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INTRODUCTION


Raindrops the size of gooseberries pounded down on the Perspex roof of the bus shelter. A needling wind swerved in off the river and from a nearby industrial estate a burglar alarm mimicked the noise of a dying triffid. ‘Still,’ the bloke standing next to me said, ‘not too bad for August, all in all.’

He was a gaunt man, in his sixties, wearing a grey tweed coat and an old knitted wool football scarf. The bus arrived, windows misted, wheezing exhaust. We got on. A chap in a replica shirt who was already seated greeted the scarf man warmly. ‘What fettle, nowadays?’ he asked.

The scarf man smiled. ‘Much better, much better,’ he said. ‘I had the six-month check and I got the all-clear.’

The other man expressed happiness at the good news. ‘Aye,’ the scarf man said and fingered the coloured band of wool around his neck. ‘Mind, I’ve still got the pitiful agony of watching these bastards.’

The other man grimaced like he’d barked his shin on a firebucket. ‘This year’s been painful,’ he said. ‘Bloody diabolical.’

‘If I hadn’t been to the doctors that much recently,’ the scarf man said, ‘I’d be round there now begging some tablets for it. Something to wean me off them, like.’

The second man said, ‘Boots the Chemist ought to make some patches.’

‘They need to get shot of the bloody manager,’ the scarf man said. ‘As much use as an ashtray on a motorbike.’

‘Aye, but who’d we bring in?’

The scarf man mentioned a shop-worn name, one of those plausibly suited managers who never seem to achieve much, yet somehow never lack for work. ‘He’s available and he’s well respected.’

‘If he’s well respected why the hell would he come to us?’

The scarf man laughed mirthlessly. ‘Aye, we don’t want anyone that’d have us.’

The bus chugged on through the swirling rain, past a beauty salon with a banner yelping ‘Brexit tan! No visa required!!’, a shop offering ‘balloons for all occasions’ and a funeral home with a punning name and a row of football club-coloured coffins in the window.

The pair of fans tried to raise the mood by talking about the parlous state of local rivals, but it was plain their hearts weren’t in it. The bus shunted to a halt by a viaduct, opposite a flat-roofed pub with a poster in the window for an upcoming performance by an Irish country and western singer (‘The Next Daniel O’Donnell’ it said, as if one wasn’t enough).

‘You getting off here?’ the man in the scarf asked.

The other man shrugged, sighed and said, ‘I was hoping not to. But aye, come on, let’s go and take our punishment like men.’

It was early afternoon Saturday in North-East England. What team did these men support? It hardly mattered. The region’s big three – Newcastle United, Middlesbrough and Sunderland – were all the source of bitterness and misery. Indeed, an outsider coming here might have formed the impression that the only time a local fan would happily get behind his or her team was if they were perched on the edge of a cliff and just needed a nudge to send them into the thrashing seas below. Yet still the supporters soldiered wearily onward, penitents bound for a floodlit reliquary.

Over the past twenty-five years, football had changed beyond all recognition. In 1992, the twenty-two clubs that comprised the old first division resigned from the Football League en masse and, with the connivance of the Football Association, a body so spineless it had to be carried round in a bucket, set up the Premier League. The first major TV deal this new, independent organisation struck with BSkyB was worth £191.5 million. Five years later it had risen to £670 million. The current deal with Sky Sports and BT brought in £4.4 billion. The FA Premier League was broadcast to 643 million homes across the globe, reaching an audience of 4.7 billion people.

Money had brought great changes. Before the Premier League and the implementation of the post-Hillsborough Taylor Report, most clubs still played in the same rickety, unimproved grounds our grandfathers had watched in. You queued at the turnstiles, stood on crumbling concrete terraces crushed against rusting steel barriers, waded into the antediluvian toilets where the vandalised sinks offered as much hope of water as the Gobi Desert. The catering facilities were summarised by a friend’s visit to the tea bar at Ayresome Park in the 1980s. Ahead of him a burly man in a donkey jacket asked for a black coffee. ‘Can’t do it,’ the lad behind the counter replied. ‘Got a new system. All the cups have coffee whitener put in them ready for the rush.’

The customer sniffed. ‘Give me a black tea then,’ he said.

The server shook his head. ‘Same problem, pal, there’s powdered milk in the cups, isn’t there?’

The customer growled, ‘Well, have you got owt that’s black?’

The server thought for a second then said, ‘The pies are the nearest, do you want one?’

Big television deals and Lord Justice Taylor had changed all that. New all-seater stadiums were built, old ones improved and expanded beyond recognition. Foreign stars flooded in. The quality of football improved as markedly as the grounds. Looking around Sunderland’s freshly opened Stadium of Light, a friend breathed in the smell of fresh paint and mint plastic, grinned and said, ‘It’s like I went to bed with Thora Hird and woke up next to Uma Thurman.’

But, like A-list actresses, the new football was high maintenance. Games kicked off at whatever times the TV paymasters wanted, with no thought for how away fans might get home afterwards. Supporters were no longer the major source of a club’s revenue, yet still ticket prices surged upwards like Wynn Davies with rocket boots. What had once cost the same as a trip to the pictures was now more like a night at the opera. People said the high cost had made football ‘middle class’. That wasn’t true – instead it had made the fanbase middle-aged, as only the well established could afford the prices. The average age of fans watching Premier League matches gradually nudged upwards until by 2018 it was close to fifty. Football – at the highest level – became another form of consumerism, the clubs and their multinational teams as dislocated from the everyday lives of their patrons as any Hollywood studio.

In the 1990s, North-Easterners like the Halls at Newcastle, Steve Gibson at Middlesbrough and Sunderland’s Bob Murray had looked like exceedingly wealthy men. They spent heavily. Their teams did well. In 1996, Newcastle United came within a Graham Fenton goal of winning the Premier League title under Kevin Keegan (that Blackburn’s Fenton was born and raised in North Shields was an irony so bitter you could strip the rust off gutters with it) and beat Barcelona in the Champions League with rubber-legged Colombian Faustino Asprilla scoring a hat-trick. Sunderland moved to the magnificent Stadium of Light and under Peter Reid, with Kevin Phillips finding the net with the alacrity of a suicidal haddock, finished seventh in the Premier League. Middlesbrough moved into a new stadium too, signed the Brazilian footballer of the year and an Italian who’d scored the winning goal in the previous season’s Champions League final, claimed their first major trophy and played in European and domestic finals.

But the balance soon tilted. In 1997, Mohamed Al-Fayed acquired Fulham for £6.25 million, the first foreign billionaire to buy an English club. Six years later, Roman Abramovich bought Chelsea. Over the next decade and a half, he’d pump £900 million into the club. At Manchester City, owner Sheikh Mansour, deputy prime minister of the United Arab Emirates, spent £1.4 billion on new players. Transfer fees and wages soared. The old joke about a footballer breaking his foot by dropping his wage packet on it had to be abandoned. No envelope would hold it. He’d need a wheelbarrow or a shopping trolley.

On the bus through Ryton one morning in 2014, an elderly lady held up the back page of the Daily Mirror to show the pensioner sitting beside her. ‘Have you seen this? Wayne Rooney is getting £300,000 a week.’ Her friend sniffed, ‘Aye, but he’ll lose his child benefits, mind.’ You had to laugh.

By 2010, club owners who’d once seemed super rich looked like they were barely scraping by. The pop-eyed, disbelieving excitement that had swirled around St James’ Park, the Stadium of Light and the Riverside started to look like the product of some fervid dream.

‘They think this is normal. They don’t realise how lucky they are,’ older fans chuntered, sounding like people who’d lived through wartime rationing did back in the 1970s if you said you didn’t like mashed potato. And now the crazy days were over.

At Newcastle, the heady optimism drained slowly away like air from a punctured Frido. There were scandals, relegations, changes of managers and owners. Keegan left and came back. Alan Shearer retired as a player and returned briefly as manager. Joe Kinnear arrived and swore at a rate that amazed those parts of the world where the average schoolkid can’t slip three expletives into the word hamburger. The soon to be reviled Mike Ashley bought the club and then tried to sell it again. Twice.

Sunderland were bought by a consortium of Irish millionaires and briefly looked like they might be on to something. Then the Irish economy collapsed. The millionaires sold out to a wealthy Texan oilman who knew nothing about the game beyond what others told him. When Paolo Di Canio arrived as boss in March 2013 amid protests about his fascist past, it was said it was on the advice of a waiter at the owner’s favourite Italian restaurant. ‘You want to have a say in how our team is run,’ my old next-door neighbour who’d followed them since Raich Carter’s days said with a scowl, ‘you need to carry a giant peppermill.’ Di Canio soon scuttled off. So did Gus Poyet, Dick Advocaat, Sam Allardyce, David Moyes, Simon Grayson and Chris Coleman. Sunderland went for over a year without winning a single home game and tumbled into the third tier, amid grim rumours of impending financial ruin.

Middlesbrough fell too, though not as melodramatically. They were now exactly where they’d been twenty-five years before – stable, safe and in the top half of the second flight. The past once again lent disenchantment. After a dismal 0-1 home defeat to Preston North End, a teenage fan raged, ‘Bloody Boro are bloody shite,’ only for an older fan to admonish him: ‘If you think that was shite you should have seen us when Bobby Murdoch was manager.’

Lower down the league the story was much the same. Darlington had been taken over by former safe-cracker turned fitted-kitchen magnate, George Reynolds. Reynolds promised European football in five years, and moved the club from their charming Feethams home to a new out-of-town stadium with marble sinks and glass elevators. The ‘Reynolds Arena’ had 25,000 seats. Darlington had 4,000 fans. Reynolds was jailed for money laundering, Darlington went bust three times in six years and ended up homeless and playing in the Northern League.

Hartlepool United, subtly backed by Norwegian oil money, rose to the third tier and their highest-ever finish in 2005. They reached the play-offs for the Championship twice, the final once. Ten years later, with oil prices slashed and the Scandinavians gone they were relegated from the Football League for the first time in their 109-year history. Reportedly £1.8 million in debt, they stood on the brink of oblivion.

Everything had changed, but for the North East’s professional clubs, success still seemed as far away as it had done before the Premier League was formed.

At Middlesbrough’s Riverside Stadium, Tony Pulis’s grim reign ground remorselessly on, delivering a headbutt to hope and a dead leg to joy. Having a drink with a fellow sufferer, I fondly recalled the days when football fans threw toilet rolls on to the field. ‘The Boro have been that bad this season, I’ve been tempted to throw the whole toilet,’ my friend said in response, ‘and I wouldn’t flush it first, either.’

A Sunderland-supporting neighbour told me how he’d gone to the gents midway through second half of a match at the Stadium of Light during the final bug-eyed months of David Moyes. On seeing the exit door open, he went straight through it and into the night never to return. It was like escaping from a prison camp, he said. ‘I don’t regret it at all. I was like one of the zombies heading towards the shopping mall in Day of the Dead. I had no idea why I was doing it. All the shite we’ve put up with, I couldn’t even get angry any more. It was like I could hear someone behind me saying, “Leave it, lad. It’s not worth it,” and when I listened closely the voice was mine.’

The pessimism had even begun to affect the Geordies. Optimism was generally so high in Newcastle it sometimes seemed like Prozac was being pumped into Tyneside’s water supply, but eleven years of Mike Ashley had taken its toll. In late July, I stood at the bar of a pub drinking with a Newcastle United season ticket-holder. He was twiddling with the vintage black and white scarf around his neck.

‘I thought you said you’d burned your scarf when Ashley forced Keegan out?’ I said.

‘I did,’ he said.

‘Where’s that one from, then?’

‘The bedroom cupboard,’ he muttered. ‘I’ve got twelve.’ He bent down and pretended to tie his shoelace, embarrassed to be caught in the age-old conflict between patriotism and principle. ‘Well, eleven now, obviously,’ he said when he rose again.

‘Why did you buy twelve scarves?’

‘I was young and excitable. It was the 1983-84 promotion season. I wrote each of the regulars’ names on them in magic marker.’ He turned the scarf so I could see the faded legend ‘David McCreery’, the last three letters of the surname scrunched together to fit across the white bar.

‘Who’d you burn?’ I asked.

‘John Ryan.’

The man stood along the bar from us who’d been staring at yesterday’s results in the Racing Post with a reproachful expression that suggested he’d divined a coded message in them about his early death, grunted, ‘Good choice, lad.’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I think if he’d really been vexed about Keegan going he’d have set a match to Kenny Wharton.’

The bloke grinned. ‘Eh, remember when he sat on the ball against Luton, Kenny?’ the bloke said, chuckling. ‘Gazza did keepy-ups on the edge of the box. Christ, could do with a laugh like that nowadays.’

My friend shrugged. ‘Seems like a bloody lifetime ago,’ he said. ‘I tell you, even with Rafa… In near half a century of following Newcastle, no matter how hopeless we’ve been the season before, when August starts approaching I’ve always felt sure we’d win something. But now, nah. The title is out of reach and when did we last even try and win a cup? It’s just stay in the Premier League to scoop up the TV money so you stay in the Premier League. Football used to be an escape from grim economic reality, now it is grim economic reality.’

‘Bring back Imre Banana,’ the bloke down the bar said.

My friend laughed. ‘Aye,’ he said, ‘that’s where we are – pining for inflatable fruit.’

While the big clubs struggled, non-League football in the North East experienced an unexpected renaissance. The Northern League, in particular, was rejuvenated. While some of the clubs I had watched over the decades – Langley Park, Eppleton, Ferryhill Athletic, Horden, Evenwood Town and even the splendid Jarrow Roofing – had disappeared off the face of the earth, others such as Marske United, Sunderland RCA, Morpeth Town, Newcastle Benfield and Heaton Stannington (whose supporter of the year for 2017-18 was a chocolate cocker spaniel named Harry) had sprung up in their stead, while former greats such as North Shields and South Shields had been revived.

Northern League clubs had won the FA Vase final at Wembley nine times since 2006. Attendances over the past five years had risen by 20 per cent, year on year. South Shields had exceeded even that, home crowds rocketing from under a hundred to over a thousand in the space of a couple of seasons. Buoyed up by new ownership and a return to their original stadium, the Mariners signed Argentinian Julio Arca. Not to be outdone, Washington – whose ground was a long walk up the drive to the Nissan car plant – brought in French World Cup player Pascal Chimbonda, while Morpeth fielded a Republic of Ireland international and Ashington were managed by England’s Ashes-winning pace bowler Steve Harmison. Yet the Northern League remained far from the glamour of the Premiership, run by enthusiasts not oligarchs, the preserve of the committed, the wilful and the eccentric.

But there was change and uncertainty here, too. When the English Football Association had established the league pyramid as a means – lest we forget – of making the England international team stronger, the Northern League had decided not to be part of it, fearing that years of tradition would be sacrificed and the provincial integrity of the league compromised by unfamiliar interlopers from far-distant places like Lancaster and Harrogate. Instead, it existed out on its own, much as the Lancashire League and Bradford League did in cricket, or the Juniors did in Scotland.

In 1991, after much soul-searching, the Northern League reversed that decision and was slipped into the pyramid at what would become – after years of tinkering and restructuring – the ninth tier (confusingly also called Step 6). This meant that by 2018, to reach Football League Division Two, a club from the Northern League would have to win promotion five times.

With the move up into the tier above discretionary, this in truth made little difference to the integrity of the Northern League. Most clubs that won the title simply stayed put. Moving up was too expensive for many, and too disruptive for all.

The secretary of a Northern League club told me, ‘In the Northern Premier League, with midweek games away in South Yorkshire, Merseyside, Lincolnshire and the like, the problem isn’t the travel costs – you could scrabble around and find the extra £25,000 or so a season for that. No, the trouble is the players. They’d need to take days off work to get to these places and a lot of them aren’t able to do that. Our centre-forward’s a PE teacher. He can’t just nick off at two o’clock to get a coach to Warrington. You’d likely lose half your team the minute you won the title.’

In 2016, however, the Football Association chose to ignore such fears and made promotion compulsory. Any club that refused to go up would instead be relegated a division. Clubs that didn’t want the turmoil promotion brought would, of course, be able to avoid it, simply by not finishing in the top two – a situation that promised to see the Northern League season ending with the equivalent of the slow bicycle race. Perhaps the FA will one day take a leaf out of boxing’s book and withhold payments if teams aren’t aggressive enough.

However well or badly its big clubs were doing, the North East had always been able to pride itself on being a place that produced top-class footballers. It was – as one local journalist put it – ‘Soccer’s Golden Nursery’. The North East’s status as a ‘hotbed of soccer’ had been well merited. (A hotbed, incidentally, is described by a gardening book I happen to have handy as ‘a glass-covered bed heated by a layer of fermented manure’. Hardly the sort of slogan the Northumbrian Tourist Board is likely to find useful.)

The hotbed’s heyday was between the wars. In 1933, for example, there were 341 players from County Durham alone registered with Football League clubs. Herbert Chapman’s all-conquering Huddersfield team of the 1920s rarely fielded less than eight. After that, the sheer numbers tailed off somewhat, yet the presence of the North-East players continued to be felt. In 1967, there were only four clubs in the first division that didn’t have a footballer from the region in their first team squad. Burnley had twelve. Through the ’70s and ’80s, the pits and the steelworks and the shipyards shut, but it seemed like the North East would churn out footballers for ever.

In the 1996 European Championship, Paul Gascoigne and Alan Shearer were the stars of the England team that reached the semi-finals, while Steve Howey and Steve Stone both sat on the bench. But something had happened since. Fabio Capello’s 2010 provisional World Cup squad of thirty included just two men – Michael Carrick and the now disgraced Adam Johnson – born in the region. In 2006, Sven-Goran Eriksson’s final twenty-three mustered only Carrick and Stewart Downing – who managed 150 minutes of football between them. In 1998, Glenn Hoddle’s sole North-Easterner was Super Al. In Korea/Japan in 2002, there were none at all.

In the European Championship in 2016, there was not a single North-Easterner in England’s starting XI – and only two in the squad (one of them, Fraser Forster, was the privately educated son of a high court judge). The fact the team went out abysmally, defeated by Iceland, was hardly a consolation. In the 2018 World Cup, Washington-born Jordan Pickford, who looked like a kid you’d see hanging around outside the SPAR asking grown-ups to buy him cider (‘It’s for me mam. She’s sick in bed. Honest, mister’), had briefly become a national hero, and Jordan Henderson from Sunderland had performed tidily enough, but it was hardly the stuff of myth and cliché. Much has been written about Scotland’s marked decline as a producer of great footballers – whatever the causes of that slump might be they seem to have drifted south.

One summer day, I sat watching cricket in Ashington with an old man who recalled being told that he should get along to see East Northumberland Boys in a match at Hirst playing fields in the dismal years of the early 1950s. ‘The sky was dark, the pitch was solid mud and there was this little, thin blond lad floating over the field like an angel.’ That was Bobby Charlton. Bobby might have gone to Newcastle, the team he supported, or Sunderland, where his idol Len Shackleton was the star. Instead, warned off St James’ Park by his uncle, Jackie Milburn – who, despite being a Tyneside idol, took a dim view of the way the Magpies looked after youngsters – he crossed the Pennines for Old Trafford.

The old man was now involved with running Ashington Hirst’s junior teams. The previous season he’d had to fold one of them. ‘The kids didn’t want to play on a Saturday morning. I asked why not. They said they liked to go to the Metrocentre with their mates.’ He made a snorting noise that was a mixture of astonishment, disgust and derision, like a man who’d just learned his wife had run off with a circus clown. ‘I never thought I’d see the day when a lad from Ashington’d rather go shopping than play football.’

It was not just football in the North East that had been through major upheavals. In the past twenty-five years, the last coal mines in Durham and Northumberland had shut down, and the final blast furnace on Teesside had gone, too. While the centres of Newcastle, Durham and Middlesbrough were thriving with micro-pubs, artisanal coffee shops and restaurants popping up faster than you could keep track of, outside, in football’s old heartlands, things were on the darker side of grim. As post-industrialisation entered what seemed like nuclear winter, Durham and Teesside were consistently named the most deprived regions in Western Europe; within the EU only parts of Romania were considered worse. While politicians spoke blithely of the transformative effects of social media and the internet, County Durham had the lowest computer ownership in Britain. Large communities in the old coalfields didn’t even have broadband. People blamed Margaret Thatcher. But the truth was that despite the presence in government of Tony Blair (MP for Sedgefield), Peter Mandelson (Hartlepool), Alan Milburn (Darlington) and David Miliband (South Shields), little beyond the cosmetic was done by New Labour to address the problems afflicting the region.

On the way to a game between Easington Colliery and Ashington, which a mate had dubbed ‘El Working Classico’, I’d stopped in at the Co-op to buy chocolate. It was 2.30 in the afternoon and the only other customer was a teenage boy wearing a puce velour dressing gown as an overcoat. Across the street the Black Diamond pub was boarded up, the brickwork soot-stained from repeated arson attacks. A friend had been in there one time, post-match, and everyone was drinking 50p past-their-sell-by-date cans of Carling and chasers of the duty-free scotch you could buy for a fiver from an iron-shuttered semi-detached down the road locals called the Booze House. The man sitting next to him said to the barmaid, ‘If I was reincarnated I’d like to come back as a giro. You know why? Because a giro makes everybody happy.’

Later I saw what I thought was a driverless car. It turned out to be a tiny teenage joy rider. Every few seconds his head would pop up above the steering wheel like a stoat stalking a rabbit in a field of long grass. The nearest police station was miles away and, the locals believed, so undermanned at night they couldn’t answer calls.

This far corner of England had always seemed separate, now it felt increasingly abandoned. Disillusioned, the population of the region’s most blighted areas turned increasingly rightwards. The Labour Party remained blithely complacent to the shift. When an Irish journalist I know asked the head of Sunderland Council (Labour-controlled since 1972) what he was doing to address the rise of UKIP he replied airily, ‘People are angry, but they’ll calm down.’ As Peter Mandelson had reputedly once remarked, Labour did not need to worry about the working class because they had nowhere else to go. But now they did. UKIP was like some shitty political version of homeopathy – nothing they said had any basis in fact, but just by listening they made people feel a little better. And when the referendum came, the poorest parts of the North East voted overwhelmingly to leave the EU. Perhaps if their own lives were ruined, there was some solace in taking everyone else into oblivion with them.

The North East had changed, football had changed and my life had changed, too.

When I moved back here and wrote The Far Corner, I was living in a rented cottage in Northumberland and had no regular income. Twenty-five years later, I found myself in exactly the same position. The years that followed 2010 didn’t quite go the way I planned. A twenty-five-year relationship ended when my partner ran off with one of my friends, I had to sell the house I’d lived in for twenty years and stopped writing a column for the Guardian after seventeen. Income streams slowed to a dribble. Debt piled up.

I was a fifty-year-old single parent bringing up a teenage girl. I had to learn a new set of life skills. Up until that point, like most men, I couldn’t even pronounce ‘menstruation’; now I found myself in supermarkets making price comparisons on branded sanitary towels. I looked after my daughter as everything else turned to mulch and I didn’t mind, because I thought that if she was all right, then nothing else mattered. Sometimes at night I’d walk over the bridge across the Tyne opposite my house and it seemed like she was the only thing anchoring me to the ground, that without her I’d float away into the darkness.

And then she went off to university and the house was empty.

When things had fallen apart, I’d gone to my first Northern League game in many years. Out in the old coalfields. Hoping to relocate something in the wreckage, or find a place to hide. The surface was rutted mud, the players so vulnerable-looking that whenever the ball struck their pale thighs with a sound like an angry chef slapping an oven-ready chicken you felt the urge to call social services. And when the Tannoy announced that the sponsor had selected the big number six as the home side’s man of the match, the bloke behind me bellowed, ‘How can there be a man of the match when they’ve all been cack?’

It was a poor reward for his team’s heroism. Though I’d have to say that the big number six would not have been my choice either. He was a singular figure who combined the lumpy torso of a grizzly bear with the slender, awkward legs of a young camel. I could only recall him touching the ball once. He had collected a hopeful through pass and humped it directly into touch and then, when one of his own midfielders protested, pointed to his right eye and barked: ‘Anticipate, Dazza, son. Anticipate.’

My man of the match would have been the bloke behind me. He had bottle-top glasses, an elaborate macramé bonnet of lank grey hair and a shiny baseball jacket in a shade of blue so electric it might have powered the floodlights. The bloke behind me had played a blinder. All afternoon he’d been subtly prodding and probing from his position near the left touchline. It had begun in the first minute when he noticed that the linesman nearest us bore a passing resemblance to Aled Jones and signalled it by singing ‘Walking in the Air’ in a high-pitched whine every time the official was called into action. And it burst thrillingly into life with the lightning turn and finish on the half-hour mark that produced: ‘Jesus Christ, referee, if you fell in a barrel of tits you’d come out sucking your thumb.’

With five minutes to go, the opposition broke away and the linesman failed to signal an obvious offside. ‘Stop pissing about with that snowman and wave your bloody flag, you squeaky Welsh twat,’ the bloke behind me cried. The onrushing forward collected the pass, rounded the keeper and popped the ball in the net.

It was too much for the man in a camel-hair car coat who had been standing at an oblique angle to play for the entire match. He stalked off, pausing only to howl indignantly: ‘The pitch is shite. The ground is shite and you lot are a fucking disgrace.’ As he walked away, the bloke behind me yelled after him in the nasal-posh accent of a train customer service announcement: ‘Thank you for choosing the Welfare Ground. We hope to welcome you again soon.’

And after that he and the rest of the spectators fell silent. A cold wind was blowing from the North Sea but I felt a warm tingle rising in my chest. It was a small sign of restored hope.

From that day on I went to a game every week, whether I wanted to or not.

One Wednesday night a friend from London phoned. He asked what I’d been doing. ‘I went to a Northern League game last Friday night, a Northern League game on Saturday, another one on Bank Holiday Monday and a fourth on Tuesday evening,’ I said.

My friend whistled. ‘Boy, you really like the Northern League,’ he said.

‘Nah,’ I replied. ‘It’s just the best place to meet women.’ Which was by no means true.

Paul Gascoigne once said that a football pitch was the only place it felt safe. I had a similar feeling about non-League grounds.

The Saturday my daughter left for London, I went to watch Jarrow Roofing play Burscough in the FA Cup second qualifying round. Roofing’s ground was next to the old pithead workings of Boldon Colliery, now a country park of sorts, scrubby woodland and muddy paths, the hedgerows decorated with discarded plastic bags blowing from the new-build estates to the west. The ground looked like it was assembled from old doors and scrap metal. The tea-bar was in a shipping container. The lady who served you also did the announcements, breaking off from reading out the teams to hand over a hot dog.

‘My daughter went off to university today, so if I start weeping into my tea that’ll be why,’ I told my friends. And they responded as I knew they would by starting to talk about Bobby Mimms and which manager you’d least like to use the toilet before you if you were staying in a caravan (Sam Allardyce was the most popular choice, or the least). There are more ways to show kindness and concern than hugging.

Jarrow took an early lead, then got a second. Burscough were from higher up the league pyramid. They were stronger and fitter. They hit back and were leading 4-2 at half time. I bumped into a fan I knew. He was with his father, a retired pitman in his eighties who came from Boldon. He shook his head at the way the game had turned. ‘At 2-0 up we were crooning,’ he said.

I went back to football for that stability, warmth and companionship. To get back in touch with the familiar, to find part of me that seemed to have got lost, to remember a time when I was unambiguously happy.

Gradually I found it, in the washing flapping on lines at Crook while snow swirled around the Millfield Ground, and a trip to the clubhouse was interrupted by a man in camo-pants shouting, ‘How, Harry! You’ll likely not remember me, but we had a bit of a chat in the Wembley toilets, Tow Law v Tiverton in 1998.’ Or the bloke on the train between Sunderland and Hartlepool (the Durham Riviera Express) saying, ‘Las Vegas? Man, it’s just like Seaham seafront with more sand.’ Or the world’s slowest sending-off, at Benfield with the ref yelling like he was driving cattle. Or a young Penrith forward who’d scored a fantastic goal coming off the field at Sam Smith’s Park to be greeted by the question: ‘Eee, when did you get your braces took off, pet?’

My life has changed since I moved back to the North East. I had found a home and then I had lost it and then gradually I found my way back to it again. And slowly life got better. Football was no longer the only sanctuary I could find, but still I never saw the floodlights of some distant ground twinkling in the northern darkness without feeling a tingle of gratitude and moisture forming in my eyes.

Twenty-five years ago I would look around a ground – Ironworks Road, Croft Park, Brewery Fields, Kingsway, wherever – and wonder about the elderly fleece-clad folk in the unfashionable hats who leaned gingerly against the crash barriers, warming their hands on Styrofoam cups of turgid soup, wheezing condensation into the coal-scented air, chuckling throatily when the youthfulness of the match official prompted the bloke behind them to yell, ‘Give it up, referee, and concentrate on your paper round.’ I speculated on the circumstances that had brought them here, the drift of their lives, the joy, the love and the loneliness. I had never thought then that over time I would become one of them. What follows is an account of the 2018-19 season. It is an answer of sorts to the questions of a younger me.






1 NEWCASTLE BENFIELD V STOCKTON TOWN


The Emirates FA Cup Extra Preliminary Round

Saturday 11 August 2018

The football year had begun for me with a pre-season friendly. The day was hot and so humid even the cinders were sweating. The away team had come up from Teesside and one of the travelling fans boomed out that he felt like he was in Su-fucking-matra.

‘You can’t really enjoy football unless you’ve a coat on,’ the bloke behind me said, a comment that made little sense in a region where the women wore crop tops and sling-backs when it was snowing, unless, perhaps, the coat was metaphorical.

The PA played ‘Fly Like an Eagle’ by the Steve Miller Band followed by a Rory Gallagher track. I recalled a previous visit to this ground, on a teeth-chattering winter’s day, when, in the gathering darkness, the fourth official produced a weird disco-light effect in one of the dugouts with his flashing signals board while the speakers blasted out ‘Wombling Merry Christmas’. That same afternoon a home player had been forced to remove his underpants by the ref, because they were long-legged trunks that didn’t match his playing shorts. He took the whole lot off while standing on the touchline. Full frontal nudity in sub-zero temperatures – at the time I’d thought that might be a good advertising slogan for the Northern League.

There was nothing so exciting today. The game of football finds itself compared to many things: war, poetry, art and grand opera. In the buttery light of late summer, while hope still burns (‘If we bring in a decent left back and an attacking midfielder I reckon we’ll be fine’), anyone searching for similes for the sort of game I was watching might settle for something altogether less grandiose or bombastic. Familiar, free from alarms, cosy, comforting and smelling slightly of municipal biscuits, you sink into the ninety minutes as you would a warm bath, or a long-running midweek sitcom. Around you, fans-of-a-certain age chuckle wryly over fondly remembered things – Barry Siddall’s waistline, Barry Venison’s pink suit, a lyric by Half Man Half Biscuit. It is like a post-punk Last of the Summer Wine in which Nora Batty’s stockings have been replaced by Dirk’s white socks.

Nearby stood a fellow with bloodhound jowls and half-moon specs whose every dark prediction of cataclysmic disaster for his own side (‘He’s talking himself to a red card here, Smithy. We’ll be lucky to get to half time with nine men’) made the dull plop of failure that followed seem a victory of sorts.

It was an uneventful game. The teams played with all the urgency of a schoolboy walking to double physics. But that was fine. We had come not for wild entertainment, but mild diversion – we were standing around out of doors in the sunshine and society was allowing us to pass it off as doing something. It was like fishing without the maggots.

On the touchline, I bumped into the manager of a Northern League club I’d had a few chats with over the years. I asked him how the summer had gone. He let out a prodigious snort, like a blue whale clearing its blowhole after a long dive in icy waters. ‘These fucking young players,’ he said. ‘They’ve started coming in with agents. Agents! I had one in last week, he says, “What are you offering my client?” I says, “Fifty a week and fish and chips after home matches.” He says, “We want seventy.” I says, “He can have sixty but he’s not getting curry sauce.” Fuck’s sake.’

On the bus back into town the blokes in front of me discussed a list of Newcastle’s possible signings. Quite literally – one of them had written them out on what looked like a serviette from the tea bar, along with the likely prices. I wasn’t surprised. Several summers ago I had been in a Durham taxi. When talk turned to football, the cabbie started outlining which players Sunderland should retain and which they should sell. He delivered his speech with a fluency that was impressive until I noticed he was reading it from a card he’d Blu-Tacked to his dashboard.

Making a list of signings is a traditional summer activity for football supporters. The first thing to do is identify the areas in your side that desperately need improvement. Experience shows that nine times out of ten the players any team will be most in need of are: a high-quality attacking left-back, a box-to-box midfielder who can really play and a twenty-five-goal-a-season striker. Sadly, there are even fewer of these types of player in the world than there are un-tattooed women working in chip shops and by the end of August Manchester City, Manchester United and Liverpool will be linked with all of them. If you don’t happen to support these three, then the only consolation is the remembrance of the time a big London club bumped Boro out of signing a top Dutch international. I can still recall vividly the sweet feeling of euphoria that engulfed me a few months later when I finally saw Glenn Helders play for Arsenal. I expect the Germans have a word for it.

The season proper began with what had become my traditional curtain raiser – the extra-preliminary round of the FA Cup. The teams that began at this stage of the competition would have to win more games to get the first round proper of the competition than any Premier League team would to actually get their hands on the trophy. But there was prize money for the winners of every round and a run of four or five victories could make a club enough cash to keep them going for an entire season. The FA Cup might have lost its lustre as far as the mega-teams were concerned, but down here it still meant something and, as I boarded the train into Newcastle, I felt a tingle of excitement in my chest that wasn’t entirely down to the bacon sandwich I’d eaten before leaving the house.

In the carriages, hen parties from Cumbria cackled and yelped, and club-chart ringtones intermingled with the popping of prosecco corks, the bursting of balloons and the occasional scream from a middle-aged man who was trying to read an ex-library copy of Kevin Beattie’s seminal autobiography On the Beat.

Boozing on the train was now quite a hobby in the North East. At one time, train drinking had been confined to the occasional morose squaddie returning home on compassionate leave and slowly working his way through a four-pack of McEwan’s best scotch. But then, at the start of the new century, people determined rail travel existed in a separate dimension from ordinary life and normal social conventions about alcohol consumption were suspended as soon as you stepped aboard. ‘Fancy a drink?’ ‘Well, I wouldn’t normally at 7.15 on a Tuesday morning, but, since we are on the train, I’ll have a gin and tonic and pour it on my Weetabix.’

The same rules did not apply to buses. Railways were the public transport equivalent of international waters – at some point I felt sure the Trans-Pennine Express would be hosting cockfights.

The train pulled out of Dunston and headed towards the river. A couple of minutes later a group of Chinese tourists who’d been visiting Hadrian’s Wall jumped from their seats and began pointing excitedly and videoing the view. It was a common reaction nowadays, but it still brought a smile to my face. The river Tyne had been cleaned up years before and gradually the banks had, too. Now from the Malmaison Hotel, where the barman once told me that Patrick Kluivert – the Magpies’ ultimate trophy signing – could not walk 10 yards across the threshold before ‘there are Gosforth wives stuck all over him like Elastoplast’, you looked on a spectacle of sleek modernity. At night, pastel-coloured light melted across the black, glossy surface of the water. The rainbow arch of one great bridge was echoed downstream by the blue-green span of another, glass sparkled and the sound of celebration echoed downstream.

I’d gone down there twenty years before with a Tyneside restaurateur I knew. He was keen to buy a property on the Quayside and set up a business. ‘You can’t look at it as it is now, you have to imagine how it will be in the future,’ he said as we inspected a grim-looking concrete building with slit windows of glass bricks and the whiff of an abandoned public convenience. ‘This is all going to be transformed,’ he said. I looked down the street of crumbling, abandoned warehouses, weeds poking out from busted gutters, an ancient piece of whitewash graffiti celebrating the wonder of Micky Burns and the pleasures of terrace violence, and thought, ‘Yeah, of course it is.’

But the restaurateur had been right. It had taken decades, but in my mind it seemed to have happened in a split second. It was like that moment in a corny Hollywood movie when the frumpy girl next door takes off her glasses and – aw gee! – it’s Grace Kelly!

There had been hot weather and sunshine since the start of May. Hay had been harvested before the end of June, the grain cut by the time July was done. The port-a-loos of the fruit-pickers in the fields along the Tyne had long since been towed away. The land was parched and burned out – hungover after the festival of July. The air felt like a dry cough. Every so often there had been a half-hearted spasm of fine rain, which had landed on the earth like a chaste kiss and evaporated. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the pitch at Sam Smith’s Park was hard as a North Shields doorman and just as unforgiving.

There had been extensive work at Sam Smith’s since my last visit in April. A gym had appeared to the left of the clubhouse and there was a new shed for covered standing that sadly also covered the big banner along the far fence that advertised double-glazing with the baffling slogan ‘Bang goes your mangos’.

The new buildings were all made of tongue-and-grooved wood which gave that corner of the ground a scent of larch and pine and a general air of Scandinavia that the presence of the obligatory angry bloke yelling, ‘Get involved, liner, for fuck’s sake’ quickly dispelled. The game had not yet begun, I might add. But the experienced match official barracker knows that if you do not warm up your vocal cords properly, you are likely to damage them just at the point when a ‘Where’s your yellow card, wedged up your arse?’ is most needed.

I went into the Snack Attack tea bar and got a tea and a KitKat. They had other types of chocolate too, but what I had thought was a witty and amusing request for the lady who ran the place to ‘Give me a twirl’ had not gone down well two seasons earlier and I felt as if I was still on probation. In front of me at the condiments table, a groundhopper who’d travelled from Merseyside to tick off another club from his list was pouring milk into his Bovril. When he saw me looking at him askance, he said, ‘It makes it smoother,’ and when he sensed I wasn’t yet convinced added, ‘You put a swirl of cream in consommé, don’t you?’

Over in the regular seats, things had a thankfully less Larousse Gastronomique edge to them. Newcastle had just lost their opening fixture at home to Spurs, but most of the people I was sitting with thought they had been defeated by fewer goals than expected and took heart from that. The conversation turned back to Kevin Keegan – it always would. It was easy to see why people would get nostalgic.

On an August night in 1995, I’d gone to watch newly promoted Boro take on Keegan’s Newcastle at St James’ Park. It was an uneven contest. Peter Beardsley, Les Ferdinand and Keith Gillespie played brilliantly and David Ginola so bamboozled Neil Cox that by the final whistle the full-back was wandering round as if someone had put a tin bucket over his head and banged it with a hammer for ninety minutes. That it only finished 1-0 was a minor triumph. In the away section even die-hard Smoggies who despised the Magpies with bitter and unrequited passion had a sparkle in their eyes. Well, not all of them, obviously. A few yards from me, a bloke in a 1970s replica shirt with a stomach like a dumpy bag of gravel leaned on the fence separating us from the home fans and bellowed, ‘Yees will win nowt.’ ‘Well, yees’ll win nowt neither,’ came the reply. The Middlesbrough fan puffed out his chest: ‘We’re the Boro, we don’t expect to win owt.’

He was right, as it turned out. Keegan’s Newcastle didn’t win anything. Eighteen months later, after signing Alan Shearer and thrashing Manchester United 5-0, Special K had quit. Yet he lurked in the Geordie consciousness like King Arthur and his knights, slumbering until the hour of peril arrived. One fan, quoted in the Daily Mirror during one of many later crises at St James’, raved, ‘If Keegan came back tomorrow and wiped this shower of bastards away it would be like Christ throwing them crooks out of the temple.’ If the biblical tone hardly seemed to fit the man himself (‘Behold a pale horse: and his name that sits upon it shall be… Mighty Mouse?’), it caught the mood on Tyneside perfectly.

Mike Ashley took total control of Newcastle United in the summer of 2007. At first, the Londoner was greeted as a hero. When he’d bought the club he’d been described as a recluse but now here he was downing pints with fans post-match in the Quayside bars where the waitresses wore bikinis and cowboy hats, and watching the football wearing a replica shirt and the sort of blank yet benign expression adopted by Her Majesty the Queen when attending a break-dancing display by disadvantaged youngsters.

In January of the following year, he sacked Sam Allardyce, a man whose pragmatic style of football, Sunderland playing career, and general air of someone who’s bitten into a barbecue sausage only to discover it’s actually a slug, had never endeared him to the Magpies’ faithful. Wild rumours circulated about Fat Sam’s successor. My milkman reported a definite sighting of José Mourinho outside a Chinese restaurant in Ponteland by a source close to his brother-in-law’s best mate Liam; the postman confirmed reports from our Sandra’s hairdresser that a suite has been booked at Malmaison in the name of Lippi; while the coalman whispered through the letterbox that this morning he took an order for ten sacks of best cobbles from ‘a fella with a French accent in Ryton’ and that I could draw my own conclusions from that ‘because it stands to reason that if you’ve been living in Monaco you are going to find the weather up here a good bit chillier than what you’re used to’. I finally learned the truth through the window cleaner. ‘KEEGAN IS BACK,’ he bellowed at me through the glass. ‘THE MESSIAH RETURNS. AGAIN. IT’S THE THIRD COMING.’ Football is a religion up here, you see.

Keegan was equally ecstatic about his new job, declaring that returning to St James’ Park was like ‘coming home’ while more or less simultaneously proclaiming that he had ‘never really left’. Ashley’s decision was hailed by all. He was the toast of Tyneside. Then, just seven days after appointing Keegan, Newcastle’s owner brought in ex-Wimbledon and Chelsea winger Dennis Wise as director of football. The Toon Army anticipated big-money signings comparable to the sort Keegan had pulled off in the past: David Ginola, Les Ferdinand, Alan Shearer. Instead, thanks to the efforts of Wise, they got half a dozen Spanish and South American players they had never heard of, and would come – in the case of Xisco – to wish the situation had stayed that way.

As the summer transfer window creaked shut, Newcastle sold one of their outstanding performers, James Milner, to Aston Villa. Talk was that money would be used to bring in exciting replacements, yet nothing happened. After six months of rumbling discontent, fan protests against the ‘Cockney Mafia’ and an eerie silence from within the club, it was finally confirmed that the Messiah had left the building. He remained in spirit – the source of misty water-coloured memories and vengeful dreams.

Luckily, before things could turn too wistful or vexatious at Sam Smith’s Park, our attention was drawn to the field of play by the billowing cries of Benfield’s long-serving and impressively acrobatic keeper, Andrew Grainger (an England beach football international), who had reacted to the visitors’ early aerial assault by bellowing ‘Big head! Big head! Big head!’ at his defenders.

Benfield’s opponents Stockton Town had reached the FA Vase final the season before, losing at Wembley by a single goal to Thatcham Town. They attracted decent crowds to their Bishopton Road West ground, a large number of them disgruntled Boro fans tired of the lumpy gruel served up at the Riverside by Aitor Karanka and his successor Tony Pulis. Town were not the original Stockton club; they hadn’t been formed until 1979 and then only as a junior team. They’d grown rapidly after deciding to run senior football sides in 2008 and raced up from the Teesside and Wearside Leagues to join the Northern League in 2016. They’d won the Division Two title in their first season.

Their arrival had filled a void left in Stockton by the demise in 1975 of the town’s original team, Stockton FC, who were known as ‘The Ancients’ and played in rather dashing red and black quartered shirts. The Ancients were formed back in the 1880s, were founder members of the Northern League, and won the title five times. They also won the FA Amateur Cup in 1899, 1903 and 1912 and were runners up four times. In a whimsical twist, the Ancients decided that any player who scored three goals in a match should not be given the traditional hat but an overcoat instead. Thus protected against the chill wind off the Tees, the Ancients moved into the semi-pro ranks just before the Second World War and were North Eastern League Champions in 1951.

One former Stockton player, Bob Chatt – from Barnard Castle – had moved to Aston Villa in the late Victorian era. His goal after just thirty seconds in the FA Cup final of 1895 would be fastest in the Cup final until Louis Saha netted in twenty-five seconds for Everton in 2009. Though Chatt had a place in football history, Stockton’s greatest player was undoubtedly the legendary Ralph Smith, a short, stocky, beady-eyed striker who in photos appears so hawk-like you feel he might dart out and give you a nasty peck on the hand.

An engine-driver by trade, Smith’s howitzer-like shooting earned him the nickname ‘Bullet’. He won six amateur caps for England but truly earned national notoriety for his scandalous behaviour during and after the 1933 FA Amateur Cup final. The match was played at Ayresome Park; Stockton’s opponents were Kingstonian, who by all accounts decided to play the match under Marquis of Queensbury rules. After a good deal of hacking and thwacking, Ancients’ full-back Jack Thompson was carried off with a badly damaged knee. With no substitutions allowed, the southerners took full advantage of their numerical superiority overturning a one-goal deficit to win 4-1. Bullet was incandescent. He stormed off without collecting his loser’s medal from FA President Sir Charles Clegg, and then got mortal at the post-match banquet and abused the dignitaries in terms so industrial it fair singed their eyebrows. The FA called an inquiry and suspended Bullet from all football for twelve months without appeal.

Back in the present day, Stockton applied most of the early pressure, but it was Benfield who scored first. Paul Brayson netting the rebound when his penalty kick was saved by Michael Arthur. Brayson had been one of Keegan’s first signings for Newcastle during the Geordie Messiah’s debut resurrection. He’d never made a first-team appearance for the Magpies but he’d clocked up close to 200 League appearances for Swansea, Reading, Cardiff and Cheltenham. He was over forty, and spent more time running his taxi business than he did running about the pitch, but he still had the flicks and tricks along with the veteran pro’s unfading ability to snipe at referees and point to where his team-mates ought to have passed the ball. His goal-scoring record in the Northern League was extraordinary – he’d hit close to forty every season.

The goal was celebrated mildly in the stand. But Stockton’s full-back, James ‘Munchie’ Risbrough, who’d played for Ytterhogdals IK in the Swedish fourth division as well as in more exotic places such as Spennymoor, took it badly. ‘Fuck off!’ he shouted at nobody in particular.

‘Mind your language,’ someone shouted from the stand.

‘Fuck off!’ the defender answered.

‘There are bairns here.’

‘Fuck off!’

It wasn’t P. G. Wodehouse, or even plain PG, but you had to admire his consistency. Later, when he struck a long-range shot that pinged off the bar, one of the blokes behind me called out, ‘Oh I say, well played, James’ in a mock posh voice. And the full-back looked in his direction and burst out laughing. He was a good player, quick and strong and seemed like a decent bloke, too.

Stockton levelled just before the interval, Nathan Mulligan – who’d played for Darlington towards the end of their League days – striking a long-range curler over the leaping Grainger and into the top right-hand corner of the goal.
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