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Prologue


A Kind of Gentle Madness


21 June: Salford


On the afternoon of the summer solstice, beneath a flat, grey-white sky that he could have painted in a dozen sweeping brushstrokes, I am going to meet L. S. Lowry.


Elsewhere, especially in the far south, the temperature has shot into the nineties, making it the hottest day for forty years. Not, however, beside this long bend of the River Irwell, the water so still and so black that it looks 20 fathoms deep. There’s a cuff of wind here and even the odd spit of rain. This seems perfectly appropriate. It’s as though Mother Nature, curtseying deferentially to Lowry, is making sure the weather reflects his landscapes, almost always captured in such a beautiful gloom.


Factory chimneys were to Lowry what daffodils were to Wordsworth. So were back-to-back houses and tiled roofs, sombre curls of smoke and matchstick men and women, scraggy dogs on spindly legs and hulking buildings. He painted them for us in a wintery palette. Earth brown. Lamp black. Greys that were the colour of slag heaps. A light touch of flake-white, like snow, as highlights.


The Salford in which Lowry grew up, eventually making a reputation as well as a living from it, would be unrecognisable to him now. There are swanky bars and restaurants and high-rise flats with balconies that look across the distant spread of Manchester. There is an arched, elegant footbridge, the wire supporting it as delicate as the strings of a cello. And there is the upward curve of the building – all glinting steel and polished glass – that bears his name and hangs his art. With its aerofoil canopy above the entrance, the place is almost, but not quite, the Guggenheim of the North.


I stand in front of it and gather in the plain lines and the sharp points of the architecture; then I imagine Lowry staring at them too. I see his broad back, hunched a little. I see his chubby fingers combing through the frost-coloured stubble of his hair. I see, most of all, the large but slightly deflated balloon of his face, the pink flesh sagging around the jowls. From eyes that are as small and as black-bright as buttons comes an expression of incomprehension. For he can’t believe that the canvases he created in a scruffy back room of a scruffy stone house are now reverently lit and labelled in a gallery as grandly gorgeous as this.


I think Lowry deserves nothing less.


I never thought, as some still do, that the simplicity of his marks were crude or ugly. Or that the compositions were deliberately unpretentious because he lacked the skill to make them otherwise. I instinctively took to Lowry, the Constable of the cobblestones. In painting the ordinary and giving the mundane its due, he ennobled it somehow. He caught scenes to which I required no introduction either. I was born on the Northumberland coast, the village then downtrodden and in some disrepair. It was cramped and sullen and failing. Lowry’s North West was my North East – even though 150-odd miles and two and a half generations separated one from the other. I saw the same unprosperous people in hats or caps and mufflers, most enduring life rather than enjoying it. I saw the same homes, the same chimneys, the same consequences of the coal fire – dust and dirty air. I also saw how manual labour could be markedly different – the mines (my world) and the factories of Cottonopolis (his) – without being lenient on those obliged to do it. The workers in them were worn equally to the rim.


One Lowry work above all others was hypnotic. I repeatedly went back to it. Each time I found something new in it; something which before had given my eyes the slip. The tall slither of a distant chimney, almost indistinct in the smog. A man carrying a cane. A boy not much older than me. A tiny, blank window.


The painting was Going to the Match.


I came across it, aged around ten, in a book celebrating British landscape art, which was half hidden in the reference section of the local library. I have forgotten the title, but the painting was spread across two glossy pages and the book itself was square and flat, like a paving stone, and weighed as much as one too. To read it, I first had to carry it to a wooden table, which was a mighty feat of strength for my puny arms. Beneath a downcast Lancastrian sky, I saw Lowry’s trademark figures lean into the wind on their way into Bolton Wanderers’ Burnden Park. The rise of a stand behind one of the goals reminded me then, as now, of a ship about to sail out of dock. It was transfixing. I was already obsessed by football. I was always kicking a ball about the back garden. Or collecting stickers, as if each was a piece of treasure, and affixing them preciously into albums. Or buying the weekly magazines and cutting out their full colour posters, pressing each of them on to my bedroom wall with bronze drawing pins. I also read every newspaper that came into the house, starting them from the back page. But – and this is the thing – I hadn’t yet been to a proper game: a game where I was reliably informed that the heavy, slow click of the turnstiles sounded like the mechanism of a Town Hall clock . . . a game in which the goals had nets . . . a game where the pitch was saturated in early season colour . . . a game in which the crowd noise constantly assaulted your ears. I had been to Newcastle United’s St James’ Park when no one was in it. The steps of the terraces were like a long wide ladder leading straight to the clouds. And, later, I regularly crossed Nottingham’s Trent Bridge, where Nottingham Forest and Notts County, the world’s oldest league club, faced one another on opposite banks of the river. But I began to imagine what three o’clock on a Saturday afternoon would really look like – and be like – primarily from Going to the Match. Lowry took me there, as though by the hand, before I actually experienced it for myself.


The painting had a rushing energy about it and a sense not only of occasion but also of expectation. Conveyed within it, too, I found the conviction that nothing else was more important on that day – and perhaps not for another week – than the ninety minutes to come. I gazed at Going to the Match so intently that I could almost hear the tramp of 10,000 or more feet towards the gates and also the restless stir of those already banked inside, the kick-off looming. And because Lowry was clever with perspective – he paints the view as though standing on a slightly raised platform, looking down on it – I felt as if I could step inside the frame and follow the lone figure, cunningly positioned in the central foreground, who was walking away from me.


I didn’t know then that Lowry, born at the fag end of Queen Victoria’s reign, had once gone regularly to Burnden Park and to Manchester City’s Maine Road. The two grounds were almost equidistant from his boyhood home in Pendlebury. His father coached the Sunday School team, St Clement’s. Old maps show the church and the nearby fields where the games must have been played. Lowry, diffident and fond of his own company, preferred to be a spectator rather than a participant until the side, short of a goalkeeper, appealed to his conscience. Lowry, the loner, found the solitariness of goalkeeping to his liking. He had a talent for it too. He flung himself across his muddy line and around the box, gradually becoming caked in filth and repeatedly making fine saves, as though being between the posts was a birthright. The match was won. The emergency goalkeeper had even kept a clean sheet, his agility and the elasticity of his reach surprising his friends. One of them, who had persuaded Lowry to play, called him ‘the hero of the match’. With what was described as a ‘beatific’ glow, Lowry walked home in his kit, most of the pitch still clinging to it and also to his bare knees. His mother evidently believed that cleanliness truly is next to Godliness. She saw her son arrive home like a street urchin and immediately had what was called a ‘fit of the vapours’. The ensuing row was said to have been ‘frightful’. She was appalled that ‘any son of hers could have walked through the streets in such a state’. Lowry’s career as a goalkeeper ended after that one game, his mother issuing a lifetime ban for the sake of respectability. His father, it seems, had no say in the matter. From then on, resisting his friends’ pleas to join in, Lowry’s record of never conceding a goal remained superbly intact. We can only think about the goalkeeper he might have been . . .


Lowry could be an exasperating conundrum of a man, often claiming a lame and lukewarm interest in the game when, in fact, he possessed a savant’s memory for the recall of matches, of teams, of results. Nat Lofthouse was the Bolton centre forward who scored an FA Cup Final goal with a heaving charge, shoving the goalkeeper over the line when the ball was still in his grasp. He once told me that Lowry could be seen occasionally at Burnden Park in the very early 1960s, wearing the dark trilby and the long dark coat that made him look like one of the characters in his own paintings. Lofthouse remembered a conversation in which Lowry, as though these things had only just happened, began to animatedly recreate the Manchester City teams that won the Cup in 1904 – City coincidentally beating Bolton at Crystal Palace – and then again thirty years later. He spoke of their ‘outside forward’, the match-winning and thickly moustachioed Billy Meredith, who was famous for the achievement of scoring the only goal and infamous for being banned amid a bribery scandal not long afterwards. He spoke, as though recalling his own goalkeeping exploits, of City’s Frank Swift, who calamitously let a shot squirm through his ungloved fingers and beneath his body on a greasy Wembley surface against Portsmouth in 1934. He spoke of Fred Tilson, who scored twice in the last seventeen minutes, and also of Matt Busby, responsible for instigating City’s late comeback as much with the presence of his personality as his passing. And then, suggesting he still saw himself as part of the goalkeeping brotherhood, Lowry spoke again with sympathy for Swift, who fainted at the end out of sheer relief, knowing he was off the hook; his mistake was mercifully irrelevant. Lofthouse could not bring back the monologue verbatim, so he could offer no direct quotations, but he was conscious, as Lowry talked, that something appeared in his face that had not been there before. It was a conspicuous joy. Those games and the players who had shaped them clearly counted as landmarks in his past, their legacy cherishable.


I like the story because it confirmed the conclusion I reached as Going to the Match became more familiar to me. It could not possibly have been painted by someone who wasn’t wholly smitten with football . . . who didn’t see himself among the men hurrying into Burnden Park . . . who hadn’t before felt the frisson of afternoons just like it . . . and who didn’t have an overwhelming desire to share it. Lowry was a fan; no doubt about that. He imbues Going to the Match with love, compassion and understanding for the emotional charge of the game and especially for those who watch it. That quality is evident in every lick of paint.


It’s about locking down a memory too, I think: something he didn’t want to forget, which is the way a place looked. You could say that artists routinely do this, and also that Lowry in particular was always making an historical record of what he thought would perish if he didn’t paint it. I still believe that Going to the Match is about much more than the piquancy of that. It’s about personal pleasure. Lowry is giving us a glimpse of himself. He is also giving us a glimpse – as Lofthouse could testify – of what football meant to him, and also how it could carry him away. Football was his own passion apart from art, but he could only articulate the fact through art itself.


Going to the Match was painted in 1953. Lowry entered it into a competition called Football and Fine Arts, which was run by the FA to celebrate its ninetieth anniversary. Rather sniffily, the anonymous art critic of The Times announced that in his opinion ‘no single picture’ among the 1,710 the FA received was ‘of outstanding merit’. For him it explained why the first prize was split four ways (Lowry took his share of the booty, which was £250). For me it reaffirms the fact that classics aren’t always recognised as such from the off, but acquire status slowly, their worth and value determined through the accumulation of many decades. The newspaper’s picture editor clearly had a more discerning eye than its art expert. The painting he sent to the sub-editors to illustrate the column was Going to the Match.


Lowry declared that he’d ‘never been so surprised in my life’ after the painting’s success. If still alive, he’d have gone into comatose shock when, in 1999, The Professional Footballers’ Association displayed a canny appreciation of art and a cannier nose for investment by paying £1.9m to acquire it. What seemed a colossal amount then is absolutely piddling now. In today’s football market, £1.9m wouldn’t get you a lock of Lionel Messi’s hair. In today’s art world, where Lowry is in demand, it wouldn’t buy a small corner of that painting.


 


I don’t know how many times I have seen Going to the Match in a gallery. At least a dozen, I suppose. It never disappoints. Today, apart from a guide-cum-guard sitting on a plastic bucket chair, I am entirely alone with the painting. It’s as near as I can get to a private viewing in a public place.


That library book on British landscape art was quite sumptuous for its day, but even then I knew it would be no substitute for the real thing. Nor, though I own one, are the multiple prints you can buy, framed or not, from the downstairs shop. I lean forward and almost press my eyes right against the canvas, picking out the small intricacies of Lowry’s brushwork. Not only in the figures, of course, but also in the chimneys and in the belches of smoke from them, the patchwork slats of the wooden stands, the firm tramlines that give depth to the foreground, the roofs and the low front garden walls and also the flag flying like a medieval pennant high above the ground. The stand-out cadmium red of that flag, billowing against the pale sky, was painted with a dry brush and drags your gaze upwards, balancing the composition. I start to count the chimneys (six), the church steeples (two, I think) the dogs (three) and even, for a while, the figures. (I get as far as 103 before losing the thread.) After a while the guide-cum-guard begins to get suspicious, as if I am about to overstep the bounds of propriety and gallery etiquette. She is unsure whether I am just over-enthusiastic or some sort of crank intent on causing havoc. I think she expects me to suddenly pull the painting off the wall and make a dash for it, the gallery alarm clanging behind me. I step back and take a seat in front of the painting, nodding politely to acknowledge her tolerance.


I want to share with her, but don’t, the reason that Going to the Match endures and why everyone should make the pilgrimage to see it. It’s because of what the painting evokes. Anyone who has ever gone to a ground can see themselves reflected in it. Recognition comes instantly from the fact that you’re so familiar with the story Lowry tells. The words he chose are important too. Lowry was never a literary man, which probably accounts for the plainness of the painting’s title. For a football fan, however, the phrase ‘going to the match’ is redolent of so much and consequently as evocative as any sentence in the English language. For the boy that’s still in me, it captures the ritual pleasures of match day, every one different but also essentially the same: a shilling bus ride; the first glimpse of the ground; the shuffling queue and the banter traded in it; the dash to the front of the perimeter wall; familiar faces around you (for football fans are determinedly territorial); a programme with the Football League Review stapled inside it; half-time Bovril so hot you can barely drink it; a transistor radio with a barley-twist cord and earpiece to catch the scores on Sports Report and the upbeat da-de-da tune of the brass band that preceded them; and then buying, less than an hour later, the Saturday tea-time miracle, a ‘football special’ that was blue or green or buff or pink and arrived still inky off the presses.


As for the adult me . . . well, he remembers working for a newspaper exactly like that, and the ticket privileges it brought. Roaring afternoons and nights at Old Trafford and at Anfield. At the Camp Nou and at the Bernabéu. At ageing Olympic stadiums, such as Tokyo’s, and at the old Wembley, beneath the towers. And, of course, at places long-since gone, preserved only in photographs or on film or from whatever token relic someone salvaged, such as a rectangle of turf or a favourite seat in the stand. These are the Lost Grounds, their foundation stones lain in the early age of liniment, dubbin and ankle-length boots with steel toe-caps. The wrecking ball and the bulldozer wiped dozens upon dozens of them off the map, but not from the memory: Roker Park at Sunderland and Ayresome Park at Middlesbrough; the Victoria Ground at Stoke and Derby’s Baseball Ground, where you were so close to the touchline that you felt physically part of the game. Gone also is Coventry’s Highfield Road, once considered to be the acme of modernity, and even Lowry’s Burnden Park, the demise of it adding to the poignancy of his painting. These landscapes were levelled and something else built on them after the spit and polish of reinvention got underway, which was the arrival and super-growth of the Premier League


A golden anniversary looms for me. It’s almost half a century since I saw my first match as a fan. Being one persuaded me that becoming a sports reporter, thus receiving a wage for what I’d gladly have paid to see, seemed not only a natural progression but also a cushy substitute for actually having to work for a living. Also, I had no skills, other than touch-typing, which would have made me employable in anything but Kipling’s Black Art. The trade, it should be pointed out, has traditionally attracted misfits such as me with nowhere else to go. Somehow I muddled through, constantly astonished when I didn’t find myself in a dole queue. Eventually I stopped covering football, believing I’d had my fill of it. I could not watch any more. I had the feeling that something was over. For a while afterwards I went through a cagey withdrawal period, becoming apathetic towards the game, which made me agnostic about its importance. Eventually I divorced myself almost entirely from matches and results, the carousel of transfers and the comings and goings, and particularly the utterances, of managers. I put it all behind me, never intending to go back.


But I sorely underestimated the pull of football and also the place it held in my life. With hindsight I know why this happened. Making the game my business, turning it into a plain job of everyday work, leached the deepest pleasures out of it. I no longer saw football the way a supporter did.


It is difficult to fasten down exactly when and how the romance was rekindled, but major things can start in minor moments. I dwell on a contributory factor, which even now seems foolishly inconsequential but proved crucial nonetheless. This was the sight of the moderately undulating pitch on which I used to watch our village team play and also where I played myself as a boy. A memory can be exhausted by reflection. You can summon it too often so that, finally, almost nothing of it comes back. Or the passage of time uncomfortably reduces you and it to strangers; you feel as though what you’re recalling belonged to someone else.


But as I stood there our knockabout games came back as clearly as watching them spool past me on a screen, the picture in glorious colour. When this happened, unexpectedly and after a long absence, it was bleak midwinter. The surface was already more mud than grass, a churned and lonely-looking patch of earth. But the sight of it, and also of the bleached white goals, took me back to the beginning of everything, those first stirrings of interest in football. The goals, though one of them listed a little, had a strange and very moving beauty about them that can only be experienced rather than explained. In boyhood, when coats and jumpers were usually heaped up as posts, a real goal with a bar validated the fantasy that you were not performing on a recreational park but instead at some grand stadium in front of 100,000 people, the crowd figure always issued for big matches at Wembley. I always maintain that a true fan, irrespective of age, can’t spot the whites of a goal – even one glimpsed only from a passing train – without wanting to get a ball and take a shot at it. The sight is conducive to dreaming. I loved that village pitch, which was an escape from formal education, and it reminded me of why I loved football too. Each of our games had lasted for hours, the score only guessed at and darkness alone signalling the final whistle.


You know you’ve lost your heart to football when you swoon over the sound the ball makes ripping against a net, thumping against the woodwork or twanging off the outside of a boot . . . or when the sight of a long pass spinning in easeful flight seems something supremely sublime to you . . . or when an unexpected shot rises dramatically from distance, travelling like a fired shell . . . or when a goalmouth melée, in which no one knows exactly what is going on, counts as the highest possible pulse-racing drama . . . or when you spy a set of floodlights miles away and are drawn to them . . . or especially when you begin hoarding piles of old programmes and ticket stubs because throwing them out would be like burning a diary or tossing out the family photos. All this is a kind of gentle madness, which among fans counts as a virtue. It gradually took hold of me again. I couldn’t resist.


Entwined with everyday life like no other sport has ever been or ever will be, football has become, as near as damn it, everyone’s game. Almost all of us have colours to wear, a team to shout for, a result to seek out. Following every nuance of your team becomes passionately necessary, your mood rising dramatically and falling precipitously with each pendulum swing of its fortunes. The football fan will know exactly what I mean. But, though the game matters so much to us, we can’t always explain why – either to the few who are still immune to its charms or even to ourselves sometimes.


I am going to try. 


Every long journey is always a quest. My own into the new season to come, which starts in seven weeks, is about that why. I have decided to travel as a fan, paying for my own ticket and my own programme, so I will be an ordinary, anonymous spectator like everyone else. I am starting here, with Lowry in Salford, not just because of my small history with the painting, but also because it seems perfectly logical. We easily identify differences between present and past, but don’t necessarily recognise – or we choose to overlook – the similarities. Over the next nine months Going to the Match will remind me of a significant one.


I have been looking hard at both the finished, gilt-framed canvas and the rough, preparatory pencil drawings that he did. These hang alongside it. With a thick line, Lowry has marked the admission price: 1s/9d. We know the players didn’t earn much more than those who came to watch them then: the maximum wage was £15 and the British transfer record had broken £30,000 only three years earlier. But even as a heritage piece, Going to the Match still speaks to me and still seems fresh too, as though the oil has yet to dry properly on it. That’s because the spectators Lowry depicts – and who were his motivation for painting the scene in the first place – are exactly like us in so many ways.


The men and women of his Burnden Park were as avid about football then as we are now. They cared as much. They fed their heart with fantasies and were easily pleased and easily disappointed. They also handed over their money, as we do, and demanded of the players what Diaghilev demanded of his dancers. ‘Amaze me,’ he’d say.


Someone today could take a decent stab at producing a contemporary picture at another ground, but it would be derivative of Going to the Match and reveal nothing much but the obvious changes in fashion and architecture. Lowry’s hope for his painting was modest. He wanted us to look at it and know, without recourse to further research or anecdotal evidence, what it was like to go to a game in the early and mid 20th century. He achieved much more than that. In Going to the Match he told us what it had always been like – and, essentially, always will be.


After half an hour, during which I’ve paced about and stared at it from every available angle, I take a last, lingering look and then I thank the guide-cum-guard. She seems slightly relieved when I say my polite goodbyes to her. But I am not, of course, saying farewell to Mr Lowry and his painting.


They are coming with me – in spirit at least.
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Home is the Oldest Place You Will Ever Know


13 August: Newcastle United v Tottenham Hotspur, Premier League, St James’ Park


Every match has a moment in it that reminds me of an earlier one, often played a long while ago. I see a goal, a save, a sliding tackle, an arching, cross-field pass or a satin-slick move that is reminiscent of another, buried and forgotten until then. Or, just occasionally, something slighter or even more ordinarily mundane ignites dimly the same small spark of recognition. The way a particular player runs or pivots or even the posture he temporarily holds, hands pressed on hips, as he waits for the ball. A goalkeeper, through habit or superstition, abstractly knocking his boots against the base of his post to get rid of imaginary mud from his studs or needlessly tugging on the back of the net to test the strength of it. The walk, taken from a railway station to a ground, through streets that aren’t familiar but seem so. The ragged outline of a town or city that somehow reminds me of somewhere else. Time shifts, the sudden memory disturbing it, and what comes back is a feeling, a place or an image. More than three hours before the kick-off at St James’ Park, where Newcastle United return to the Premier League against Tottenham, the first of those memories is already ghosting in.


The morning is still rising, the sun low above the North Sea. It is one of those flawless, ravishing days that the very start of a season always seems to bring like a blessing. For the past week August has masqueraded as mid-November. We’ve endured a long blow of wind and miserably cold rain. Today, as if summer is only starting rather than rounding its curve, the light is so strong that I have to shield my eyes to look at the sky, shining cloudlessly, and also at the wave-less sea, which is full of tugs and oily tankers and the odd sailing boat, each full canvas like a splatter of white paint. On the beach, far below me, nothing but a frothy ripple of tide is washing on to the sand. Everything is as sharp as an etching: the horseshoe bend of the bay; the dark spire of St George’s Church; the dark worn skeleton of Tynemouth Abbey on its rocky outcrop and the bleached stone of St Mary’s Lighthouse, like a rising finger, and also the cathedral-like dome of the Spanish City. On this spot almost all of England is well behind me. I am on the coast road, taking a dog-leg route to the match. It’s an impractical and labyrinthine detour. It’s also a deliberately sentimental one.


The 1970–71 season began not much more than a month after England surrendered the World Cup in Mexico. I was on holiday, our annual return to my birthplace. We’d left only because the mine my father worked in had become exhausted of coal. We returned every year like refugees desperate to see home again. I was eleven years old then, tiny and chronically shy. Newcastle were about to face Wolverhampton Wanderers and, for reasons I cannot remotely fathom now, my father, my maternal grandfather and I left for the game from this same stretch of the coast. We walked along the sea front for a while, looking at the horizon, and then we caught a rickety, overcrowded bus that moved slowly and blew billowing exhaust. The bottom deck was full of women, including my aunt – ostensibly there as a Saturday shopper, clutching her long-handled bag. The top deck, where I bagged a front seat, was choked with working men in black and white scarves. Nearly all of them puffed on cigarettes, another fag lit as soon as the previous one became an ashy stub. Outside the bus there was barely a fist of cloud to be seen. Inside it the air stank of Woodbines and Capstan Full Strength and was clogged with grey-blue smoke that gathered thickly all around me.


We all strip down and simplify the past because we only ever see it as a slide-show instead of a continuously running film; for that’s the way the mind works. But I remember we arrived preposterously early in Newcastle because of my father’s irrational hatred of being late, a trait I inherited from him. I remember that I was smuggled into the murky corner of a pub – perhaps The Strawberry, closest to the ground. I remember that we shuffled in a queue and paid on the gate. I remember the old gold glow of Wolves’ shirts, which I can see in flashes, and the panelled ball, which was a pale daffodil yellow. I know my father dressed for the occasion: tweedy jacket, white shirt and a narrow tie. His shoes were polished better than our best silver. I know my grandfather wore his cloth cap, for he almost never took it off except in bed. I also know – because I’ve checked contemporaneous reports of the match – that Newcastle ran out winners 3–2. Afterwards, waiting for the terraces to empty, the three of us bowled down the slight bluff on which St James’ Park stands. We were reunited with my aunt beneath Grey’s Monument, the ribbed Doric column that I regard as finer even than Nelson’s. I went back with her, discovering this had been her sole purpose for travelling with us in the first place. She handed me a still-hot copy of The Pink, and I read and re-read it, checking the scores and scorers from elsewhere until the newspaper’s headlines inked my fingers. My father and my grandfather stayed on, the beer in the Bigg Market awaiting them.


All this happened so long ago. That day is some far off country, visited once and to which you can never return. My grandfather died three years later. My father died in the 1990s. Now my aunt has inoperable cancer, diagnosed during a month that seemed certain then to be her last. She even said her goodbyes weakly to me in her semi-conscious sleep. She is six years older than the Queen and has never lived anywhere except the village in which she was born. She is bed-ridden, and reluctantly on my part – but not on hers – we have discussed what she doesn’t want at her funeral. I know what she expects of me, but I can’t conceive of making the arrangements or clearing her house or being the executor of her will. She has accepted her death phlegmatically; she is waiting for it. I have not accepted it at all. She has always been here, invulnerable; ergo, she always will be. I regard her as my ‘second mother’. She, a spinster through choice, regards me as her son. Her looming death has made me think hard about my own life. About the past. About roots. About belonging. About what – and where – home is. And, bizarrely incongruous as this sounds, each of those has made me think about football too, and specifically the way in which it has tethered me to the city I left as a young child. She is responsible for that.


My aunt found herself in a household of inveterate football buffs, which was split between the rivalry of Newcastle (my father and the rest of us) and Sunderland (my grandfather), but she initially possessed only a flickering interest in either of them. The discussions about the game, always a vital part of the experience of watching, meant she was educated in the history of it involuntarily, purely from catching the drift of conversations in which she got held as an innocent living room hostage. When she realised my absorption in the game was not only genuine but also incurable, she set about pandering to it. We had moved to Nottingham by then, my father swapping one glum pit for another. For the next half century – even when the internet made this unnecessary – the letterbox rattled each Tuesday with a thick roll of newsprint. She cut out and posted to me every story about Newcastle that appeared in the local newspapers: the Evening Chronicle, the Journal and the Sunday Sun. Until the Web killed it off, along with every other Saturday night sports paper, she sent The Pink as well, wholly intact. Sometimes I would find a short note written in blue Biro on the blank border beside a story. She’d point out that a player had scored his first goal for a while or otherwise she’d highlight a quotation or a fact, peculiar or especially interesting to her. During Newcastle’s all too infrequent years of lousy form, she’d often write that someone ought to give the team ‘a really good shake’, implying she might be the only one capable of doing so. When I was old enough to travel alone, I would head to Newcastle to watch a match and stay with her. Eventually, because of me, she found an interest in football too, lavishing her affections on a different club than mine. Hers was Blyth Spartans. The strange infatuation began, I think, during the early and mid-1970s when the amateurs in candy green and white flourished in the FA Cup, knocking out professionals several divisions above them. Every Sunday morning she searched first for Blyth’s score and read their match report. She still does.


In the village post office, where my parcel was expensively dispatched, my aunt became such a familiar figure that her absence was conspicuous. Everyone there knew not only the day but also the hour she was due, exactly what she was sending and why, and also how long she had been doing it. Occasionally, along with the football cuttings, she’d include news stories about Newcastle as it changed and spruced itself up. In weekly instalments I got to piece them together like the world’s biggest jigsaw. Once you leave the place you are from, you can never belong to it in the same way again. But the cuttings made certain that I clung on to a lot of it. Home is the oldest place you will ever know, and because of my aunt Newcastle felt – and still feels – emphatically mine.


There is a song, which I heard first at St James’ Park, called ‘Comin’ Home Newcastle’. It’s a Geordie love poem about the imminent return of the native. Exiled from Newcastle in London, entirely through circumstance, the protagonist longs to go back, likening his parting to a stretch in gaol. He promises to walk the streets ‘al day, al neet’ just for a bottle of the River Tyne. The verse that made me well up – and still does – is the eighth:


 


I’m Comin’ Home, Newcastle


If you never win the Cup again


A’ll brave the dark at St James’ Park


In the Gallowgate End in the rain


I’m Comin’ Home . . .


 


I am that melancholic man, and the pull of the place occurs in sly ways, often catching me unawares. Finding a photograph – especially of the Tyne Bridge or St Mary’s Lighthouse – unexpectedly in a newspaper. Hearing the accent and a line of dialect, a language of its own. Standing on a railway station platform when a Newcastle-bound train is announced. No matter where I live – or for how long – I am a tad out of joint, never feeling as though I quite fit in. I consider myself as a trespasser, an outsider; someone without passport status. Only in Newcastle do I feel at home.


Part of the reason is that those of us fortunate to have been born close to the sea are always plotting a route back there. We miss the sight of it. We miss the salt in it. But another part, which is the main one, is Newcastle’s great and indomitable sense of self. It is geographically separate, and can seem remote and rather alien to those solidly planted in the South – especially people who are insular enough to believe the North starts on the motorway turn off to Leicester and that a lot of the land beyond is so primitively wild that modern cartographers, like their medieval predecessors, should scrawl ‘Here Be Dragons’ across the map. Difficult though this is to believe, I meet people even now who suppose Newcastle is shabbily anachronistic, the air full of dirt, and that coal gets tipped into the bath when the pet whippet isn’t being washed in it. This was a myth even when I was growing up, the region known then for mining and ship-building and football. Just the football is left, which explains why the sort of hope that can kill you is focused on St James’ Park. The filthy industries were missed, grievously at first like an amputated limb, but only the loss of the game would be inconsolably mourned. Football is bone and blood and breath here. I refuse to accept as pure coincidence that one of the symbols of Newcastle, The Angel of the North, was sunk into the soil beside another – the football pitch. She stands, her iron wings outstretched, behind a net-less goal, the bar sagging a little. She looks like a goalkeeper, about to stride down from her grassy hillock for a penalty shoot-out.


In Newcastle a baby still sleeps, largely metaphorically but sometimes literally, with a ball in the cot and almost everyone, however tangentially and to whatever degree, follows the team because what it does or doesn’t do seeps into so much of everyday life. Results are responsible for the mood and the character of the place, detectable in the cold air. If you don’t understand this, you won’t understand Newcastle at all. In 2016, only a week or so after their last, ignominious relegation, I meandered around a city hurt and diminished by it. Everything was as sombre as a state funeral. I half-expected to glance up and find the tops of the Georgian buildings trimmed, as a mark of sad respect, in black velvet.


How seriously Newcastle cares about football is reflected in how much the disappointments the game regularly inflicts on it are tolerated and forgiven. It’s a form of masochism. Newcastle last dazzled us consistently in the early and mid-1950s when the FA Cup sat in St James’ Park, gleaming like a family heirloom. It being there was taken for granted, ownership considered a proprietorial right. The Cup occasionally went out on ‘temporary loan’, but was always expected back. That achievement now carries the dust of the ages. Newcastle’s recent history reads like a misery memoir, so perpetually wretched as to require publication in multiple volumes. In The Boys of Summer, a book about his addiction to the Brooklyn Dodgers, Roger Kahn writes that: ‘We may glory in a team triumphant but you fall in love with a team in defeat’. We know a good deal about that in Newcastle. Following them has meant becoming expert in wishful thinking, romantic hopefulness and the comfort of what ifs and what might have beens. It is commitment to a conceit of sorts. The team haven’t been Champions of England for almost one hundred years. They haven’t won a major trophy for nearly fifty. They haven’t reached the Wembley final of a cup – any cup – for almost twenty. The wilderness is without apparent end. Honestly, I don’t expect Newcastle to win a scrap of anything in my lifetime.


None of the fanatically supported clubs on Merseyside, Manchester or in North London would be so understanding or as faithfully stoical as Newcastle’s supporters have been about all of this.


The proof is that 50,000-plus of them will be here today.


 


No rickety bus for me. I catch the Metro instead and then climb the shallow, forty tiled steps towards St James Park’, the ground suddenly breaking into view. I come across a programme seller leaning against his stall, a lugubriously weary look on his pudgy face. A couple of thin, sallow-faced teenagers sit on Jackie Milburn’s statue, their heels kicking the plinth, and a bloated middle-aged man takes a photograph of them with his mobile phone. He is evidence that no one of a certain age and a certain girth ought to wear replica kit. The material is stretched so tightly across his corpulent belly that Newcastle’s stripes are horribly distorted, like something you’d see in a fairground mirror.


What is striking on the way in, and what is more striking now, is how solemn, almost maudlin, the atmosphere is. It’s like no opening game I can remember. I go into the club shop and find few customers in the narrow aisles. I walk around the back of the high stands, the shadows there cold and oppressive. I hear no chanting and no banter. I see no bunting either. The weeks between the end of one season and the beginning of another are passed usually in a state of expectant bliss. You possess the optimism of the inveterate gambler, who in those few seconds when a chucked dice is still in mid-air or the roulette wheel is still spinning, persuades himself that anything is possible. The season’s first day also usually has a glow about it, like the anticipation of Christmas morning. Newcastle, returning as Champions of the Championship, should be buoyantly brash about this umpteenth new dawn – even though the Premier League’s fixture computer could have been kinder. To hand them Tottenham, title runners-up to Chelsea last May, is not a benevolent gesture.


But Newcastle is subdued, hushed even. This isn’t because of the torture Tottenham’s marquee players, principally Harry Kane and Dele Alli, are capable of inflicting on them. The cause is closer to home. The fearful symmetry of former seasons is seen in the messy preparations for this one. St James’ Park offers a perpetual drama of intricate plot, disproving the theory that it is always better to be talked about than not. Newcastle are being talked about now after barely causing a tremor in the transfer market since promotion. Only £30m, the equivalent of a pocketful of loose change, has been spent on strengthening the squad. And no signing – among them Jacob Murphy from Norwich, Javier Manquillo from Atlético Madrid via Sunderland and Florian Lejeune from Eibar – is inspiring a chorus of ‘The Blaydon Races’. Worse, the owner, Mike Ashley, chose the build-up to this match to illustrate that, even after a dysfunctional decade in charge, he still has no big plan. Few, it seems, are better at stirring up apathy on Tyneside than him.


With his short hair shaped in a Caesar cut, his prominent blade of a nose, his bull neck and his wide fleshy face, Ashley looks in profile like a plump Roman emperor. The image hardens whenever, from his lofty seat in the stands, he folds his arms and looks hopelessly exasperated or rather bored, his expression blank and staring. You expect him to turn a thumb downwards in regal disapproval, never quite appreciating that he shares responsibility for the standard of the entertainment. The most recent Rich List, compiled by The Sunday Times, calculated Ashley’s worth at £2.16bn, making him the fifty-fourthwealthiest person in the country. There is something satirically tragi-comic about listening to him explain why he can’t find enough sixpences to fund properly the fourteenth best supported side in Europe. His money, Ashley says, is in ‘Sports Direct shares’, which he compared to ‘wallpaper’. The metaphor is clumsy. The picture you immediately see is Ashley’s living room walls decorated in million-pound notes.


Where the media is concerned, Ashley usually keeps himself in one of those hard to reach places. His previous substantial, set-piece interview was given to Sky Sports more than two years ago. He took advantage of the same soapbox to share his latest thoughts with us this week. If not exactly conducted with wide-eyed worship from the prayer mat, the fairly short Q and A could not be confused with a hard interrogation. Questions were lobbed at him respectfully. An aura of calm enabled Ashley to get into his stride. But even with everything going for him, he still managed to muck it up. In attempting to come across as an ordinary, blokey billionaire, doing the best that possibly could be done, Ashley sounded more than ever like someone who, even after all these years, has little understanding of – and absolutely no empathy with – his own club. He struck me as a little over-rehearsed too. The phrases he used seemed prefabricated and welded together on the spot, but the whole they made was too shaky to become a solid defence of his stewardship. Ashley did lay claim to just enough mistakes – mostly about sacking managers – to sound contrite. He still reminded me of a businessman who is in completely the wrong trade. Ashley is not the first to discover that playing the part of a grandstanding owner and the hands-on demands of ownership are not the same. He’s not the first either to be naive and wrong-headed in assuming that his retail success would transfer easily to football. And he’s also not the first, after realising it wouldn’t, thus making his experience in other board rooms almost irrelevant, to find himself floundering. In his early days Ashley wore a Newcastle shirt to matches, and he sat beside and also drank with the fans in an ostentatious attempt to show brotherly solidarity. It was doomed to fail, as gesture politics always will, because the practical decisions he made in Newcastle’s name soon contradicted the flashy claims of commitment. Bobby Robson, the archetypical Football Man, once asked ‘What is a club in any case?’ and then nailed the definition of it in eighty-one words, imagining his beloved Newcastle as he did so. ‘Not the buildings or the directors or the people who are paid to represent it,’ said Robson. ‘It’s not the television contracts, get-out clauses, marketing department or executive boxes. It’s the noise, the passion, the feeling of belonging, the pride in your city. It’s a small boy clambering up the stadium steps for the first time, gripping his father’s hand, gasping at the hallowed stretch of turf beneath him and, without being able to do a thing about it, falling in love.’ Someone still needs to explain to Ashley what Robson meant. He doesn’t get it – not really. He owns the flesh and the body of Newcastle – the bricks, the steel, the mortar and the glass – but not the soul; and he never will because he seems unable to recognise what it is, or what it is worth to those who do.


 


If the season’s first, bright sight of that ‘hallowed stretch of turf’ doesn’t move you viscerally, then you shouldn’t be here. Your ticket belongs to someone else. I look across it, thinking there is always something unusually beautiful about a ground as it begins to fill slowly, the noise rising around you. The Newcastle fans, soon raucously singing in the Gallowgate End, arrive and unfurl huge banners beneath me. Each is indicative of how long it has been since the club were a potent force. One of them depicts Hughie Gallacher, scorer of thirty-six goals when Newcastle won the Championship in 1927. Another is of Bob Moncur, captain when their last trophy, the Inter-Cities Fairs Cup, came here as the 1960s were about to swing to a conclusion. A third is of Malcolm ‘Supermac’ Macdonald, a boyhood hero of mine, whose thumping left foot took them to an FA Cup Final, albeit a frightful one better forgotten. I watch his banner ripple in the lightest of breezes and I realise, despondently, that present-day Newcastle wouldn’t be ambitious enough to sign a luxury product such as Macdonald; he’d be too expensive for Mike Ashley. In 1971, aged twenty-one, Macdonald cost £180,000, a sum equivalent to almost £30m today. The club’s transfer record – £15m for Michael Owen – has stood since 2005. Contained in that statistic is the reason Newcastle will limp along, avoiding relegation the best to be hoped for, unless Ashley becomes more like Midas and less like Scrooge.


As Newcastle look so horribly mismatched against Spurs, I’d settle for something joylessly goal-less today: an ugly point to get us going, leaving only another thirty-nine to make completely sure of sidestepping the drop. But I look at Harry Kane – marvelling again that his long, sharp features resemble an Easter Island sculpture – and also at Dele Alli and Christian Eriksen, both lithe and lively, and all I see is defeat; 2–0 would be respectable.


In less than a minute, Rafa Benítez, carrying a few more pounds than last season around his waistcoated stomach and beneath his chin, leaves his high-backed seat in the dugout and begins signalling from the technical area, a semaphore of distress. He jabs the warm air with an index finger, points towards the Leazes End, which Tottenham defend, and then cups a hand beside his mouth. The instructions he hollers seem more for appearances’ sake than for practical purpose, the words whipped away and lost in the cacophony around him. It must feel to him like screaming beneath a waterfall.


The early tempo is sluggish, the passing slack. Every move is cautious and creaks a little, as though requiring a squirt of oil to lubricate it. The shooting is wayward too. With a yard and a half of space, Dwight Gayle snatches at one chance from the angle of the box, throwing his left boot at it hopefully. The effort balloons off his shin and is going over the bar before the lack of power in it sends the ball into a late, veering plummet towards the corner flag. I think again of Macdonald, who in his prime would have barrelled in from the same position and blasted at the target, a left-footed shot hard enough to tear the pegs out of the bottom of the net.


Soon Newcastle are having to make do and mend, grafting hard when two unfortunate circumstances force adjustments from Benítez. With the game in its infancy, Paul Dummett tweaks a hamstring in an innocuous challenge. It’s no more than a muscular stretch for the ball, but he knows what damage has been done, instantly holding up a hand towards the bench and asking to be rescued. Then Florian Lejeune’s debut ends prematurely. Kane, searching for his hundredthgoal, has looked off the pace, as though the season’s start has come at least a week and a half too soon for him. He’s made the usual sort of striker’s runs, but either the passes from Alli or Eriksen have been struck too quickly, fizzing out harmlessly, or Kane has been a shade too slow to get to them. Afterwards he reacts rather like a mime artist – head thrown back, arms thrown skywards – who wants to convey his displeasure with himself broadly and extravagantly, so everyone is aware of it.


When Kane, after tracking back, loses possession near the halfway line, he tries to reclaim the ball with a scissor tackle on Lejeune, cut down from the ankle. The tackle is about bad timing rather than maliciousness, proving again how maladroit most forwards tend to be when asked to defend. It shows Kane’s rustiness. The mistake gets him a booking, a scant price nonetheless compared to the high one Lejeune pays in comparison. In an awkward, twisting fall, he tears a ligament.


Jonjo Shelvey, handed the Newcastle captaincy today, dominated in the Championship last season because he had the room to do it. So many goals came from one of his long passes. He strolled back, often nearer his own box than the halfway line, and took in the view the way a painter leisurely absorbs a landscape before deciding which angle to frame. Not now. Tottenham, attempting to capitalise on Newcastle’s reorganisation, press too far up the pitch for that to happen, squeezing both the space and the seconds available to him. Shelvey is rushed and frustrated, the sweat sticking to the bald, hard-boiled egg of his head. He’s restricted to swift flicks and glancing nudges, mostly in crab-like movements of compromise, because anything more adventurous is beaten down or intercepted. When he does spy a gap, Shelvey can’t plonk the ball into it. His radar is awry. So is his range. With Shelvey curiously detached, Newcastle can only ever respond to what Tottenham do rather than dominate them. You still expect more from Tottenham than Kane and his support staff are giving. It is consoling Newcastle, for whom the fixture hasn’t been as intimidating so far as it originally seemed.


At half time – after much ado about nothing – the noteworthy stuff doesn’t fill half a page of a pocket notebook: Eriksen bending a shot past the post from 20 yards . . . the Gallowgate End booing Moussa Sissoko, his punishment for being an ex-Newcastle player . . . the odd hash of a hacked clearance from goalkeeper, Rob Elliot . . . Gayle on a couple of occasions bereft of a finishing touch.


Relief is the overriding emotion from inside St James’ Park. Newcastle, toiling hard, are holding their own at least.


 


Only a month ago, idly surfing the internet, I came across a YouTube clip of one of Newcastle’s matches that became simultaneously famous and infamous. Like so much film of that period, I thought it had been wiped, lost or misplaced, never to be seen again. It was the 1974 FA Cup quarter-final against Nottingham Forest, the old First Division meeting the old Second. In the second half Newcastle, who were supposed to win in a gentle canter, were down to ten men and losing abjectly 3–1. Embarrassment awaited them when more than 500 home supporters among a crowd of 52,000 poured across the scrubby, bare pitch, a ragtag army of discontent. Their lame excuse was anguish and frustration. The referee had no option but to take the teams off until the outnumbered police, some of them with Alsatians, were able to herd the trouble-makers back on to the terraces, chiefly into the Leazes End which Forest had been protecting without too much difficulty. A total of twenty-three people were taken to hospital that afternoon: three of them had fractured skulls. There was a ten-minute delay, and the display of fan aggression jarred Forest psychologically, throwing them out of kilter afterwards. The team became more conscious about its safety than the result. Newcastle drew level and then won improbably, 4–3, in the dying fall of the match. When the invasion began, my father was watching from the back of the Gallowgate End. Disgusted with the sight in front of him, he shook his head and walked out, never caring then or later that he’d missed Newcastle’s comeback. I was wedged into the Gallowgate End too. I was at the front, near the left-hand corner flag. The following afternoon my father and I sat together to watch the recorded highlights on Star Soccer. I was startled to catch myself briefly on the screen. Terry Hibbitt was about to swing in the corner that led to Newcastle’s opening goal. I could have reached out my hand and almost tugged him down by the ankle.


I called up the film, stopping and starting and finally freezing it in a search for my fifteen-year-old self, which I did and did not want to find. Eventually there I was – a flop of my overlong blonde hair, trendy in the 1970s, almost covering my right eye like a pirate’s patch. I was wearing a parka, also trendy, which was like a second skin, seldom off my shoulders then. Seeing myself as I used to be felt peculiar, as though a quick glimpse in a mirror had revealed someone I only half-recognised and barely knew. My ticket today, which was bought randomly, has coincidentally given me a seat high above that same spot. I gaze down at the corner flag, thinking of the clip and unable to conceive how much time has passed.


I am still thinking about it when, almost immediately after half time, the axis of the game abruptly turns.


 


It happens like this.


The ball is played up to Dele Alli mid-way in Newcastle’s half. There is a swivel and then a nothing kind of kerfuffle with his tackler, the ball coming on to Alli’s hand. He is on his bum, still holding the ball, when Jonjo Shelvey comes behind him, stretches out a tattooed arm and knocks it away, petulantly and unnecessarily. Shelvey could trot off, allowing the free kick to be belted up-field, but instead he takes two more short strides alongside Alli and plants a third deliberately on to his ankle, stamping down on it with the studs of his banana-yellow boot. The act is vicious, vindictive, pointless and egregious. The referee, Andre Marriner, has previously waved twenty-five red cards in his Premiership career. The twenty-sixth is a foregone conclusion, requiring no second thoughts. Marriner is less than 5 yards from Shelvey. His view of the crime is unobstructed. We all know about Shelvey’s foul temper. He’s flammable material and nothing much – even a few spiky words – is sufficient to set him ablaze. The stamp, as though caught in the clutch of madness, is probably retribution for some piffling earlier exchange that no one noticed. Shelvey still reacts to his sending off with a mock incredulity and open-palmed innocence. As he walks towards the dressing room, there is even an ever-so slight shake of the head, as though he is the wronged man, not guilty at all of besmirching the captain’s armband with his idiocy. In the privacy of the dressing room, Newcastle will search for those brain cells of Shelvey’s that refused to come out for the second half.


Of course, without him, Tottenham take over. And, of course, the opening goal is Alli’s. It comes just after the hour. Passes around Newcastle’s box are exchanged with the speed of a card sharp shuffling a pack. The defence swivels this way and that, never getting the measure of the attack. Eriksen is 20 yards out when he gets the ball and sees what Newcastle don’t, which is Alli moving across Eriksen’s peripheral vision. The run carries him 18 yards and between two defenders. The floated pass, which Eriksen strikes with some swerve and fade, anticipates where Alli will be when the ball starts to drop. Rob Elliot hesitates. Alli steers his shot in on the volley from close range, his left leg outstretched.


Newcastle have spent so long in the apparent security of their own half that venturing out of it is a wrench, like leaving home for the first time. No sooner do they scurry forward than Tottenham force them to scurry back again. There is more nippy passing. There is more disarray in the defence. And there is another through ball from Eriksen, who is doing to Newcastle what Shelvey did to all-comers in the Championship. The ball is shorter and flatter than before, but the goal – this time from the left back, Ben Davies – is scored on almost the same yard of turf. After Harry Kane nearly adds a third, his shot smacking against the base of a post with such a thud that you could hear it on the Scotswood Road, Tottenham begin to indulge in Walking Football, that variation of the game designed for the over-fifties. Newcastle can’t take the ball off them. By now the sun has dropped so low that the cross hatching of steel supports in the clear, truss-cantilever roof that overhangs the Milburn Stand and the Leazes End is shadowing the pitch like a drape of black lace.


There’s still time for Eriksen, constantly superb, to demonstrate with a party piece the difference between a top team and a lowly one. He is 10 yards inside his own half and pushed against the touchline. Facing his own goal, he accepts a chipped pass. Nineteen out of twenty players would hold the ball in a jockeying sort of way and wait for someone to support them. Not him. Eriksen, sensing when his marker is bearing down on him, improvises audaciously. With his right foot, he flicks the ball up and over his own head as well as the defender’s, and then he turns and dashes off alone. His head is up. His eyes are always on the spinning ball. He gets there first, cushioning the drop of it on his left thigh before creating at speed something out of nothing. In less than five, fabulous seconds Eriksen has gone on to the attack. The defender looks an idiot.


In the closing seconds, I fix for a while on Rafa Benítez, who continually takes off his spectacles and presses his forefinger and thumb on to the bridge of his nose, as though his eyes are sore from seeing too much already. Or perhaps, as a Champions League winner, he’s merely asking himself: Why am I here? Benítez, at fifty-seven, has a prize-winning past in England, Spain, and in Italy too. This job will only offer a mid- to low-table finish unless the owner’s ambitions change. Benítez is a much better man than his boss, and he will go on to better things. But at full time, which has not come soon enough for Newcastle, the Gallowgate End is still behind him and his team: ‘We love you,’ it sings – a declaration that is touching and also part of the problem.


In love there is always someone who kisses and someone who offers the cheek. The love the supporters demonstrate – against reason, against promise and against hope – is not nearly reciprocated enough.


But how dearly Ashley relies on it.


13 August 2017: Newcastle v Tottenham


Newcastle United 0 Tottenham Hotspur 2


Newcastle United: Elliot, Manquillo, Lejeune (Mbemba 34), Clark, Dummett (Lascelles 8), Ritchie, Hayden, Shelvey, Atsu, Pérez, Gayle (Merino 77).


Subs not used: Darlow, Murphy, Aarons, Mitrović


 


Tottenham: Lloris, Walker-Peters, Alderweireld, Vertonghen, Davies, Dembele (Winks 90), Dier, Sissoko (Son Heung 58), Alli (Wanyama 83), Eriksen, Kane.


Subs not used: Vorm, Wimmer, Carter-Vickers, Janssen


SCORERS


Tottenham: Alli 61, Davies 70


BOOKED


Newcastle: Ritchie


Tottenham: Davies, Kane


SENT OFF


Newcastle: Shelvey


 


Referee: A. Marriner


Attendance: 52,077
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Don’t Think You’re Special . . . We Lose Every Week


28 August: Guiseley Town v Hartlepool United, National League, Nethermoor Park


The boy, dressed in Hartlepool’s broad blue and white stripes, is about nine years old, an age so impressionable that the heroes we adopt on the pitch stay with us for life, preserved forever as we first saw them. He is standing close to his father on the cracked path. He looks puzzled; you can almost see the thought bubble, containing nothing but a question mark, floating above his head. He pauses, gathering in the sights around him, before asking in a small voice that is edged with incredulity and also disdain: ‘Is this the ground?’


There is certainly no Vanbrugh elegance or architectural sweep about Nethermoor Park, which has been Guiseley’s home since the club’s formation in 1909. The ground is flanked on one side by a row of terraced houses, rendered in a particularly depressing grey, and on the other by the oval of a cricket pitch, the front of the pavilion resembling a back garden conservatory, built circa 1980. Behind the far goal is the drop of an industrial estate. At the end where the boy, still fearing his father has taken a wrong turn, looks ever more perplexed, there’s a children’s playground, a bowls club and, directly across the two-lane Otley Road, a modern structure proclaiming itself to be ‘Yorkshire’s Biggest Skin Clinic’(facial vein removal and anti-wrinkle injections are a speciality there, apparently). You could wander past Nethermoor and never notice it. The small wooden sign proclaiming this plot of land as Guiseley’s is planted on the corner of the road and easily missed; and the shallow-pitched roofs of the four stands – only two of which have seating – are low and unprepossessing. It doesn’t take much welly to send the ball over the top and into someone’s flower-bed or vegetable patch.


Guiseley is obscure enough that its name is regularly mispronounced, and I doubt anyone unfamiliar with the foot of Wharfedale could take a blank map and accurately place an X on the spot it occupies. It is just about a town, the population a sliver or two above 20,000, but I always think of it as a large, growing village and I always think of the club as a kind of Steeple Sinderby Wanderers, the creation of author J. L. Carr. In Carr’s book, How Steeple Sinderby Wanderers won the FA Cup – described by the writer D. J. Taylor as ‘nothing less than an exercise in wish-fulfilment’ and also as ‘one of the greatest football novels ever written’ – the amateurs win the FA Cup, a fantasy of immense proportion. In both reaching the National League, one stride from the Football League, and by somehow staying in it for the past two seasons, Guiseley have become Steeple Sinderby-like. Their feat is almost, if not quite, as implausible when you assess the rank of the opposition, the teams for whom recent exile from League Two is a shaming purgatory: Leyton Orient, Torquay, Tranmere Rovers, Chester, Macclesfield, Wrexham and now Hartlepool.
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