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For Jean
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Two people who have given me so much.









I want people to dream about their football club.


We should all be dreamers at heart. Some people are the opposite and say, ‘We can’t do that,’ but when you ask them why, they can’t give a reason. Well, I say, ‘Why not?’
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GOING BACK


Nobody has ever officially told me I am banned from St James’ Park. Sometimes, though, you know when you are not welcome, and it is almost a decade now since it became apparent that, as far as the people at the top of Newcastle United are concerned, I will always be persona non grata as long as the Mike Ashley regime remains in place.


The saddest thing is that I would not want to go back anyway after everything that happened in my second spell as Newcastle manager and, though my feelings for the club won’t fade, that policy is set in stone until Ashley has gone, and more than a hundred years of proud football history is removed from his business portfolio.


The only time I have made an exception came after an invitation to a private function at St James’ Park one night when there was no football on. It was a leaving do for a lifelong Newcastle fan. My first response was to send my apologies and explain it would be impossible for me to attend. Then I started feeling bad because the guy was leaving for a new life in America and I knew everyone wanted me to be there for his send-off. I didn’t want to let him down. And, besides, I have always loved a challenge.


I improvised. I put on a pair of glasses, I found a flat cap and I turned up the collar on my overcoat to complete the disguise. I found a quiet place to park my car, a safe distance from the ground, and then I walked in the back way, sticking to the shadows and avoiding eye contact with passers-by. It was dark and nobody had recognised me until I made it to the stadium entrance. Then one of the staff came over straight away. ‘Hello, Kevin,’ she said, with one of those lovely Geordie welcomes. ‘What are you doing back here?’


My cover was blown, but at least it was a friendly face rather than a hand being placed on my shoulder. The problem was I didn’t know if everybody in the building might be so hospitable and I didn’t want to take any chances. I asked if she would mind keeping it quiet and then I took the lift to the top floor. I had rung ahead to say I was on my way. Everyone had been briefed that the operation had to be conducted in complete secrecy and, when I hurried down a corridor, lined with photographs of my old teams, they were waiting for me inside one of the executive lounges. I was in and, apart from one minor scare, Operation KK had been a success. Mission accomplished.


I know how absurd it must sound and, when I think about it properly, what kind of craziness is it that someone with my long emotional history with Newcastle now has to smuggle himself into the ground where the owner used to call me ‘King Kev’? But this is an extraordinary club, run by unconventional people, and perhaps the most charitable way I can put it, as Jesus said on the cross, is to ‘forgive them for they know not what they do’. These people don’t know what a precious club this is. They don’t comprehend that football in this big, vibrant city is about self-esteem. They have made a toy out of Newcastle United and, as much as it pains me to say it, I have no desire to be associated with the place for as long as that continues. I will gladly return when they have gone, and I am already looking forward to the day when Newcastle is free of the man who has lurched from one bad decision to another, run an empire of self-harm and handed money and power to people who deserved neither. Until then, however, Ashley and his associates don’t need to worry about me making a habit of turning up incognito. I don’t want to share my oxygen with these people, trust me.


The only other occasion I have ventured back to St James’ Park was for the unveiling of Alan Shearer’s statue but, strictly speaking, that was on public land, rather than the site of the stadium itself, and nobody can stop me walking the streets of Newcastle. That, again, was a bittersweet occasion. The statue, ‘Local Hero’, was paid for by the family of Freddy Shepherd, one of the directors who stood by my side in happier times. Newcastle didn’t put in a penny and it was the city council that found a plot of land in the shadow of the Milburn Stand. It’s all so very sad. The statues for Jackie Milburn and Sir Bobby Robson are directly in front of the stadium, but Shearer, Newcastle’s all-time leading scorer, has been bumped round the corner because he refuses to be a cheerleader for corporate incompetence. Newcastle didn’t even put a few sentences on the club’s website and, plainly, it was too arduous for anybody from the club to walk the thirty yards up Barrack Road to attend the unveiling.


Perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised when Alan, who is Newcastle through and through, has standards that surpass those of the club’s owner, and doesn’t feel the need to sugar-coat the truth in his television and media work. I have, after all, experienced the full force of the Mike Ashley regime and, though I won my case against Newcastle for constructive dismissal, you can take my word that it wasn’t a pleasant experience being engaged in a legal battle against a man of such power and immense wealth. That it was Newcastle at the centre of this litigation made it an even more harrowing experience. Indeed, the whole thing was so hideous it convinced me I never wanted to work in football again.


It was strange, though, when I returned to Newcastle on that undercover mission, how quickly I felt the place gnawing at my heart again. I had never actually been that high up inside St James’ before, and there was something very poignant about seeing the stadium catching its breath, so quiet and still, away from the bedlam of match-day.


The stadium always looked so elegant under lights and, gazing down from one of the corporate suites, I found myself lost in my own thoughts until another of the guests wandered over. For a few seconds he stood beside me and looked out on the same scene. ‘You built this place, you know,’ he said quietly. ‘None of this would have been possible without you.’


Maybe he had seen a little sadness in my eyes. They were kind words, and later that evening I felt myself drawn to that view again. I didn’t often get sentimental about football grounds, but St James’ had that effect on a lot of people and, as I looked at that rectangular stretch of grass, all the memories started flooding back. I found myself wondering whether the pitch still had its slant – left to right, as you were standing in the dugouts – and then I looked at the vertiginous stands behind each goal and it struck me that the stadium had grown with the team. The Leazes End, to my left, was now the largest cantilever structure in Europe. On the opposite side, the Gallowgate End, at the side of the ground facing the Tyne, was another magnificent presence on the city’s skyline.


Locally, they will tell you this place is their cathedral, made for Saturday worship. Yet my association with Newcastle went back long enough to remember the days when it was two banks of rough, hard-faced terracing behind the goals, with police cells in the corner, four spindly floodlights and barbed wire on the perimeter walls. We didn’t have a roof at either end, and it rained so hard that sometimes a puddle the size of a small lagoon would form by the side of the pitch. I can still remember the game against Sunderland when a duck came down to splash around beside the playing surface. Nor have I forgotten when the cranes arrived to start the transformation into what is now a 52,000-capacity stadium and – only in Newcastle – supporters took picnics to Leazes Park, just behind the ground, to watch the new stand going up. They would spend the entire day in their camping chairs with their rugs, their flasks of tea and packed lunches. Then, the following morning, they would be back again.


I have a lifetime of memories from the north-east and I will never allow the way it ended to sway my conviction that Newcastle inspires a culture and devotion that is truly unique in English football. The good times far outweigh the bad ones, and I can happily state that the same applies to the rest of my career, both as a player and manager, now this book has given me cause to reminisce about the fifty years since my debut as a professional footballer.


That was a 3–2 defeat for Scunthorpe United at Peterborough United on 16 September 1968, in the puddles and potholes of the old Fourth Division, and if you had seen my rather nondescript performance that day, I doubt anyone could have imagined that the smallest player on the pitch – seventeen years old, wearing an oversized shirt and playing on the right wing – had so many rich adventures ahead of him.


Frankly, I was just glad to have made it as far as Scunthorpe after all the rejections I suffered growing up in Doncaster, as the smallest kid in my class, and the countless occasions when I was told I was dreaming if I thought I was good enough to make it as a footballer. Nor was there a stampede of clubs rushing to take me away from Scunthorpe and catapult me into the big time. I played well over a hundred times for the Iron before the great Bill Shankly, the man to whom I owe so much, saw something he liked and signed me for Liverpool.


Those fifty years have given me so much that the biggest challenge when it came to writing this book was trying to squeeze everything in. I feel privileged to have led such a life and I cannot have done too badly if, aside from my second spell as Newcastle manager, my only other permanent regrets relate to my various spells with the England team. My playing career as an international footballer can never feel properly fulfilled, coming at a time when the England team was low on quality and achievement, but it was my eighteen months as manager that hurt me deeply. I’m not the only man who has tried, and failed, to restore England’s reputation, and it cannot be mere coincidence that football men of the quality of Ron Greenwood, Don Revie, Graham Taylor, Fabio Capello and Roy Hodgson have been obliged to leave with the brand of loser. Yet I am not going to make excuses. It was a step too far for me – and the truth, as hard as it was for me to accept, was that I wasn’t up to it.


That apart, how can I harbour any regrets when I consider the way football has enriched my life? I have seen the world, worked with great players, made lifelong friends. For Liverpool, I won just about every trophy attainable and said my goodbyes on a sweet-scented night in Rome for the 1977 European Cup final. At Hamburg, when I took a gigantic leap into the unknown, there was a first Bundesliga title for Der Dino since 1960, and the satisfaction of showing that it was possible, whatever they might tell you, for an English footballer to flourish on foreign soil. Then there were my days at Southampton, where we played so thrillingly for two seasons, and the opportunity to achieve a lifelong ambition when Newcastle first fired their wobbly old cupid’s arrow in my direction. Happy days, precious memories.


Everything I have done has been with enthusiasm and passion and, as a player, that ethos not only won me the biggest club prizes in the game, but also European Footballer of the Year awards in 1978 and 1979. It is a unique honour, and when I attend functions now I am often introduced as the only English footballer to win the award twice. Take my word, that beats being ushered in as ‘the manager of that great Newcastle team that nearly won the league’ – at which point I usually stagger on as if I have been punched in the kidneys – though I have to be honest and say, with all due respect, those awards don’t mean to me what other people think they should mean.


It was the same at Southampton when I won the Golden Boot for finishing as the top scorer in the country. I felt like saying, hold on, I was a centre-forward for one of the more attacking teams in the First Division. I didn’t want to be a spoilsport but, realistically, how many players could win that prize?


Other achievements meant a lot more – my England caps, my winners’ medals from Liverpool and Hamburg, and the fact that I made a success of it in Germany when so many people thought I would be back within six months with my tail between my legs. When it came to the Ballon d’Or, there was none of the pomp and parade in those days that there is now that Cristiano Ronaldo and Lionel Messi have turned it into their private fiefdom. For my first one, a guy wandered onto the pitch – I can’t even remember who it was – to hand me the trophy before a game somewhere. I shook his hand, put it in my bag and lugged it home with the rest of my stuff. It never weighed a great deal, like a trophy from a pub darts competition, and it rattles now whenever it is lifted because a bolt has come loose and is floating inside the wooden base. The metal is discoloured and you can even see the glue where the plaque has been fixed on. I had it valued once and the guy took one look before telling me it was worth a tenner. I doubt Cristiano would use it as a doorstop.


It wasn’t until many years later that I found out I was also runner-up to Allan Simonsen of Borussia Mönchengladbach for the 1977 award. Nobody bothered telling me at the time, which was probably another measure of how different things were back then, and the truth is that I was never obsessed with personal glory anyway. For me, it was the team medals that counted the most.


Don’t get me wrong, though. It is a fabulous honour to win the Ballon d’Or twice and it fills me with even more pride when I look at the names who have lifted the same award – Johan Cruyff and Michel Platini, who both won it three times, George Best, Bobby Charlton, Franz Beckenbauer, Eusébio, Stanley Matthews, Gerd Müller, Alfredo di Stéfano, to name but a few – and realise I was the least naturally talented player on the list. I didn’t float like Cruyff, I never had the grace of Pelé or the moves of Maradona. George Best was right – I wasn’t fit to lace his boots (or even, to borrow the follow-up quote, to lace his drinks) and, even at Scunthorpe, I wished I had the touch and skill of some of my teammates. But maybe those players didn’t have my courage, my dedication and my football intelligence. I had a combination of things and I worked slavishly to maximise them. I wasn’t big, but I scored goals with my head. I was fast but I made myself faster, and if I had a weakness I worked on it until it became a strength. I was the mongrel who made it to Crufts, and that was fine by me because, all my life, I had gone by the theory that if I wanted to achieve my targets I would have to work my backside off.


Bill Shankly, as always, put it best. ‘A man should always do his best, whatever he attempts,’ he used to tell me. ‘If you’re going to sweep the street then make sure your street is always the cleanest in town.’ Shanks had a wonderful way with words and loved to see me causing havoc among opposition defences. He described me as ‘a weasel after rats, always biting and snapping at your legs.’


I have been fortunate to win many awards and it was on my watch, just after our promotion to the Premier League in 1993, that Newcastle United were made Honorary Freemen of the City, which apparently gave me all sorts of rights such as being allowed to keep a cow on Town Moor. It doesn’t get much better than that! Alan Shearer was honoured the same way a few years later and I have told my former player he can put two cows on there if he likes because I am not using mine. It was a lovely honour, and recognition of how hard we worked to put a smile on the faces of the thousands who flocked to St James’ Park. All the same, I would have swapped it in a shot for the elusive trophy that Newcastle have been chasing for longer than they probably wish to remember.


It was the same at the 1982 World Cup, when I found out I was to receive an OBE and, truthfully, all I really wanted was for the back injury that was wrecking my tournament to clear up. The other England lads reckoned OBE must be an abbreviation of Other Buggers’ Efforts, because I was consigned to my sick bed when I heard the news. I reminded them it was actually Order of the British Empire, but there has never been a point in my life when my ego has felt it necessary to put those three initials after my name.


I did go down to Buckingham Palace, however, to accept the award, and even tried a little bit of Keegan humour with Her Majesty. As she passed down the line, the Queen’s first words when she reached me were, ‘Oh, you’ve been around a long time, haven’t you?’ I gave a little bow and tried my best to make her laugh. ‘Yes, Ma’am, some people think possibly too long.’ At which point she peered at me inquisitively. ‘Is it possible for one to be around too long?’ she asked, then moved off without waiting for an answer.


Well, I stuck around for another quarter of a century before deciding my time in football was over. The only pity, I suppose, is that the one thing you are never guaranteed in this profession is a happy ending. I would have dearly loved to have reminded everyone that it was possible for Newcastle to thrive in a hard world inhabited by serial winners such as Manchester United, Liverpool and Chelsea. Sadly, it wasn’t to be. My last job ended in rancour and recriminations and my final game as a manager was a 3–0 defeat at Arsenal in September 2008 that will probably always be remembered for the television cameras picking out Mike Ashley in the away end, where he proceeded to down a pint in roughly the same amount of time it has taken you to read this sentence.


It wasn’t Mike’s beer-guzzling that upset me that day. It was the fact Tony Jimenez, the executive who had been put in charge of Newcastle’s transfer business, had informed me we were spending £5.7 million on a Spanish player called Xisco whom nobody from the club had ever seen play.


On the same day the Xisco bombshell was dropped, I had also found out a Uruguayan by the name of Ignacio González was joining us as a ‘favour’ for two South American agents. Evidently, Ashley and his associates didn’t seem to think there was anything wrong in spending millions of pounds, making a number of people very wealthy in the process, while telling me to ‘park’ this player. That is still only a fraction of the story, but I find it mystifying that the football authorities did not think it worthy of investigating.


Life moves on. I have far too much in my favour to be engulfed by bitterness, and my affections for Newcastle aren’t diminished just because of the unpleasantness with Mike Ashley, Tony Jimenez, Dennis Wise, Derek Llambias and assorted others. Would I be tempted back for a fourth spell at the club – Keegan IV, if you like – if a takeover meant new owners and a club no longer powered by the theory of chaos? No, that ship has sailed, but I do retain an exhilarating vision of what could happen if Newcastle were reignited in the way that happened during the 1990s.


In my case, unfortunately, that involved burning out a twelve-point lead at the top of the Premier League and the anguish of seeing Manchester United release our grip, finger by finger, from the championship trophy before carrying it off to Old Trafford. It was like watching a beautiful painting being ripped apart in front of your eyes. After all this time, I’m still acutely aware I will never be allowed to forget that infamous interview on Sky Sports when I squared up to Alex Ferguson, the manager of our rivals, and made it absolutely clear I would love it if they blew up in the final week of the season.


Strangers shout the critical two words to me from car windows. Autograph hunters tell me they would ‘love it’ if I could sign their pieces of paper. One family friend had ‘love it’ as his ringtone, and when I go to charity events I am often asked to sign photographs showing me in that classic pose: headphones on, finger jabbing, blazing eyes. Strangely enough, those pictures tend to be auctioned for a lot more money than the ones where I am playing for England or any of my clubs. I’ve heard all the gags a thousand times and, for the generations who aren’t old enough to remember me as a player, that is probably what they know me for: The Rant. That’s life, and I am comfortable enough in my own skin to see the funny side. It is even part of my routine when I am giving speeches because, heck, if you cannot laugh at yourself, who can you laugh at?


History will remember us kindly, too. The Geordies loved to see a good game. They didn’t want to see their team playing boring football, and it was my job to put on the pitch what they wanted. I wasn’t going to change that philosophy for anyone and, though we might have come up short in the end, we had a lot of fun seeing how far it would take us.


Somewhere, in the old filing cabinets at St James’ Park, they might still have the fax that Sepp Blatter, the president of FIFA, sent me after our never-forgotten 4–3 defeat at Anfield during the 1995–6 championship chase – a bona fide seven-goal thriller between two famous teams playing at full pelt – to commend us for our devotion to attacking football, our sporting behaviour, and the way in defeat we never sought to blame match officials.


Maybe Sepp should have bought a season ticket, because going to St James’ Park in those days was like going to a carnival. There was a reason why children all over the country were asking their parents to buy them Newcastle shirts – and their mums and dads were agreeing to it – and it wasn’t because we were collecting trophies like Manchester United. It was because of our style of play and the way I always tended to focus on the goals we could score rather than the ones we might let in. A lot of my time as a football manager was taken up with thinking adventurously and, with Newcastle in particular, if it came to a toss-up between a really skilful player who would bewitch the crowd, or one who would do a steady job, I always preferred the exciting option, whatever the risks. That was my way and I made no apologies for it – then or now.


I have already mentioned how FIFA’s top official felt compelled to put his admiration in writing, but it would need several books to cover how far and wide the Newcastle fan club spread. I think of the time, for example, when Manchester United came to St James’ as champions in the season after our title collapse and encountered a team desperate for revenge. We won 5–0 and our chairman, Sir John Hall, was so emboldened by what he had seen, he came into the press conference. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, ‘you’ve seen the next champions of England here today.’ Too right, chairman – though sadly, it was Manchester United, yet again, who finished the season with another title for their collection.


On that occasion, however, Alex Ferguson’s team couldn’t get near us. Nothing could make up for what had happened the previous season, but we did at least give the Manchester United players something to think about. I always remember standing at the top of the steps as they left the ground. One by one, they filed past, ashen-faced: Peter Schmeichel, Gary Neville, Denis Irwin, Gary Pallister, David Beckham, Paul Scholes, Nicky Butt and all the rest. The last one out stopped to look me in the eye, and I learned in those moments that Eric Cantona spoke better English than I had realised. ‘Fucking good team you have here,’ he said. Six words, and then he was gone.


I would have to say Old Trafford’s enfant terrible was a fine judge. That was an astonishing era for Newcastle, and English football as a whole, and it didn’t start with a team known as the ‘Entertainers’. It started with a very average bunch of players who were second bottom of the old Second Division and a rookie manager who had spent the previous seven years in Marbella trying to master how to swing a golf club.


The critics said it would never work, questioning how I could spare Newcastle from relegation when I had been parachuted in without even knowing the names of the players. Well, it was a close-run thing but we did stay up, and when we went up as champions the following year, we did it by playing beautiful football rather than, as we were told, by trying to kick our way to promotion. My favourite saying to the press was, ‘watch this space’. Then, in the Premier League, we were told we wouldn’t get anywhere unless we ditched our obsession with attacking perfection. We ended up within a whisker of winning the title, and I kept to my promise that we would become a better side than Liverpool. I just hadn’t figured on Manchester United.


After all these years and everything I have done in my career, it never ceases to amaze me how many people seem to think my lifetime’s achievements have nothing to do with football and consist of, in rough order: the time I crashed off my bike on television’s Superstars, my perm, and my top-40 record with ‘Head over Heels in Love’.


Not everyone, though. Liverpool fans of a certain age tend to ask why I ever wanted to leave Anfield, or if it was true, as many people genuinely seemed to believe, that I had telepathic powers with my strike partner John Toshack. Others mention the night in Rome when Liverpool won their first European Cup, or all those intoxicating occasions under Anfield’s floodlights against Club Brugge, Saint-Étienne and many others. For Hamburg, there was another European Cup final, and it was in Germany that I was twice pronounced the best player in Europe. Southampton’s fans, I hope, will not be short of their own memories from my two seasons at the Dell and, from my managerial years, I would like to think there are also supporters of Manchester City and Fulham who remember my spells with their clubs with fondness.


Mostly, though, people want to talk to me about Newcastle and to reminisce about a time when, briefly, anything seemed possible. Were we exciting? I couldn’t even begin to remember how many times we were clapped off at opposition grounds, including Elland Road, Upton Park and various other places where away sides didn’t generally have petals thrown at their feet. We were the new kids on the block – a bit cheeky, but popular with it. We didn’t seem to rile fans of other clubs in the way Manchester United did and, even now, over twenty years on, people still tell me how our 1995–6 side became their ‘second’ team from one of the more memorable seasons in living memory.


Unfortunately, that didn’t mean filling the space in a chronically under-used trophy cabinet, and nothing changes the fact that Newcastle have not won any notable form of silver since the year – 1969 – that man first set foot on the moon. That doesn’t mean to say, however, that it was the wrong way to play football. I did the same wherever I went, and it gives me a lot of satisfaction to know that all the clubs I managed, not just Newcastle, were in far healthier positions when I left than when I arrived.


With City, we were promoted to the Premier League with ninety-nine points and 108 goals; to put that into context, it was three points and sixteen more goals than the Newcastle side I took up. Those times in Manchester have been eclipsed now the Abu Dhabi royal family has assembled the most expensive team in English football history. Yet we had a lot of fun during my four years in the north-west, and perhaps we could have gone even further if the club had been in a position to back me, once we had gone up, in the way Sir John Hall did for Newcastle.


As for Fulham, I wonder if I would have been happier staying at Craven Cottage rather than leaving the club, after two seasons, to take the role of England manager. I started at Fulham as chief operating officer, but when my circumstances changed and I returned to the dugout, I went by exactly the same principles as usual. If I was going to coach a team I wanted to make sure everyone, including myself, enjoyed watching us play. I took little pleasure out of a 0–0 draw, no matter who it was against, and now I am a spectator, not a manager, I find it difficult to watch some of the modern teams when the tactic – ‘parking the bus,’ to use today’s parlance – is to suffocate the life out of what should be entertaining football matches.


Too many managers put on the handbrake and, worse, I have seen it described as a tactical masterclass, even if the teams in question feature some of the best attacking players in the land. It’s not for me, and if I had been asked to try it even once as a manager, it would have left me hugely dissatisfied. My strength was attacking, working with the midfielders, particularly the forward-thinking ones, the wingers and the strikers. We attacked, we had pace, we used the wings, we scored goals, we brought the crowd to its feet.


Were we too gung-ho at Newcastle sometimes? Yes! But that was what we built and, contrary to what you might have heard, we were no mugs at the back. ‘Emotion, excitement, passion, free with every seat’ – that was the promise from the box office. There was nowhere else like it, and if you can find anyone who thought our approach was bad for the game, I would be interested to meet that person. You had to see us. That wasn’t me talking, it was everyone. And if that is how I am remembered, that, ultimately, will be fine with me.
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GOALS AND GROCERIES


Although I have no intentions of returning to the Grey Hair Club, otherwise known as football management, I am on my way to having a five-a-side team that is already keeping me busy enough. My count of grandchildren is up to four now, and I have already bought Zabian, the eldest boy, a Manchester City kit to counter his father Dominic’s attempts to bring him up as a fan of Manchester United. Sadly, it doesn’t seem to have done the trick, and Zabian, who is four, gave me a stirring rendition of ‘United are magic, City are tragic’ at the last family get-together. Perhaps I will have better luck with his sister, Myla, or maybe their little brother, Harlow. Then there is Jack, the newest arrival, who has also brought so much happiness into our lives.


I hope they can read this book one day to learn a bit more about their grandfather, just as I would have liked to have known more about my own, and it is a pity, perhaps, that if they ever want to see the football ground where it all started for Joseph Kevin Keegan, I will have to tell them it is now a place where people buy their weekly groceries.


The Old Showground, where I began my professional career with Scunthorpe United, was consigned to history thirty years ago, bulldozed to make way for a Kwik Save supermarket, with a plaque at the delicatessen counter to mark what was previously the centre-spot. It is a Sainsbury’s now, and I wonder if there is another player in the country who can beat my goals total from England’s lost football grounds. I reckon I have at least a dozen from sites now occupied by Sainsbury’s, Tesco and Waitrose. I will have to check if I ever scored at B&Q in Huddersfield, previously the old Leeds Road ground. But I know I got a couple at what was until recently Toys R Us, its Brighton branch, known to my generation as the Goldstone Ground.


I can laugh about it now, but I know from experience it is a tremendous wrench for supporters to see their football grounds sliding into history. It was on my watch at Manchester City that the Etihad Stadium, as it is now known, was built. Maine Road was a wonderful old place and a vital part of the city’s life, but the new stadium has been crucial for the club’s growth. If that had never happened, City would never have attracted the wealth from Abu Dhabi that has transformed the club since I left in 2005.


I do find it sad, though, that so many of the grounds where I have treasured memories have been lost to history. The Dell, formerly the home of Southampton, is another one. That was another terrific place to play football – a tight, compact ground, jammed to the rafters every other week with 23,000 fans. But it is long gone now and, like Maine Road, my memories are buried in the clay of a new housing estate.


At least St James’ Park is still rising proudly against the Newcastle skyline, and Anfield remains an iconic part of Liverpool’s landscape. Those, however, are my only two ‘home’ grounds that are still intact. Wembley is a completely different stadium from the one I knew during my ten years as an England player and the eighteen months I spent, unhappily, as manager of the national team. The whole place was rebuilt a few years ago and they did something similar with Hamburg’s Volksparkstadion twenty years after I left the Bundesliga, knocking it down to put up a brand-new stadium.


I had another jolt on the last occasion I was in Scunthorpe and decided to take a trip down memory lane to visit some of the places we used to go after training. My favourite cafe, Monte Carlo, where I used to spend hours on the pinball machine, was now a fast-food takeaway called Kebabish, and another of my old haunts, the Buccaneer bar, with its bottle-green facade in Oswald Street, was a boarded-up eyesore. I remembered the Buccaneer being one of the best places in town. It was sad to see it in such a state, awaiting demolition after standing derelict for the previous decade, but perhaps I shouldn’t have been too surprised, bearing in mind half a century had passed since us Scunny lads used to gather inside for a coffee and a slice of toast. Feeling nostalgic, I still had my photograph taken outside both places, for old times’ sake.


The house where I grew up in Doncaster, at 25 Spring Gardens, was knocked down in the 1960s because they were rebuilding the town centre. It is a shopping precinct now, and an ABC cinema, with a multi-storey car park, went on the strip of grass at the back where I first learned to control a football, making believe I was Billy Wright in the gold and black of the famous Wolverhampton Wanderers.


As for Belle Vue, where I used to watch Doncaster Rovers grubbing around for points in the old Fourth Division, the club abandoned its home of eighty-five years to move to the Keepmoat Stadium in 2007. A gas explosion then ripped through the old place, blowing the main stand to smithereens. It is another housing estate now, but I will always have fond memories from the days when it felt like the centre of my football universe and Alick Jeffrey, the original boy wonder, was the local hero, still thrilling the crowds despite the appalling misfortune that cost him a move to Manchester United in the mid-1950s.


Jeffrey, a legend in Doncaster, was once revered in the same way as Duncan Edwards, with the potential to be one of the greatest English players who ever lived, but that was wrecked at the age of seventeen when he broke his leg playing for England’s under-23s just before he was due to sign for Sir Matt Busby, creator of the ‘Busby Babes’ at Old Trafford.


How good was he? Jimmy Murphy, Busby’s assistant, reckoned Jeffrey could have been the ‘English Pelé.’ Jeffrey was the youngest player to appear in the league since the Second World War, aged fifteen years and 229 days when he made his debut for Doncaster, and Jackie Milburn described him as the best young player he had ever seen. Stanley Matthews had also witnessed what the teenage Jeffrey could do. ‘I predict he can become one of the greatest inside-forwards in the game,’ Matthews said. ‘His play bears the stamp of genius.’


Unfortunately, a broken leg in those days, without the medical expertise we have now, could wreck careers. Alick was in his second spell at Doncaster when I started watching him, and he had done well even to get back on a football pitch, bearing in mind he suffered another fracture trying to revive his career at Skegness Town. He had put on weight, as someone who was fond of a few drinks, and lost his speed and agility. He had also been to Australia to get his career going again, but he still had a deft touch and a phenomenal shot. He was light years ahead of everyone else, even when he was supposedly finished, and the main attraction for my little group of friends when we took our place on the old Rossington End terrace.


Three or four of us would go to every home game and, kids being kids, we never used to pay to go through the rusty old turnstiles. Why would we, when the alternative was to make a detour behind the ground and use our ingenuity to sneak in at the back of the stand? We used to stack up a pile of bricks to give us a leg-up, and then we would climb over a fence. Someone even took the trouble to dig a hole beneath the fence and we squeezed through that way. We were caught a few times and sent on our way, but we were a resourceful lot and invariably found another opportunity to get back in. It was all part of the fun of a Saturday afternoon watching our local team. Doncaster were known for having the biggest pitch in the country, and I spent a lot of time wondering whether I might get my chance to play on it one day.


At that age, I wanted to be a goalkeeper, and I stubbornly held on to that dream until Mr Teanby, the history teacher who looked after the football team at my secondary school, St Peter’s in Cantley, broke the news that he was replacing me with a boy called Arthur Cadman who could actually reach the crossbar.


It was true that the goalposts had grown and I hadn’t, standing not even five feet tall, but it was still a shattering development. I used to love throwing myself around a muddy goalmouth, coming home ‘sludged up to the eyeballs’, as my mum used to say, and I even had a cloth cap like the one I had seen Egon Loy, the Eintracht Frankfurt goalkeeper, wearing on television in that classic 1960 European Cup final against Real Madrid at Hampden Park. Willie Nimmo was Doncaster’s goalkeeper, and I used to make sure I always had a spot behind the goal so I could study his pre-match routine. It was the same every match: he would jump to touch the crossbar then run to the posts, kick his boots against each upright and give them a little push. I was fascinated. Willie was one of the guests when Eamonn Andrews leapt out of a huge cake, at a party for my daughter Laura’s christening, to inform me that I was on This Is Your Life in 1979. I was also introduced to Alick Jeffrey when I was playing for Liverpool. Alick was running the Black Bull pub in Doncaster. He brought me one of his England under-23 caps and I gave him one of mine.


My other heroes tended to be players from the Wolves side that was at the forefront of English football in the 1950s. I idolised Billy Wright in particular, especially when I found out England’s captain and centre-half was relatively small, at only five feet nine, and had never let his lack of inches handicap his career. That was my intention, too, and it was always a treat to visit my friend Maurice Freedman and take advantage of the fact that his family were rich enough, unlike mine, to have electricity and, joy of joys, a television set. It was at Maurice’s that I learned about Bill and Ben, the Flowerpot Men, and other characters such as Torchy, the little battery boy. More importantly, it was there I saw my first flickering images of professional football, watching Wolves capture the nation’s imagination with the famous ‘floodlight friendlies’ against the cream of Europe. Everyone remembers the game against Honvéd, but the one that enthralled me was a European Cup tie against Red Star Belgrade in 1959. My first kit was a Wolves one and my enthusiasm for the team from Molineux increased when Barry Stobart, another Donny lad, played for them in the 1960 FA Cup final against Blackburn Rovers.


My dad, Joe, was from the north-east and a typical miner. He knew all about hard graft. He loved a pint of beer, he smoked his Woodbines and he liked to go to the betting shop on Saturday morning to have a flutter, often taking me with him to hear about the ‘gee-gees’. He would talk to me about Newcastle legends such as Hughie Gallagher and Jackie Milburn and I found out many years later that he used to write to ‘Wor Jackie’ when I was playing for Liverpool. Jackie could be located in the press box at St James’ Park by that stage, as a football journalist for the News of the World, and Dad used to send him letters to say how proud he was of his son.


Dad was not a sportsman himself, but I had the football bug from a very early age. My first ball was a present from my uncle Frank, with his initials, FK, inscribed in the brown leather from when it belonged to him, and a win on the horses helped Dad pay for my first pair of boots – second-hand Winits from Harrison’s sports shop, run by the former Doncaster centre-forward Ray Harrison.


Apart from war service in Burma, Dad had spent a lifetime down the pits, and he paid the price for it, as many did in an era when miners did not have to wear masks or suitable protective clothing. Dad had to endure severe bronchitis, silicosis and, ultimately, cancer. His skin was pitted from the coalface and, though he was proud to belong to the mining community, he always used to tell me not to follow him down the pits. He did not want me to suffer the way he had done, with the awful, hacking cough I used to hear first thing every morning, and the time, when I was nine, that he was so ill he took my sister, Mary, and went to convalesce at an aunt’s house in Llandudno.


Dad eventually had to come out of the pits when he was fifty-eight. He found another job, working in the boiler room of the local International Harvester plant, but when he went for his pit pension, the tests showed traces of malaria in his system, something he had picked up in the jungles of Burma, and that meant neither he, nor later my mother, Doris, was entitled to the full amount.


He did well to make it to the age of seventy-one and, though it was always a regret he never saw me play for Newcastle, I am glad he lived long enough to share some of my proudest moments. Dad used to keep pictures of me in his pocket when I was at Liverpool. I would go to the Liberal Club in Doncaster with him for a drink sometimes. Someone would ask for an autograph and, quick as a flash, Dad would reach into his pocket. ‘Here,’ he’d say, ‘have a picture too.’


It could be embarrassing sometimes. ‘Please, Dad,’ I’d say, ‘don’t bring the bloody pictures out.’ I feel bad about that now because he was obviously chuffed to bits that I had made it as a professional footballer. Dad used to tell me when I was a kid that ‘a good big ’un will always beat a good little ’un’. I had set out to show him that size didn’t matter. I managed it in the end and I know how proud he was.


John Roberts, the old Fleet Street sports writer, used to tell a story about spending a day with the old man when a family friend, Harry Wadsley, called in, as he often did, to drive them to a pub they liked on the outskirts of Rotherham. On the way Harry played a cassette recording of the 1974 FA Cup final to listen to the commentary. Harry and my dad knew that commentary off by heart and, according to John, their excitement built to fever pitch as the tape went on. John sat in the back, lapping it all up. ‘I was convinced that they expected Liverpool to win by a wider margin than 3–0 and that Kevin would at least score a double hat-trick,’ he recalled. It was a lovely story.


Nobody apart from me on my side of the family could drive, but Harry was a willing chauffeur and used to transport Dad to all the games at Anfield. I would fix them up with a couple of tickets. What Dad really loved was that the chairman, John Smith, would fetch him a whisky before every game. Dad would take his seat and, regular as clockwork, John would appear with a drink in his hand. ‘Here you go, Joe,’ the chairman would say, ‘there’s your medicine for the week.’ That, for my dad, made him feel like a king.


He was desperately ill by that stage. Mum used to say she was convinced it was watching me play every other Saturday that kept him going. Dad would be in bed most of the week. Then he would get up on Thursday for a shave. On Friday he might get a bit of fresh air, and when Harry picked him up on Saturday morning, Dad was like a new man, batteries recharged. When he came back home again he was absolutely drained. All his energy had been used up.


One day I found him running his finger behind his ear. ‘Feel that, son,’ he said. It felt like a hard pea beneath his skin and I told him he should probably get it checked by a doctor. He never did, though, and eventually that growth started to spread across his face. In the end, it was turning his mouth and even affecting his tongue. His health was always poor, but I knew it was really serious when we went to the pub one night and he asked for a half pint. Dad loved a pint of beer and it used to drive him mad when I insisted on having a half.


We were wired differently that way. While he was a smoker, I have never had a drag of a cigarette in my life. Drinking a pint never appealed to me. I would rather have two halves and, truth be told, I was just as happy with a lime and lemonade. Dad understood in the end but, for a long time, he would refuse to go to the bar on my behalf. ‘I’m not getting you a bloody half,’ he’d grizzle.


Now he was sipping from a half-pint glass himself, and that, more than anything, made me fear the worst. I went back to Mum and I must have been pretty worried because I told her I did not think he had long left. Then we had a game at Ipswich on 4 December 1976, and I sensed something was wrong when my brother, Mike, who was supposed to be getting a lift from Harry Wadsley, did not show up. It was first against second at the top of the First Division that day and we lost 1–0. All I really remember is the manager, Bob Paisley, breaking the news. ‘You’re going to have to go home, son, your dad’s passed away’ – as blunt as that.


I knew it had been coming, but the drive back to Doncaster was purgatory. I thought that journey would never end and my mind was filled with all the thoughts of Dad. The last time I had seen him I had trimmed his hair and told him he was getting too trendy. Apparently Dad had asked Mum for the final score while he was lying on his deathbed. ‘I know they lost,’ he said. ‘No,’ Mum told him. ‘They won 2–0 with goals from Toshack and Keegan.’


I thought the world of him and, in my imagination, I can still see him now, with his white hair, streaked by nicotine because of the way he held his cigarettes. As a kid, I used to climb into bed with him and listen to his stories about fighting the Japanese. He would sing all the old wartime songs and teach me the verses. Even now, I still know the words to ‘White Cliffs of Dover’ and ‘Lay Down Your Arms’. My eyes water when I hear those songs.


He used to tell me my grandfather, Frank, was a hero because he had rescued a lot of people from an underground disaster. At that age, it just felt like a childhood story, a fantasy from another time, and I didn’t really understand the magnitude of what had happened until I joined Newcastle as a player in 1984 and mentioned my family had Geordie links. One of the supporters got in touch to ask whether there was any association with Frank Keegan or if the surname was mere coincidence. The newspapers picked up the story, and when people started sending in old cuttings and letters, the story began to take shape about that fateful day, 16 February 1909, when there had been a devastating explosion at West Stanley Colliery.


My grandfather was the mine inspector. Having been rescued himself, he went back into the inferno, time and again, to get others out. It was largely due to him that thirty people were rescued. There were no paramedics, no emergency equipment, it was just left to whoever was there, forming search parties and risking their own lives amid the flames and noxious gases.


One hundred and sixty-eight people died in the disaster; twenty-one were under the age of sixteen. The ages of the dead ranged from thirteen years old to sixty-two. Two of the men were unaccounted for until 1933, almost a quarter of a century later, when their skeletons were finally discovered.


On the day of the explosion, my grandfather and the other rescuers didn’t have a clue who was down there, or how many people had died. The only way to get some sort of idea was by checking whose helmets were missing. It was that tragedy that led to the mining authorities bringing in a ‘tally’ system to monitor miners underground. From that point onwards, each miner took a number, or tally, as he went into the mine, which he had to hand back on his return.


I still keep an old sepia-tinted photograph of my grandfather in his pit gear and flat cap, lined up with the survivors. Their names are written at the bottom, and beneath my grandfather it says: ‘Frank Keegan, to whom many people owed their lives.’ There was even a poem written about his heroism.




Although just rescued from that mine,


Frank Keegan turned again – a rescuer.


He thought not of his own escape from that fiery hell,


But of his fellow hewer,


Was such duty ever nobler done?


Was the VC ever nobler won?





My ancestors had arrived in Newcastle from Ireland, but Dad eventually decided to leave for South Yorkshire because work was so scarce on the Durham seams. He had an offer of employment at Markham Main Colliery in Armthorpe, but it wasn’t exactly a life of luxury in our little terraced house. We had a detached outhouse where we washed. Our bath was an old zinc tub and the toilet was at the foot of the garden. It used to take an age to fill the bath by boiling water on gas rings, and we never had electricity until I was ten and we moved into a council house in Balby, the suburb of Doncaster where they filmed Open All Hours at a shop – a hairdresser’s salon, believe it or not – in Lister Street. I was actually born at my aunt Nellie’s house, at 32 Elm Place in Armthorpe, on Valentine’s Day 1951, because she had electricity and that made it safer for childbirth. I was christened Joseph – named after my father, in a family tradition, though I never heard anyone call me that until the register was read out on my first day at school. I had no idea it was me and assumed it must be another boy with the same surname.


Dad never drank at home and we didn’t keep beer in the house, but he loved to pop down to the Liberal Club. Mum would join him on Saturdays to play bingo and Doncaster, a horseracing town, did have its occasional highlights. When I was older, I saw the Four Tops at the Co-op Emporium and the town came alive when it was St Leger Festival Week. It was such a big week for Doncaster, they even closed the pits. There was free entry to the course if you were from a mining family and, for a kid, there was hardly anything more thrilling than running over to the rails to see the horses flashing by, with the incredible noise they made and the blur of colours and numbers. A fairground was next door, and it was on the waltzers in September 1970, around the same time Lester Piggott and Nijinsky were completing the Triple Crown, that I met Jean, my future wife.


Bobby Thompson, otherwise known as the Little Waster, was one of the top comedians in the country, with his stripy jumper, his flat cap and harmonica, and used to come down from the north-east to play in Doncaster. Bobby and his two sons would sleep in a caravan behind the Leopard pub in West Street. Dad found out and offered to put the boys up at our place.


Most of the time, though, the routine was fairly simple. Dad was a creature of habit, addicted to his Woodbines, and never had a bank account as long as he lived. Instead he would come home on payday and place his wages on the table for Mary and me to count out. When he was too poorly to work one year, Mum took all kinds of jobs, including cleaning in a pub. Money was tight but Dad kept to his principles, even when he was offered £20, a considerable sum in those days, to let the local Conservative Association use our home, right in the centre of town, as a canvassing centre during the election. Dad was staunch Labour, like just about every miner in the area, and horrified by the idea. ‘Bloody Conservatives!’


That stubborn streak was passed down to me. If Dad thought he was in the right, he was in the right. His word was his bond and Mum always used to laugh about the night he was walking home from the pub and saw a man and woman fighting in the street. Dad had come out of the Scarborough Arms and, with his acute sense of right and wrong, felt compelled to go over. He got hold of the fella to ask him what the hell he was doing and, bang, the woman gave him a right hook. ‘Mind your own business!’ They had to pick Dad off the floor. There was a lesson to be learned from that story, but I liked the fact that he was trying to do the right thing.


Mum also knew the importance of hard work. She had left school at the age of fourteen and took jobs in various factories before Mary, who was two years older than me, came along. Mum spent so long standing on those concrete factory floors that she suffered terribly with varicose veins, and one of my childhood jobs was to let her rest her legs on me. She was told her veins were so bad there was nothing they could do to help her, but that wasn’t good enough for me when I was old enough to do something about it. I went to see a specialist who said he could help, and so Mum had an operation in London. We were very close, my mum and me, and it meant a lot to me that she was pain-free.


Mum used to make rag-rugs to sell locally. She loved to laugh, and I can still picture the way she used to cross her legs when she was in fits of giggles. She also had a mischievous side and landed herself in trouble when she was working at Pilkington’s Glass by putting some itching powder in one of the other factory worker’s clothes. Mum thought it was hilarious. Her colleague wasn’t quite so amused, just as Dad wasn’t the time he turned up after a few too many drinks one night and Mum decided to teach him a lesson. Dad’s hair had been white since he was twenty-one, something he blamed on the soap at the mine, but when he woke from his drunken slumber it had been smeared with black boot polish. Mum did at least leave his moustache its usual snowy white.


In those days we lived opposite the Co-op Funeral Services and, when I was old enough to start kicking a ball around, my friends and I used the mortuary doors at the back as our goal. We would also sneak inside to peer at the dead bodies if the owner, Mr Anderson, was out and his son, David, one of my pals, knew where to locate the keys. We thought nothing of walking around the different corpses, making up stories about how all these people might have met their ends, though it did backfire one day when David, who was three years older than me, rushed over to break the news that Father Christmas was dead.


I was six at the time and had just started to wonder about this bearded old man, riding a sleigh, who would come down the chimney with a sack full of presents if we were good little boys and girls. Was there such a person? I had come to the conclusion that, yes, there was – and now I was being told he was lying across the street, stone-cold dead. I went over to see for myself and, sure enough, there was a big fellow in one of the coffins with a long white beard, who looked very much like the Father Christmas my mum had taken me to see in one of the town’s big stores. How can you take in such devastating news? It was a tragedy, not least because Christmas was only a few weeks away. Who was going to put the tin soldiers in my stocking?


At that age, we already had our own money-making schemes. I cleaned cars with David and Maurice at the Glasgow Paddocks, where hundreds of horses were kept in stables, and some of the racegoers who were staying at the Danum Hotel were wealthy enough to reward us with a shilling or even a half-crown. It was too good to last, sadly, and when it was decided the Paddocks would be knocked down, the local newspaper, the Doncaster Free Press, heard about our plight and printed a picture of us sitting disconsolately on our buckets.


Our other enterprise was to take trolleys down to the marketplace, collect the discarded wooden crates and break them up to make bundles of firewood. We would sell them round the block for twopence, or even a threepenny bit, and the money went towards the family’s income. As with the car-washing venture, I would pass all the profits to my mother.


Sadly, my attempts at the age of seven to get a newspaper round led to nothing other than my pride being hurt. Dad took me to the local newsagent’s to see if there were any vacancies, but I was knee-high to a grasshopper, and when the shop owner peered over the counter to look me up and down she tried to explain, as gently as she could, that it might be tricky giving me a job when I could not reach the letterboxes. She walked me down the road for a trial and she must have chosen the most awkward letterbox in Doncaster because, even on tiptoes, I could not get close. ‘I’ll carry a box around with me,’ I pleaded. But the best she could offer was a job in a few years’ time and a sympathetic pat on the head.


That was not the first time my size had been used against me and it could be disheartening sometimes, being told I was too small or not strong enough. I eventually shot up to five feet seven, but I was a late developer. I wish more people had shown the kind of support I received from Sister Mary Oliver when I was sent to Saint Francis Xavier Catholic primary school at Balby Bridge, where she was in charge of the football team.


Not many footballers have a nun as their first mentor, and Sister Mary was certainly quite a sight as she refereed with her crucifix flying around and her habit whipping round her knees. But I would go as far as to say she had the same influence on me at school as Bill Shankly did later on at Liverpool. ‘Kevin’s football must be encouraged,’ she wrote in my school report in 1961, and I never forgot the way she gave me something to believe in.


A world of change has taken place in my life since then, but I have always wanted to encourage others in the way Sister Mary did with me. I always wanted people to believe they could achieve what they wanted to achieve. She was a huge influence on my life and I still have photographs of the two of us when the newspapers arranged a reunion many years later. It gave me a chance to say thank you and we kept in touch over the following years. She was like an angel, so full of kindness and warmth, and in the last years of her life I hope it gave her some happiness when I visited. She used to call herself ‘STS’ – ‘Soccer Talent Spotter’.


Not all my teachers were so enamoured with me. ‘He is an exhibitionist and will do much better when he loses this trait,’ read the report from Mrs Wrennall, my form mistress. I passed my eleven-plus, but I did have a tendency to clown around, and it was the same when I moved to St Peter’s. It was a strict school, but I had a habit of fooling around, even though there were teachers who could terrify me. My studies suffered and I cannot even remember how many times I was caned for daft little things such as writing on blackboards or playing practical jokes. One teacher rapped my knuckles so hard with the wooden part of the blackboard eraser that my whole hand was red and swollen. The nuns used to hit you with their belts. That was bearable, but the cane was agony. The first blow was the worst because, after that, you could hardly feel your fingers anyway. If you lowered your hand or pulled it away, the punishment would start again. It was quite common to have your backside tanned, too. I tried the old trick of sneaking a book down my trousers to absorb the blow, but the teachers realised what I had done. Looking back, it was never likely to work.


Some people might assume that I didn’t study harder because all I cared about was football. I would say I was just a bit daft and immature and intent on enjoying myself. Yet I would certainly have done better at school without football being such a distraction. Even at junior-school age, I would often walk a mile and a half on my own to Hyde Park, where there always seemed to be a game going on, and when Mike was born I would wheel his pushchair with me. If Mum was working, Mary had the responsibility of looking after the house, and it was my job to look after my baby brother. I used to take him everywhere, but Mum wasn’t too pleased when she found out he had been whacked flush in the face with a stray shot. We were using his pushchair, with Mike in it, as one of the goalposts at the time. ‘That’s why I’m such a good header of the ball,’ he used to say years later.


There was always something going on and I can still hear our next-door neighbour, Mr Gibbons, bellowing with anger because he was sick of the noise of my ball banging against his wall. I used to think he was a ferocious moaner, but I think that constant thud, thud, thud would have driven anyone to distraction. Nor did it improve neighbourly relations when I accidentally threw a stone through his window while trying to get a balloon down from a tree. I doubt ‘Old Gibby’ missed us too much when we moved to Balby.


Our new place at 36 Waverley Avenue was an unpretentious 1930s council house and a dream for me, because it was directly across the road from a big, grassy godsend known as the ‘Bullring’. It was luxury compared to Spring Gardens, with three bedrooms, electricity and an indoor lavatory. The back garden was pretty small, but having a playing field right on the doorstep more than made up for that. The only problem was ingratiating ourselves with our new neighbours, and we probably could have made a better first impression. As we were carrying in our sofa, a dead mouse fell out in front of everyone.


I was lucky even to be playing sport, bearing in mind I had such a weak chest as a toddler. I suffered from bronchitis and croup, and the doctors once told my parents I would not be able to take part in physical activity. It was a misdiagnosis, fortunately, but any chance of a career in football might have been dramatically ended one day at Hyde Park when one of my friends was showing off a new bow and arrow. He fired it in the air and, when I looked up to see where it had gone, I lost it in the clouds. I still had my face turned to the sky as it came down and hit me just beneath my right eye. I could have lost my eye if the impact had been a few millimetres higher, and it left a little black scar where part of the arrowhead had broken off beneath my skin. It was there for twenty years, and I expected it to be forever, until I moved to Germany to play for Hamburg and invited one of the neighbours around. It turned out he was a cosmetic surgeon, and he arranged to have the little flecks from that arrowhead removed. There is still a tiny scar but you can barely see it now.


The Bullring was my hallowed turf, come wind, rain or shine, and the scene of some epic matches, with jumpers down for goalposts and countless arguments about whether the ball had scraped inside or gone wide, especially if someone had left a sleeve dangling free. It was here that I first tried to knock a ball to one side of an opponent and run round the other way to meet it. It worked, leaving me feeling very pleased with myself, though I didn’t realise at the time that in years to come I would be trying that trick on some of the best defenders in the business.


By the age of twelve, I could head the ball against a wall nearly fifty times without letting it touch the floor. The reality, however, was that I was not even good enough to get into the Doncaster Boys team. I was a decent footballer for my school side, certainly better than average, and my classmates were convinced I would make the cut. They were wrong. Instead they chose a boy called Kevin Johnson from West End Bentley School, a left-footed player who went on to join Sheffield Wednesday. Two other boys from St Peter’s made it, but not me.


Another time, Dad came home from the pub to announce he had been drinking with someone who had a contact at Doncaster Rovers and had fixed up a trial for me. All I had to do was turn up at Belle Vue at half past six the following evening and my name would be down. ‘Go looking smart,’ he said. Hallelujah! It was my schoolboy dream to play for Doncaster, but when I turned up the place was deserted. Apparently, all the other boys had arrived much earlier and gone off somewhere for the trials. Either my dad had given me the wrong time or it was duff information from whoever he was having a pint with. Whatever the mix-up, I was devastated – and there was no invitation back.


Then there was the time I spent a weekend at my uncle Frank’s, who lived near Nuneaton, and he arranged for me to have a trial at Coventry City. There must have been 200 other boys in the same position, but when the numbers were whittled down it was myself and a lad called Brian Joy who were invited back for an extended trial, this time lasting six weeks. That meant getting time off school. The sports master, Mr Gormley, a disciplinarian who had previously taught at a borstal, made it absolutely clear I was wasting everyone’s time. Fortunately, the headmaster, Mr Smith, took a more sympathetic view, and I headed down to the Midlands in the hope that it was going to be my big break.


Coventry were going for promotion from the Second Division at the time and their manager, Jimmy Hill, was one of the more forward-thinking people in the sport. They also had a player, Willie Carr, who was already in their first-team squad despite being only thirteen months older than me. Willie was another ‘little ’un’, already being spoken about as a Scotland international; he became famous for his improvisational ‘donkey kick’ against Everton in 1970, when he took a free kick by gripping the ball between his ankles and flicking it up for Ernie Hunt to volley in – an impudent trick that was subsequently banned by the authorities. He was an inspiration to me and I dreamed that one day we would share the same team. But I was kidding myself. Approaching the end of the six weeks, I was brought in and given the news. They liked the look of me, but I was too small, again, and they had decided to take on Brian instead.


Rejection, I always say, can be a good thing if it increases your resolve. But it can also hurt like hell. I was distraught on the train back to Doncaster. I felt like a complete failure, and when I returned to St Peter’s not everyone was as supportive as Sister Mary Oliver had been at my previous school. ‘Get it into your thick skull,’ one of the teachers said to me, ‘you’re never going to be a footballer.’ And, for the first time, I started to think the same myself. I knew I was not that far away in terms of ability, and I was determined not to give up, but when every door was being slammed in my face I had to accept it was time to think about getting a proper job.


The problem was I had gone from being a bright pupil, often finishing top of my class in junior school, to being overtaken by the other children. I was sports mad, and it was not just football that dominated my life. I was the school one-mile champion and ran in cross-country championships. I played rugby and I was captain of the school cricket team, including the less than heroic day we were dismissed for a grand total of twelve runs against Thorne Grammar. I had lost myself in sport and, without necessarily realising it, given up on my grades. All I had when I finished St Peter’s were two O-levels in art and history and that, frankly, was never going to get me very far.


That is how, in July 1966, with the country basking in the glory of England’s World Cup triumph, I started work at Peglers Brass Works in Doncaster, still only fifteen and trying not to think of all the adventures Brian Joy must be having at Coventry. I was supposed to be an office clerk in their central stores. In reality, I was the tea boy and messenger, and it was certainly an eye-opener for a naive kid straight out of school to listen to the factory girls when they started gossiping and, worst of all, plotting my initiation ceremony. ‘Wait until Christmas,’ they kept saying. I asked the men in the office what that meant. ‘Be careful,’ came the reply. ‘At Christmas, they’ll get you, strip you and grease you all over.’


It wasn’t how I had envisaged my life panning out. The only games I was getting at that time were for a local youth club, Enfield House, on Saturday afternoons, and for the Lonsdale Hotel, a pub team in Doncaster’s Sunday league, paying my subs and breathing in the stale alcohol fumes from the players who had been out the night before and, unlike me, were old enough to go into the hostelry that gave the team its name.


My dream of playing professional football looked shot, and when one of my new colleagues, Harry Holland, asked if I fancied having a go with the Peglers works side on Saturday mornings, it wasn’t even their first team. It was the reserves on a sports ground that was about as flat as a links golf course. I was given a tatty number ten shirt, which was about three sizes too big for me, and though I did have a couple of run-outs for the first team, that was only when somebody was injured. It was always made clear I would be straight back in the reserves once everyone was fit again.


Brian Joy did not actually play a game for Coventry. He did, however, have a fifteen-year playing career ahead of him and, checking into my office job every morning, I could only imagine the glories he might encounter. My own football career, in contrast, was beginning to feel like a distant ambition. My instinct was not to give up. But it hardly filled me with optimism if even Peglers Brass Works, of the Bentley & District Football League, did not think I was up to scratch.
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