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Manchester’s two hugely ambitious and fiercely supported football teams are the source 
of much debate in the city’s bars and clubs, but a shared pride in its fine architectural and 
musical heritage unifies its people. Dave Hall looks at the city’s past, present and future

 W
hen I step off the train at 
Manchester’s gleaming 
new Piccadilly station, I still 
feel a rush of pride. Not 
only for what the city was, 

but for what it is becoming. It’s a city that 
constantly reinvents itself. It seems alive.

One of the reasons for this is its huge 
and ever-changing student population. With 
more than 100,000 students in the city at 
any one time, Manchester has the biggest 
student population in western Europe. This 
also gives the city an international flavour. 

‘My friends at college come from diverse 
backgrounds,’ says Mishal Saeed, an 
international relations undergraduate at the 
University of Salford. ‘I’d say I know at least 
one person from about 35 countries.’ 

Despite its popularity with students, 
Manchester is not a huge city – far from it. 
You can walk around the centre, which has 
just 440,000 inhabitants, comfortably to 
visit several sites of interest, such as the 
Museum of Science and Industry, the Urbis 
exhibition centre, the ambitious, space-age 
Lowry Arts Centre and the silver-shard-like 
Imperial War Museum North. 

And then, of course, there’s Manchester 
United – a global phenomenon and 
the world’s most valuable sports club, 
at $1.86 billion. You hear the name in 
countries where these are just about the 
only words of English known. The Wikipedia 
page for Manchester United has translations 
in Esperanto, Bahasa and Wolof. 

It’s a long way from the team cobbled 
together by the wagon workers of an 
obscure east Manchester railway depot in 
1878. Two near-liquidations, a tragic plane 
crash, countless honours and 134 years 
later, United is one of the most successful 
and popular sports clubs in the world, 
bringing millions of visitors every year 
to Old Trafford – ‘the Theatre of Dreams’. 
Stadium tours leave every 10 minutes and 
last 70 minutes or so.  

But, at the time of writing, it was ‘noisy 
neighbours’ Manchester City that had just 
snatched the prestigious English Premier 
League title from Manchester United on 
goal difference. 

City’s history is nearly as long as United’s 
and its supporters are just as wildly loyal. 
The rivalry between the two sets of fans 
is fierce. Visit any bar in Manchester and 
the conversation is bound to turn to it 
at some point. Until the club’s takeover 
by Sheikh Mansour in 2008, City was the 
poorer and less successful club, but it has 
since assembled a hugely expensive team. 
After winning its first league title in 44 
years, Manchester City shows every sign of 
being a key player in English and European 
football in the coming years. 

Number one for students
The city has three world-class universities, 
two of which are the largest in the UK in 
terms of student numbers. 

The University of Manchester, which 
formally merged with its old partner 
Umist in 2004, is the older institution. 
Twenty-five Nobel prizewinners have 
done groundbreaking work here, along 
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with distinguished names in theology, 
architecture, mathematics, music and other 
areas. It employs 11,491 members of staff, 
and has 40,000 students enrolled at any 
one time, studying 500 or so courses. 

Manchester Metropolitan University 
(MMU) hosts nearly 35,000 students 
across its five campuses just south of the 
city centre. MMU is merging some of its 
Manchester campuses into two state-of-the-
art centres, including an impressive new 
business school on its All Saints campus. 

‘I actually chose MMU because of its 
business school,’ says Amna Imran, 27, a 
Libyan-born mature student from Pakistan 
who has just graduated with a BA in Human 
Resource Management from the school. ‘It’s 
one of the best business schools in the UK.’ 
MMU also excels in social sciences, art and 
design. Its sports facilities are top-notch and 
the social life is legendary. 

While the University of Manchester 
and MMU are close to the city centre, the 
University of Salford, with 20,000 students, 
is a mile-and-a-half to the west. Although 
students at Salford study a range of 
disciplines, the university is fast becoming 
known as the UK’s hotspot for media and 
the performing arts. Sitting amid the elite 
of the UK’s creative industry – including 
parts of the BBC – the MediaCityUK 
site teaches 1,500 students, using 

Clockwise from top: Manchester 
United’s Wayne Rooney takes 

a penalty against arch rivals 
Manchester City; Barton 

Arcade; a mural in the Northern 
Quarter; the Stone Roses 

Opposite: Manchester’s 
Spanish festival
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the very latest technology, and prides 
itself on strong links with industry. Each 
year, the university welcomes more than 
3,000 international students from some 
100 countries. 

All three have well-organised and 
resourced support structures in place 
that can help international students with 
a variety of problems. For instance, staff at 
MMU went to great lengths to help Imran 
graduate. ‘I had some problems renewing 
my student visa and MMU was incredibly 
supportive,’ she says. ‘I was pregnant at the 
time too. It was a very stressful time. But 
the staff took care of me when I was doing 
my exams and helped me to complete my 
degree. I am so grateful.’

There’s a similar support set-up at the 
University of Manchester. Sahibzada Yousaf, 
22, from Pakistan, is the international 
student support officer there. He takes 
time out from his economics degree 
to help international students with all 
sorts of issues. ‘I represent about 10,000 
foreign students – about 25 per cent of 
the university,’ he says. ‘People will ask me 
about getting accommodation, student 
visas, even personal issues. I don’t have 
answers for everything, but I try to send 
them in the right direction.’

Some choose Manchester for other 
reasons – its size and location. ‘I chose 
Manchester because it is a well-known, 
historic city,’ says Loveleen Singh, from 
India, an engineering student at MMU. ‘It’s 
a really nice environment – lively, but away 
from the hustle and bustle of London.’ 

Manchester is also a good alternative to 
London for those looking to study English 
language or more vocational subjects. 
With nearly 20 British Council-accredited 
English language schools and lots of further 
education colleges, the choice is ample. 

Music and movements
The city’s youthful vibe fuels its offbeat 
and exciting music scene, which has 
been a draw for decades. Long before V
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‘Madchester’, a distinctive indie subculture 
grew up around clubs like the Venue and 
the Hacienda. In turn, bands like the Stone 
Roses, Happy Mondays, Doves, James and 
Oasis flourished and took on the world. But 
it was Manchester’s clubbers that put the 
‘mad’ in Madchester. They took Chicago’s 
house music to their hearts and soon the 
Hacienda nightclub blazed the way for the 
rave parties that took root in warehouses 
across the world in the early 1990s.   

The scene may have changed these days, 
but there’s still no shortage of nightlife. 
Try Sankey’s and the Mint Lounge for 
dancing, and the Ritz and the University of 
Manchester’s own Academy for alternative 
live music. Other offbeat entertainment 
can be had at the Cornerhouse, an arts 
centre, independent cinema and bar, or at 
Salford’s Islington Mill Studios – a creative 
mix of artists’ studios, galleries, a recording 
studio and club space. The centrally located 
Printworks, with its 22-screen cinema and 
numerous restaurants and bars, also stages 
live bands and acoustic sets. 

For food, whether you want to eat out 
or stock up on supplies, there is a huge 
selection of global cuisine on your doorstep, 
including the world-famous Curry Mile in 
Rusholme, a substantial Chinatown and 

The University of Manchester 
Institute of Science and 

Technology; Lowry Bridge, 
Salford Quays (top); and Ted 
Roocroft’s ‘Sheep’ sculpture 

Opposite: The Printworks

THE CITY’S YOUTHFUL 
VIBE FUELS ITS VERY 
OFFBEAT AND EXCITING 
LIVE MUSIC SCENE
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I chose to study here because UK 
education has a good international 
reputation. I was keen to develop my 
educational, personal and professional 
experience. 

I love my course – the teachers 
are great and Salford’s campus-style 
environment allows for a good mix 
of security and activity, with its close 
proximity to Manchester town centre, 
Trafford Centre and Salford Quays.

There are so many opportunities here, 
and this makes it all the more attractive. 
There’s plenty to do here. I like playing 
badminton and netball, cycling, writing, 
going to conferences – I recently 
curated TEDxSalford, but I also like 
volunteering and hanging out. 

I like to go to eat on Wilmslow Road 
(the Curry Mile), as it has some of the 
best restaurants – Nawaab’s is my 
favourite. The Lowry Outlet Mall at Salford 
Quays is a nice place to hang out too.

I live in private accommodation right 
next to Castle Irwell, a student village 
that is the hub for Salford students.

Studying here makes it easy for one 
to develop independent critical and 
analytical thinking skills. There is a 
wealth of resources and easy access 
to all the latest information. Plus, 
you’re encouraged to think creatively. 
I have found more opportunities in the 
academic environment here. I don’t 
mean to criticise the education system 
back home, but I do think that the 
standards in this country make studying 
more rewarding.

After I graduate, a job at the UN would 
be the dream. I plan to either take a year 
off or do a master’s, depending on which 
of my applications is accepted.

Manchester is a warm, welcoming 
city. Actually, it’s not always warm, but 
it definitely is very welcoming.

NAME Mishal Saeed
FROM Pakistan 
COURSE BA International Relations 
and Politics, University of Salford

every other global cuisine for every budget. 
Vivian Tsui, a hospitality student from Hong 
Kong, agrees: ‘You can find everything you 
need, whether it’s food, entertainment, 
sports, shopping and so on.’

Shopping opportunities abound. 
Manchester offers most of the upmarket 
options of London, plus a number of more 
quirky shops besides. Afflecks is a three-
floor maze of tattoo parlours, indie attire and 
offbeat knick-knacks, or try the Manchester 
Craft and Design Centre, which offers a 
combination of artists’ studios and shopping. 
For more conventional retail therapy, there’s 
the nearby Manchester Arndale, while the 
classier St Anne’s Square and King Street 
provide a more exclusive experience. 

Further afield
If you’re still in the mood for more city 
culture or nightlife, the neighbouring cities 
of Liverpool, Sheffield and Leeds are well 
served by the UK rail network and are all 
within an hour’s train ride. 

But it’s easy to escape the city too. 
Manchester is surprisingly close to the 
countryside of the Pennines, and the Peak 
District National Park is just 13 miles to the 
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LIVING IN     
MANCHESTER

east. A 45-minute train ride will take you to 
Edale, one of the country’s most popular 
beauty spots, and Kinder Scout, the highest 
peak in the park (though modest at 636m), 
is easily achievable for novices.

Alternatively, it’s just 100 miles to the 
stunning Lake District. If you prefer to go to 
the seaside, it’s barely 40 miles west to the 
beaches of Blackpool and the Fylde coast. 

I have great memories of Manchester, but 
I’m glad the city hasn’t chosen to get stuck 
in the past. I love how it has consistently 
reinvented itself throughout history, both in 
my lifetime and before. 

Not too big and not too small, the city in 
which Ernest Rutherford first split the atom 
and Alan Turing explored the foundations of 
computer science is as inspiring today as 
it has ever been. ‘There’s something about 
the spirit of the people in Manchester that 
makes it the only place that a lot of things 
that have come from here could have 
happened,’ says Manchester band Elbow’s 
Guy Garvey. ‘It’s not so enormous that you 
can’t realise your dreams.’  !

Dave Hall grew up in Manchester 
and is a lifelong United fan

Wimberry Stones in the Peak 
District; the Manchester 

Arndale (right); and Islington 
Mill, a rejuvenated former 

cotton-spinning mill
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