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Prefatory Note





THE BULK OF this book first appeared in 1994, under the title Gazza Italia. Its first appearance, though, was as an article in Granta magazine, where it was called Gazza Agonistes, a much better title, in my view. I have added to the original a lengthy postscript, bringing the action up to date and I have made a few small changes to the Gazza Italia text. I have been sparing, though, with hindsight. After all, this is a fan’s eye-view of Paul Gascoigne – and fans, as we know, are expert at reassembling dashed hopes. 



















Newcastle





MY FIRST SIGHTING of Paul Gascoigne was in 1987, when he was playing for Newcastle. I didn’t exactly fall for him that day but I certainly looked twice. There was, as they say, ‘something about him’. His giftedness was self-evident: he was a natural. You could tell that from his touch. However the ball came at him, fast, medium or slow, he welcomed it; he took it in his stride.


His appearance was unprepossessing. He was plump, twitchy and pink-faced, and on the small side. And he was cheeky in a puerile sort of way. He was always looking to nutmeg defenders when it would have been easier to pass them by. He wanted the ball all the time: for throw-ins, free kicks, corners – goal-kicks, if they had let him. He seemed fragile but he wasn’t: there was a mean streak underneath the puppy fat. He was always glancing behind him, or from side to side, even when the ball was nowhere near. He talked a lot, played to the crowd, or tried to. At nineteen, Gascoigne came across as a trainee star, a star whose moment was – well, any second now.


I was intrigued by the way he related to his centre forward, a Brazilian called Mirandinha. Mirandinha had not long before scored for Brazil against England at Wembley, and when Newcastle signed him there had been a small fuss in the press. Wags said that the Newcastle board thought they were signing Maradona. For the most part, though, the appearance of a Brazilian in our English league was seen as a matter for great celebration. We would learn from Mirandinha. He would bring sunshine to our drizzly field of play.


What he actually brought was a repertoire of muttered curses and black looks, and in the game I watched most of them were directed at young Gascoigne – who was, in theory, his midfield supplier. The supply, it must be said, rarely arrived. When Mirandinha was unmarked, Gascoigne tended to ignore him, preferring instead to set off on an intricate, inventive and usually doomed run into the heart of the enemy’s defence. When Mirandinha was marked, or merely unavailable, Gascoigne liked to zip classy first-time balls into spaces where the Brazilian should have been, but never was. For much of the game, Newcastle’s exotic foreigner was to be seen standing in the opposition’s eighteen-yard box, hands on hips, eyes raised in exasperation to the heavens. Sunshine he was not.


Was the bumptious youth taking a rise out of his illustrious team-mate? Certainly Mirandinha seemed to think so. Midway through the second half, after yet another chance had failed to come his way, he strode over to Gascoigne and said something, something indignant, to judge from the arm-waving that went with it. And Gascoigne simply gaped back at him, as if to say: what is this? What have I done wrong? Why aren’t you pleased with me?


And it was then, I think, that I began to wonder about this funny-looking kid, began to think he might be special. Gascoigne had not, I decided, been trying to make a monkey out of Mirandinha. On the contrary: he’d been trying to impress him, as one Brazilian, one artist, to another, young to old. And now, chastised for his selfishness, he was forlorn, perplexed. I don’t think Gascoigne touched the ball again that afternoon. Mirandinha maybe got his goal, from someone else’s pass; I can’t recall. In any case, he never scored that many and was shortly on his way back to Brazil.


Was Gascoigne actually perplexed, or was he putting it all on? Or was he cast down because his virtuoso stuff had not come off? What if it had come off – as so often it so nearly did? Would he then have told the fuming Mirandinha where to go, told him he wasn’t the only, perhaps not even the real, Brazilian in the team? He might well have done. For all his appearance of naughty-boy bewilderment, Gascoigne’s cockiness probably ran just as deep, was just as fierce, as Mirandinha’s pride. But then there was the sulk, the opting out. What did this signify? I noticed that, after his rebuke, Gascoigne started to make strange, spasmodic head movements and began muttering to himself. He kept licking his lips, flexing his jaw muscles, tucking his shirt in, pulling up his socks. And his face turned a more brilliant shade of pink. At the whistle, though, as the teams were walking from the field, he was immediately at Mirandinha’s side, chattering and joking, linking arms, the best of friends. And the Brazilian’s noble scowl seemed to be softening: perhaps this boy-man means no harm.


All this, I am aware, sounds fanciful and is perhaps misremembered, written up. But if it is, well, that is the spectator’s fate – we watch but in the end we have to guess. What I do know is that this was the day on which I became a Gascoigne fan-in-waiting, or in-hope. And it so happened that I rather badly needed a new soccer hero: Glenn Hoddle, my fixation for the past ten years, was on the wane. His admirers had grown weary of their long campaign to get his genius established in the England team. After his error against Russia in the European Nations Cup, we knew that the England manager at the time, Bobby Robson, would not pick him again. Jimmy Greaves was, of course, long gone. Steve Archibald had never quite shaped up. Richard Gough was a defender. All of these heroes used to play for Tottenham Hotspur. Was it possible for me to be smitten by a footballer who didn’t play for Spurs? And was this Gascoigne true hero material? It seemed unlikely, but we’d see. So far, I told myself, we hadn’t seen enough.


It helped, though, that Gascoigne was a Geordie. I had grown up in the North-East and I could just about recall the great days of Jackie Milburn and Bobby Mitchell, Cup winners three times in the 1950s. The black-and-white stripes had meant nothing much down south for thirty years, but for me they still had glamour. And I could remember the fervour, the near-desperation, of those Geordie fans. If Gascoigne did come good, became a Beardsley or a Waddle, the gratitude of Tyneside would be his.


Or would it? At that first game, the fans had seemed equivocal. A certain amount of dour North-Eastern grumbling could be heard: ponce, fairy and the like. But at Tottenham they said this kind of thing about Glenn Hoddle from time to time: it was an aspect of their adoration. Newcastle fans are different, though. They have been badly used; their adoration is always coloured with distrust. If Gascoigne did turn out to be as good as they wanted him to be, he would almost certainly be sold. What they really yearned for was a star who would be theirs for keeps and help them to win something big: a Jackie Milburn. Deep down they knew that there was not much chance of that.


*


Most soccer fans have a need to get hooked on the fortunes of a single player, to build a team around him, so to speak. When England played well without Hoddle, I took a diminished pleasure in their triumph. What it chiefly signified to me, and to my co-worshippers, was that Glenn would not be in the team next time. On the other hand, if Glenn had played, had made the winning goal, our patriotic joy would have been boundless. Even at Tottenham, where my engagement really was supposed to encompass the whole team, victories were not complete unless Hoddle had had a significant hand in them. And it was much the same with Jimmy Greaves. How many Greaves fans, I wonder, wholeheartedly savoured that 1966 World Cup win? Greaves didn’t. He left the stadium immediately after the presentations and skipped the banquet afterwards. How could we not skip it too?


I like to think that to be this kind of fan you have to be part yob, part connoisseur. To appreciate Hoddle’s vision and finesse you need to have rare powers of discrimination. To fret for hours about whether or not he will do the business against Kuwait you need to be short of something else to think about. I also like to pretend that such a fan must be equipped with unusual qualities of loyalty, persistence and fortitude in the face of accumulating set-backs. With a pop star or an opera singer, when you turn up for a performance, you usually get more or less what you go to see, or hear. With soccer heroes, there is no such guarantee, or even likelihood: each performance is a new ordeal; the better the performer, the more determined the other side to stop him doing what he’s good at. The odds against get higher all the time.


I remember once taking an American friend along to Tottenham’s White Hart Lane to watch Jimmy Greaves. This player, I announced beforehand, is the best, simply the best: just wait and see. Greaves barely got a kick all afternoon. He was marked ferociously, man for man, or men for man. More than once he was hacked down just as he was about to set off on one of his legendary scampers towards the goal. After a few tumbles, he evidently decided that this was not to be his day. He slowed down, drifted here and there and altogether did the minimum – which, it has to be confessed, he was (also) quite good at. At one point, my companion was mystified to observe Greaves in the centre circle, idly chatting to the opposition’s centre half, the most effective of his markers. Spurs, in the meantime, were under serious pressure at the other end.


It was at moments like this that the yob in me (‘simply the best’) hurriedly yielded to the connoisseur. I had already, so I said, perceived a dozen or more things to marvel at: not least, our hero’s equable response to his tormentors. What a guy. And there had been one or two subtle flick-ons to be relished, the odd imaginative scurry into space, a couple of instant lay-offs under pressure. ‘Did you see that?’ I’d nudge my friend.


But he’d seen nothing much. And by the end, his smile was more patient than benign. ‘Well sure,’ he said, ‘you can tell that he’s got class.’ 


You couldn’t, actually, unless you’d been at the Lane last week, when Greaves got four. ‘The thing is,’ I said, ‘they wouldn’t let him play.’


*


Would Paul Gascoigne ever inspire devotion of this order? During that 1986–87 season, I followed his progress as closely as I could from where I was. I watched Newcastle whenever they cropped up on television, which wasn’t often, and I checked press reports of their games. Gascoigne, it transpired, was already a North-East celebrity. Born in Gateshead in 1967, he starred in local boys’ teams and at fifteen had had a trial for Ipswich – where, ominously, he had been turned down by Bobby Robson. He signed apprentice forms for Newcastle a year later, after leaving school – where he had picked up two CSEs (Grade 4) in English and Environmental Studies – and broke into the first team in August ’85. Throughout that first season, he was in and out of the Newcastle side – dropped or injured – and it was not until 1986–87 that he began to make his mark. By the time I ‘spotted’ him, he had already had one or two run-outs with the England Under-21s and was in line for the Young Player of the Year award. Professional commentators, I learned, had been on to him from the beginning, and other clubs knew him to be Newcastle’s danger-man. Vide that famous photograph of Vinnie Jones grabbing Gascoigne’s ‘personal bits and bobs’ (as Gascoigne later described them): that was in February 1988. So much for my scouting expertise.


In fact, by 1988 – within a year of my first sighting – Gascoigne was pencilled in as a candidate for England’s 1990 World Cup squad. He was also giving the management some headaches – the sort of headaches England managers in particular seem prone to. Publicly Bobby Robson called him ‘a little gem’. Privately, we now know, he was troubled by almost everything he heard about Gascoigne’s ‘character’ and ‘temperament’. In other words, it was looking like the usual story: the Hoddle story, the Greaves story – individual brilliance versus integrated team play, erratic flair versus dependable work-rate. Alf Ramsey, coach of England’s World-Cup-winning team in ’66, is said to have originated this managerial suspicion of flair players and bequeathed it to Don Revie, Ron Greenwood and then Bobby Robson. But it was there before Ramsey came along: Len Shackleton, also a Geordie and a joker, had been largely ignored by Walter Winterbottom in the 1950s. Shackleton’s clownish ways were now regularly being compared to those of Gascoigne.


And with Gascoigne, it seemed, there would also be a dash of the George Best story, the Stan Bowles-Alan Hudson story – a precocious talent self-destroyed. Rumours from Newcastle spoke of drinking sprees and motoring offences, of mischief and subversion. Dave Sexton, the manager of the England Under-21 team, was renowned as one of soccer’s ‘deep thinkers’. In his spare time, he read Teilhard de Chardin and, when photographed, looked pensive and austere. Players were said to be in awe of him because they could never understand anything he said. Sexton picked Gascoigne for the Under-21s, then dropped him, then picked him again. The deep thinker could not make up his mind. He could see the talent but he hated the irreverence. At team talks, when Sexton unveiled his complex strategies, Gascoigne would be cracking jokes or pulling faces, or he would go off into a corner and ball-juggle. The boy could not sit still, could not keep quiet. When told off, he would be contrite, but the itch was plain to see: none of this talk really mattered. And when he took to the field, he played not for the team-plan but for himself, or so it seemed. Sometimes, according to Sexton, he was like a ‘chicken with no head’, running in all directions, needlessly frantic and aggressive. He hogged the ball, held on to it too long and frequently lost possession in his own half of the field.


But then of course he might do something wonderful – like beat three men, curl a free kick round the wall, split the defence with an outrageously angled pass. At such moments he was indeed a little gem. In spite of his lack of thoughtful preparation, Gascoigne scored twice against Yugoslavia’s Under-21s and once against both Portugal and Russia. And he did plenty more besides. There were suggestions in the press that he was ready for promotion. In spite of Sexton’s – and his own – misgivings, Bobby Robson ‘knew, in my heart, that we could not possibly leave him out of the squad for the World Cup finals in Italy. We would have to cater for him.’ He may have known it in his heart, but he did not say it at the time. Gascoigne performed under a large question mark, and it is perhaps to his credit that he never seemed to notice it was there.


A recurrent managerial gripe was to do with Gascoigne’s weight. As a child he was small for his age and noticeably fat. Scouts who came to view him usually gave him the thumbs-down at first sight. Robson’s Ipswich rejection had more to do with the boy’s shape than with his skill. And when Gascoigne joined Newcastle, the team trainer Colin Suggett almost gave up on him because of his compulsive eating. Suggett bullied and scolded and imposed every kind of punishing work schedule but he could not compete with the McDonald’s and Mars bars. Gascoigne lost weight in the morning and put it on again by nightfall.


On Jack Charlton’s arrival as manager of Newcastle in 1984, Suggett was asked to provide an assessment of the club’s playing resources. According to one chronicler, Suggett recommended to Charlton that Gascoigne – ‘a disruptive influence’ – should be ‘released’. Gascoigne was summoned to Charlton’s office: to get the sack, it was assumed. After about half an hour, Charlton’s door opened, and out came not Gascoigne but Big Jack, with tears running down his face, declaring, ‘What a life that boy has had.’ An early Gascoigne-watcher reckons that the soft-hearted Jack may have been conned: ‘I don’t know exactly what Gazza said, but he needed only to talk about his dad running off with someone else, and his mum being left on her own at home, and Jack would have been moved.’ A diet was decreed, and the player was given two weeks ‘to lose a stone – or leave’. He lost a stone – for the time being. And Charlton later mused: ‘I’ve made some bad mistakes, but getting rid of Gazza would have been the worst.’


*


In most stories about Gascoigne’s early years there are two kinds of authority-figure. There are the big-stick men like Colin Suggett, the drill sergeants. These bring out the delinquent in Gascoigne: nose-thumbing behind teacher’s back, getting the lads to laugh at Sir’s expense. And then there are the father-figures, shrewd, tolerant and humorous, ready to give talent room in which to breathe, to fool around, but stern and headmasterly when pushed too far. Gascoigne’s own father had indeed left home and was something of an invalid: he had a brain haemorrhage in his mid-forties and since then had been unemployable – not quite the rock on which a son might lean. Despite his prankish instincts, Gascoigne did seem to need a senior, a guiding hand, and at Newcastle he was probably fortunate: Joe Harvey, Jack Charlton, Arthur Cox. Each appears to have acknowledged that the youngster needed to be ‘catered for’, that – perky as he was – he functioned on a worryingly short fuse.


Grinning and fidgeting, desperate for centre stage, this mischief-maker could easily be wounded, made to squirm. In Robin McGibbon’s book, Gazza, there is an interesting account of the player’s half-time response to Vinnie Jones’s harassment of him during the 1988 Wimbledon encounter. Jones, in the celebrated photograph, is close-cropped, mean-mouthed, darkly gratified: he’s not just grabbing, he’s twisting. Gascoigne, cherubic, mop-haired, yelps in agony – who wouldn’t? Jones, it transpired, had been detailed to nullify Newcastle’s star, to ‘give him a rude awakening’. ‘Who does he think he is? He thought the whole day was about him and no one else. There were ninety minutes to be played and he was prancing about like he was man of the match already.’ Thus Jones has recalled the pre-match warm-up. When the game started, he took to his task with relish. Throughout the first half, he followed Gascoigne everywhere, breathing down his neck, taunting him, threatening him, even spitting in his face. ‘Stay where you are, Fat Boy, I’ll be back,’ he’d say when he had to go off to take a throw-in. And back he would come, slit-eyed and leering, the caricature tough.


And, sad to say, it worked. The Newcastle coach, John Pickering, remembers that after forty-five minutes, Gascoigne was ‘in total shock. His eyes were red from rubbing away the tears … Not one of us in the dressing-room had seen anyone treated so badly on a football pitch. Paul didn’t say one word and he didn’t even swear and shout about what had gone on – just sat in the dressing-room, staring into space.’ Gascoigne himself has denied that the Jones experience seriously hurt him, but Pickering’s account rings true. ‘It moved him deeply,’ he says. ‘We lost him for a bit.’ What, then, did this portend? Did Gascoigne’s mischievous star turn require the good-humoured compliance of his victims – at least to the extent of playing by the rules? For the likes of Vinnie Jones, playing by the rules usually meant losing. And there were plenty more defenders where he came from.


It was not Jones’s muscle that did the damage that day; it was the incessant nastiness, the sense he gave of despising the clown’s party tricks. Gascoigne, still a football innocent, a lad who loved to play, to take the piss, had – so Pickering believed – been ‘psyched’ out of the game. When it came to a straight contest for the ball, Gascoigne was no softie. In the six months or so since I’d first seen him, he had somehow got leaner and bigger. His upper body was more muscular: he was beginning to get the burly, barrel-chested look of a Maradona or a Dave Mackay. Now that would be something for Vinnie Jones to ponder: a twinkletoes who packed a punch, a hard man who could dance.


Two weeks before the clash with Jones, Newcastle played Spurs at St James’s Park. Spurs had to win, of course, but many of their fans also wanted Gascoigne to play well – or well enough for Spurs to want to buy him. Hoddle had gone by then, and there was a lot of press talk about Newcastle being ready to sell Gascoigne: to Manchester United, to Liverpool, even – unthinkably – to Wimbledon. Terry Venables, the Spurs manager, had not seen Gascoigne play. This, then, would be the crunch. Irving Scholar, the Spurs chairman, has described what happened:




At one moment in the first half Gascoigne collected the ball just on the arc of the centre circle in his own half and strode forward. Fenwick went in very forcibly to try and dispossess him, but Gascoigne with just a shrug of his hips shook him off, and Fenwick literally bounced off him … Terry and I looked round at each other. We didn’t need to say anything, our eyes did the talking. Terry was astonished at the sheer power and strength of a player who was still only twenty, and I am convinced that at that moment Terry decided that Gascoigne was the signing that we both felt the club badly needed.





Paul Gascoigne was transferred to Tottenham in May 1988 for two million pounds – a British record. I didn’t know it then and, in my delight at what seemed a correct, inevitable marriage, I doubt very much that I’d have cared, but Gascoigne dithered for some days before signing. It was not that he hated to leave Newcastle. He had been on the lookout for a transfer for some time: Newcastle, he believed, had exploited him from the beginning – at one stage paying him a miserly eighty-five pounds a week. And Newcastle did not want him to go: in February 1988, they offered him a new contract, worth £1,500 a week, rather more than they could actually afford. He turned it down.


Gascoigne’s then-agent, Alistair Garvie, got the impression, he said, that Gascoigne ‘wanted away from the environment in which he was living’. In newspaper columns – he was already contracted to the Sun – the player spoke poignantly of his roots, his evenings with his real mates down at the Dunston Excelsior Working Men’s Club, his rapport with the Geordie fans. In truth, though, the Geordie fans were another reason for him wanting to move on. He had never, he knew, entirely won them over. When he played less than brilliantly, they barracked him. When he played well, they reacted with suspicion: who was he trying to impress? He could never be sure of their esteem, and for Gascoigne this mattered quite a lot. It also puzzled him, and footballers are no good at being puzzled.


And he was always being told that he should leave – by other players, like Chris Waddle, a former Newcastle colleague who had gone to Spurs, and who now had for Gascoigne something of the status of an older brother; by the high-earners he ran into on his Under-21 trips; by the newspapers that traffic in fanciful transfer-talk; by the hangers-on who had spotted his market potential. By the time of the Spurs deal, Garvie – a one-time secretary of Newcastle United – had started to feel out of his depth. The Gazza-deals he had lined up in the North-East had brought him more trouble than profit – largely because Gazza, he reckoned, had become increasingly prickly and grasping. He called in a solicitor, Mel Stein, who was London-based but had Newcastle connections, and an accountant, Len Lazarus, to help with the fine print. By the time the transfer was completed, Stein and Lazarus had replaced him as Gascoigne’s principal ‘advisers’.


Why did Paul dither, then? Spurs fans more purist than I might well have been appalled to learn that Gascoigne’s first choice was not Tottenham but Liverpool. Liverpool had shown an interest but wanted to hold off for a year. Gascoigne was not prepared to wait but, when approached by Spurs, he asked for a clause in his contract allowing him to leave ‘if Liverpool come in at a later time’. Irving Scholar baulked at this: ‘I didn’t intend us to be a safe parking place for Liverpool.’ Mel Stein persuaded Gascoigne to back down:




Eventually they both returned to the room. Paul Gascoigne said: ‘Mr Scholar, I have changed my mind about the conditions I was insisting upon the other day. I don’t want any conditions in there concerning Liverpool. I’m a Tottenham Hotspur player and I promise you I will give you everything I have to repay your confidence in me.’ He put out his hand and we shook.





This is the way everybody talks in soccer memoirs. In real life Gascoigne rarely uses the first person singular. He says ‘us’ when he means ‘me’. And this Geordie trick of speech may have caused Scholar a few apprehensive moments during the contractual debate. When Gascoigne came down to London for the transfer talks, he insisted on bringing with him a small platoon of his best mates from Gateshead. The lads, he said, were to be housed with him in his posh Hadley Wood hotel. At around two a.m. on the morning after the contract had been signed, Scholar got a call from the hotel: could anything be done to restrain Mr Gascoigne and his colleagues? They were at that moment roaming the corridors, squirting each other with fire-extinguisher foam and engaging in loud Geordie banter. One of them, Five-Bellies Gardner, had been swimming in the hotel’s miniature boating lake – a little noisily, they said. The following day, Scholar summoned the lads to his office for a dressing-down:




But his friends completely disarmed me … They were lined up like naughty schoolboys waiting for the headmaster to chastise them. Before I could say anything one of them, with a bowed head, looked up and said: ‘Mr Scholar, I want to thank you for the best three days we’ve ever had in our lives.’ With such an apology, how could anyone get annoyed with them?






















Tottenham





GASCOIGNE’S MOVE TO Tottenham had made him rich. Not rich like Irving Scholar or Terry Venables, perhaps, but rich enough – for him, for now and for the lads back home in Dunston. Gascoigne had grown up in poverty. Even in Gateshead terms, his family was perceived to be hard-up: four children, father out of work, mother having to do part-time menial jobs. ‘Make me a millionaire,’ Gascoigne told Garvie when the agent first approached him. The Tottenham deal had not quite done that but it had set him on the road. The signing-on fee was said to be £200,000, the salary around £125,000 a year. In addition there were perks: a house, a car and fat bonuses for good results. Manchester United had been ready to give Gascoigne £5,000 each time he played for England, an offer Spurs no doubt had to top.


‘Yeah, that’s right, I’m going,’ he said, in response to Newcastle fans who called him money-mad, accusations stoked by Newcastle’s manager, Willie McFaul, who had offered Gascoigne the earth and been rebuffed, and by those of his former colleagues who could not resist the tabloid coin. ‘I’m going to a better club, to make more money.’ McFaul suggested that Fattie Gascoigne was riding for a southern fall, and the Newcastle chairman, Stan Seymour, called him ‘George Best without the brains.’ It was an acrimonious parting, and Gascoigne would later be hauled up before the Football Association for verbal retaliation: he ventured to call Seymour ‘clueless’ for having sold him to Spurs when his old contract still had a year to run. Gascoigne could scarcely be blamed for now and then losing his rag. When he said he ‘belonged’ in the North-East, he meant it. He found it hard to accept that the Geordie fans, who’d failed to love him, now saw him as a traitor. He too had been a Geordie fan. He had spent his boyhood dreaming about playing for the Magpies.


*


I couldn’t believe the fixture list when I first saw it: Spurs’ first game of the 1988–89 season was against Newcastle at St James’s Park. When Gascoigne ran on to the field, the crowd bombarded him with frozen Mars bars: they were on sale outside the ground. Throughout the game they booed and chanted whenever he went near the ball: ‘Fattie’, ‘Judas’, ‘Yuppie’. In those days it was commonplace for visiting London fans to mock the down-at-heel home crowd with lewd songs about unemployment. From the safety of the away-fans’ enclosure they waved thick wads of cash and sent up rhythmic chants: ‘Loadsamoney, Loadsamoney.’ For the Tynesiders, to have Gascoigne owned by such as these was difficult to bear. What was wrong, they wondered, with the loadsamoney that Newcastle had offered him to stay? At St James’s Park that day there seemed to be real hatred in the air. And, as with Vinnie Jones, Gascoigne caved in. He was taken off fifteen minutes before the end, booed all the way. Afterwards, he had to be smuggled out of the back door of his old club.


Throughout his first season at Tottenham, Gascoigne – by his own account – spent almost as much time on the motorway as he did in the deluxe quarters Spurs provided: a hotel first and then a house in Hertfordshire. ‘The worst time,’ he said, ‘was whenever I picked up an injury. I would travel to the North-East after watching our game, but at five a.m. on the Sunday I would have to get up and rush down to White Hart Lane for treatment. As soon as that was finished I would climb into my car and head to the North-East again. On Monday it was a case of clambering out of bed at five a.m. and hurtling down to London. I know it was sheer lunacy, but just a few hours with my family and friends kept me from blowing my mind.’


When he went back to Dunston he had to be careful where he parked his black Mercedes and he kept his portable telephone well out of sight. On the other hand, he wanted to show these new toys to his friends. Surely the Mercedes alone – ‘190 2.6 complete with rear spoiler, low racing skirt and one-way reflective windows’ – was proof enough that he’d been right to leave? He wanted the Excelsior to have a piece of his good fortune. Gascoigne may have been money-mad, but all reports of him agree that, when it came to his ‘real mates’, he was invariably ready with the readies – over-anxiously so, some reckoned. Certainly his Spurs paymasters might have wished that he could rid himself of one or two of his old ties.


Why should he, though? In the South, he was regarded with amusement as a Geordie hick. Irving Scholar, on first viewing him, observed that he ‘was dressed in a slightly old-fashioned way, looking very much like a country boy on his first visit to the Smoke’. And then there were his country habits. At Newcastle, he used to chat up the middle-aged ladies who worked in the ticket office. They were, he said, his ‘mums’. ‘Do you fancy it?’ he would ask Maureen, putting his hand up her skirt. And the mums would laugh it off. ‘He’d drive you crackers but you couldn’t help liking him – he was stupid, but not in a horrible way.’


At Spurs he tried a similar line with Scholar’s assistant, a Ms Masterson, and she recoiled with distaste. ‘He’s going to be trouble,’ she opined. His clothes, his dialect, his manners were all there to be mocked. But then he liked to raise a laugh. He was not easily embarrassed.


And there was the continuing problem of his weight. Later on Terry Venables would recall that when Gascoigne arrived at Spurs there was a section of the crowd that decided to target him – as Waddle, now a god, had once been targeted. ‘They said he was miles overweight and too slow. It was a struggle for him at the start. But we couldn’t force the weight off him for fear of weakening him.’ Gascoigne’s ‘official weight’ was eleven stone seven pounds, but, as he confessed, ‘I can put on half a stone in a week. Then I’ve got to shift it in a week. I’ve learned to watch it though I admit I still let myself go on Sundays. Then I eat a lot because I know I’ll be in next day to work it all off.’ ‘Eat a lot’ we can take also to mean ‘drink a lot’. For Gascoigne, the close season – June to August – amounted to three months of Sundays. When a new season kicked off he invariably looked out of shape.


*


As Britain’s most expensive footballer, Gascoigne was also the target of the tabloids. For them the script was already written: simple Northern lad gets dazzled by bright lights. Before the new season with Tottenham had begun, at least three Gazza scandals were revealed. The ‘night-club bust-up’ story was followed swiftly by the ‘high jinks on preseason Swedish tour’ story. Then came the ‘former model tells all’ tale: ‘Gazza persuaded me to drive 180 miles to have sex with him.’ Gascoigne was new to this game. His advisers wanted him to court publicity, to put his name to ghosted columns, to dress up for photo-shoots, to foster the lovable ‘clown prince of soccer’ image. He may even have believed that he had some good mates down Fleet Street way. Why then these lies, if lies they were? Why this intrusiveness, this dirt?
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