
 
 
 
Sheffield's Blades eye their first final since 1936 
 
By Gideon Long 

LONDON, April 7 (Reuters) - A photograph from the Sheffield United 
archives shows the club's players - all ties, waistcoats and slicked-back hair - 
standing on the Wembley pitch ahead of their 1936 FA Cup final against 
Arsenal.  

They look relaxed and confident. They were, after all, playing for a club 
which had reached five previous finals and won four of them. Only three clubs 
in the 60-year history of the competition had a better pedigree.  

Standing on the Wembley turf, facing the camera with their hands in their 
pockets, they could hardly have imagined they might be the last Sheffield 
United players ever to play in an FA Cup final.  

Sixty-seven years on, United face Arsenal again in Sunday's semi-final at Old 
Trafford in a bid to set that record straight.  

Echoes from that 1936 clash abound.  

Then, as now, Arsenal were the best team in the land while United were in the 
second tier of English football, pushing hard for a place in the top flight.  

And then, as now, United had beaten their bitter Yorkshire rivals Leeds on 
their way to the semi-finals in a match which has gone down in Sheffield 
folklore.  

A club record 68,287 fans crammed into United's Bramall Lane ground for the 
clash in February 1936, spilling out of the stands and forming a good-natured 
human cordon around the pitch.  



"The crowd scenes were memorable and made one realise anew what a well 
disciplined race we are," the Sheffield Telegraph newspaper noted proudly. 
"On the continent or in America, folk would not have been so orderly."  

United won 3-1 but went down 1-0 to Arsenal in the final - a defeat which 
marked the start of decades of indifference followed by a painful slide into the 
fourth division in 1981.  

Since then, The Blades have rediscovered their cutting edge.  

They climbed back to the top flight in 1990 for four years and have 
rediscovered a little of the cup magic from their early glory years.  

In 1993, they reached the FA Cup semifinals for the first time in more than 30 
years, losing to arch-rivals Sheffield Wednesday at Wembley. In 1998, they 
were back in the last four - this time losing to Newcastle at Old Trafford.  

This year, coach Neil Warnock's side have gone one better - reaching the 
semi-finals of both English cups.  

They lost to Liverpool in the Worthington Cup semi-finals in January and will 
perhaps feel the time is ripe to convert one of these semi-final appearances 
into a victory.  

United's main threat to Arsenal on Sunday is likely to come from midfield, 
where Michael Tonge, Michael Brown and Stuart McCall have had 
exceptional seasons.  

Tonge, rejected by Manchester United as a 16-year-old, has been linked with a 
number of premier league sides and is a potent if somewhat erratic force on 
the left.  

Brown, an England under-21 international, is outstanding in moving from 
midfield to attack while former Scottish international McCall, still going 
strong aged 38, is one of the most intelligent playmakers in the first division.  

United have never been a glamour side and their back catalogue of famous 
players is slim.  



Their first real celebrity was William "Fatty" Foulke, who played in goal 
during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, when United reached three FA 
Cup finals in four years and won the only league title of their history.  

At 1.88 metres tall and weighing 78 kg, Foulke was an imposing figure when 
he signed for United in 1894 - and he kept getting bigger.  

By the end of his career he weighed more than 125 kg and had a reputation as 
a showman and troublemaker. He regularly argued with fans behind his net 
and twice snapped the crossbar of his goal - once, reportedly, out of sheer 
boredom.  

A later United idol was inside left Jimmy Hagan, who played for the club for 
20 years between the 1930s and 1950s and is still regarded by many as 
United's greatest ever player.  

Hagan's main challenger for that title is Tony Currie, who, with his shock of 
blond hair and dazzling footwork, was the undoubted star of the United sides 
of the early 1970s.  

Glamour almost came to Bramall Lane in 1978, when manager Harry Haslam, 
inspired by Argentina's World Cup victory, travelled to Buenos Aires to check 
out the local talent.  

Haslam wanted to sign a promising Argentine teenager but was thwarted in his 
efforts and chose instead to pay 160,000 pounds for Alejandro Sabella, a 
gifted but fragile forward who never made his mark in English football.  

It was a missed opportunity for United. The player Haslam left behind in 
Argentina was the young Diego Maradona.  

United's managers have included England World Cup winner Martin Peters, 
former Everton boss Howard Kendall and the charismatic Dave Bassett, who 
hauled United from the third division to the top flight in the late 1980s.  

Current boss Warnock has, predictably enough, said his side's priority this 
season remains promotion to the premier league rather than the FA Cup. 
United lie third in the first division and seem certain to make the play-offs.  



Warnock is a lifelong Blades fan with a keen sense of the club's history and 
might well have cause to reflect on that 1936 final against Arsenal over the 
coming weeks.  

Not only did United fail to win the cup, they finished third in the first division 
and just missed out on promotion.  

Warnock, along with United's trophy-starved fans, will be hoping history does 
not start to repeat itself on Sunday.  
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