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            Introduction

         

         They used to call him Joe. There he is, in a two-minute black-and-white clip on YouTube, a short, raw-boned kid buzzing around the training ground with that busy, scuttling run, the day so cold his breath plumes. It’s actually a rugby pitch (you can see the posts) but needs must for Scunthorpe United of the Fourth Division. Now the kid is talking in his soft Yorkshire accent to Gerald Sinstadt, Granada TV’s voice of football in the North. Up close you can see how shy he is, unable to catch the interviewer’s eye, or the camera’s, and yet touchingly polite. Sinstadt says that people are talking about him as a player of the future – is he conscious of that? ‘I ain’t heard owt,’ he replies. ‘I’m conscious of it, p’raps, but I try not to be. Or I try not to let people see I am.’ The ghost of a smile. Would he welcome the chance to move to another club? ‘Depends what sort of club, really. I’m ’appy here … should think if I went First Division, I’d struggle a bit.’

         In fact, he was bound for the First Division the next year, and it wouldn’t be a struggle for him at 2all. Television had just had its first glimpse of Joseph Kevin Keegan.

         As a player, Keegan would bestride the game like a fun-size colossus. As a manager, he would come close to greatness, before an epic stumble unseated him. What happened? Did his ambition overreach his talent, or was he by temperament an individualist who couldn’t work with a group? Perhaps the answer is something larger to do with sport and the people who watch it. When we think about Kevin Keegan we picture a young player, a Tigger in his red Liverpool FC top and jet helmet of hair, scoring a goal at the Kop end, raising his arms to the fans. We also think of him as the aggrieved, haggard-faced manager wearing huge headphones and ranting before the Sky TV camera as it all gets too much. I will love it if we beat them, love it …

         Two faces of Kev, and two facets of football: the winner and the loser.

         Only it’s not as simple as that. The game, for those of us who watch it, is about enjoyment. It’s about the pleasure of watching players compete, be brave, score goals. It’s also about luck. If we only watched it for the result, it would be a dull old world. If fans cared only about winning, why would they bother following a football club? We know how few teams will 3ever come close to winning a trophy. That’s the philosophical hazard of being a fan. It’s about endurance as well as enjoyment; the tribal aspect of being with your mates; the ritual aspect of singing and chanting and eating a bad pie; the theatrical aspect of watching talent perform. A 90-minute enthralment that offers a holiday from the real world. Winning is merely a bonus. If you lose? Well, don’t knock the pleasure of moaning, of commiserating, of laughing at your own misfortune. Losing is so deeply intrinsic to football it’s almost encoded in the word itself. Your team lost – but does that make them ‘losers’? No. It just makes you disappointed.

         Disappointment is something hard-wired into everyone who plays or watches sport. It’s the default condition of supporting a club. Disappointment is not the same thing as failure, though they’re related. You can win at something and still feel disappointed. Witness the Keegan rant: you wouldn’t know it, but his Newcastle team had won that day (they had beaten Leeds 1–0). I used to live in a flat about five hundred yards from a big football stadium, and every other weekend would pass fans streaming down the hill to the game. I’d see them coming back up the hill after the final whistle. The remarkable thing was that, unless you’d been following the match yourself, you’d never 4know whether they’d won, drawn or lost. You’d have thought you could guess from their expressions, from the hang of their shoulders, what sort of afternoon they’d had, but you couldn’t. Not even the snatch of a song or a chant could tell you for sure. They didn’t look happy, they didn’t look sad. They looked like what they were – fans.

         Kevin Keegan enjoyed in his career a level of success few players could dream of emulating. He was central to one of the most illustrious eras of any club in the modern game, and he had the silverware to show for it. He was King Kev, Mighty Mouse, Special K. And yet there hangs over the second act of his life a halo of failure, a feeling that he blew it. That he should contain these extremes is what I find strange, and moving, and is partly why I wanted to write this book. But it’s also because Keegan was a pioneer. He saw ways to turn the game to his advantage long before the days of super-agents. He negotiated his own contracts, secured sponsorships, even arranged his own transfers. In an age when footballers were still under the thumb of chairmen and directors, Keegan was out on his own as a businessman. Driven and restless, he was always plotting his next move. A self-motivator, he took on roles as if he were running Kevin Keegan plc – his own trainer, his own agent, his own chief executive officer. 5The energy was as overpowering as the ambition. It was almost as if he didn’t need anybody else.

         
             

         

         I have never met Kevin Keegan and I didn’t try to contact him for this book. I imagine he would have turned down requests for an interview. Talking to him was not an imperative in any case. He has lavishly retold his story in three autobiographies, each spaced roughly twenty years apart: Kevin Keegan (1977); Kevin Keegan: My Autobiography (1997); and Kevin Keegan: My Life in Football (2018). I have occasionally quoted from all three, but for the most part this is a portrait of Keegan coloured by my own memories, interests, judgements, digressions. As a lifelong fan of Liverpool FC and a particular devotee of English football in the 1970s, I hope that what comes across is my respect for him and, taken all in all, my admiration. 6
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            1

            The Player

         

         Even prodigies need a patron, and no footballer ever had a 9patron like Bill Shankly. Manager of Liverpool since 1959, Shankly had transformed Anfield into a powerhouse and a place to be feared. By 1970 he found the team in a slump. His star players were ageing, motivation was wanting, and in February Watford had dumped them out of the FA Cup. A rebuild was urgently required. Andy Beattie, an LFC scout, had spotted ‘a boy at Scunthorpe’ with huge potential, but they would have to be quick. Preston North End had already put in an offer for £27,500, and there was also keen interest from Arsenal and Millwall. Shankly’s assistant, Bob Paisley, who had watched Keegan a few times, advised the boss to buy him before someone else did. The Scunthorpe manager Ron Ashman was so eager to close the deal – in May 1971 Liverpool’s offer of £33,000 was a fortune – that he personally drove Keegan to Anfield. They arrived at the ground to be told that the manager and chairman would see them shortly. Time ticked by, and while they waited 10Keegan rested on a dustbin. A photographer happened to catch the moment, and as he snapped away Keegan joked about the ‘right rubbish’ the club was signing these days.

         Shankly knew better. At the medical, when his new recruit stripped to the waist, he noted admiringly the lad’s bantam physique (Shankly had boxed while in the RAF). At Scunthorpe Keegan had created his own maniacal fitness regime by running up and down the terraces carrying weights, and was now ‘built like a tank’. The only hiccup to the transfer came when they sat down to talk money. Shankly was offering him £45 a week, but Keegan, his dad’s advice tolling in his head (‘Don’t sell yourself cheap’), had a disappointed air. He claimed to be already on a decent wage at Scunthorpe. Shankly asked him whether £50 a week would be acceptable, and the deal was done. The raw recruit, still only twenty, knew his own worth. From that point on he would run his affairs and look after his money with a shrewdness not common among footballers.

         At that time it was customary practice at Liverpool for new players to be given a turn in the reserves before they graduated to the big time. Keegan, almost unprecedentedly, was fast-tracked to the first team and made his debut against Nottingham Forest in August 11 1971. He scored after 12 minutes, and LFC ran out winners, 3–1. He had instantly started a buzz around the club. Shankly called him ‘the inspiration of the new team’. Looking back now, one imagines he felt the way Martin Scorsese did on casting Robert De Niro as Johnny Boy in Mean Streets. The presence of a volatile and brilliant newcomer not only lends lustre to your project, it tends to energise everyone involved and makes them raise their game. Mark Hughes in his autobiography said that when Manchester United signed Eric Cantona in 1992, it gave the club more than a lift: the players were so impressed by their new star that they tried to copy his best tricks.

         By the age of twenty-one Keegan was Liverpool FC’s talisman and the engine of their dominance. He had also made his debut for the national team. He wasn’t Britain’s first-ever superstar footballer: George Best had got there before him. ‘I wanted so much to have his ability,’ Keegan admitted in an interview. But Best, for all his electric brilliance, never had the ambition that drove Keegan. Indeed, he became the anti-Keegan, wilfully trashing his legend in a sybaritic haze of birds’n’booze’n’betting. He didn’t care what people thought of him. Best’s philosophy, if it could be so called, aligned with Viv Savage’s of Spinal Tap, namely, ‘To have a good time … all the time.’ In 12any event, at the point of Keegan’s flourishing in 1972 Best’s fortunes had peaked and he had walked out on United for the first time.

         
             

         

         It was clear from the way Keegan played that competitiveness was his lifeblood. You could see the lightning rods crackle from his perm. His sense of self was so deeply linked to his prowess on the field you almost feared for him. There is a price to be paid for wanting something too much. Shankly once told him before a game, ‘Just go out there and drop some hand grenades’ – encouragement that chimed with his explosive quality as a performer.

         Explosive fitted not just his turn of pace but his temperament. Ripple-dissolve to Leeds vs Liverpool in the Charity Shield at Wembley, 1974, the season’s ‘curtainraiser’, which would now be utterly forgotten but for the spectacle of Kevin Keegan and Billy Bremner being sent off for fighting. Only days before, Keegan had been dismissed in a friendly against Kaiserslautern for lamping an opponent, so you might have thought he’d be on his best behaviour for the next game. But ‘Dirty Leeds’ had started at their most niggly, and despite Liverpool’s complaints to the referee their fouling went unpunished. Johnny Giles had already clobbered Keegan (‘That looked very much like a right hook,’ 13cried Barry Davies on TV), then doubled down with a lunging tackle on him. In the melee that followed Bremner squared up to Keegan, who took a swing at him. ‘I deserved to be sent off,’ was Keegan’s verdict, though at the time he was so angry he tore his shirt off as he left the pitch. It was a strange, almost gladiatorial thing to do (that bantam physique!), and the incident was soon blazed across the front pages as well as the back. By accident or design Keegan had made his dismissal one of the most famous in football.

         The FA decided to make an example of the pair. They were both banned for 11 games and fined £500 each. Keegan was in disgrace, and yet I wonder if deep in his psyche he might have relished his sudden notoriety. Oh, of course it set a terrible example to youngsters, had brought the game into disrepute, blah, blah … but in terms of the Keegan brand it was far from a disaster. There was a bit of devilry in the lad after all. Never one to let slip an opportunity, Keegan used the enforced lay-off to bring forward his wedding day. He and Jean got married on the sly in Doncaster on 23 September 1974, thus evading the fans and denying the newspapers a day out.

         Keegan’s relationship with the media was ambivalent. On the one hand, he wanted a private life for his own and his family’s sake. On the other, he saw the 14value of keeping in with the people who shaped his public reputation. Yet he couldn’t always help himself. The heart and the head were at war within him, and it was never an equal contest. It was notable that after the Wembley dismissal he kept a much tighter rein on his temper. In the three years that remained of his Liverpool career he was never sent off again. Considering how often he was targeted by defenders in the mid-1970s – and how little protection flair players were given – that counts as an achievement in itself.

         It wasn’t until he was playing in Germany that he next got his marching orders – in a friendly. What was it about friendlies that triggered him? A friendly is a game that doesn’t matter. But every game mattered to Keegan. In December 1977 Hamburg had scheduled a match against Lübeck, who greeted Keegan with a bouquet of flowers in acknowledgement of him coming second in the European Footballer of the Year awards. The gesture proved a false flag. Within seconds of kick-off Keegan’s marker, Erhard Preuss, flattened him, out of sight of the referee. Minutes later he was viciously upended by a tackle: same player, same non-intervention by the ref. The third time Preuss tried to block him Keegan stayed on his feet, and when the defender laughed, Keegan delivered a haymaker – ‘the hardest I had hit anyone in my life’. Preuss stayed 15down, and for a horrified second Keegan was afraid he ‘might have killed him’. He hadn’t – but he did get sent off. As well as a fine and a three-game suspension, he was obliged to return to Lübeck and apologise to their fans, which was the etiquette in Germany.

         But what he was doing at Hamburg anyway? In the summer of 1977 Keegan was the most sought-after footballer in Britain. He had just helped Liverpool clinch a famous league and European Cup double, and could have gone on to burnish his name in the golden fields of Italy or Spain. Instead he chose Hamburger SV, who had finished sixth in the Bundesliga that year. In his autobiography he admits that he knew very little about the club. In fact, he was waiting for a scheme to work itself out. A year earlier he had inserted a clause in his contract with LFC that allowed him to leave for a fee of £500,000 – a relative steal. He knew that the lower the transfer fee, the more likely a prospective club would be to bump up his money.

         At the time the deal raised eyebrows – his salary would be £100,000 a year, more than four times what he was paid at Anfield. Among the fans the idea got about that Keegan was a mercenary. The man himself would argue, not unreasonably, that he was being paid what he was worth. But fans are always looking for a grievance. Some even claimed that Keegan in his last 16season had lost the aura of old, back in the years when he was playing for Shankly. A player known to be on his way out of a club risks the wrath of the diehards. It so happens I was at Anfield for Keegan’s final league game, a 0–0 draw against West Ham in May 1977, and I don’t recall a moment to suggest his mind was elsewhere (he came closest to scoring, too, when a shot of his hit the post).

         After an edgy start at Hamburg, where certain players resented the newcomer and his stratospheric wage, Keegan gradually settled. He won the fans over and earned himself the nickname of ‘Mighty Mouse’. In his second season the club won the Bundesliga, and Keegan himself won European Player of the Year in both 1978 and 1979, an astonishing tribute at a time when his Continental peers included Beckenbauer, Cruyff and Platini.

         It was doubly astonishing, when you remember that Keegan’s international career coincided with England’s dead-duck era of the 1970s. He had made his debut in November 1972, against Wales, in the faltering last days of Alf Ramsey’s reign. Keegan understood the honour of playing for Ramsey, though he was selected for the team only sparingly. His precocious image perhaps militated against him, and his flair surely did – Ramsey had a lifelong suspicion of the gunslinger 17type with his tricks and flicks. Keegan was named as a substitute in the fateful World Cup qualifier against Poland at Wembley in October 1973, when the Polish goalkeeper, Jan Tomaszewski, proved England’s nemesis. With minutes to go at 1–1 and England desperately seeking a winner, the call came down the bench for ‘Kevin’ to get changed. Keegan was ready to go on when another shout came – it wasn’t him, it was Kevin Hector that Ramsey meant.

         The result was a draw, England had failed to reach the World Cup finals, and by the spring of 1974 Ramsey was gone. His dismissal and the retirement of several old-guard players opened the door for Keegan’s full-time return under caretaker manager Joe Mercer. It was a happy union. In his autobiography, Keegan said he warmed to Mercer’s footballing philosophy (‘a game of pleasure’) and admitted that it was something he later tried to emulate: ‘I probably carried into my management career more of Joe Mercer than of any other manager I knew, including Bill Shankly.’ It was an approach that valued style and spontaneity over the ‘deep-thinking’ school of coaching. The passage is instructive, and illustrates a blind spot in Keegan’s vision: because he was an instinctive player who didn’t require much coaching he couldn’t quite understand why anyone else would need it. He had taken to heart 18Shankly’s line that football was ‘a simple game complicated by coaches’. But that was just Shankly exhibiting his knack for a soundbite: he knew the value of coaching, just like the rest of the Boot Room at Anfield did. We will see, in time, where that misunderstanding of Keegan’s led to.

         The appointment of Don Revie as England manager was a boon to Keegan, despite his initial misgivings. Revie’s management of Leeds, then the most unpopular club in England, had earned him a reputation as a cynical pragmatist. But the two of them got on from the start, and Revie’s improvement of the England match fees – £200 for a draw, £300 for a win – would have endeared him to a money-conscious player. He also gave Keegan a second chance after a serious falling-out. In May 1975 England were due to play Northern Ireland in Belfast, at the height of the Troubles. The FA had received a death threat, and Keegan was the target. Revie suggested he sit the game out, but Keegan insisted on playing. He would later quote
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