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1


Coming Home



 


I can remember when,


I was just a boy of ten,


Hanging around the old Quayside.


‘Cause that was when coal was king,


The river was a living thing,


And I was just a boy but it was mine,


The coaly Tyne.


This was a big river,


I want you all to know,


That I was proud.


This was a big river,


I want you all to know,


But that was long ago.


That’s not now, That’s not now.


‘BIG RIVER’, JIMMY NAIL


 


Driving in from the A1 on the A189 over the Redheugh Bridge, the huge elevated road that spans the Tyne and links Gateshead with Newcastle, the view is spectacular. It has grown more so with the passing of the years, the increased prosperity of the region and the consequent ambition of the architecture.


Down to the left is the Metro Radio Arena, where you can be entertained by anything from the Combat Fighting Championship through Def Leppard and Whitesnake to a meeting of angry Northern Rock shareholders. Along the river to the right is the vast new Sage complex, which resembles a giant armadillo and has become a major music venue. Panning back from there, the eye is briefly drawn to St Nicholas’s Cathedral, long since dwarfed by another, more modern, hilltop place of worship; a towering, almost vertiginous structure that now dominates the landscape and has become the focal point of this city and community.


This is St James’ Park, home of Newcastle United Football Club. And, this midwinter of 2008 as I drive into the city, home once again to Kevin Keegan. He has been called the Messiah to the point of clichéd tedium. Saviour or not, he has certainly been the city’s on-off lover for more than twenty-five years as both player and manager; this, in the role of the latter, was his second coming.


All who know the place and club insist that any manager has to ‘get’ Newcastle; that they must know the warmth of its people and understand the aspirations of the football club’s support. They would like to compete with the modern English game’s ‘Big Four’ of Manchester United, Chelsea, Arsenal and Liverpool – all clubs that differ from Newcastle in that they are not the only top-flight club in their respective cities – but they want, too, their football played with a swagger.


Sam Allardyce never quite got it, according to the fans. Prior to being brought in by the club’s then chairman, Freddy Shepherd, in the early summer of 2007, he had led Bolton Wanderers into the Premiership and kept them there for six seasons as well as taking them into Europe. Allardyce sought to bring his brand of scientific methodology and functional football to St James’ but Tyneside turned on him. Results were averagely acceptable, with the team placed eleventh in the table, but the style was significantly lacking.


In June 2007, shortly after Allardyce’s appointment, the club was subject to new ownership with the completion of a takeover by the apparently reclusive Mike Ashley, who came in at Number 25 on Britain’s Rich List with a personal fortune of £1.9billion from his Sports Direct leisurewear company. The purchase of the club cost Ashley £134million, with another £100million to settle debts.


Generally speaking, football-club power brokers who inherit managers rarely warm to them and instead look for the earliest opportunity to dismiss them. So it was with Ashley and Allardyce. Ashley had demonstrated his ruthlessness in the summer of 2007 by dismissing Shepherd from the club while he was ill in hospital. The loss went unlamented by the fans, but for Shepherd there was consolation in the £38million he received for his stake in the club.


With Shepherd gone, Allardyce was always vulnerable and by early January 2008 he too was out, just twenty-four games and eight months into a three-year contract. Ashley had been contemplating the sacking since as far back as November.


Ashley’s great friend and former business associate Paul Kemsley, formerly vice-chairman of Tottenham Hotspur, recommended Harry Redknapp as Allardyce’s replacement. Redknapp’s Portsmouth had been playing with the sort of panache that Ashley wanted, had just won 4–1 at St James’. Kemsley sounded him out. During the week of an England international against Croatia, Redknapp travelled to Barbados to relax and think the proposition over. On his return, he declined.


But back came Ashley after Allardyce’s side lost three games in a row over Christmas then drew limply 0–0 at Stoke in the FA Cup. Allardyce would later say that he was never given enough time, that it was like being asked to construct the Empire State Building in a month, but few were listening.


The nation endured a few days of will-he/won’t-he with Redknapp, a figure who has always given the impression of enjoying the intrigue and gossip of the game. Newcastle believed that this time he would take the job. Redknapp in the end decided that, aged sixty, he was comfortable staying on the South Coast. The offer of a helicopter so that he could remain living at his home on Sandbanks, near Poole, did not appeal; neither did the chance to double his salary of around £1.5million. By now he had built up a good sum from the game, enough to give him choices.


Thus grew the pressure on Ashley to find someone who would rekindle the club’s passion and deliver a team of substance. He did what most owners do in such circumstances. He went for the populist, popular choice, the great black-and-white hope. Out from the hat popped the rabbit: Comeback Kevin.


Keegan would, at the very least, certainly get Newcastle. Growing up in a mining family in 1950s Doncaster, where his family had moved from the North-East in search of work, Keegan was brought up hearing tales of the mighty Magpies and their hero Jackie Milburn at his father Joe’s knee. Keegan understood Newcastle like Sir Bobby Robson did before him.


‘Well, it’s a one-team city and that’s crucial,’ says Sir Bobby when you ask him to analyse the place. Newcastle manager from 1999 to 2004, he grew up in Langley Park, County Durham, where half the village was black-and-white and the other half the red-and-white of Sunderland. His eyes mist at the memories as he draws from the depth of feeling for city, club and its favoured sons.


‘My dad was Newcastle through and through. He was a coalminer and went to work white and came home black. Loved United. Took me as a boy. I remember Frank Brennan, Bobby Mitchell, Jackie Milburn, the two Robledo brothers, little Ernie Taylor – midget inside-forward, clever player – Powell and Corbett, the two full-backs.


‘The catchment area around the city is something like 700,000, maybe up to 1.25million because people can come from a sixty-mile radius. The people are very vibrant, very enthusiastic, knowledgeable and extremely faithful. They are warm, courteous to the players, a bit rugged, friendly and welcoming. Just a very special breed.


‘They love the club and just want something to happen all the time. There is a fervour there,’ adds the man who also managed Barcelona and England. ‘You couldn’t walk in the town without being recognised. I had that in Barça. Player or manager, you’re spotted and identified straight away, besieged with requests for autographs.


‘They are Catalans who don’t consider themselves Spanish. So Newcastle have the Geordies who are a race apart and speak a broad tongue. If a real Geordie is in full flow, you wouldn’t understand him. I’m talking about Paul Gascoigne. Chris Waddle, Peter Beardsley and Bryan Robson would try to be more polite and speak English. With Gazza, my assistant Don Howe used to ask, “What did he say?” Gascoigne would do it on purpose sometimes. He was a real Geordie lad.


‘The loyalty of the support is quite amazing, with what they haven’t achieved,’ Robson goes on, underplaying his own success: he twice took Newcastle to the Champions League with finishes of third and fourth, which seems remarkable these days given the self-perpetuating dominance of those Big Four clubs. He is well aware, however, that it is more than half a century since the club’s last domestic trophy, the FA Cup, and more than eighty since they were champions of England – though they did win the Inter Cities Fairs Cup, the precursor to the UEFA Cup, in 1969.


‘They are an expecting public but any owner is lucky that 52,000 will still go every Saturday, hail, rain, shine or blow. They will never shun the club,’ he adds. And Keegan’s place in all this? ‘He became a much-loved son and had a great rapport with everybody.’


Keegan first came to Newcastle towards the end of a most glittering playing career with Liverpool, Hamburg and Southampton that saw him twice crowned European Footballer of the Year and play sixty-three times for England. He had captained his country and was a bubble-permed trendsetter who in the seventies became the nation’s superstar. By 1982, at the age of thirty-one, he wanted a swansong at the club whose legend had filled his childhood.


Keegan galvanised the Geordies, leading them into the top flight before departing, after two seasons, to retirement in Spain via a helicopter. He returned eight years later to manage them with an ultimately flawed but nonetheless energising élan for five years during one of the golden periods for the English game. From the early to mid-nineties Newcastle entertained royally with the likes of David Ginola, Les Ferdinand and Tino Asprilla but in 1996 famously, sadly, blew a twelve-point lead at the top of the Premiership, their season encapsulated in a 4–3 defeat at Liverpool in what probably remains the finest English club game of the modern era.


Keegan left the club in 1997. Following a sad spell as England manager and a patchy tenure at Manchester City, he had been in Glasgow setting up a pet project called Soccer Circus – a sort of cross between football coaching and theme park, designed mainly to get kids interested, through entertainment, in the game. Now, as an antidote to Allardyce, the great romantic was back from exile.


The question was whether such romanticism could survive and thrive again in the pragmatic Premier League, whether a storm-tossed support would this time give him time and adulation. Life, the game, had moved on. Even Arsenal, delivering the closest thing to the type of fluent football to which Keegan aspired, were the product of a clinical mind with an attention to detail, in their multilayered coach Arsene Wenger, rather than the broad-brush approach favoured by Keegan. And Keegan was out of touch, having by his own admission watched little football of late. The city, too, had changed.


I am from Northumberland stock myself, with a North-East surname, and was also as a boy informed of the club’s folklore. In the early morning of Saturday 23 February during the 2007–08 season, I drove over Redheugh Bridge. Newcastle’s match against the current champions, Manchester United, would not kick off until teatime; the city was still stirring itself for the weekend. It offered a window, in time and opportunity, to see what Keegan was walking back into.


The great thing about Newcastle is that it is a city you can walk around. Perhaps this is why – strangely, to someone living in the South and for a place so big – you can usually find a vacant parking meter easily enough. The railway station is at its heart, St James’ a short stroll away, which is delightful in these days of stadiums often being inaccessible except by car. In fact, everything in Newcastle is a short stroll away, its central attractions revealing one foot in the past culture of coalmining and shipbuilding and the other in the modern service industries.


Turn right out of the station and head for the Quayside down Westgate Street and you will pass the remarkable oasis of the Grade II-listed Literary and Philosophical Society building, England’s largest independent library outside London, with more than 150,000 books and 16,000 music recordings.


Its quiet is in marked contrast as you press on past bars like the Viper Lounge and Jimmyz, the names more redolent of young movie-star brats overdosing in Los Angeles or Formula One drivers quaffing Champagne in Monte Carlo. Once at the river, you reach the Malmaison Hotel on the site of the old Co-Op building, a fleet of silver Mercedes on call outside.


From here are revealed the Tyne bridges in all their glory. After the Redheugh comes the superb King Edward VII Rail Bridge with its semicircular construction, then the Queen Elizabeth II Metro Bridge, the High Level Bridge, the Swing Bridge and the Tyne Bridge. To which collection has been added the Gateshead Millennium Footbridge, which looks something like that in London linking St Paul’s to the Tate Modern, and also resembles the Wembley arch. It’s known locally as the Blinking Eye for the way it opens to allow shipping to pass.


Evident here, too, is the juxtaposition of old and new, the meeting of past poverty and contemporary prosperity. On the banks of the river, the sooty granite of the old terraced buildings contrasts with the glass of the shops and offices. By the medieval wall, near the rebuilt structure of the new castle from which the city’s name derives, is a sign for Bessie Surtees’ house, family home of the wife of John Scott, Lord Chancellor of England in the late 1700s. Further into town is the obelisk monument to Earl Grey, Northumberland son and Prime Minister from 1830 to 1834, who also gave his name to a perfumed tea not quite as popular after four p.m. round here as it is in the salons down South.


Sir Bobby Robson’s words reflect pride in that old and new. ‘It’s a great city and it’s changed,’ he says. ‘The Quayside, the Metro Centre, the airport, the A1 link, the train service to London every half-hour. And the airport: you can fly to Dubai, Amsterdam, Paris, Prague, Rome, you know. Direct from Newcastle.’


The river might once have heaved with traffic but now only an old ferry, the Tuxedo Princess out of Stranraer, sits moored, a beer advert on its side hinting at its modern function as a nightclub.


On that Saturday in February I crossed the footbridge to Gateshead, wobbling as I went, and arrived at the old Baltic flour mill, which is now a centre for modern art. Nearby, up on the hill, is the striking Sage, before you reach the huge Hilton Hotel.


Earlier in the week it had emerged that Paul Gascoigne, another of Newcastle’s favourite sons, had fallen on times harder than even he had known before. He’s actually from this Gateshead side of the city, and had just lately been living in the Malmaison and Hilton hotels.


The kid described as ‘daft as a brush’ by Sir Bob is actually now a fully grown alcoholic and addict, who on top of everything else may be suffering from Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. Certainly he appears to share many characteristics with those diagnosed with the illness: gifted, physically agile, seemingly confident and successful but lacking in self-esteem at heart and being full of nervous energy and prone to self-sabotage. Gazza has three times been through rehab and three times relapsed frighteningly.


In his loneliness, and craving the phoney companionship that hotels can provide, he went stir-crazy and was sectioned in a psychiatric unit. Looking at this modern Lubyanka that is the towering Hilton, you get a sense of his pain. Nearby are the old high-rises and terraces of Dunston where he grew up. Like most modern cities, Newcastle’s central opulence is surrounded by reminders of neighbouring paucity and poverty. A shop on Mosley Street called The Mint is a case in point. ‘We cash cheques,’ declares a sign outside. ‘Pay-day advances up to £400.’


I passed a gaggle of young women walking from the station, pulling wheeled suitcases, their giggles sounding their intent – a warning of what to expect later in one of the country’s top hen- and stag-night venues. All sported pink fluorescent wigs; one or two wore the sort of plastic breasts with which Gazza, then regarded as madcap as opposed to ill, regaled the nation on his tear-stained return from the 1990 World Cup.


To the match, and up through Chinatown where an ornate statue proclaiming the district sits alongside the Tyneside Irish Centre. Just down the road is a sports bookshop, The Back Page. It boasts a whole wall of Newcastle literature, from the angst-ridden assessments of Newcastle United: Fifty Years of Hurt to the satirical And You Wonder Why We Drink: Newcastle United and the Quest for the Intertoto Cup. There’s a book about the club’s famous Number 9 strikers down the years, Shirt of Legends. Short of Legends might be more apt.


For at this point, in February, Newcastle were struggling. Keegan’s return, just under six weeks previously, was greeted with the wildly optimistic scenes he has often provoked in these parts but had yet to have the desired effect. The night he was appointed, a few days after a crushing and embarrassing 6–0 defeat at Manchester United that followed the 0–0 draw at Stoke, Newcastle did manage to beat the Championship side (who went on to be promoted) by 4–1 in the replay; but it was the prelude to things getting worse rather than better.


The next four League games yielded just two points and two goals, with eight conceded – and a 3–0 FA Cup defeat by Arsenal simply adding to the woes. Only Reading, who would go on to be relegated, were faring worse in the Premier League’s form table. With Manchester United the visitors again to St James’, it was not looking good. The days when United came here and lost 5–0 during Keegan’s first managerial incarnation were just over eleven years past but felt like aeons ago.


In the local Evening Chronicle, under a back-page headline of ‘Sweat Blood for United’, Keegan was calling for maximum effort from his players, urging them to get in an early tackle or to bravely put in head or foot to lift the crowd and get them behind the team in the way he recalled them doing in the eighties. It was Keegan at his drum-banging best, though the subtext was clear: here was a realist whose team were far behind Manchester United, a side beginning to crank up the pressure on Arsenal at the top of the table.


There was a curious mood among the support walking to the game; anticipation of a big match for sure but a sense of pragmatic awareness also. The Mags were not playing well – were a bit of a mess, in fact – and taking a point from the game would represent a major triumph.


In the press room, gallows humour abounded among the local reporters. This was in contrast to the upbeat nature of their coverage, something that their sports editors probably demanded early in Keegan’s latest reign. They had, after all, endured plenty this season – for many seasons, really. The atmosphere recalled a line in the baseball movie Bull Durham where the announcer declares: ‘I have seen enough to know that I have seen too much.’


Outside, home fans gathered to await the arrival of the team buses. Suddenly there were loud jeers.


‘That’ll be Man United,’ I ventured to a local journalist.


‘More probably Newcastle,’ he replied.


Newcastle and Keegan did get a good reception, however, as they usually do if the fans feel some hope of light at the end of the tunnel. With 52,291 crowded inside the stadium it seemed that their appetite was astonishingly undiminished, had even grown, since Keegan’s previous spell here.


‘When I was there they were just putting the finishing touches to the upper-deck steel structure to take the capacity up from 37,000 to 52,000,’ says Sir Bobby. ‘If you sit on the seventh floor you can actually see the sea at Tynemouth, twelve miles away. The players are tiny. You won’t see their faces, you won’t see their numbers, but still they sell out.’


One disappointment was that ‘Coming Home’, Mark Knopfler’s haunting guitar music from the film Local Hero, was no longer the tune to which Newcastle ran out, as it had been during Keegan’s last tenure at St James’. It had perfectly mirrored the stirring Keegan era and was guaranteed to get the hairs on the back of the neck standing, its heartwarming strains evoking the spirit of the city and its football. Instead we now had a feeble rendition of The Blaydon Races (written by one George Ridley) that somehow diluted the atmosphere as opposed to enhancing it. Only when a chorus of Geordie voices sang the song did it have an impact; this single-voice version had none.


Initially it looked as though Keegan had persuaded his players to forget the results of the previous month, as Michael Owen went close with the game’s first chance. It was, however, a false dawn – a phrase that could have been coined for the club. Soon the absence of confidence in the Newcastle side became clear; soon United were pouring through gaping holes in the home side caused by apprehension and, worse, lack of legs and effort. The likes of Nicky Butt, Alan Smith and Damien Duff, all off the pace, were being played through and round by a younger, more vibrant United whose football was as quick and slick as Keegan’s sides used to be. This one he had inherited was ponderous by contrast.


Midway through the first half Man United took the lead, when Wayne Rooney turned home Cristiano Ronaldo’s cross and Newcastle were caught by the old one-two performed by two new, sensational talents. Now United’s travelling support began to taunt the home manager, who was trying to look unperturbed on the touchline. ‘Keegan is back,’ they sang mockingly, adding for bad measure: ‘Keegan for England.’


When Ronaldo doubled United’s lead just before half-time, Keegan could not prevent a look of disgust with his team appearing on his face. His was a face that had turned fifty-seven on Valentine’s Day, just nine days earlier, and that had aged considerably since we had seen him depart Manchester City. Around its more deeply etched lines the hair was now silver as opposed to grey. The change had taken some of us by surprise. Though we too had aged, you never quite see it in yourself as you do in someone else.


It prompted worried words from another former England manager bitten by the job and the game. As Graham Taylor wrote in a forthright column in the Daily Telegraph, Keegan now appeared weary whenever he spoke on television.


‘What concerns me is when I see Keegan being interviewed,’ Taylor noted. ‘Like almost everyone else, prior to his departure from Manchester City three seasons ago, I was used to seeing the sparkle and glint in his eyes – which to me represents fire in your belly – but now I am witnessing a tired look, eyes that keep moving about, not looking directly at the person who posed the question. Is it because he does not know the answers?’


Had Keegan just got them into half-time only a goal behind they might yet have had a chance . . . Now, at two down, the chances were slim, especially with the difference in performance and condition of the two teams, one of whom were short on belief, the other brimming with it.


The PA announcer knew as much. The interval raffle was drawn and a bottle of whisky presented.


‘You might need it,’ he said as the holder of the lucky number grabbed it hastily.


Sensitively and touchingly, given the week’s news about Gazza, the DJ played the Pink Floyd epic ‘Shine On You Crazy Diamond’. This was a city that not only loved its own but also felt for its own. As Sir Bobby had told me: ‘They never forget you. It’s a great city to play football in, I’ll tell you.’


In the sanctuary of the dressing-room, meanwhile, in what coaches call the golden ten minutes, Keegan was using halftime to convey to his team that the next goal could well be decisive.


‘I could only be honest with them,’ he would say later in that open way of his. ‘We all knew that the next goal would be crucial.’ Get it back to 2–1 and United might wobble. The unspoken part was that to go 3–0 down would mean the end.


Newcastle did get an early chance in the second half, as they had done in the first, but Edwin Van Der Sar in the visitors’ goal kept out a shot with his knee from the otherwise indolent Duff. Newcastle needed a goal but it was United who got it. Soon Ronaldo grabbed his own second and his side’s third as a result of another swift movement far too incisive for Newcastle.


Abdoulaye Faye, the Senegal international and one of the few impressive signings that Allardyce made with £26million advanced, did pull a goal back but it was a token gesture. Rooney curled home exquisitely from the edge of the area for his second and the substitute Louis Saha sealed a five-goal romp, some revenge for the United manager Sir Alex Ferguson for that result of more than a decade ago against Keegan, even if he and his United had enjoyed life much more since.


At the final whistle, Ferguson did his best but there was no avoiding it. Keegan strode over to embrace him, to pat him on the back of the head with one hand and on a cheek with the other in his trademark end-of-match move. It’s a less threatening version of the ‘happy slapping’ popular with kids, but it’s scarcely less dangerous and to be endured rather than enjoyed by rival managers.


It was a crushing result for Newcastle but no one was ready yet to turn on Keegan. The crowd realised that he would take some time to shed Allardyce’s skin and it was an overpaid, underachieving bunch of players who were most to blame. Keegan probably knew as much as well but also realised that he would get nothing out of them if he emphasised it in public. For now, he patted every one of them on the back as they left the field. He had always been that type of players’ man.


However, the situation for Newcastle was getting serious now. They were in thirteenth position, stuck on twenty-eight points, just six above the relegation places. While it may not yet have seemed especially desperate, it was getting difficult to see where the next points were coming from and Keegan knew it. The Messiah? He was in danger of becoming the man who put the ‘mess’ into that word.


‘We need to win a football match for the players,’ he said when he arrived at his press conference. ‘We need forty points and everybody who has not got forty points can go down. West Ham did once. We need four wins.’ This statement was perhaps unduly pessimistic in this season, where a club was likely to stay up with several points fewer than that, but he was obviously setting a target so that his players would not think their task easier than it was.


Keegan has always had a reputation for openness, has always insisted that it’s what the Geordie fans appreciate. A famous example of this trait in action occurred during his previous spell at St James’, when he bravely stood on the club steps to explain to an angry gathering of supporters why he was selling top scorer Andy Cole to Manchester United.


‘I think this is an honest and caring group of players and I wouldn’t say that if I didn’t believe it,’ he now said. ‘But sometimes honest and caring is not enough in the Premier League. You need to be a bit clever and streetwise. And you certainly need to show better concentration than we had in certain situations tonight. The players’ effort was good but once the concentration went the confidence did too.’


There was a word for that remarkable crowd, too. ‘We have lost 5–1 at home and they have stuck with us all the way,’ he said. He knew them so well. He also knew that it was embarrassing that the reward for all the revenue they generated was little but a soap opera. And that in front of a live, national television audience.


All this was useful stuff for us journalists, all very quotable for the next day’s paper. And with Saturday night now being eaten into, and edition times coming and going, all were anxious to get their work done and be on their way.


There was, however, that object of modern parlance among us: the elephant in the room; that which people needed to pluck up courage to ask. For we understood that Keegan could become prickly, these days more than ever before as experience with the media, particularly the written press, had soured him. After all, his honesty had sometimes been used against him while those in the game less forthcoming and communicative received less criticism.


The concern with Keegan has always been that he would get going when the going got tough. It is well remembered that during his first spell at Newcastle he threatened to walk out after just a month in charge. He had felt that he was not getting the financial backing he’d been promised. ‘It’s not like the brochure,’ he said in his usual catchy manner. It wasn’t long before St James’ then purse-holder, Sir John Hall, was persuading him to stay.


Before he finally did quit there were other occasions when he had threatened to do so. He had walked from England, from Manchester City, too, at unexpected moments when he felt overwhelmed by circumstances. Might he do it again here and now after a draining and demoralising first month?


It was time to widen the discussion. Did he wonder, I asked him, whether he needed all this grief and aggravation any more, what with some of the chants he was getting from opposition fans, what with the results that were coming?


‘What do you mean?’ he asked. He sought to look baffled but I sensed that he knew exactly what I meant. I repeated the question. He grew agitated.


‘I am here for three and half years,’ he said. ‘That’s what I have signed for.’


There was a pause and a silence before he went on. Most people in the room were uncomfortable but were keen to hear his response. Often in such situations, if you bear the silence rather than embarrassedly change the subject, the interviewee will break the silence and elaborate quotably.


‘This is a club I love and this is a club I want to take back where it belongs,’ he said at last. ‘My commitment is 110 per cent and you can’t give any more than that.


‘I took the job with sixteen games to go and I knew there were some tough games to come – Arsenal away twice, Aston Villa, Manchester United . . . I was well aware of the challenge but I am still optimistic.’


This was pure and vintage Keegan, and highlighted a variety of idiosyncrasies. He was wounded by the implication that he might be a quitter; this had touched a nerve. Then he grew defiant in defence of his position. Finally there was that relentlessly positive outlook that had somehow survived all the knocks he has taken down the years. At this juncture his optimism stood rekindled by the new challenge he’d been presented but it would be severely tested in the months ahead.


We had our story – ‘“I Won’t Quit”, Keegan Vows’ in answer to the readers asking the same question themselves – and Keegan departed, leaving us to write it.


By now St James’ was deserted, having seemingly decamped en masse to the city centre just a few hundred yards away. The football day may have been done but, despite another bad result, it wouldn’t be long before a night of revelry was in full swing.


For some it already was. On the walk back through the legendary Bigg Market, where bar after bar was patrolled by bouncers, young men and women were in uniform. Jeans and short-sleeved shirts outside the trousers for one, short dresses revealing white goose-pimpled thighs for the other. I was definitely getting old. I feared these poor young things would catch their deaths of cold. I worried that the blonde falling about in the gutter was going to burn herself on the cigarette she was determinedly clinging on to.


‘It’s mad. I never went there once. I couldn’t. I would get mobbed. You stay away,’ Sir Bobby Robson told me, echoing what most players of his day soon made of the harassment – largely benign but with the potential to turn and make the papers – that accompanied any visit. ‘They tell me it’s sensational, mind,’ he added.


Sir Bobby and his contemporaries differ in this respect from the current team and its owners. Soon Mike Ashley and his mates would be down here to drink in Tiger, Tiger or some such watering hole, enjoying the popularity and profile they had bought – though it may have been somewhat diluted on this particular night.


Keegan, meanwhile, would be contemplating yet another defeat, wondering what the near future held. He may have talked about being in it for the long haul, but the doubts would return. Besides, was the owner here for the long term? Would Keegan be given the choice to stay?


The desire may have been to re-create a glorious era but much had changed in terms of circumstance, city and people. This was indeed a big river but that was long ago, as Jimmy Nail had sung.


Playing for and then managing Newcastle United may well have been roles that Kevin Keegan was born to perform, but three strikes at it...?
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The Kid



 


The young look at older figures sometimes, when those twin thieves of time and age have wrought their mischief, and struggle to reconcile reports both verbal and written, the pictures from the past and the action replays, with what they now see before them. So it is with the silver-haired Kevin Keegan. Was he really that potent, that vibrant, that good as a player? Was he really that famous?


The answer to all of the above is yes.


Once he arrived at the top level of English football, with Liverpool then the undisputed dominant force, Keegan proceeded to become the domestic game’s biggest star of the seventies and early eighties. On the field he became Bill Shankly’s talisman, the idol of Anfield, as Liverpool accumulated League titles and a European Cup. In a move that shocked everyone he then took off to West Germany for a spell with Hamburg before creating even more waves by returning to play for sleepy Southampton, the prelude to his playing finale at Newcastle United.


Through it all, he was the lynchpin of the England team, playing first under Sir Alf Ramsey then becoming a central figure in the teams of Don Revie, Joe Mercer and Ron Greenwood, who made him captain, before an acrimonious dumping by Bobby Robson.


Keegan’s emergence on the football field came in an altogether less colourful age, socially speaking – after the so-called swinging sixties, when postwar austerity had finally given way to a more liberal mood and culture. In the seventies recession and strikes bit under Labour prime ministers Harold Wilson and James Callaghan before the ‘Winter of Discontent’ of 1978/79 all but forced Callaghan into calling a General Election, which saw Margaret Thatcher elected in 1979.


In the sixties George Best had been the handsome, dashing symbol of the game. On the field his long hair flowed as his bravery and ball skills carried him past defenders; off the field his charisma brought him celebrity and riches beyond the realms of football as he became Britain’s first modern superstar for the television age, moving comfortably into the worlds of fashion and showbusiness.


Best and his club, Manchester United, were unprepared for the attention that came his way, however, and it almost ate him alive. Through it all, his alcoholism worsened. Best would have been alcoholic anyway – it was his destiny and personality – but his madcap existence accentuated his fears and anxieties and accelerated an illness about which little was then known, and from which he could not recover. Indeed, he later stubbornly refused to recover from his illness and it killed him prematurely.


Keegan by his own admission was never the natural talent that was Best. Rather he described himself with self-deprecation and accuracy as ‘the mongrel who made it to Crufts’. Keegan was, though, dependable and without waywardness and therefore became attractive to advertisers and marketing men.


Unknowingly and unwittingly Keegan profited from the George Best experience. Post-Best, there were agents and accountants more aware of both the pitfalls and the potential, of the commercial possibilities of the game in a burgeoning media era. Keegan grew to be famous, feted and financially secure, the last-named as a result not just of football’s increasing wages (still way short of today’s sums) but also of all the external opportunities his position brought about.


The bedevilled Paul Gascoigne was English football’s most minutely observed object of anxiety of the nineties, as scrutinised as was Princess Diana in the ‘real’ life of the era. If Gazza was the heir to Best’s hedonistic title, then the shooting star of the new millennium, the reliable and upright David Beckham, was the natural successor to Keegan. Beckham made much of his Number 7 shirt at Manchester United and as captain of England. Keegan was the original, even wore the number on a gold chain around his neck.


‘Imagine him today,’ says Bob Harris, News of the World sportswriter who ghosted Keegan’s autobiography. ‘He was big enough at that time when football was back page and not front – thank God – but today he would be massive. He was at the vanguard of superstars, the hair, the adverts, the television.’


That permed hair, the vogue of the day that many who copied it look back on with a mixture of nostalgia and horror, certainly projected Keegan. There were the iconic Brut TV ads in which, along with Britain’s best-loved boxer, Henry Cooper, he plugged a cheap cologne just as cosmetics for men were becoming acceptable, urging us to ‘splash it all over’.


He was also a face of the government’s Green Cross Code road-safety campaign: gold chain, check jacket, flared trousers rampant and showing a kid how to cross Anfield Road outside the Kop end. ‘Be smart, be safe,’ he exhorted.


Rogan Taylor, founder of the Football Supporters’ Association, senior lecturer at Liverpool University’s management school and perceptive sociologist when it comes to the game, recognises Keegan’s place in the scheme of things.
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