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INTRODUCTION

If you’re reading this, then wow. Thank you so much for buying the book. Actually, double wow because it means I’ve actually finished writing it. Which in itself is an absolute bloody miracle. The truth is I’ve never felt like I’ve had a book in me. Books are written by academics and journalists who have a real way with words and phrases. I’m just a lad from Northumberland who got immensely lucky and ended up becoming a TV presenter. And I do love doing what I do, but without doubt the two main loves in my life are my family and Newcastle United. Just don’t ask me to say which one means more.

Like every other kid my age, I was glued to the telly watching Bobby Robson’s England team make it to the Italia 90 World Cup semi-final before getting knocked out by Germany on penalties. I cried for the best part of a week after seeing Chris Waddle’s pen sail over the bar. In fact, all I talked about for weeks after that heartbreaking night in my living room was football and, looking back now, I must have done my family’s head in. I kept asking my dad to take me to a football match. I was absolutely hooked on the idea of being inside an actual stadium. I suppose the dream would have been to go and watch England play, but Wembley was a long, long way from Newcastle. So, he suggested taking us to St James’ Park. Even though my dad was from Wigan, I grew up 20 minutes outside Newcastle and I remember my dad telling me that Bobby Robson, Paul Gascoigne, Peter Beardsley and Chris Waddle were all from the North East like me and that I might one day play in a World Cup, too. That was it for me – my life plan was sorted. Little Pete Graves would become the best footballer in the world and there was absolutely nothing that could possibly stand in my way. The only slight stumbling block for this eight-year-old dreamer was my actual football ability, which was average at best.

Before I go on, I want to reassure you that this book isn’t about me. That would be the worst book in history and it probably wouldn’t be very long either. This is a book about being in love with Newcastle United and, more importantly, the power of the club when it truly connects with the supporters. It’s an idea that I had when the club was going through a really dark period, but I’m delighted that as I sit here writing this now, the club is back in a really great place.

I suppose I’m also trying to justify why I’m in a decent position to talk about Newcastle United with a bit of knowledge and authority. In my lifetime as a fan, there haven’t been as many moments as I’d like where I could say that Newcastle United were a team we could be proud of. I mean we’ve basically won nothing except for a few second-tier league titles, for crying out loud. Don’t anyone dare argue about the Intertoto Cup. But these years of hurt are disappearing into a distant memory. We’ve just qualified for the Champions League for the first time in 20 years. It feels surreal to say that. Our club is hopefully about to launch into orbit, and you know what, after the misery of the Mike Ashley era, our fans bloody deserve it more than anyone. It goes to show what can happen when the players, the manager, the backroom staff, the board, the owners – and the fans – are all United.



CHAPTER 1

THE CATHEDRAL ON THE HILL

Under our Christmas tree, in December 1990, I noticed a card for me. At first, in truth, I felt a bit short-changed. Where’s the present?! And then I opened the card. It felt a bit heavier than a normal card. And that’s because inside it were two tickets to see Newcastle United v Derby County at St James’ Park in the third round of the FA Cup.

I was bouncing off the walls. My first Newcastle United game. I couldn’t believe it and what made it even more special was that my dad was really excited, too. He’d never been to a football match either. This was something we were going to do together and it would become the start of a tradition that would change both of our lives. My dad was more of a cricket fan than a football fan as a young lad, heading off to see Lancashire county games with my grandad. But my enthusiasm for football had a big impact on my family and my dad in particular. I can understand that now, being a father myself, how your kids’ passions for things have a profound impact on your life. So, after Italia 90, my dad got properly involved in football, and it was something we did together. And then somewhere along the way, my mum got caught up in it, too. Now my mum and dad go to every Newcastle United home game. They’ve got season tickets in the Milburn Stand (the ‘main’ stand), named after Jackie Milburn, the club legend who helped us win three FA Cups in the 1950s. My parents know all the people that sit around them – they’ve all been largely the same folks for years, so they all check in with each other, have a chat before and after the game, you know the sort of thing. They’re not really bothered about sitting in the fancy seats and having a meal and all that corporate stuff. They like the atmosphere and the feeling of belonging and the community spirit. For them it has become a way of life.

I was so excited as my dad drove us to the stadium that cold Saturday afternoon. I say ‘drove us to the stadium’ – we actually parked about two miles away and I can remember seeing cars parked for miles and miles. That was back in the days where there’d be a whole load of local kids hanging around saying, ‘Couple of quid to watch your car, mate?’ My dad paid them all off as we walked towards the ground until we were far enough away from the car that the kids wouldn’t know which car was ours. That memory reminds me of an urban myth that did the rounds about one of the local kids saying, ‘Couple of quid to watch your car, mate?’ and the guy responds with: ‘Nah, it’s all right, my dog’s in there,’ and the kid comes back with: ‘Can your dog put out fires?!’

As we walked to the ground, I can still remember the yeasty smell that must have come from the famous Tyne Brewery nearby. As an eight-year-old, I thought it smelled terrible, but I grew to love it because it became forever associated with going to watch United play. And if I’m ever near a brewery, it always takes me to that long walk with my dad to St James’. On the way, Dad told me that England players Peter Shilton and Mark Wright would both be playing for the opposition. I couldn’t believe that I was actually going to see a couple of my Italia 90 World Cup heroes in the flesh, and I think that’s what excited me most, if I’m honest.

It’s a tale as old as time, but my story is the same as the other young kids who are lucky enough to be taken to the football. You see St James’ Park for the first time and you don’t realise you’re walking around with your mouth wide open. It’s a unique stadium. It’s literally the beating heart of Newcastle, and I can’t think of another ground that is both so central to the city and seems like it’s been there forever. It feels like you can see it everywhere you look in Newcastle. People want to talk about football everywhere you go, from old grannies to little kids. Football is part of the fabric of the city. The city has one club and the city has one sport. It’s different to another one-football-club city like Leeds, because they’ve got Yorkshire County Cricket Club and the Leeds Rhinos rugby team, so football doesn’t occupy quite the same religious-type fervour as it does in the Toon.

I held my dad’s hand and we emerged from the stairs and I saw the pitch for the first time. I still remember that precise moment and how it made me feel to this very day. I mean, how weird is that? My mind has forgotten half the crap that’s happened to me, but that precise moment remains ingrained. The grass seemed so green and perfect. It looked so much better than it did on the telly. I was instantly hooked. I imagine a few of you reading this will know exactly what I mean.

We were in the Milburn Stand (actually really close to where my parents have season tickets now – they might even be the same seats), and the ground at that time still had a cinder track around the outside of the actual pitch. I remember seeing the Newcastle United players warming up, even though I spent most of my time looking at Peter Shilton and Mark Wright. But the moment I remember the most was when we scored and the whole place erupted. Everyone was going absolutely mad, and after you get past the initial What the hell is happening? moment, you just embrace the mayhem. It just surpassed anything I could have possibly imagined. The singing, the atmosphere, that unique collective spirit, everything just got a hold of me and it’s never left. And when things were dying down a bit in the stand, I looked up at the scoreboard and the 0 turned to a 1, and then an awful early 1990s pixelated image of Micky Quinn came up. Needless to say, I couldn’t give a monkeys about Peter Shilton by that point. New heroes had emerged in my little mind and they all played for Newcastle United.

The player that stood out the most was Mick Quinn, our number 9 and the scorer of the first goal I saw at St James’ Park. I’m so pleased it was Mick that scored it – a sensational lob on the half-volley past England’s number one keeper. I still speak to Mick on occasion and he knows how much I love him for that moment. I remember him posting a tweet in 2015 with a video of the goal and saying, ‘Here is Pete Graves’ first-ever game. A third-round FA Cup victory for the Toon v Derby. I loved scoring past Shilts.’ When I saw the post I just thought to myself, If I could tell my eight-year-old self that my hero would one day be talking about me at that game, his head would have exploded. But at that time, after seeing the net bulge, all I could think was how I’d be nabbing Quinn’s number 9 shirt before too long.

After that match, my dad and I went to home games on Saturday afternoons. St James’ Park had become instantly sacred to me; it was a religion, really – making the weekly pilgrimage to the ‘cathedral on the hill’, the famous nickname for St James’ Park. I ended up with the other kids at the front of the Milburn Stand by the advertising hoardings. And if Newcastle United scored, the kids would just spill out on to the cinder track. Sometimes you’d just jump over on to the track and quickly run back like a kind of dare, excited that you were doing something a bit naughty. I still remember picking up the track’s little orange pebbles. Some of the kids near me would wing them at the legs of the opposition players when they were trying to take a corner. The throws were a bit half-hearted and none of them would actually make contact, but it felt like it was part of the routine that you did with the opposition. I definitely went on to the pitch a few times after full-time in later games and always in the last home game of the season, along with everyone else. No one tried to stop you then – it just felt like an end-of-season ritual.

Some people get a few slices of luck in life and that was certainly the case for me as I grew up. But my lucky streak seemed to ramp up the more time I spent following Newcastle United. I was born in Hexham, about 20 miles west of Newcastle, which is where lots of the players lived at the time, so I used to see my hero Mick Quinn and many of the others at the local supermarket. Their hearts must have sunk when they saw me approaching them. I always had my autograph book in my back pocket and it didn’t matter how may signatures I had – I always asked them to sign it again.

I remember going up to Mick Quinn one summer outside Safeway and saying to him how well he’d done on some pre-season tour in Norway. He told me he’d scored 11 goals on the tour and I said, ‘I know – I hope you carry that form into the upcoming season.’ He must have thought I was an odd child. I mean I was about 10 years old and I was fully aware of our pre-season form in a world that was pre-internet. I’m not even sure how I knew about the pre-season tour, but I remember my dad would buy the local newspapers every day and I’d cut out the articles about the club and stick them in my scrapbook, so it must have been a column in one of those. I couldn’t get enough of Roy of the Rovers either as a young lad. (For you younger readers, it was a weekly comic strip about fictional player Roy Race, of equally fictional Melchester Rovers.) I even started drawing my own cartoon strip on the back of the Roy of the Rovers comic, and I called it ‘Quinn’ after my hero. When I was a bit older, I’d go out and buy the two big football weekly magazines: Match and Shoot! as soon as they came out.

The really sad thing was that the scrapbooks that I’d spent bloody ages putting together ended up getting destroyed in a flood at my parents’ house. Not just a little flood, either; we’re talking water-above-head-height kind of thing. And my football scrapbooks and autograph books were in a cupboard in the front room along with all our family photo albums and our music collection. My football kits and sports stuff was in the cupboard under the stairs. Everything was completely trashed. My mum was in bits. When the water finally subsided, the whole house was covered in silt and you could see where the water came up to in the room. Luckily, I kept my two most precious autograph books in my room, so they survived.

Like every other kid in Newcastle, you fancied yourself as a number 9 and everything was about who scored the goals. I didn’t care about anything else. These days, I see my 11-year-old William, and he’s as happy with a really good pass or a strong tackle as he is about scoring a goal. Maybe that reflects how the number 9 position has changed now, and you don’t get that many out-and-out old-school number 9s. It’s more about the attacking midfielders, who can dance around players, make that perfectly weighted pass and score 25-yard screamers. Micky Quinn wasn’t that sort of player. You’d find him in the box and he always seemed to be in the right place at the right time to stick it in the back of the net. Sometimes it would bounce in off his shin. He didn’t care and nor did I!

Mick Quinn banged in 34 goals in his first season in black and white. It was the start of my adoration for anyone who’s played up front for Newcastle United. And to be fair, we had some amazing strikers. The guys who have worn that number 9 shirt include three of the top 11 all-time Premier League top scorers: Les Ferdinand, Andy Cole and Alan Shearer.

People sometimes ask me if I get nervous about meeting and interviewing famous people. Well, I’ve been lucky enough to meet loads of sporting icons, but chatting to Callum Wilson recently – I dropped my phone on the floor twice in front of him while I was giving him my number! It reminded me how weird I get when I’m in the company of Newcastle United players, more than I would be if I was about to chat to someone like Lionel Messi or Cristiano Ronaldo. I think I just revert to being that eight-year-old boy again, seeing my heroes in black and white for the first time and feeling helplessly in love. Mad I know.

Later that 1990–91 season, another slice of football-related luck would fall my way. For some unknown reason the club photographer randomly picked me out of the crowd and took a photo of me, which appeared front and centre on the match-day programme the following week. It caused quite a stir in my local village and, of course, I lapped up the attention. I convinced myself the photographer must have sensed that I was a future Newcastle United legend and he was getting some early shots in that he could sell for millions of pounds later down the line when I broke Jackie Milburn’s goalscoring record. I remember thinking that the next game I went to everyone would obviously know who I was and maybe I’d be asked to sign a few autographs just like the players. Much to my disappointment, not one person said a word. But the whole experience just deepened my obsession with Newcastle United.



CHAPTER 2

ARISE, KING KEV

Looking back now, I think 1991 was the perfect time to start watching Newcastle United. I had a season’s run-in to get me properly hooked before Kevin Keegan took over and the whole place went mental. What I didn’t appreciate at the time was that the past couple of years before 1991 had been pretty shocking. Not only had we been relegated in the 1988–89 season, we finished bottom of the table by some distance, only winning seven games in the league all season and crashing out of both cups early. We’d also lost two of our best players – Paul Gascoigne to Spurs and Peter Beardsley to Liverpool – the season before. Whenever a team goes down, you want to be bouncing straight back. But that didn’t happen in 1989–90. We got close, but Leeds and Sheffield United secured the automatic promotion places with one game to play, so we finished in third – left to the lottery of the play-offs. Limping into the play-offs in sixth place were our arch-rivals, Sunderland, and so we’d face them in the play-off semi-final. You couldn’t make it up. At the time it was dubbed the ‘biggest Tyne–Wear derby in history’.

After a goalless draw in the first leg at Roker Park, which wasn’t without incident – our keeper John Burridge saving a last-minute penalty from left-back Paul Hardyman, who was so annoyed about it that he booted Burridge in the head afterwards, earning him a red – they came to St James’ Park three days later. And we started well, hitting the post nine minutes in, but against the run of play Sunderland scored from a low cross four minutes later. Under sustained pressure, which drew some good saves from their keeper Tony Norman, we couldn’t find a way through, and to add insult to injury, Marco Gabbiadini scored in the 86th minute to make it 2–0 to Sunderland. A pitch invasion followed, from our fans, which might have actually been a sneaky way to try and force the ref to abandon the game. The referee sent both lots of players to their dressing rooms while the police tried to restore order. Twenty minutes later, the last few minutes were played out and we’d been condemned to another season in the Second Division, and at the hands of Sunderland. Gutting.

Manager Jim Smith didn’t last that much longer. In his first season in charge we’d been relegated, but the club stuck with him in a way that just wouldn’t have happened today. And although he brought us close to going up, things behind the scenes weren’t great. The boardroom was all over the place and Smith had almost nothing to work with transfer cash-wise. He resigned in March 1991, famously branding the club ‘unmanageable’ largely in reference to an ongoing boardroom tussle. The board took a gamble on Argentinian World-Cup-winning player turned young manager, Ossie Ardiles. He was a name that I was familiar with, and the fans got quite excited about what he’d bring to St James’ Park. Ossie had made a name for himself in his first managerial appointment, at Swindon Town, by ditching the long-ball game in favour of a 4– 4–2 diamond shape, playing attacking football and keeping the ball on the deck. He was the first foreign manager in Newcastle United’s history but the gamble didn’t pay off.

It wasn’t a great time under Ossie, mainly because we were getting beaten pretty much every week and spent most of the time in the bottom half of the Second Division, at one point looking like relegation to the third tier might be on the cards. My French teacher at school, Mr Sugden, absolutely loved Ossie, though, and we used to chat about football a lot. He kept insisting that Ossie just needed a bit more time, and it’d all come good. But he was running out of games to turn things around. To Ossie’s credit, he did blood a lot of promising young local lads and gave game time to some of the local rising stars. Local boy Lee Clark came up through the youth system and was only 18 when he made his debut in 1989. Steve Howey had been brought in in December 1989 and was only 19. Steve Watson made his debut in November 1990 coming off the bench aged 16 and 223 days, the youngest player ever to appear for Newcastle United. Steve Howey told a great little story about the time Ossie had the first eleven playing on a full-sized pitch against no one – a training session known as shadow play. Here’s how it went:

‘So, Ossie has set us up, we’ve taken the kick-off, passed it back to Lee Clark, Lee Clark’s passed it back to Kevin Scott, again we’re playing backwards and we should be playing forwards cos we aren’t playing against anybody. Kevin Scott gives it to Steve Watson, Steve Watson turns round and passes it back to Tommy Wright who’s in goal, but Tommy Wright was putting his gloves on in the back of the net, and the ball goes in the goal. We’re getting beat 1–0 and we ain’t playing any f****r.’

Ossie was sacked in February 1992 after a 5–2 defeat against relegation rivals Oxford United, with the team in 20th place, looking like relegation to the Third Division was happening. Ossie even invited the press into his house on the day of his sacking, with his wife Silvia making cups of tea for the assembled photographers and journalists. Sir John Hall, the chairman of the board, called it ‘the hardest decision I’ve ever had to make in my life, in my business life, and I have very mixed emotions, but I have to get on with the job and move forward now.’ And move forward he did, because the next decision he made was one of the best in the history of the club. And you’d think that after Ossie, Hall would have gone for a safe pair of hands to steer the club through choppy waters. A Roy Hodgson-type caretaker figure. But that wasn’t what he had in mind. He wanted a club legend who’d last been seen on the pitch at St James’ Park leaving the ground in a helicopter dressed in his kit.

In my lifetime, there have been four managers that the fans have genuinely loved. Kevin Keegan was the first. I’d always known his name in my house before his appointment because my mum and Kevin were both from Doncaster and went to the same school. I remember my mum had nipped into Newcastle to do some shopping while I was in the car on my own. I flicked the radio on just as they announced that Kevin Keegan had agreed to take over as manager. It was the local radio station and the presenters were really excited. It felt straight away like this was massive news. And that day my dad came back from work, opened the door, and the first thing he said was: ‘Bloody hell – Keegan’s the new manager!’ My dad is from Wigan and has a soft spot for Liverpool FC, where Keegan made his name in the 1970s, so he was thrilled. He told me why this was such a big deal for Newcastle United, a former club legend and England captain coming to manage them. He told me all about the way he left the stadium in his kit after his final game at St James’ Park, and I thought to myself, This guy doesn’t seem human. It’s like Superman’s turned up in black and white instead of red and blue.

No one questioned that he’d never managed a club before. It didn’t matter. We watched him on the news that day, and the way he spoke, you just instantly loved the guy, talking about how Newcastle United was potentially the biggest club in Great Britain. And then they played the clip of his first game as a Newcastle United player in 1982, where he heads it down for himself from a flick-on and puts away a one-on-one with the keeper, sliding it into the bottom right corner. And then he jumps straight into the Gallowgate End and stays there for ages celebrating with the fans. Alan Shearer was one of the kids in the Gallowgate for that game and here are his memories of Keegan’s debut and how it feeds into his feelings going to St James’ Park in 2023:

‘I remember queuing up at the Gallowgate as an 11-year-old in 1982 for Keegan’s debut for four or five hours beforehand and I remember the atmosphere as if it were yesterday. I know it was totally different then because it was all standing up, but I remember being crushed and losing all my mates. The atmosphere then was what it’s like now [in 2023]. I’m back to being that 11-year-old kid again when the atmosphere’s amazing. I had it then as a boy, I had it later as a player under Kevin and Sir Bobby and now back to being a fan and watching it, I’m enjoying it and loving it again.’

I’ve been lucky enough to get to know Kevin really well and he’s just got a way about him that makes everyone that he speaks to feel amazing. When he became the manager of the football club in 1992, hope had returned to St James’ Park.

Here’s what Kevin told me about taking the job: ‘I think it would have been a gamble [taking the job] had I not played for the club, but having played for the club for two years and witnessed the promotion year [1983–84] and what it was like, I had a bit of an insight into the club. It wasn’t like I was going into the unknown, like when I went to Hamburg, for example. I was going back to somewhere that I knew – I knew what the fans wanted when we played – this desire to see us get forward and not really pass it back too much. So I wasn’t going in cold. I was down in Hampshire living in Romsey – I had a farm – and John Hall was on the phone and the first words he said were: “Kevin, the two people that can save Newcastle United are on the phone.” He said, “I’ve got the money and you’ve got the passion.” And I said, “I’ll do it.” I never thought about the implications, I mean, I lived in Hampshire, my kids were in school down there, but I said yes. I took it on and I think the club were third bottom when I took over, and had never been relegated to the Third Division. I knew a few of the Newcastle players, but I didn’t know all of them and I certainly didn’t know any of the opposition, so it was a gamble, but to me it was like, Well I’ll have a go, let’s just see if we can stay up.’

It was a far bigger task than I think even Kevin imagined though when he took it on. On his first day in the job, he came up with a plan with what had to change.

‘Don Revie [the former player and Leeds and England manager] used to say “chip, chip”. If you want to break a rock up, you don’t just get a sledgehammer, you chip away at it and then it crumbles when you get so far. So I started chip-chipping. I went to the training ground and it was a disgrace, there’s no other word for it. I left it [as a player] in 1984, and went back in 1992 and I couldn’t believe it. Nobody had done anything to the place except sell some of the land for houses, so the training ground that I trained on, which was very poor back then, was even worse. The changing rooms weren’t clean, the gym was a disgrace. I couldn’t believe it. The first thing I did was go to the chairman and I said to him, “I want to spend a few grand on doing up the dressing rooms, showers and cleaning it.” He said, “What will that do?” and I said, “Well, it’ll make players, when they come in, feel like there’s a bit of pride in the club, you know?”

‘So first of all, we painted it. I think we played Bristol City on the Saturday [after I started], won the game and the painters and the cleaners had already moved in to get it back respectable, clean the tiles, clean the gym out – there were old sandwich packets all over the back of the gym equipment, odd socks, I couldn’t believe it. We’d got a good start with the win against Bristol City and when the players came in on the Tuesday, they said, “Cor – look at this!” When I got them together before training I said to the lads, “You’ll notice a few changes already. That’s the start. The next thing is, if you get results, we’re not going to be travelling to games on the day of the match any more,” which is what they were doing. I think the players had this mentality that no one really cared about them. The club had just lost its way. And you can’t blame Ossie [Ardiles] or the chairman, it was a combination of things.’

His first game as Newcastle United manager was against Bristol City on 8 February 1992. The atmosphere was absolutely unbelievable at St James’ Park – the whole place was buzzing. Usually, at home games, I’d be standing with the other kids at the Milburn paddock and there was loads of space around. We’d even be kicking footballs around during the game. But at this game, the whole place was rammed. The kids in the stands, including me, were crowd-surfing (we didn’t have any choice about it!) and being plonked out at the front of the stand. I ended up sitting on a wall and had no idea where my dad was. It was the first time I’d actually felt a bit uncomfortable at the sheer number of people occupying the space. And then Kevin Keegan walked through the tunnel in his black-and-white tracksuit and the place erupted. All you could hear was noise and the flashing of camera bulbs from the press queued up on the touchline.

I remember being completely convinced we were going to win. Everyone in the ground was. And we didn’t have any reason to be – we’d been getting battered most weeks and had gone four games without a win. But somehow that energy coursing around the place didn’t fizzle out despite not scoring in the first half, and we came out in the second half and scored two in two minutes, with another five minutes after that. Keegan reacted just like any other fan for each goal, jumping about, screaming with joy, pumping his fists and hugging everyone around him. So did assistant manager Terry McDermott, Kevin’s right-hand-man as assistant manager and also his former teammate at Liverpool and Newcastle. It was a fairy-tale homecoming and a fairy-tale win. St James’ Park was alive again. He was one of us.

There were more twists and turns to come after that, though. We beat Sunderland at home the following month, which pleased the fans no end, but then we lost five in a row. Relegation loomed again. Then came what turned out to be the game I remember more than any other that season, a home game against Portsmouth. We had to win or we were down. Chance after chance kept going begging. Seventy-five minutes went by, then 80, then 85, and it just didn’t seem like our day. And then David Kelly stepped up with another vital goal, this one a fantastic half-volley just five minutes from full-time. I was positioned right behind him from where I was standing, and it’s one of those unique moments as a fan that you know it’s in a fraction of a second before anyone else does. I watched it sail into that corner – an iconic goal in the history of the club – and it was the best goal I’d ever seen with my own eyes. The place went mad again and this time I was thrown on to the pitch and I’m running like crazy along with loads of other Newcastle United fans. You can tell how important that goal was because a ridiculously long banner appeared this season [2022–23] at the Gallowgate quoting the commentator on the game: ‘Kelly – that’ll do. You cannot put a price on that goal from David Kelly.’

It came down to the final day of the season. Losing that game against fourth-placed Leicester City at Filbert Street would consign us to the Third Division – the first time that would have ever happened. It was unthinkable. Gavin Peacock scored just before half-time, and for a while it seemed like we’d avoided relegation. But there was one final twist, as Steve Walsh scored for Leicester in the 89th minute. Nightmare. Cue a bunch of guys feverishly checking their pocket radios for live updates on the other teams in the relegation dogfight. But then, just a minute later, Walsh scored at the wrong end, sending Newcastle United fans into delirium. There’s nothing like a great escape at the end of the season, although it does put a few more grey hairs on you. Our team wasn’t that great that season, if I’m honest, but Keegan had harnessed the crowd, and that made a big difference to the outcome on the pitch. The whole city was behind him. It would be the same with the Bobby Robson era and Eddie Howe now: when the club has the supporters on board, it can do amazing things.

The following season started and the fans carried with us that energy from the last game. But no one could have predicted what that season would bring. It was a joke. We won the first 11 games of the season and it felt like we had the championship wrapped up by Christmas. Seven games into the season, we were playing Bristol City at home and my dad and I drove to the game, paid the lads hanging by the cars, and walked up to the stadium and round to the Milburn entrance, as per. But we got there and found a massive queue snaking back from the turnstiles. And when we were about five away from the front, they put a sign up saying ‘Full’. I couldn’t believe it! I’d built up the excitement for two weeks since the last home game. So we ran round to the Gallowgate and Leazes stands trying to find a turnstile that was letting people in but they were all closed. I couldn’t understand what was happening. My dad tried to explain calmly that they couldn’t fit any more people into the ground, but that wasn’t going to work on me, so we tried to get in with the away fans. But we got a firm ‘You’re not from Bristol’ from the security guys. It was hard to argue with the man when I was wearing a Newcastle United shirt. So we walked back to the car, completely despondent. There’s nothing more frustrating than hearing the excitement in the ground when you can’t see what’s happening! We drove home in silence, both gutted, and listened to the game on the radio, which of course turned out to be the biggest win of the season so far, a 5–0 mauling. I was delighted that we’d won again, but there was a sadness in me that we’d not been there to see it. I turned to my dad and we both knew there was only one option. It was time to apply for a season ticket.

I recently showed my son William a YouTube clip of the eighth game of that season (and our eighth successive win), against Peterborough United – the singing, the chanting, everything was in perfect unison. The sheer noise – it was like someone had been hired to train the fans how to become one. It was extra-ordinary. My son watched it with an open mouth and said, ‘Wow Dad, it’s like an army’, and he was right to say that. It was an army. The Toon Army. And there’s nothing more powerful when it’s in full voice.

In March 1993, Keegan broke the club record to sign Andy Cole for £1.75 million from Bristol City. Kevin was kind enough to tell me about the day he decided to sign him:

‘We [Kevin and Terry McDermott] were in the office – it was about 4.30 in the afternoon on a Tuesday and we [were looking through] these lists of the fixtures. Back then we used to watch a lot of games. Unlike now when the managers of clubs don’t go to many games – they’ve got people who assess and give them reports – but this was back in the day when your manager and team would do everything. One of the problems with Newcastle is you’re a long way from everywhere, so if you’re looking at going to a game and it’s already 4.30, you’re in trouble.

‘Because we’d played Bristol City [the season before, at Ashton Gate] and Coley gave us a torrid time [memorably turning our captain, Kevin Scott, and leaving him flat on his arse], we said let’s have a look at him again. So Terry Mac says, “You’re not going to believe this – Bristol City are playing tonight.” I said, “He’s in Bristol, Terry, and we’re in Newcastle. We ain’t going to make it.” Terry came back in about ten minutes later – we were looking for a game a bit nearer to go and watch. At that moment, Douglas Hall [son of the chairman, Sir John] popped his head around the door on the way to the boardroom and said, “Hi, boys, anything we can do for you?” And Terry said, “Yeah, we could do with borrowing that plane you use!” “What for?” Douglas asked. “We want to go to Bristol to watch this game tonight,” Terry said. So Douglas got on his phone and his pilot was in Yarm [10 miles south-east of Middlesbrough], shopping. I only know that because he was absolutely livid about having to come and get the plane. We went down to Teesside Airport, and the pilot shot up from Yarm and got the plane out. We landed at Bristol where they’d fixed up a taxi for us, so we got to the ground and as we sat in the directors’ box where they had seats for us, the teams were coming out. That’s how it was. Incredible. He only played 20 minutes. He was injured – he had a big bandage on and came off – he couldn’t run. Coming back, we get on the plane and Terry Mac says, “What a f***ing waste of time that was, gaffer!” And I said, “How many players would want to play when they’re injured, Terry? So we know he’s good and we know he’s genuine. And we know he wanted to play even though he physically wasn’t right. I like that – it’s character.” So we convinced ourselves he was the kind of player we wanted.’

Keegan respected Cole’s desire to play, even though he was already carrying an injury. He thought he had courage, heart and determination, and that it said a lot about him as a player. So, off the back of that trip, he signed him.

The final game of the season was Leicester again, this time at home, and we battered them 7–1. It was 6–0 before half-time. It was the perfect indication of how far we’d come since last season. Two hat-tricks in the game. One from David Kelly and another from our new 21-year-old £1.75 million record signing from Bristol City in March 1993: Andy Cole. Rob Lee got the other one. Grown men were crying on the terraces. There was talk of the promised land of the Premier League. That game was shown live on telly, on ITV, which was kind of unheard of for us back then, but it led to a famous chant that’s still sung today at St James’ Park:

 

Andy Cole, Andy Cole, Andy Andy Cole,

he gets the ball and scores a goal, Andy Andy Cole

 

David Kelly, David Kelly, David David Kelly,

he scored a hat-trick on the telly, David David Kelly

 

Robbie Lee, Robbie Lee, Robbie Robbie Lee,

he scored a goal on ITV, Robbie Robbie Lee

 

Kelly had stepped up in another big game, and by then, he’d become my hero, the man that filled Micky Quinn’s shoes as our number 9 after he left in November 1992. That was a big shock to the fans – Big Mick was our top scorer in the 1990–91 season, with 20 goals in all competitions, and our player of
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