
The Munich Air Disaster: The True Story
Behind The Fatal 1958 Crash
On a cold and snowy day, February 6, 1958, tragedy struck the world of football
as one of the most devastating accidents in sporting history unfolded. The Munich
Air Disaster, also known as the Munich Air Crash, claimed the lives of 23 people,
including eight Manchester United players, leaving the football community and
fans worldwide in shock and mourning.

The ill-fated flight, British European Airways Flight 609, was carrying the
Manchester United football team, known then as the "Busby Babes," along with
journalists, staff members, and other passengers. The team had just competed in
a European Cup quarter-final match against Red Star Belgrade and was returning
home to Manchester, England.

As the aircraft attempted to take off from Munich-Riem Airport, it encountered
slush on the runway, causing it to fail in gaining sufficient lift. The plane ultimately
crashed into a house adjacent to the airport, bursting into flames upon impact.
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The Aftermath

The immediate aftermath of the Munich Air Disaster was a scene of chaos,
confusion, and heartbreak. The crash resulted in the loss of 23 lives, including
several prominent figures within the world of football. Among the victims were
Manchester United players Geoff Bent, Roger Byrne, Eddie Colman, Mark Jones,
David Pegg, Tommy Taylor, and Liam Whelan. The club's secretary, Walter
Crickmer, and the legendary coach, Matt Busby, were also critically injured.

The news of the crash sent shockwaves across the footballing community, with
an outpouring of support and sympathy pouring in from all corners of the globe.
The tragedy left Manchester United and its fans devastated, as the team had
been on the cusp of becoming one of the greatest in English football history.

The Survivors’ Struggle

While the Munich Air Disaster claimed the lives of many passengers on board,
there were several survivors who had to endure physical and emotional scars for
the rest of their lives. Matt Busby, the revered coach, remarkably survived the
crash despite sustaining severe injuries, including multiple broken bones. His
determination and resilience in the subsequent months and years in rebuilding
the team would become an indelible part of the Manchester United ethos.

Another survivor who fought against the odds was Bobby Charlton, who went on
to become one of the greatest footballers the sport has ever seen. Despite
suffering head injuries and emotional trauma, Charlton recovered and played a
pivotal role in Manchester United's eventual resurrection.

The Rebuilding Process
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The aftermath of the Munich Air Disaster posed a significant challenge for
Manchester United. The club not only had to mourn the loss of talented young
players but also rebuild a team that had been on the verge of greatness.

Matt Busby, against all odds, was determined to rebuild Manchester United and
honor the memory of those who perished. He scouted new talent and promoted
youth players, developing the famous "Class of '92," which included the likes of
Ryan Giggs, Paul Scholes, David Beckham, and Gary Neville.

The rebuilt Manchester United team achieved incredible success in the years that
followed, with Busby leading them to win the European Cup in 1968, becoming
the first English team to do so. This triumph signaled a phoenix-like rise from the
ashes of the Munich Air Disaster.

Legacy and Remembrance

The Munich Air Disaster left an indelible mark on Manchester United and the
global footballing community. It serves as a stark reminder of the fragility of life
and the unpredictability of fate.

Every year, on the anniversary of the tragedy, Manchester United holds memorial
services to honor those who lost their lives. The club and its supporters
remember the Busby Babes and pay tribute to their enduring legacy.

The Munich Air Disaster forever changed the course of football history. It serves
as a reminder of the resilience and determination of a team, a community, and a
sport that rises from the ashes and keeps moving forward, never forgetting those
who were lost in the pursuit of their passions.

The Munich Air Disaster of 1958 remains one of the darkest chapters in the
history of football. It was a tragedy that struck at the heart of a vibrant and



ambitious team, taking the lives of talented young players who had the potential
to shape the future of the sport.

However, the story of the Munich Air Disaster is also one of resilience,
determination, and the power of the human spirit. It is a testament to the strength
of Manchester United and the global footballing community, who came together to
rebuild, honor, and remember.

The memory of the Busby Babes lives on, not only as a reminder of the fragility of
life but also as a symbol of hope and inspiration. The Munich Air Disaster serves
as a poignant reminder that in the face of adversity, teams and communities can
rise again, stronger than ever before.
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They were players about to become legends, the famous Manchester United
‘Busby Babes’, the back-to-back title winning side of 1956 and 1957 on the hunt
for a third successive league win and seeking glory in the European Champions
Cup. With an average age of 22, the ‘Busby Babes’ were the cream of English
football and seemed destined to dominate English and European football for
years to come.

Instead, on 6 February 1958, they were tragically cut down in their prime. On a
fuel stopover on their way home from a Champions Cup fixture against Red Star
Belgrade, British European Airways Flight 609 crashed on its third attempt to take
off in a blizzard from an ice- and slush-covered runway at Munich Airport.

The fatal crash claimed the lives of 23 passengers and crew, including 8
Manchester United footballers. 7 United players were killed instantly in the crash.
Three weeks later, the legendary Duncan Edwards died in hospital while two
other players, Jackie Blanchflower and Johnny Berry, were injured so badly that
they never played again.

What caused the plane to careen off the runway? Why did experienced pilot
Captain James Thain insist on taking off in such treacherous conditions? Why
were the Manchester United management under pressure to return to England as
soon as possible?

The German inquiry blamed the accident on pilot error. However, Stephen
Morrin’s The Munich Air Disaster establishes beyond any question that this was
not so. Based on his enormous technical knowledge of aircraft accident
investigation, years of research and interviews with those involved, Morrin shows
that the pilot, Captain James Thain, performed heroically and was shamefully
treated by the aviation authorities for many years.



The crash at Munich airport swept away a generation of gifted footballers
including Tommy Taylor, Roger Byrne, David Pegg, and Liam Whelan from
Dublin. Stephen Morrin’s authoritative book is a story of tragedy, a pilot’s heroism
in adversity, legal treachery and one of the defining moments in the Manchester
United story. It was a sporting disaster that gave birth to a legend — a legend
which fifty years later shows no sign of diminishing.
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