
 

Winning 
mentality behind 
‘The Gaffer’s’ 
success 
End of an era: Alex Ferguson at either end of his glittering 27 year Manchester 

United career. 

Sir Alex Ferguson’s career came to 
an end yesterday. In a special 
tribute, we present ten defining 
moments in the life of football’s 
‘greatest manager’ and ask: what 
made him so good? 
Throughout his career, Ferguson has almost always dictated events for himself – 

and his retirement is no different. Until this week few suspected that his reign was 

drawing to a close. But having constructed yet another league winning team, he 

leaves United poised for still more years of glory. ‘It is the right time,’ he said. 

1. A working-class lad 

 Though he is now a knight of the realm, Alexander Chapman Ferguson was 

not born into wealth or nobility. As a child growing up among the shipyards of 

Glasgow, he lived a wild and boisterous life: ‘All we did was play football and fight,’ 

he remembers. 
2. A painful loss 

Ferguson established himself as a prolific striker, and won a transfer to his 

boyhood club Rangers. But after giving away a goal in the 1969 Scottish Cup Final, 
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Ferguson was dropped to the junior team. Defeat did not suit him well: his runner-up 

medal went straight into the bin. 

3. Seeing red 

As a young manager, ‘Furious Fergie’ quickly became known for his temper. 

While managing Scottish club St Mirren, he was so enraged by the violent behaviour 

of an opposing defender in a pre-season friendly that he sent himself on as a 

substitute to ‘exact a bit of revenge’. Before long, the offender was rolling on the turf 

in pain. Ferguson was swiftly sent off. 
4. A bad report 

It didn’t work out at St Mirren, and when he was fired from the club he took his 

former bosses to an industrial tribunal where he was accused of breaking his 

contract on 15 points. The verdict: he possessed, ‘neither by experience nor by 

talent, any managerial ability at all.’ 
5. Victory is not enough 

It didn’t take Ferguson long to prove that judgement disastrously wrong: after 

moving to Aberdeen, he was soon challenging the dominance of Scotland’s top 

sides. But victory was not enough. After winning the Scottish Cup one year, he 

described his side’s performance as ‘a disgrace’, threatening to fire almost all of his 

players. 
6. A precarious beginning 

Matches against lowly Oxford and Norwich gave Ferguson an easy enough 

start to his Manchester United career. Yet he lost both. Reports suggested that a 

third straight defeat would cost him his job after just a fortnight in charge – but a 

single goal against QPR sealed victory, and Fergie survived. 
7. Rough justice 

Ferguson had inherited a team known for its players’ hard drinking ways. But 

he was having none of it. On one occasion, he ambushed two of his players at a 

nightclub and marched them three miles to their hotel, while they pleaded for a taxi. 

8. Fergie time 

It took Ferguson six years to rebuild United, but by 1993 the league was in his 

sights. When Sheffield Wednesday went a goal up in a vital match, however, the title 

seemed to be slipping away, before two late United goals had Ferguson dancing on 

the Old Trafford pitch. His team have dominated ever since. 
9. The perfect three 

May 26 1999: having already claimed the Premiership and the FA Cup, Man 

United had only to beat Bayern Munich in the Champions League final to claim a 

historic ‘treble’. Once again, they were heading for defeat. Once again, Ferguson’s 

unsquashable spirit won out, with two goals in a hectic final three minutes snatching 

the trophy from Bayern’s grasp. 

10. Top of the tree 

In 2002, Ferguson was asked what his greatest challenge was. ‘To knock 

Liverpool right off their perch,’ he replied. With 18 league titles to their name, 

Liverpool FC had long been considered England’s footballing royalty; in 2011, 

Ferguson led Manchester United to their 19th victory. Mission accomplished. 

YOU DECIDE 



1. Which of these ten stories is most revealing about Alex Ferguson’s character, 
and why? 

2. Should sporting greatness be measured by the number of trophies a player or 
coach has won? Or is there a better way to judge? 

ACTIVITIES 

1. Barack Obama, Richard Branson, Margaret Thatcher, Alex Ferguson, Queen 
Elizabeth II. Rank these people in order of their leadership ability, and 
compare your choices with your neighbours. 

2. Write a short story about a time when you have suffered a setback that has 
spurred you on to become more successful. 

SOME PEOPLE SAY... 

“Only those who have suffered the pain of defeat will ever achieve true greatness.” 

What do you think? 

WORD WATCH 

Fergie time 

At the end of every half of a football match, a number of minutes are added on 
to account for stoppages during the game. Many people believe that referees 
tend to give Manchester United more time when they are winning – and 
statistics suggest that this is in fact the case. Ferguson’s United were famous 

for scoring crucial late goals. 

Dominated ever since 

Manchester United have won 13 out of 21 Premier League seasons since 
their first victory in 1993. During that time they have also won four FA Cups 

and two European Cups. 

BECOME AN EXPERT 

Read this article on theday.co.uk for links to recommended videos and further 
reading. 
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