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Ring the bells that still can ring


Forget your perfect offering.


There is a crack in everything


That’s how the light gets in.


From ‘Anthem’ by Leonard Cohen
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Introduction


8 February 2012


Shortly after 11.30 a.m. on Wednesday, 8 February 2012, the tannoy crackled inside Southwark Crown Court: ‘All parties in Mandaric and Redknapp to go to Court One.’ The journalists, TV reporters and football fans – who had been kicking their heels and drinking too much coffee ever since the jury had been sent out just before lunch the previous day – formed a scrum outside the door to Court One. The media ticketing system that had been introduced on the first day of the trial to guarantee everyone a place throughout had ceased to be operational on the second day. Ever since, it had been every man and woman for themselves in a land grab for the key seats in court. Or any seat, for that matter.


‘Good old Harry,’ said one radio reporter. ‘His timing always has been impeccable. He’s just made sure the verdict is the lead item on every lunchtime news bulletin. What a pro!’


With the also-rans of the press and fans in situ, the seating reserved for family, friends and FA and Tottenham Hotspur officials began to fill up. As so often on the pitch, Redknapp was the top attraction in town. Finally, the two defendants – Milan Mandaric, the Serbian billionaire and former owner of Portsmouth FC, and Redknapp – entered the court. They both gave nervous smiles but their faces were drawn and they looked understandably edgy.


You could smell the excitement and fear in court. We were just minutes away from two versions of history. In one, the defendants would be found guilty and almost certainly sent to prison with Redknapp’s reputation and career in tatters. In the other, Redknapp would walk free, the allegations of tax evasion and financial chicanery that had dogged him for years wiped clean, leaving him a clear run at the top job in football. His Spurs team had been playing the best football in the Premiership and were in contention for the title and, ever since Fabio Capello had announced he would stand down as England manager after Euro 2012, he had been everyone’s favourite successor.


Finally, something was going to have to give. These two differing histories could no longer run in parallel as they had done for the best part of two years, ever since the authorities had decided there was a case for Redknapp to answer over this latest investigation into his tax affairs. There had even been rumours the FA had asked sports editors not to make a big deal of the impending court proceedings in the run-up to the trial as they didn’t want to queer the pitch for their chosen one. Normally, the idea of any sports editor obliging the FA would have been laughable, just another oddity in the long line of myths and legends that seem to surround Redknapp wherever he goes. It was impossible, however, to ignore the fact that the case had received remarkably little attention alongside consideration of Redknapp’s football credentials in the sports pages.


It was odd that these two versions of Redknapp’s future had managed to co-exist at all, let alone survive for so long. With any other man, the two charges of tax evasion would have thrown serious doubt on his suitability for the England job. But Redknapp wasn’t any ordinary man: he was everyone’s exception. Other British football managers may have had more success, but few have been more universally loved, and, over the years, he has acquired the status of a national treasure. Football writers like him because he always gives ‘good quote’ and the fans like him because his teams generally play entertaining football. His weaknesses are part of his charm.


Redknapp is a man whom other men – myself included, at times – are not ashamed to love. There is something about him that makes you feel as if you know him when you don’t; he has genuine charisma. Unlike other public figures who often appear to regard dealing with the press or meeting the riff-raff as an unavoidable hazard of the job, Redknapp gives the impression he enjoys it. He’ll stop the car and wind down the window for a chat and he has the knack of making eye contact with you. He makes it feel natural, relaxed.


At one point in the trial, a mobile phone had rung in the public gallery. The ring-tone of ‘Glory, Glory Tottenham Hotspur’ had been greeted with a smile by everyone other than the judge and the prosecution, and during the first break in proceedings afterwards Redknapp had made a point of sharing the joke with the fan whose phone had rung. When he talks, it’s as if he knows you, as if you’re an old mate with whom he’s sharing a confidence. Above all, he makes you feel as if you aren’t imposing; that his time is your time.


As with most with other national treasures, people tend to read into Redknapp whatever it is they want to see. For some, he is the what-you-see-is-what-you-get, always-ready-to-have-alaugh character out of an Ealing comedy; for others, including the police and the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS), he is the East End working-class wide boy. The archetypal dodgy geezer.


Both versions of Redknapp are hopelessly simplistic. You don’t get to manage one of the top clubs in England just by cracking jokes and being charming. Many modern footballers have egos as big as their weekly earnings and require a manager with a will of iron. While faced with a possible prison sentence, Redknapp had got his Spurs side playing better than they or the fans ever dreamed possible. Hardly a soft touch, then. He even appeared to take heart surgery in his stride just before Christmas the previous year.


Neither did the dodgy geezer caricature entirely stack up. There had been rumours swirling around about Redknapp’s financial dealings for more than a decade, the most vociferous of which had been Tom Bower’s allegations about Rio Ferdinand’s transfer from West Ham to Leeds in his 2003 book, Broken Dreams. Redknapp had always denied them but had never sued Bower for libel. Rather, he had been cleared of taking bungs by the Stevens inquiry into corruption in football in 2007. He’d then been released without charge in November of the same year after being arrested on suspicion of conspiracy to defraud and false accounting in connection with the Amdy Faye transfer.


You’d have thought that having been cleared twice might have put an end to the whispers about Redknapp, but the rumours continued to persist and the City of London Police and the CPS seemed to be determined to have one last crack at making them stick. It was their judgement, as well as Redknapp’s career, that was in the balance and would be determined in the next few minutes. Yet just who Redknapp really was – what really made him tick – would still be up for grabs either way.


‘The thing is this, John,’ a former top manager said when I told him I was planning to write a book about Redknapp, ‘no one’s going to talk to you right now. I mean, his friends will, but they will just tell you what a wonderful bloke he is, which is really dull and not much help. You might get a few of his old enemies to say something, but everyone has heard what they’ve got to say many times over already. And the people who are more neutral and could give you a more balanced view are going to keep their mouths shut now Redknapp is a bit of a national hero. So you’re a bit stuck.’


‘Would you be willing to give me any insights?’ It seemed worth a try; I had nothing to lose.


‘You’ve got to be joking. I work in this world. I’ve got to live with these people.’


This wasn’t particularly worrying, as the manager hadn’t told me anything I hadn’t suspected myself. I didn’t see any future in approaching Redknapp himself for an interview, even though the Spurs media bods I’d chatted to at the trial hadn’t ruled out the possibility of him agreeing to talk to me. Redknapp had already written one autobiography in the late nineties, had given dozens of interviews since and I couldn’t imagine that he would have anything much to add until such time as his agent negotiated a seven-figure advance for the second instalment of his autobiography on his retirement.


Neither could I run the risk of falling even more under his spell. During the course of the trial, we had had a number of brief conversations – we’d never met before – and each time he had held me spellbound. This was partly because I could never rid myself of the childish football fan within – ‘I can’t believe the Spurs manager is actually talking to me’ – but mostly because of his seemingly innate ability to generate a sense of intimacy where none exists. If I felt like this after a few brief encounters, what would I be like after some lengthy conversations? I had the feeling that Redknapp had the power to make me believe anything he wanted me to believe, so a little distance might be useful.


Even more to the point, these were delicate times for Redknapp. With the trial over and his future up for grabs, Redknapp’s advisers would be giving him a crash course in being as bland as possible, so even if he did give me an interview he would be bound to say next to nothing and still require copy approval of anything I wrote. So, much as I personally couldn’t think of anything better than hanging around the Spurs training camp and shooting the breeze with Redknapp, I had to accept it would be a waste of time for both of us. Another time, another book, maybe.


In any case, I didn’t want to write a standard biography. Most of the important events of Redknapp’s life were already public knowledge and trawling through his career, season by season, looked unlikely to turn up anything new. One of the most interesting men in football deserved better than that. I didn’t want to indulge in either empty praise or bitchy back-stabbing – I wanted to understand Redknapp, to think about what he had achieved, to see how many different Redknapps there actually were and whether they could be unified into a consistent, if complex, whole. And given that the first six months of his sixty-sixth year were shaping up to be as dramatic as the previous sixty-five years put together, it would be especially fascinating to watch the present unfold and piece together just how much it was informed by the past.


But how to do it? Like many football fans, I’ve wasted rather too much time thinking about the managers of the club I support; in my case, Spurs. The manager is the club’s heartbeat, the man who gets the credit when things go well and gets a kicking when they don’t; he is the club’s most visible symbol. So over the years, I’ve thought a great deal about Bill Nicholson, Keith Burkinshaw and Martin Jol and spent as much time trying to forget others, such as George Graham, Christian Gross and Jacques Santini. But of all the Spurs managers whose teams I’ve watched, I’ve spent more time thinking about Harry Redknapp than anyone else, principally because he’s infuriating – yes; intoxicating – yes; heartbreaking – yes; embarrassing – yes. But dull? Definitely not. He’s rarely out of the newspapers and his teams switch from the divine to the incompetent in the blink of an eye. Redknapp is nothing if not watchable.


Football specializes in narratives that are either dramatic or sentimental. Last-minute equalizers, heroic underdogs and comeback kids are its lifeblood. It has no time for the narratives that are more mundane, the everyday unremarkable ups and downs of unremarkable games in unremarkable seasons. Yet these are precisely the narratives that committed football fans live and breathe. Newspapers don’t care what a manager said a month ago, or even a week ago; all that matters is the next fixture, the next press conference, the next deadline. The only time a manager is held to account for the past is when he’s sacked, and even then the slate is wiped clean within seconds, with everyone’s attention focused on his replacement.


But fans remember the little things. They remember if a manager says he was going to buy a new striker and doesn’t; they remember the bad substitutions; and, along with the triumphs, they keep a running tally of the chinks, the inconsistencies and the contradictions in the narrative. They make the connections others miss. And right from the start of his time at Spurs, it became clear that Redknapp would be worth watching as much for the way the team played under him as for his subtle manipulations of history.


Spurs were bottom of the Premier League with just two points from eight games when Redknapp took over as manager in October 2008; by Christmas, the team was comfortably positioned in mid-table and the football world had come to accept as gospel Redknapp’s frequent assertions that he had turned a rubbish side into a good one. Everyone except the hardcore Spurs fans, that is. The way Redknapp had been talking, you could easily have believed he had taken over Northampton Town rather than the club that, in the three previous seasons before his arrival, had finished fifth in the Premier League twice and won the Carling Cup with near enough the same squad. Spurs weren’t a bad team made good; Spurs were a decent team who had been playing badly.


That may sound like semantics, but it’s not. It’s an important, if subtle, difference that was largely overshadowed by Redknapp’s more dramatic and self-serving account. It wasn’t that Redknapp’s version was an outright lie; it was just that it was only about eighty per cent of the truth; and it was the other twenty per cent that was the most interesting and was the true connection between the past under Jol and Ramos and the present under Redknapp. After that, Harry-watching became an essential weekly pastime. The man was so charming, and his teams sometimes so good, that you’d find yourself believing anything given half a chance . . . and enjoy doing it.


There were practical drawbacks to relying on Harry-watching for the connections. Most obviously, I’d only become a proper Harry-watcher when he came to Spurs. Before that, he had just been another – if somewhat livelier than most – football manager. What I knew about him had all come from newspapers and I’d probably forgotten most of it. So I decided to track down the other Harry-watchers: the old-school, hardcore Bournemouth, West Ham, Portsmouth and Southampton faithful who had been paying good money to watch their teams long before Redknapp came on the scene and had continued to do so long after he had left. Like me, they would have observed Redknapp with an affectionate, yet objective, eye and remembered the connections others had missed.


And why stop there? It was time to track down the old local sports reporters who had turned up at deserted press conferences when no one from the national media would give Redknapp air time. Or talk to a sports psychologist who had worked closely with footballers from all divisions. And perhaps talk to the minor characters in the Redknapp story, people who had seen a lot but had previously said little. Put together all these people along with some of those who had had first-hand experience of Redknapp and I might just make sense of the man himself.


I talked to a football club chairman about my plan. I was expecting him to knock it, to wheel out the usual canards that only those who have played the game or been on the inside of it are qualified to talk about it. But he didn’t. ‘The supporters who watch the team week in, week out, home and away, aren’t stupid,’ he said. ‘They know their club and can see quite clearly what’s working well and what’s not. You can’t pull the wool over their eyes. People sometimes try to make out football is a tremendously complicated game. It’s not. If it was that complicated, most of the players wouldn’t be able to make a living out of it.’


Traditional methods of biography hadn’t really come close to pinning Redknapp down. He had remained everyman and no man, an elusive character in whom everyone saw the reflection that suited them. So maybe a less orthodox approach might just work. It might not reach the whole truth of Redknapp, but it would hopefully capture a truth – a recognizable, if different, truth. And if it didn’t, then I’d be no worse off than anyone else who’d looked for the meaning of Harry Redknapp. At the very least, the journey couldn’t fail to be fun and interesting. Just like Redknapp.


Some of the material I obtained in this way was eye-opening. Another chairman of a football club Redknapp had managed – he, too, would only speak anonymously – said, ‘Harry is a nice enough guy. You can have a lot of fun with him and he’s certainly no worse or better than any other manager. What you’ve got to remember, though, is this: football isn’t as bad as people say it is. It’s ten times worse. The manager and the players are all in it just for themselves. The game should be called “selfish” not “football”. The only way to survive is to trust no one. That was my mistake. I did trust and it just about bankrupted me.’


Other stories and observations were just too potentially libellous to use. They may or may not have been true. But no one would put their name to them and, as Redknapp generates at least as many fictional stories as factual, I couldn’t take a chance.


One remark did stand out, though, because it just about summed up everyone’s feelings about Redknapp. It came from a former player who had been managed by Redknapp: ‘He’s the best manager I ever played for and I can’t help loving him. If I had a chance to sign for him again tomorrow, I would. But he can also be a complete arsehole.’
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Harry Kicks Off


‘A true Cockney’ . . . ‘Times were hard but we never went without’ . . . ‘Always had a smile on his face’ . . . ‘There was always a lot of love around’ . . . These are just some of the standard, catchall phrases that everyone – Redknapp included – tends to trot out to describe his childhood, an easy shorthand for the typical working-class East End, post-Second World War upbringing that has become lodged in the national consciousness of those who didn’t have to live it. Remember those feel-good Pathé newsreels of cheeky ten-year-old boys in shorts playing on old bomb sites without a care in the world? One of them could have been our Harry.


That isn’t to say that Redknapp didn’t have a reasonably happy childhood, or that his was any better or worse than many others growing up in the East End at the same time. Rather, that to sugar-coat it in a familiar sentimental gloss is to miss an important part of the picture. Redknapp was born on 2 March 1947, the only child of Harry (senior) and Violet. His father was a docker and decent amateur footballer and his mother worked for the Co-op. His grandmother, Violet, who made Harry his dinner when he came home from school, was a bookie’s runner and often in trouble with the law. ‘Quite often my nan would be getting carted away in a police car,’ Redknapp once said. ‘ “Your dinner’s in the oven,” she’d shout to me. “These bastards won’t keep me for long. I’ll be home in an hour, boy.” The police would have her down the station for a couple of hours, warn her off, and then she’d be back and do exactly the same again. They never put her off. She loved it.’


You couldn’t have come up with a more stereotypical East End version of Redknapp’s childhood: the ducking, the diving, the smooth-talking patter to dodge trouble . . . here it all was, handed down from one generation to the next. Redknapp makes it sound attractive – fun even – to have been a working-class boy in postwar London. So it probably was at times, but the more so in memory because it must also have been tough growing up in a family where rationing was severe and money was short. It must also have been frightening for him to see his grandmother being carted off by the cops on a regular basis. What ten-year-old child wouldn’t be a bit scared? What most kids want most is to feel secure, for life to be predictable. Redknapp’s was anything but.


And what of his parents? Harry’s father had been a Prisoner of War and must have returned home scarred in some way. He must have seen and experienced things that would have had a profound impact on his subsequent relationships. The same would have been true of his mother, to a lesser extent, having experienced the uncertainty, terror and personal loss that the war meant on the home front. No one could go through something as extreme as that and expect to emerge easily able to form normal, healthy relationships; indeed, a whole generation was similarly traumatized.


Something had to give and the breaking point varied from person to person. But it’s worth observing that those who work hardest to create an image of happiness about themselves are often those in whom the need to do so is greatest, as they are those for whom the idea of unhappiness is least bearable.


Taking Redknapp at face value is almost always a mistake; he’s a far more complex man than he would want the world to think. Listen to Redknapp talking to the media with a big smile and his easy one-liners and you might be lulled into thinking he’s a man with boundless self-confidence, a man who can handle himself in any situation. And so he can, but what if the way he handles himself isn’t through self-confidence so much as learned bravado? Perhaps a big smile and a smooth patter were the principal tools of his trade out on the streets, the way he dealt with awkward situations. And perhaps he learned to keep his more vulnerable feelings hidden and chose instead to present to the outside world the versions of himself he thought people wanted to see. It would certainly make Redknapp a more interesting and attractive character; someone for whom it is easier to feel empathy. And it would also make a great deal more sense of the apparent contradictions his critics are often only too quick to expose.


Many Spurs fans gave a hollow laugh when Redknapp went out of his way to stress his connections to the club after his appointment as manager in 2008 by saying, ‘I am a big follower of the history of the game and Tottenham have been a great club over the years. I followed Tottenham, I trained there as an eleven-and twelve-year-old so I know the history of the club . . .’ Those Spurs fans remembered that in earlier versions of his life he had claimed he and his father were ‘avid fans’ of the North London club’s main rival, Arsenal, and suspected it was this attachment that was the more real.


Redknapp’s bullshit was soon smelt out. Most fans have little time for false protestations of loyalty; they understand that everyone in football is in the game to make a living and much prefer a manager who talks straight – ‘I’ve come to the club because it’s a good move for me and I’ll do my best to get the results everyone wants’ – than one who trades in pathos and sentiment. Those two qualities are the preserve of the fans alone. So Redknapp’s arrival at Spurs immediately caused suspicions that he was a man not necessarily to be trusted, a man whom the fans should handle with caution.


Was it bullshit? His long-term affection for Spurs was unquestionably, at best, a very partial truth, but bullshit requires some intentionality. Was Redknapp deliberately trying to hoodwink the fans or was he just saying something he thought would go down well? There is a distinction to be made. Redknapp wouldn’t thank anyone for suggesting he had anything less than an idyllic childhood – he has an image to protect – but, given everything that was going on, he can’t have felt as secure as all that. And insecure children tend to grow into people-pleasing adults. They have learned the necessary mechanisms to hide their vulnerability, and the automatic response to any new and unfamiliar situation is to avoid any possible conflict by saying whatever they feel is required: a joke, a half-truth, whatever. It’s worth bearing in mind, given the question marks raised over his loyalty and integrity at various points throughout his career.


What is for certain about Redknapp’s childhood was that school didn’t feature highly on his list of priorities, other than as a place to showcase his football talent. That he would go on to play professionally seemed self-evident to most people who watched him as a slightly built, but devastatingly quick, teenager. But then these same judges often have a tendency to forget the many other youngsters for whom they predicted great things and whose football careers never got further than schoolboy trials.


So just how good a player was Redknapp? These days, it’s much easier to reach an objective assessment of a player’s ability. Every game in every division is televised and, for those with the time and inclination, you can make a detailed analysis of every minute of a player’s entire career. Not just the goals scored and the assists made, but the yards run, the tackles missed, the passes uncompleted and the team-mates blamed. It may not give you the player’s whole story, but it will give you more than enough to make an informed judgement.


You can’t do that with Redknapp. When he began his professional playing career, very few matches were televised; fewer still were shown in their entirety. The BBC’s Saturday-night Match of the Day programme featured the highlights of just one, sometimes two, of the afternoon’s First Division fixtures. ITV’s Sunday-afternoon show, The Big Match, had just one game. A bit of bad luck with an injury or loss of form and even one of the best footballers could go through a whole season without appearing on television once. Search all the available archives, and you’d be lucky to come up with even ninety minutes of Redknapp’s career on film.


What you’re left with then are memories of those who played both with and against him, of those who paid a few shillings at the turnstiles to stand on the terraces of Upton Park and Dean Court. And memories fade over time, so that the distinctions between what’s real and what’s imagined become more blurred. This is especially true for a player like Redknapp, whose contributions, even at the time, were frequently overshadowed by those of his more famous team-mates, in particular Bobby Moore, Geoff Hurst and Martin Peters, the triumvirate of World Cup winners. Some memories will be rose-tinted, some unduly negative, and a great deal more almost certainly blank. There are few clear ways to differentiate between questionable contemporary evidence and hard fact. So whose word is to be believed – that of Redknapp’s friends and admirers, which is likely to be spun in the most favourable light, or that of his detractors, which will most definitely not be? And where does this leave Lord Macdonald, Milan Mandaric’s defence QC – a man who one would hope would favour evidence over opinion – who described Redknapp in court as a not very good footballer?


The bare bones of Redknapp’s career are 149 first-team appearances for West Ham between 1965 and 1972, 101 for Bournemouth between 1972 and 1976 and just 26 for Brentford, Seattle Sounders and Bournemouth (again) in the final six years up until his retirement in 1982, with a total of just 12 goals for all clubs. It does indeed appear to confirm the ‘below-average journeyman’ of Lord Macdonald’s description. But what the statistics don’t provide is an answer to the more interesting question: Was Redknapp a talented player who underperformed, or an unskilled makeweight who did well to play professional football at all? Here, as is so often the case with Redknapp, the waters quickly become very muddied.


One long-time West Ham fan remembered that Redknapp arrived at the club as a youngster with a big reputation. ‘Harry was a local Cockney boy so everyone knew he had been a good sprinter and a very promising right-winger at school,’ Dave Newton told me. ‘We all had high hopes for him.’ As did others, as Spurs and Chelsea had also been in the mix to sign Redknapp as an apprentice teenager in 1963.


Initially, his career at West Ham flourished; he was an integral member of the team that won the FA Youth Cup in his first season, was picked for the England Youth team the same year and had a promising first couple of seasons in the first team. But, somehow, the sparkle vanished and he struggled to hold down a regular first-team place.


John Sissons, the left-winger who joined West Ham at much the same time as Redknapp in the early 1960s, is still not entirely sure why Redknapp’s career didn’t flourish more. ‘When I played alongside Harry in the youth team, he was always the quickest player on the pitch,’ he says, ‘and we all had him marked down as someone who would go far. He was outstanding in our FA Youth Cup run, a real live wire who was more than a handful for anyone. But then he didn’t quite develop in the way we imagined.


‘I think he may have been a bit unlucky. Harry was a winger, pure and simple; he’d push the ball past defenders and outrun them. And he was a good crosser of the ball. But wingers began to go out of fashion in the game . . . Ron Greenwood started to play 4-3-3 and Harry couldn’t adapt his style of play so he gradually became marginalized.’


Sissons isn’t alone in reckoning Redknapp was a bit unlucky. Several other ex-footballers have voiced a similar opinion that Redknapp just didn’t get the right breaks every player needs at certain points of his career. Luck only gets you so far as an explanation, though. To dismiss the random completely is to misread the universe, to fail to understand what it is to be human; it is equally so to throw up your hands and, like the hero of Luke Rhinehart’s satire The Dice Man, leave every decision to a metaphorical roll of the dice and relinquish all personal responsibility. The timing of the winger’s decline in English football may have been beyond Redknapp’s control, but his ability to adapt his game to the new reality wasn’t.


Redknapp’s loss of form wasn’t a particularly unusual phenomenon. Kids develop at different rates, both physically and emotionally, and many child prodigies fade into obscurity; very few England schoolboys go on to play for the full international side. In his autobiography, Redknapp offered his own explanation: ‘Looking back,’ he wrote, ‘I know I should have done better, but the game was changing a lot then. Full-backs suddenly weren’t slow any more. Now they were as quick as wingers, not giving you a yard to control the ball. Suddenly, whenever you got the ball you were clattered within a split second. It was getting harder to play in that position, unless you played in a dominant team which enjoyed a lot of possession and could feed the winger regularly. We stayed out wide, never came in, and were expected to do something with the ball on the few occasions we got it. Suddenly, wingers died out, as Sir Alf Ramsey underlined with his England side. As my form dipped, so did my popularity at Upton Park. My confidence was draining and, for a long spell, the punters hated me.’


All of which makes sense, yet doesn’t quite tell the full story. It’s the comments Redknapp almost throws away as asides that are the most fascinating. Consider his phrase ‘unless you played in a dominant team which enjoyed a lot of possession’. West Ham was unquestionably not a dominant team at that time. In the years that Redknapp played for the club, it only had one top-ten finish – eighth in 1968–9; in the other seasons, it finished twelfth, fourteenth (twice), sixteenth, eighteenth and twentieth. That’s a horrible series of results for a club that was generally lauded for the style of its football and, in Ron Greenwood, had one of the league’s most respected managers. It’s even worse when you take into account the team had Bobby Moore (one of the best centre-backs in the world), Geoff Hurst (one of the two best strikers in the country), and Martin Peters (one of the country’s best mid-fielders). With these players at its spine, West Ham was a team that ought to have been contesting the league title, not propping up the division. If Redknapp was underperforming, he wasn’t alone; underperformance was endemic in the club culture.


‘It’s the million-dollar question every one of us is always asked about that team,’ says Sissons. ‘With the players we had, we should have achieved far more than we did. You could argue that in some cases Ron Greenwood just wasn’t ruthless enough and failed to accept some players were past their best until a couple of seasons too late. You could also say Ron didn’t control the team as firmly as he should have done . . . he was too nice and he let the bigger personalities dominate him. But the bottom line is that it was our fault. We knew we were a talented team but we just weren’t professional enough.’


You have to be careful making judgements across generations. Back in the 1960s, diet and fitness weren’t taken nearly as seriously as they are now. A pre-match steak and chips followed by a couple of cigarettes to get the lungs working properly was considered fairly standard, almost self-denying. And a post-match drinking binge was often obligatory for some players. But even by these standards, West Ham acquired the reputation of being a party club. And wherever there was a party, Redknapp seems to have been at its centre. ‘It was a good time,’ Rodney Marsh, another footballer noted as much for his fondness for the high life as his on-field brilliance, said in Les Roopanarine’s biography of Redknapp. ‘We drunk a lot and ate a lot and we laughed a lot, and Harry was at the forefront of all that.’


Bobby Howe, a West Ham team-mate of Redknapp’s, also agreed that Harry was the life and soul of the dressing room. ‘Harry was a real product of the East End,’ he said. ‘His wit and story-telling were fantastic. He was also a prankster and incredibly street smart.’ In his autobiography, Redknapp tried to play it both ways; he couldn’t resist telling great stories about how he and the lads – Bobby Moore in particular – would go out on the lash but still turn up for training on time and play out of their skins. As far as Harry was concerned, he was doing nothing wrong; he wasn’t ‘giving it large’ in the West End like some of the glamour boys, he was just going out and having a few bevvies down the local with the lads. He didn’t help his cause, though, by calling that particular chapter ‘Win or Lose – on the Booze’.


It’s hard to avoid the image, then, of Redknapp as a gifted player who rather took his talent for granted and let it slip slowly, like grains of sand, through his fingertips. There was no spectacular George Best-style self-destruction – he wasn’t an alcoholic. Rather, he was an ordinary young bloke who never thought too much about the future at the time. He’d shown talent as a kid, and those who knew him had always said he’d play professional football and he’d gone on to do just that. The achievement had almost been preordained. Redknapp had never had to think about a career; the career had come to him. And like many young men in that situation he had thought himself immortal – that life would somehow stand still and the good times would roll for ever. But eventually the lifestyle found him out; the bottom line was that he didn’t quite have the innate talent – or possibly the desire – of a Bobby Moore who could perform flawlessly week after week, no matter how hard he had been partying. Redknapp was good, but not that good. His sharpness was blunted and the cracks began to show.


The other phrase that stands out in Redknapp’s self-assessment is ‘Suddenly, whenever you got the ball you were clattered within a split second.’ The key word here is ‘clattered’. In the 1960s and 1970s, by the time the season had reached the winter months many pitches were mud-baths and the balls were heavy and waterlogged; as a result, skinny, nippy wingers like Redknapp did not have the advantage their counterparts do today. Both the ball and the winger got stuck in the pitch, making it easier for opposing full-backs to neutralize their threat – as often as not, by crunching them as hard as possible in the tackle. If the winger didn’t bounce back up immediately, so much the better. A limp made him even less of a problem for the rest of the game.


And Redknapp was regularly injured; the knee injury that forced him out of English professional football in 1976 was just the last in a long catalogue that had gradually destroyed his pace and effectiveness. Perhaps if he had been playing these days with better pitches, better physiotherapy and higher levels of fitness his career might have fulfilled its early promise, but that’s another story.


John Sissons has a lot of sympathy for Redknapp. As a fellow winger, he was often on the wrong end of the treatment himself. ‘It was a tough, tough game for a winger,’ he says, ‘especially as you didn’t get much protection from referees. If you went past some players, such as Norman Hunter, early in a game they’d make a point of catching up with you a little while later and saying, ‘If you do that again, I’ll break your legs.’ You tried to ignore them and just get on with the game, but it did make you think twice, because you knew they were being serious.’


The impact of the ‘clattering’ wasn’t just physical. Intimidation is just as much in the mind; a full-back who knows that a forward is going to pull out of any 50-50 ball has a significant advantage. And a few early, heavy tackles – with possibly a yellow card as collateral – can shift the balance even more, with opponents not going for the balls that are 60-40 in their favour. Then the game really is up for the forward, and this is the reason that one old-time West Ham fan gave for the Upton Park crowd turning against Redknapp. ‘We never doubted his ability,’ he said, ‘and no one had a problem with him being a bit of a joker. What annoyed us was the sense we began to get that he just didn’t really fancy it that much. When the chips were down and the studs were flying, he would go AWOL.’


Football fans can be an unforgiving bunch; they expect things of their players that they wouldn’t dream of doing themselves and offer little thanks for it in return. They demand their players make that potentially career-ending tackle, and when the bone does break or the ligaments do snap, they say, ‘That’s a shocker’, before wondering whom the manager is going to bring on as a substitute and whether the formation will have to be switched. Even before the mega salaries of the Premiership, footballers were just a commodity in an ongoing entertainment, and a relatively cheap commodity at that. But supporters can read the game, and if they can sense the fear from the terraces, then it must be obvious to the players and the manager.


Fear isn’t something often admitted in football. In a tough game, with big egos, any sign of vulnerability is almost always vilified. ‘Call me a bad footballer if you like, just don’t call me a pussy’ is the mantra of just about every professional. But it’s equally hard to imagine that some players weren’t – and still aren’t – physically intimidated. When you’ve been badly injured once, why would you necessarily be fully committed in every subsequent tackle? Look at it from a forward’s perspective. It’s not as if pulling out of a tackle is likely to cost your side that much, unless you are clean through; so the worst that can happen is that your side loses possession. And as you can probably make it look as if you were really going for it, there’s no harm done. Balance that against the possibility of being crocked for several months, and it’s a no brainer.


It’s no great surprise that neither Redknapp nor any of his teammates have ever so much as hinted he may have lost his nerve a touch – that topic is strictly off limits – so only he can know for sure whether he did or not. But it does make rather more sense of Redknapp’s transfer from West Ham to Bournemouth in the summer of 1972. In his autobiography, Redknapp explained the deal like this: ‘Bondy [John Bond, the Bournemouth manager] had made an early attempt to lure me from West Ham but at that stage I didn’t fancy going from the top flight down into the lower divisions . . . But as it became clearer I was out of the picture at West Ham, I decided a move would be in my best interest . . . Bournemouth were going places at the time. The chairman was a man called Harold Walker, who was pumping a fortune into the club and Bondy was spending it. He had top players like Ted MacDougall and Phil Boyer at the club, and signed me and ex-Everton star Jimmy Gabriel on the same day.’


Or to put it another way, moving to Bournemouth was a deliberate act of career advancement. Somehow, that doesn’t ring quite true. Redknapp says he resisted an earlier offer to go to Bournemouth because he didn’t fancy moving down two divisions. Who could blame him? What player would? When he did agree to the transfer, he was still only twenty-five; at that age, he should have had at least three or four years left in him in the First Division. More, maybe, given Redknapp’s natural talent. Bobby Howe had described Redknapp as one of the best crossers of the ball in the game while at West Ham, and Jimmy Gabriel said much the same about him at Bournemouth. So if he was that good, why were no other clubs interested in signing him?


Injury-prone or not, you might have thought that another first- – or even second- – division team might have been willing to take a punt on Redknapp. Just give him enough time to recover from his niggles, get him strong, fit and motivated, then let him loose against the full-backs. Except there were no other offers from anyone else. So either Redknapp was a great deal more physically knackered than West Ham chose to let on – in which case Bond took a £31,000 gamble signing him to Bournemouth at all – or there was a general feeling that he no longer had what it took mentally to succeed at the highest level.


Redknapp went on to dismiss his four-year playing career at Bournemouth in less than a paragraph. And most of that paragraph was about how Bond had gone on to manage the first-division club, Norwich, and how a proposed transfer – then loan deal – for Redknapp to join him had collapsed along with his knee. If Bournemouth left little impression on Redknapp as a player, the fans reciprocated by feeling he had left little impression on them. ‘I think the basic problem was that every full-back in the Third Division targeted Harry,’ says a Bournemouth old-timer. ‘They wanted to make it clear right from the start they weren’t going to be shown up by some fancy Dan who had just moved down a couple of divisions, so they all got their retaliation in early.’ Perhaps, even, some of them had been tipped off about the best way of dealing with Redknapp by friends playing in the higher divisions. Either way, it was the same old, same old.


*   *   *   


With his knee and playing career in England grinding to a halt, Redknapp was granted an unexpected three-year lifeline with the offer to play for the Seattle Sounders in the newly formed North American Soccer League. The football in the US at this time was as undemanding as the lifestyle was good, so the state of Redknapp’s knees didn’t automatically rule him out of contention. And for some great footballers coming towards the end of their careers – Pelé, Carlos Alberto and Franz Beckenbauer among them – it was a handsome and stress-free last payday. Redknapp secured an invitation through his old Bournemouth mate, Jimmy Gabriel, and quickly renewed his West Ham connections, moving into the same apartment complex as Geoff Hurst and Bobby Moore who were also playing out time Stateside.
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