improved every club he served. He came to Aberdeen and turned them into champions after a 25-year wait. He came to United and they won their first title in 26 years. In 2011 he delivered their 19th top flight title, breaking the record held by Liverpool. He is the only manager to win all the major trophies in Scotland and England. He has won more trophies than anyone else, full stop. Appreciation will eventually spread when he retires and his image is softened by time. The rougher edges will be smoothed into a fonder caricature of the ultimate gritty Scottish manager.

On this matter some voices hold more credibility than others. ‘I’ve got to be honest; I think Fergie’s the best manager we have had in this country, not just in Scotland but in Great Britain. I can’t see anyone else. He is ahead of “Big Jock” because of the length of time he’s been there and his ability to go from one club to another and still create success. You have to admire him totally because of the manner in which he develops clubs. He’s different class.’ The words are from Billy McNeill, the captain who helped Stein win the European Cup.

Ferguson has had years of people telling him he should have quit while the going was good. Since 2005 the timing of his retirement has periodically bubbled to the surface as the issue of the day in English football. Everyone knows what happened to the others. Shankly was tormented by resigning too soon. Busby was a frustrated witness to the decline of the club he built. Stein died in a wee medical room in the bowels of Cardiff’s Ninian Park. Ferguson’s final demonstration of greatness will not be lifting another league title or cup. It will be masterminding the personal exit and the long, satisfying retirement which eluded the others. When it comes to tapping his watch and acknowledging that time is up, he can take on one last challenge for the sweetest victory of all.
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