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Preface to the 2010 Edition

This history has been written and published independently of the proprietors of its subject matter, Newcastle United Football Club. Indeed, past and present owners of the club would certainly prefer that The Toon had never been produced at all, not only for the criticisms of them contained within, but also because they consider that every one of its modest sales – the few pounds that you the reader may have paid to hold it in your hands right now – nibbles at their profit margins.

Rather than being a defect, that independence is one of this book’s greatest strengths. There is very little to be said in favour of ‘authorised’ biographies of either people or institutions. Authorisation always comes at a price, and that price is the denial of independence and the blunting of authorial judgement by whoever is doing the authorising – which will be whoever ‘owns’ the institution at the time of writing.

This book, The Toon, is written in the understanding that nobody owns Newcastle United. Millionaires will come and go, and their time in charge of the operation at St James’s Park will be marked by success or mediocrity or – more commonly in recent years – by disaster. They will make money from the institution, or they will lose money.

But whatever their dreams, profits and pretensions, they will never hold personal copyright of the immense historical creation of Newcastle United Football Club. The hopes and prayers and embedded memories of millions of people have created that club, and will sustain it in the future, and those people’s intense emotions are beyond ownership or copyright.

So this book is not for the temporary owners and their even more temporary placemen. It is not for the millionaires, but for the millions who always have been and always will be there, in person and in spirit.

 

Roger Hutchinson

June 2010





Preface to the 1997 Edition

It is impossible to spend any time researching the history of Newcastle United Football Club without coming to realise that, all about you, thousands of others are engaged in the same pursuit. These are the Geordie fans. Very few of them are doing it for publication. But they are all, in one way or another, experts.

One afternoon in the late 1990s I was huddled by the microfiche printer in Newcastle City Library, running through the press coverage of (I think) the 1924 cup campaign, when I became aware of a kindred spirit. Behind me a man was laying open, page by careful page, the bound volumes of the Evening Chronicle from the 1880s – the editions which are too old to be put on microfilm and must be treated with immense care.

He was searching, he told me, among the late-Victorian advertisements and share prices (there were no sports pages back then), for accounts of Newcastle East End and Newcastle West End, the two clubs which eventually amalgamated to form Newcastle United. He was engaged in this labour of love to a specific end. He was interested not only in the workaday results of their matches, their goalscorers and such commonplace detail. He wanted to record what the weather had been like during every football match ever played at the Gallowgate. Often a careful study of the press could offer him this information. Where it was not available in print, he told me with proper satisfaction, he had discovered an alternative. A man at the local weather centre was able to give him meteorological print-outs. With these he was able not only to pin down the state of the climate on any given afternoon – if it was wet or dry, cloudy or sunny, that sort of thing – but also what time a shower fell on St James’s Park on any Saturday since the 1880s.

That is dedicated history. There was not much room for weather in the following pages: Newcastle United’s turbulent life took care of that. But every time I have stumbled upon an item of choice material from the past, my acquaintance from last winter has sprung to mind, and I have felt suitably humble. When the likes of Harvey, Milburn, Keegan and a score of others stated to the world that these fans deserve the best, they spoke from the heart. They were thinking not only of the match-winning roar of the people of one of the world’s great football cities. They were thinking, although they did not know it, of the man researching the weather.

 

Roger Hutchinson

1997

 


Chapter One

Almost the Double: Fourteen Days in April 1905

Such an extraordinary seesaw of a fortnight, such a bittersweet 14 days: it might have been an omen of the century which lay ahead.

It began at the low ebb. At 3.25 p.m. on 15 April 1905, 11 footballers of Newcastle United FC walked out into the great open shallow bowl of Crystal Palace stadium in Sydenham to the rumbling roar of 101,117 spectators. It was the second-biggest FA Cup final attendance to date (it would eventually prove to be the fourth-biggest in history). It was comfortably the largest crowd that any of those 11 footballers – who were representing Newcastle in the club’s first attempt at winning a major honour – would ever perform before. And it turned out to be the biggest gate ever attracted to watch Newcastle United Football Club in the whole of its long and distinguished life.

The 11 footballers posed awkwardly for a photograph: arms crossed over their black-and-white chests, an inch of knee-flesh showing between the hem of their shorts and the white band at the top of their bulging padded stockings, their Manfield Hotspur boots carefully laced from ankle to instep, goalkeeper Jimmy Lawrence also in black and white stripes and distinguishable from his colleagues only by his gloves and flat cap.

At 3.29 p.m. their opponents, three-time cup-winners Aston Villa, having lost the toss, kicked off with the sun in their faces.

At 3.31 p.m. Newcastle were a goal behind. Harry Hampton, Villa’s centre-forward, collected a rebound to hit the ball low and hard to Lawrence’s left from six yards out.

The Tynesiders fought back, of course – every side has its chances in an FA Cup final. But they failed to take them. Shortly before half-time United’s centre-forward Bill Appleyard, the scorer so far that season of a respectable 13 league and cup goals, collected the ball from a free-kick and unleashed a typically fierce shot. Villa’s keeper George was beaten, but it slammed against the square wooden post, leaving the upright – and 5,000 travelling Geordie fans – quivering.

‘That, in retrospect, was that. Newcastle’s half-backs continued to play well but their cautious balls upfield were met by a forward line which leaked confidence by the minute. Villa, on the other hand, could feel the cup in their grasp. Their defenders were hard and uncompromising and their forwards were fast and carefree, and with just eight minutes left Harry Hampton poached his and his side’s second goal.

There was no return, and they knew it. Newcastle had lost their first cup final by 2-0.

But they had discovered a ravenous appetite for the big event – which was as well, because 15 April 1905 would be by no means their last taste of sorrow in Sydenham. For days previous to the final, Euston, St Pancras and King’s Cross stations had disgorged hordes of laughing, singing men wearing black-and-white hats, umbrellas and rosettes (scarves were to be a later development).

On the Friday evening before the final Newcastle Central Station played host to 4,240 travelling fans. A song had been composed for the occasion. (It was prophetic. ‘Wi’ colours wavin’, black and white, Thor gannin’ up to London strite, To gie th’ Cockney folks a fright,’ was the chorus, and the lines ‘When Appleyard bangs in the baall, He myeks th’ goalposts shivver’ featured in one of the verses.) The trains south were bedecked with black and white. At York the bar was beseiged, and Geordie fans staged races and wrestling matches on the platform.

They decamped in London between four and half nine in the morning. Some headed off to see Buckingham Palace, some went straight to Crystal Palace, and others wandered about the ‘arid wastes’ of Grays Inn Road and Euston Road exchanging banter with the greater number of Villa supporters … ‘Aston Villa for a thousand’, challenged one Brummie.

The Geordie stopped and gazed at him. ‘What d’ye say?’

‘Aston Villa for a thousand.’

‘Wey, aa hev nay mair a thousand than ye hev yersel. But aa’ll tell ye what aa’ll dee. Aa’ll lay six pounds t’ fower on Newcassel.’

There were no takers. United had already that season done the double over Villa, and on the morning of the final Newcastle were placed second in the league, five places and six points above Aston Villa, having scored seven more league goals and conceded 11 less. Newcastle United were the hot favourites. Six to four against Villa were, in fact, generous odds. The Brummie, in hindsight, should have taken them.

Back in Newcastle, in those days before popular radio or television, the streets were unusually busy that Saturday afternoon. ‘A spirit of agitation’ was in the air, and crowds of men, boys and even women wearing black-and-white neckties gathered outside the offices of the Evening Chronicle. Rosemary Lane and St John’s Street filled with a small army of expectant souls as half past three approached. Minutes after Hampton’s first goal an edition of the Evening Chronicle bearing the dismal news issued from the office. ‘If it took,’ the paper reported later, ‘as much out of the team as it took out of those who watched its progress in the north it did more than can be expressed in a sentence.’

Rumours swept the streets of Newcastle as the afternoon wore on. United were pressing … Jim Howie had scored an equaliser … it seemed, said one observer, as if everybody had a telephone receiver at their ear, connected to a wild variety of different sources of information. People stood about town ignoring the Saturday afternoon shops, unfolding the latest editions of the evening press and frantically inquiring of all who passed for the latest news from the Crystal Palace.

‘In the last quarter,’ read the evening final, ‘the Villa scored another goal.’

On Wearside the newsboys bawled with evident joy: ‘Terrible defeat of Newcastle!’ On Tyneside, they pulled themselves together and prepared for the team’s Monday morning homecoming. It was naturally raucous: the players had to fight their way off the train, and wondered aloud what their reception would have been if they had won.

They had not played well, the North-east’s first representatives at an FA Cup final. ‘The United men were disappointing in every department,’ said one commentator. ‘Whatever the reason, whether it was staleness as some say, or nervousness as others contend, not one man came up to expectation, and the side as a whole was slow and listless.

‘I am inclined to the theory of nervousness, because when they found the game going so much against them they persisted blindly in sticking to the ball and playing the short passing game without variation until the end of the match. Had they only given us a glimpse of their form in league matches the result might have been different … Having once found their way to the Crystal Palace, however, Newcastle United may be expected when next they get there to do themselves credit.’

That last comment would turn out to be a hostage to cruel fortune. But Newcastle’s ‘form in league matches’ was something else, as the remaining 13 days of that see-saw fortnight would prove.

The season of 1904–05 was Newcastle United’s 12th in the Football League, and their seventh in the First Division. They had never finished higher than third in the league, but had developed a comfortable habit of winding up in the top quarter of their division – and St James’s Park had already achieved the reputation of a formidable ground to visit.

The 1904–05 season had begun much like any other. It kicked off at home with a nice 3-0 win – Jackie Rutherford and Ronald Orr (2) – over newly promoted Woolwich Arsenal (who had entered the league with Newcastle 12 years before) in front of 21,897 fans.

By 3 December, following straight away wins at Wolverhampton and Birmingham, and a home win over Blackburn Rovers, Newcastle were top of the First Division. Jackie Rutherford had scored six in 14 games, Colin Veitch five, and Orr, Howie and Appleyard four apiece.

Newcastle United, the world agreed, had got there by playing ‘scientific’ football. This was nothing more or less than the possession and short-ball game to which they so stubbornly adhered throughout the losing cup final. It came from Scotland. It was in fact the basis of the Scottish national squad’s series of demolitions of their English opponents throughout the early years of that home international fixture.

This system arrived at St James’s Park with a Scottish boss, Frank Watt; a Scottish trainer, James McPherson; and with a large sackful of extremely influential Scottish players. Throughout the late-Victorian and Edwardian period it seemed at times almost as though Newcastle United were a Scottish team playing in the English league.

Out of the 11 cup finalists in 1905, six were Scots. Four of those were already internationals: the full-back Andrew McCombie, captain and centre-half Andy Aitken, left-half Peter McWilliam, and inside-right James Howie. Of the other two, Glaswegian goalkeeper Jimmy Lawrence (who set an all-time United appearance record of 496 games) would gain his Scottish caps at a later date, and right-half Alec Gardner would serve the club for no fewer than 313 matches. The number of Scots in the team would have been seven if the free-scoring Ronald Orr – another international – had not been out through injury. (Of the minority Englishmen, incidentally, three were Geordies.)

So, the goalkeeper, one full-back, the trainer, the captain, the entire half-back line and half of the goalscoring forward line was Scottish. They played the thoughtful, steady, short passing game of their country; they rarely embarked on mazy individual runs; they kept their pattern through thick and thin … they were, in short, a side which was always likely to be rattled out of a helter-skelter cup-tie, but which was admirably equipped to withstand a long and rigorous league campaign.

And in the December of 1904 they sat, for the first time in Newcastle United’s history, on top of the English league. They were, after 14 of the 34 matches, one point clear of Small Heath (who would become Birmingham FC at the end of that season, and Birmingham City in 1945), Sunderland and Preston North End.

By the end of the month, despite three good wins and just one defeat, they were third. Sheffield United and Everton stormed through a series of games in hand to leapfrog from halfway down the table to first and second respectively, while Newcastle travelled to Sunderland on Christmas Eve (taking with them 7,000 supporters) and lost 3-1.

And then came the cup. In the first round Newcastle were drawn at home to non-league Plymouth Argyle. They drew 1-1, and had to replay in Plymouth. Forty years later a stalwart of southern football, Alec Whitcher, would write a vivid account from personal memory of just such a cup-tie on the south coast against a big team from the north in 1905. Whitcher could have been summoning from his childhood this very game; it certainly provides a view of the sight and smells and sounds which would have greeted the travelling Geordie support in January 1905 …

‘The great day dawns at last,’ he recalled, ‘and the weather glass is consulted for perhaps the first time in your young life … The whole timetable has been planned, and having quite a distance to travel, an early start is essential. Seldom are provincial grounds readily accessible [it should be stressed that, at St James’s Park as well as on the south coast, football grounds which would soon find themselves surrounded by the burgeoning estates of expanding English towns, were originally built in green fields on their outskirts], and this is no exception, for we have to travel to the centre of the city and thence to the Ground, either by train, packed like sardines, by brakes or cabs.

‘Tramcars do not go as far as the Ground, and there are dozens of every conceivable type of horse-drawn vehicle plying for hire, all marked ‘‘Football Ground’’.

‘The cup-tie enthusiasm is at fever pitch, and after jostling, squeezing and the like we eventually get to the Ground’s entrance by way of a road totally inadequate for the traffic … If it’s wet, well, you get pretty muddy, and also enjoy showers of slush from passing vehicles. But who worries? We are going to the blankety cup-tie whatever happens. En route, hawkers are doing a brisk trade, especially with the favours. We notice that the visitors want to display to all and sundry that they have travelled probably through the night to support their favourites …

‘In one corner we easily recognise the visitors’ supporters, all bursting with enthusiasm and decked in their team’s colours. Our attention while waiting is attracted by a supporter’s performing dog, which causes great amusement as it runs round the pitch with a ball at its nose, and if the football was made to bounce the dog would jump in the air, heading the ball in the most acknowledged style. When the dog succeeds in running the ball into the goal there is a great shout of joy.’

And so, after a rural brass band had attempted a haphazard version of ‘A Farmer’s Boy’; after the crowd had been ordered by a man with a megaphone to ‘pack up in front and allow others to see the match’; after the chocolate men and programme sellers had been round; the teams came out to ‘the ringing of bells, the noise of rattles, and the waving of coloured umbrellas and top hats’, and the game got under way.

When a goal was scored ‘we invariably see carrier pigeons released to take home the good tidings, or otherwise, of the visiting side’. After the game the winning team’s favours were sold outside, along with ‘memorial cards, one penny each, the death of poor oldöö’ (insert the losing team).

The carrier pigeons would twice have been released during Newcastle’s cup-tie at Plymouth, to record a 1-1 draw. United won the second replay 2-0, and went on to beat Spurs in a second-round replay by 4-0.

As the New Year matured, United’s successful cup run ensured that they always had games in hand over the league leaders, but they failed to top the table. By early March, after goals from Rutherford, Appleyard and McWilliam had sent the Wolves home from Tyneside with their tails between their legs, Newcastle sat two points behind the joint leaders – Everton and Manchester City – with a game in hand over each of them, and eight to play.

By the end of March they had reached the cup semi-final and dragged themselves up to second spot in the league. ‘How happy I shall be,’ the local paper’s Magpie cartoon character said, addressing the league and cup trophies, ‘with either.’

Then, on All Fool’s Day, 1 April 1905, disaster struck. Newcastle, having qualified for the FA Cup final for the first time, visited lowly Blackburn in a run-of-the-mill league game. The Tynesiders had released five key players to an England v Scotland international (chiefly the Scots McCombie, Aitken, Howie and McWilliam) – and they lost 2-0. Leaders Everton had the Saturday off, and so the substance of United’s failure was that they had used up their one game in hand, but were still two points adrift, with just six games left. And Manchester City had sneaked back into second place.

The week before the final Everton dropped a point at Stoke, and Newcastle hammered Nottingham Forest 5-1. One point in it, Manchester City out of the race once more, four games to play.

And then the débâcle at Crystal Palace. The question was not, after that stunning cup final dismissal of Newcastle United’s scientific game, were they good enough, but did they have the nerve?

Oddly, it was Everton who cracked. Searching their second league title, and already locked in mortal local combat with Liverpool FC, they played three league games between 8 April and 22 April, and lost two of them. Newcastle entertained Sunderland at St James’s Park on 22 April knowing that victory would achieve two things: it would kill the cup final ghost, and it would put them at least one point clear at the top of the league with two games left to play – and a game in hand.

Thirty thousand packed into the stadium, and fully 90 minutes before kick-off the gates were closed on thousands more. But there could not have been a less sympathetic visiting team to the beaten cup finalists. Two years earlier, at the end of the 1902–03 season, Sunderland had visited Newcastle needing two points to win their second successive league title. United had won that day, and the league trophy had gone to Sheffield Wednesday by just one point.

Sunderland were out for revenge, and they got it. Holley and Buckle put them two up before Bill Appleyard tried to swing the game back single-handedly. He found the net from a Gosnell cross, but was declared offside. Undeterred, the centreforward immediately homed in on the Sunderland goal once more. Rhodes chopped him down, and Veitch converted the penalty.

After 25 minutes Newcastle, 2-1 down, were reduced to ten men when Alec Gardner was carried off with a small bone broken in his left leg. There were no substitutes and, with the home players and support baying for offside, Holley ran through the reduced United defence to make it 3-1.

It could have been worse, much, much worse. The fans trickling out of St James’s Park picked up their evening sporting pink to discover that Everton had lost 2-1 at Woolwich Arsenal.

United had two games left to play. With a superior goal difference to both Everton and Manchester City, winning both matches would almost certainly mean winning the league title. On the following Wednesday afternoon they travelled to Yorkshire and beat Sheffield Wednesday 3-1, despite being nervous and outplayed for 75 of the 90 minutes.

And so that extraordinary fortnight, that extraordinary season, came to an end on 29 April 1905 with a game just down the road, at Ayresome Park, Middlesbrough. The home side had not beaten Newcastle since February 1903, and they sat fifth from the bottom of the First Division. They were, in short, no Sunderland. And it showed.

Before just 12,000 people on a warm and hazy afternoon, United went 1-0 up after six minutes. Howie hurtled down the right and whipped in a cross which Appleyard missed, but Orr did not. The team settled. They knew about being in the lead. Eight minutes after half-time Jackie Rutherford from Percy Main took the ball for a walk from the halfway line and beat Williamson gloriously. Sixty seconds later Appleyard made it 3-0, and that was the way it stayed.

United’s players walked off Ayresome Park to the news that Aston Villa had repaid a favour by beating Manchester City 3-2. (City were famously later accused of offering huge inducements to the players of both sides to get the desired result in this game. If so, it was an extraordinarily stupid thing to do – if Newcastle won at Middlesbrough, as they were always likely to, a six-goal difference in goal average needed to be overturned by City before any bribe could be repaid.) The United players caught a special train out of Middlesbrough at 7 p.m., and arrived back in Newcastle Central Station 80 minutes later as champions of the Football League. They took an open-topped omnibus via Clayton Street to receive their fans at the Palace Theatre, Haymarket.

Newcastle United had come, just 12 seasons after joining the Football League, to within a couple of goals of winning the double. Preston had won both trophies in 1889, the first season of the Football League, and Villa had done it in 1897. But the 20th-century game was to be a different animal. Nobody did the 20th-century double until Tottenham in 1961. Until then, nobody had come as close as Newcastle United had in 1905.

Curiously, few people at the time paid much attention to the achievement. The celebrations of the league win were, after the cup final, strangely subdued. There was a reason for this, and it was not that people’s energies had all been expended a fortnight earlier. It was, simply, that most would have traded the league title for the cup. For many decades the FA Cup remained the main trophy in England. It was the oldest by far, dating back to 1871, a full 17 years before the league kicked off, and comfortably the most prestigious. When, in the 1950s, Stanley Matthews was approaching the end of his playing career, it didn’t much bother the best winger in the world that he had never played in a championship-winning team. But it tore at his heart that he had never won the cup – it burned away so fiercely inside him that eventually, in 1953, he just picked himself up off the Wembley turf and won the damned thing single-handedly.

As it was for Matthews in the 1950s, so it was for Newcastle United in the 1900s. The league was nice, but they lusted after the cup. It would be, had they only known, a painful infatuation.

The close of that fortnight in April 1905 marked two things of immense significance. It indicated the arrival of a great football team, probably one of the greatest club sides that Europe has seen, a team so good that it would dominate the remainder of the Edwardian era, and would only finally be killed by the outbreak of the First World War … and it posted notice of the presence in Britain of a magnificent football club. A club which, despite buffets and setbacks, lousy managers and worse directors, bad players and shoddy teams, would never for one moment after 1905 look like being killed off by anything – a club which, time and again, would rise triumphantly from the ashes of its past and stir the whole of Tyneside into song.


Chapter Two

The Birth of a Giant: 1893–1904

April 1905, was not, of course, the month of the actual birth of Newcastle United Football Club. The club had been born 12 years earlier, when Newcastle East End and Newcastle West End FCs amalgamated.

It was something of a shotgun wedding. Essentially, West End had the ground (the ‘Gallowgate enclosure’, so called because it had been the site outside the old city walls of public hangings, which would be better known before long as St James’s Park) and the support, but East End had the players and the organisation.

Professional football was legalised in England in 1885 (although with the proviso – which lasted a further four years – that that the FA Cup was open only to professionals who had been born within six miles of the club, or who had lived for two years within six miles of the club). Professionalism would not become legitimate in Scotland until 1893, and so most English clubs, Newcastle as much as any, attracted an early influx of Caledonian footballers. As one writer would put it, ‘the sight of ten golden sovereigns for signing was not easily ignored’.

But East End and West End, despite entering the Northern League upon its inauguration in 1889, could not draw sufficient crowds to pay their wages. Gates were frequently less than a thousand, and rarely more than 1,500. Committee members were obliged to pay wages and subsidise travelling expenses from their own pockets. It was fairly assumed that the city of Newcastle could not support two football teams.

East End temporarily solved their problems by putting out a share issue in 1890. But within two years matters had come to a head. East End were easily the more successful team on the field, and they applied for membership of the Football League – which up until that summer had consisted of only one division.

The League’s AGM was held that year in the Queen’s Hotel, Fawcett Street, Sunderland, in recognition of the Wearsiders having won their first championship in 1892. The League considered East End’s application, but understandably insisted upon them entering the newly created Second Division (there had been, between 1888 and 1892, just one division, and there would be, between 1892 and 1919, just two divisions). According to the recollections of an official of the time, ‘through the delegates of the club not carrying out their instructions’ the League was told that Newcastle East End insisted upon immediate access to the First Division – or nothing.

They got nothing. The League had formed a Second Division for the very purpose of blooding new sides in its ranks, and they were not about to make exceptions for stroppy North-easterners. The mule-headed delegates returned to Newcastle having condemned the city to at least another season of provincial football and friendly matches with the major clubs.

Over at the Gallowgate, meanwhile, things had become desperate. West End lacked money and success, and in May 1892 their executive decided to give up the unequal struggle and fold the club. In the course of doing so, they offered to Newcastle East End the remainder of the lease on St James’s Park, and this was gratefully accepted. The ground itself was far from perfect. It had been grazing land owned on a 14-year lease by a West End stalwart, William Neasham, and the pitch had a drop of no less than 18 feet to the Gallowgate end goal. The ‘Gallowgate enclosure’ consisted of little more than a fence and a wooden cabin for changing-rooms (although the players usually preferred to change in the Lord Hill public house on Barrack Road). But it was a comparatively permanent football pitch – the lease was renewable – and its location was good.

East End’s problems were far from over. The Northern League programme offered just 16 matches, and not with the most glamorous opposition. In order to attract big sides such as Glasgow Celtic to St James’s Park for friendlies, East End had to foreswear them large sums of money before they would travel to Newcastle, and ‘the first season at St James’s, owing to the heavy guarantees agreed to be paid to the visiting clubs, and the lukewarm support of the public, nearly landed the club into the Bankruptcy Court’, according to one official.

It was decided that something must be done about that ‘lukewarm support’. Newcastle East End, it was considered, was probably too parochial a name to attract the whole of Tyneside, and so on 9 December 1892 ‘a meeting of persons interested in Association football in Newcastle and district was held in the Bath Lane Hall, Newcastle, for the purpose of considering the advisability of changing the name of the East End Football Club’.

Professional soccer clubs in the 1890s had inherited a host of – to modern ears – weird and wonderful titles. Leicester City was still Leicester Fosse (nickname: the Fossils); Burton Swifts were still in the league, as were Walsall Town Swifts. Others, such as Small Heath (later Birmingham City), Newton Heath (Manchester United) and Ardwick (Manchester City) still betrayed their localised origins. Some of those distinctive Victorian names, such as Plymouth Argyle, Brighton and Hove Albion, and Sheffield Wednesday survive to this day.

But the more prosaic Newcastle East End would not survive. Three new names were proposed to that meeting in 1892: Newcastle, Newcastle City and Newcastle United. Perhaps mindful of the words of Councillor Henderson that ‘The supporters of the East End and the old West End would have to sink any little jealousies they had, and be united’, the latter won a decisive majority of the votes. Newcastle United FC was born on 9 December 1892 (although the FA would not formally ratify the change until 1895, which caused some small book-keeping confusions).

The effect was far from dramatic. East End’s old supporters in Byker and Heaton – many of whom had underpinned the 1890 share issue – felt geographically and terminologically deserted, and most of them refused to take the trip over to the Gallowgate, where West End’s former supporters were equally apathetic about paying to see their old team’s usurpers.

So the second part of the plan was put into action. In the close season of 1893 – when Sunderland were once more runaway champions, having scored a record 100 goals in their 30-game programme – Newcastle United applied to join the Second Division of the Football League. This time their delegates quelled their unease about entering a lower division with such luminaries as Bootle and Burslem Port Vale, and Newcastle United’s application was accepted – along, coincidentally, with those of Liverpool, Rotherham Town, Woolwich Arsenal (the league’s first London club), and Middlesbrough Ironopolis.

The final card had been played. It is too much to say that if this plan had failed, if the single professional team left on Tyneside had not achieved solvency within the Football League, then league football in Newcastle would have died. Somebody else would have sprung up eventually to meet the demand, some other club would have risen – but that club would not, in name, in character, and possibly in situation, have been Newcastle United.

And it was a close-run thing. On the field, Newcastle were successful enough. Their first game was also the first league game to be played in the capital: at the Plumstead ground of Woolwich Arsenal. It was an expensive trip, which was once again subsidised from a director’s pocket, but he may have considered the outlay worthwhile – Newcastle drew 2-2, and won their next game, at home to Arsenal, 6-0. The entire midfield, or half-back line, and two of the forward






























































































































Chapter Fourteen

Triumph and Disaster

The years between 2004 and 2010 were the most tumultuous in the long history of Newcastle United. They began with the club riding high. It then sank low. It teetered on the brink of disaster. It finished the decade in triumph and with the possibility of redemption.

In those six years United had eight different managers. Bobby Robson was sacked in August 2004 after just four games of the new campaign. ‘It was a shock,’ he said. ‘I was bewildered. We had qualified for Europe and were looking forward to the new season.’ His crime had been to finish 5th, 3rd and 4th in the Premiership in the previous three seasons. Newcastle United would not again reach those peaks for the rest of the 2000s. Robson managed 255 United games between 1999 and 2004. He won 119 of them, drew 64 and lost 72. Within a very short time that would look like a record to dream about.

Sir Bobby was replaced by Graeme Souness. A Scottish international who had made his playing reputation with Liverpool, Souness’s only consistent managerial successes had been at Glasgow Rangers in the duopoly of the Scottish First Division. He had moved from there to Liverpool, where he managed in three years to win one FA Cup Final against Second Division Sunderland. Souness went from Merseyside to Galatasary, with whom he won one Turkish Cup; to Southampton where he won nothing; to Torino where he lasted four months; to an equally barren spell at Benfica; and then in 2000 to Blackburn Rovers. Having taken the Ewood Park club back up to the Premier League he managed a series of respectable but trophyless seasons. The offer from Newcastle arrived in time for Graeme Souness to jump before he was pushed out of Blackburn.

It was difficult to know what Freddie Shepherd imagined he was getting from his new manager in 2004. By then the Scot had been a manager for 18 years at seven clubs in five countries, and it was clear to most observers that in the higher levels of football, Souness talked a better game than he walked. ‘First thing Monday morning, after a weeks’ gardening leave,’ wrote a reporter who probably echoed the Newcastle chairman’s fantasies, ‘Souness will be introduced to those United players, a precocious bunch whose indiscipline and ambivalence towards the ambition of the club brought about Robson’s reluctant departure. They are long overdue a good clip around the ear. In Souness, Shepherd has found someone who is not afraid to deliver that blow.’

The blow was quickly landed. The pugnacious Welshman Craig Bellamy, who had formed a productive goalscoring partnership with Alan Shearer, was predictably one of the first to fall out with his equally aggressive Scottish boss, and was banished to Glasgow Celtic. Laurent Robert, Olivier Bernard and Jermaine Jenas quickly followed him out of the door. Newcastle made the quarters of the UEFA Cup and the semis of the FA Cup but finished in the bottom half of the Premiership.

The job in the close season of 2005 was clearly to reinforce the defence and find a replacement for the 34-year-old Shearer. Graeme Souness spent tens of millions in that quest. He gave his former club Glasgow Rangers £8,000,000 for the French central defender Jean-Alain Boumsong, who had gone to Scotland on a ‘Bosman’ free transfer just a few months earlier. The deal attracted the attention of the police and the Stevens Report into football corruption. Boumsong lasted two seasons at St James’s Park before being sold to Juventus for less than £4,000,000.

But the signature signing of the Souness reign was that of Michael Owen. Real Madrid were paid a club record fee of £16,000,000 (a million more than Alan Shearer had cost ten years earlier) for the 25-year-old England striker in August 2005. It should have been the deal of the decade. Owen and Shearer were the most dangerous English goalscorers of their generation.

In the event, it turned out to be the signing which typified the last years of Owen’s career and the next five years of United’s existence. Owen – who had depended since his precocious teens on rapid turns and bursts of formidable speed – suffered injury after injury. No sooner had his signature been put on the contract than a thigh strain ruled him out of the start of the 2005–06 season. That set the tone. When he played, Michael Owen still scored goals. But in four seasons with Newcastle United he played only 79 matches, hitting the net 30 times. Seven-and-a-half goals a season was a poor return on £16,000,000.

United finished seventh in the Premiership in 2006. Graeme Souness had been sacked in February. More notably, Alan Shearer retired at the end of the season. He had won not a single trophy during his extended swansong at his hometown club, but he signed off as Newcastle’s record goalscorer with 206 strikes in 395 games. Satisfactorily, his 206th and last goal was against Sunderland. The sheet-metal worker’s son from Gosforth became a Deputy Lieutenant of Northumberland, a Freeman of Newcastle upon Tyne and an Honorary Doctor of Civil Law of Northumbria and Newcastle Universities. Oh, and a member of the Order of the British Empire. ‘When I was a young boy,’ he said, ‘I wanted to play for Newcastle United, I wanted to wear the number nine shirt and I wanted to score goals at St James’ Park. I’ve lived my dream and I realise how lucky I’ve been to have done that.’

Graeme Souness was replaced by Glenn Roeder. A stylish and respected defender with the club in the 1980s, Roeder had gained some managerial experience in the lower leagues and under Glenn Hoddle with England, before becoming first a coach and then manager of West Ham United. He was an Essex boy, but he did not have a happy time in east London: the Hammers were relegated and Roeder contracted a brain tumour. He was sacked in 2003, and in 2005 went to Newcastle as youth development manager.

After Souness’s dismissal Glenn Roeder, with Alan Shearer as his assistant, enjoyed a golden early spell as caretaker manager at St James’s Park. The club was lifted from the relegation area to seventh position, and in May 2006 he was given the job permanently.

Or as permanently as managers got at Newcastle in the 2000s. Roeder lasted almost exactly a year as permanent manager. The club won a strange, semi-technical European trophy in the form of the C-level Intertoto Cup, and occupied the top half of the table until the last few games of the season, when a bad run of just one win in ten games finished them in 13th place. Roeder was hampered by the departure of the irreplaceable Alan Shearer, by an unprecedented number of injuries to senior players (not least Michael Owen, who played three matches in the whole campaign after being injured while playing for England in the 2006 World Cup Finals), and by the board’s refusal to invest in major talent. A decent man who was given an impossible task, Glenn Roeder was fired in May 2007.

It was not Roeder’s fault, argued one commentator. The malaise lay elsewhere in St James’s Park. ‘Ultimately the reason that Newcastle have underperformed has been that the board have badly managed the club. Despite pouring money in, there is a sense in which the club has been a vast popularity project for directors. They seem to have seen their role as representing the fans to the manager – and not shielding the manager in times of crisis. Indeed the directors have too often been led by short term enthusiasms – often taking decisions behind managers’ backs … because of perceived popularity gains to be made. The Board ultimately have held Newcastle back.’

The board itself soon went. Shortly after appointing Sam Allardyce as manager, the Hall family sold their shares to a businessman named Mike Ashley. Freddie Shepherd subsequently also sold his holding to the same buyer. The Hall/Shepherd era ended in July 2007. Newcastle United was withdrawn from the stock exchange and became a private holding. At a cost to its new owner of around £135,000,000, the Mike Ashley administration began.

Mike Ashley was a 44-year-old sporting goods multi-millionaire. Previously known as a publicity-shy recluse, he promptly contradicted the image by acting as no other owner of Newcastle United or any other major English football club had ever behaved. Ashley installed Christopher Mort, a corporate lawyer, in Freddie Shepherd’s old chairman’s office – and then Ashley himself, who was Buckinghamshire born and bred, proceeded to apply for full membership of the Toon Army.

The wealthy middle-aged entrepreneur appeared to be attempting a second adolescence. He spurned his own director’s seat, joining the fans in the stands wearing a team shirt. He watched the Sunderland derby at the Stadium of Light from the away end in his black-and-white stripes. He ostentatiously drank beer during matches.

He and chairman Mort negotiated Sam Allardyce’s departure after the big midlander had spent half an unsuccessful season in the job, winning just eight games out of 24 in the first part of the 2007–08 season. Instantly, like any other besotted Newcastle United fan, Ashley re-appointed Kevin Keegan as manager.

The third coming of King Kev was an avoidable mistake. It was a move made more from sentiment than considered judgement. The Keegan who had played two seasons for Newcastle United in the early 1980s had been an experienced international footballer relishing the twilight of his career in the company of several excellent younger team-mates, playing against Second Division opposition and enjoying the adulation of an adoring Geordie crowd.

The Keegan who became United’s manager in 1992 was then fresh from an eight-year break from football. He returned to the game like a hurricane. All of his characteristic drive and enthusiasm, coupled with eight years watching and analysing English professional football from his armchair, made him a new force in management which his opponents, at least initially, could neither understand nor contain. As was noted earlier, despite winning no trophies but the Division One (old Division Two) title, he became the most successful results-based manager in Newcastle’s history. He did it all with uncompromising flair. And of course, he signed Alan Shearer.

But the Kevin Keegan who returned to the manager’s chair at St James’s Park in January 2008 was a different man. The signs of his future erratic behaviour had been on the Gallowgate wall in 1997, when he decided in the middle of the season that ‘he no longer wishes to continue in football management at this stage in his life.’ Eight months later he became ‘Chief Operating Officer’ at Fulham FC, and took over as manager there in 1998. With his trademark burst of irresistible energy Keegan took Fulham out of Division Two and into the top flight. He then became the manager of England in 1999 – only to walk away from that job the following year, saying ‘I have had all the help I have needed to do my job properly, but I’ve not been quite good enough.’ In 2001 he took over at Manchester City, and also guided them out of the second tier into the first, before announcing his decision to retire not only from City but from all football management in 2005.

So when Kevin Keegan sensationally agreed to return to St James’s Park early in 2008, his career pattern was clear. As a manager his drive and exuberance convinced everybody – his players, his employers, the media, and even himself. But it was short-lived. Those qualities, coupled with investment in good players, were enough to lift an affluent club out of the second tier of league football. But he lacked the depth, the tactical wisdom, the mental toughness and ultimately the confidence to manage teams at the highest level. As he was essentially an honest man, he was quick to accept his failings and to walk away. But he was also in love with football and could not resist returning time and again to give it another try …

So when in January 2008 Kevin Keegan announced ‘It’s nice to be home. I’m delighted to be back’ and signed a three-and-a-half year contract, only the most optimistic Geordies – of which there are tens of thousands – expected him still to be on Tyneside in 2011.

He lasted eight months this time. Early in September 2008 a protracted dispute with Christopher Mort and Mike Ashley resulted in King Kev leaving Newcastle United, probably for the last time. There were arguably good reasons for his 2008 departure, which were unrelated to his own abilities. Ashley and Mort had recruited the former Wimbledon and Millwall hard man Dennis Wise to Keegan’s managerial team. Wise was always too much of a latterday cockney version of Keegan’s old adversary Billy Bremner for Kevin to love. When Keegan said in his resignation statement that ‘a manager must have the right to manage’, he was alluding to the unwanted interferences of Director of Football Dennis Wise. Matters were brought to a head when Wise saw on the internet video site YouTube the midfielder Ignacio González playing for Valencia, and signed the Uruguayan on loan against Keegan’s wishes (González played two matches for Newcastle United). But it was difficult to avoid the conclusion that if Dennis Wise had not upset the Keegan applecart, something else would have pushed him. Kevin Keegan was, ultimately, too sensitive a flower to bloom perennially in the harsh climate of the English Premier League.

Among all this chaos, which resulted in passionate fan protests at a ‘cockney mafia’, Mike Ashley putting the club up for sale and the owner feeling suddenly afraid to sit even in the directors’ box at St James’s Park, it was perhaps remarkable that Newcastle sustained a mid-table league position in the top flight. The succession of managers had signed some useful players. Those players may not have been sure who was selecting them from one week to the next, but even without consistent direction they were good enough to win as many games as they lost. After a shaky start Obafemi Martins was proving his worth upfront, in the occasional company of Mark Viduka and Michael Owen. At the back, Shay Given had developed into one of the finest goalkeepers of his generation.

So when Joe Kinnear took on the manager’s job, supposedly as a ten-week holding operation while Ashley sold the club, he held a decent hand of cards. A former Republic of Ireland international with a solid managerial record at Wimbledon and Luton Town, Kinnear was an interim manager who could have been much more. At a time of economic recession Mike Ashley failed to find a buyer for Newcastle United, and Kinnear’s contract was extended until the end of the 2008–09 season.

It would be the most traumatic season for many years. Joe Kinnear made some promising signings, bringing in the experienced Danish forward Peter Lovenkrands, the accomplished midfielder Kevin Nolan from Bolton Wanderers, and the England under-21 international defender Ryan Taylor from Wigan. The last transfer was a classical case of ‘if you can’t beat ’em, sign ’em up.’ Ryan Taylor was emphatically not a goalscorer. He netted just six times in 56 appearances for Wigan. But four of those goals came in four games against Newcastle in 2007 and 2008.

On the debit side, the long-serving Shay Given was sold in January 2009 to Manchester City for almost £6,000,000. The loss of Given, who would be described as ‘one of the five best goalkeepers in the world’ by his future Manchester City manager Roberto Mancini, could have been catastrophic. Luckily one of the most extraordinary Newcastle United players of all time was there to replace him.

Steve Harper had been a Newcastle player for longer than Shay Given. The Easington boy signed at St James’s Park from the Wearside non-league side Seaham Red Star as a teenager in 1993. But as understudy first to Pavel Smicek and Shaka Hislop, and then to the apparently irreplaceable Given, Harper did not make a first team debut until 1999. He had lengthy periods on loan to several lower division sides, and extended spells in the first team during Given’s injuries in 2007 and 2008 before his moment arrived after the transfer window of January 2009, when Shay Given left.

Steve Harper, at the age of 34 years and in his 16th year at Newcastle United, became first-choice goalkeeper. In the previous 16 years, Harper had played only 72 league games for Newcastle. But the north-easterner would not let his club down. In the first half of the 2008–09 season Shay Given conceded 37 league goals in 22 games. In the second half, Harper conceded 22 in 16 matches. They were playing against similar opposition in similar circumstances behind a similar defence, but Given picked the ball out of the net 1.7 times in each game, whereas Harper kept it down to an average concession of 1.4 per match. He may not have been a better keeper than the Irish international, but the disaster was not Steve Harper’s fault.

It was the fault of dysfunctional executive management and its malign effect on a team which was, player for player, too good to be relegated. An avalanche of misfortune hit the club in the first months of 2009, and the executive was unable to cope with it. In January Newcastle United was disappointingly, but not tragically, hovering in around 12th place out of the 19 Premier League clubs – four places above the relegation zone. They still fell into most pundits’ category of a team which was just about strong enough to stay up.

In February Joe Kinnear was hospitalised for a heart bypass operation. The former first team coach and Kinnear’s assistant manager, Chris Hughton, became yet another stand-in manager at St James’s Park. It was a baptism of fire for Hughton. A series of abject draws and defeats saw the club slump quickly into the relegation zone. In a move of pure desperation, on April Fool’s Day 2009, Alan Shearer was made manager, Iain Dowie assistant manager, and Dennis Wise left the club. Shearer won just one match while in charge. On 24th May 2009 Newcastle United lost 1-0 to Aston Villa and were relegated in 18th place to what was by then called the Championship, but which Hughie Gallacher and Jackie Milburn would have known as Division Two. ‘I am feeling raw inside,’ said Alan Shearer, the inheritor of their goalscoring mantle, as his team dropped out of the top division in English football for the first time in 16 years.

Mike Ashley had not been able to sell a Premier League club in an international recession, and he could find no satisfactory buyers for a Championship outfit. The summer months of the 2009 close season echoed with rumours of one consortium or another preparing to offer upwards of £80,000,000 for a football club with as much potential as any in western Europe. But after a series of aborted negotiations, Ashley took the club off the market once again.

It was altogether a strange, unpromising pre-season. There was no full-time manager, just the unassuming Chris Hughton holding down a temporary post. Newcastle were thrashed 6-1 by lowly Leyton Orient in a warm-up friendly. It may have been a blessing in disguise. ‘Getting tonked 6-1 was a shambles, but brought a few things to light,’ said Kevin Nolan. ‘It showed who wanted to be here and who didn’t … The media frenzy was ridiculous. Reports saying we were going to do another Leeds sort of spurred us on. We promised each other we’re all going to be together and nobody is going to break the bond as players and staff.’

A week before the start of the season Sir Bobby Robson died. The man who had been so badly mistreated by his hometown club five years earlier, and whose continued presence at St James’s Park might have forestalled much of the trouble which followed his departure, succumbed to the cancer which he had nobly battled since 1992. Of all the tributes, that of UEFA president Michel Platini was best phrased. ‘He will be remembered not only for his playing career,’ said Platini, ‘and his outstanding managerial career at both club and international level, but also because he was a truly warm and passionate human being.’

On 8th August 2009 Newcastle’s Championship season began with a 1-1 draw with West Bromwich Albion at The Hawthorns. After that, Chris Hughton’s team took off.

The great club servant Shola Ameobi got the season properly underway with all of Newcastle’s four goals in two home wins over Reading and Sheffield Wednesday. Four more consecutive victories followed, and by the end of August Newcastle were sitting on top of the Championship. They would stay there for almost all of the rest of the campaign, and would never slip out of the top two promotion places.

The ghosts of two of the clubs better managers were laid to rest in six days at the end of September and beginning of October. In the league match at Ipswich Town which Newcastle won 4-0 – both sides wore shirts commemorating Bobby Robson. And on 2nd October an employment tribunal awarded Kevin Keegan £2,000,000 in damages for his ‘constructive dismissal’ a year earlier.

On 27th October, following a 2-1 win over Doncaster Rovers that put the club back at the top after a brief slide into second place, Chris Hughton was appointed permanent manager until the end of the season. It was no more than he deserved. Hughton made his way to the top job by the back door. But the quiet, intelligent, dedicated Irish international and former Tottenham full-back would prove to be the solution that the directors had failed to spot, perhaps because he was quietly dedicated and had been right in front of their eyes for almost two years.

Then the boys got down to work. ‘Even players were saying [the previous few years] was like being in EastEnders,’ said Kevin Nolan. ‘What we’ve tried to do is close ranks and bring it back to being a football club. You can look back to when the club last went up in 1993 and mistakes were made from then until 2009 and some of them were major, major mistakes, whether it was transfers or behind-the-scenes … We now have a management … They allow us to manage the dressing room but if Chris comes in and says ‘‘no, that’s not right, this is what we do’’, then that’s it. It’s finished, no matter what we say. When Chris wants something he gets it. He is a great manager, a great fella. Make no mistake, they manage, we just play.’

Hughton depended largely on English players, with three crucial north-easterners in Steve Harper, defender Steven Taylor and top scorer Andy Carroll. Fabricio Coloccini added uncompromising Argentine power and Jose Enrique gave penetration to the defence, and Peter Lovenkrands offered art and experience to the forward line.

It was all too much for most of the rest of the Championship. West Bromwich Albion and then Nottingham Forest nipped at the heels of the club without ever seriously threatening Newcastle’s dominance of the division. St James’s Park was occupied in most home games by upwards of 40,000 loyal fans – attendances that almost all Premier League clubs would envy – rising to 47,000 and 48,000 as promotion grew closer, and topped off with 52,000 celebrating the Championship title at home to Ipswich on 24th April 2010.

Newcastle United’s average home gate in 2009–10 was 43,388. That was not only the biggest in the Championship by a country mile; it was also bigger than all but three Premier League clubs – Manchester United, Arsenal and Manchester City. The average Premier League attendance in 2009–10 was 34,154. The average Championship crowd was 17,959, and would have been much lower but for the presence in the division of Newcastle United.

Playing in the second tier of English football, Newcastle attracted more regular fans than did the high-flying Chelsea, Liverpool, Aston Villa, Everton, and every other Premier League team but the three mentioned above. They were, in short, the fourth best supported club in England.

That emphasised once again the old and festering contradiction. How could a football club that big, with such obvious potential to occupy a permanent place at the apex of world club football, so consistently under-achieve?

There are many answers and they cover the whole pyramid of the club, from peak to base. Newcastle United has been restricted by ownerships which have been egotistical, greedy, self-serving and ultimately too ignorant of the game of football to keep pace with the fast refinements and improvements to the sport at the end of the 20th century and beginning of the 21st.

The ownership’s bafflement by what was going on all around them – in Manchester, London, Milan and Barcelona – was reflected in managerial appointments and player purchases which were inadequate, chaotic, and inspired by no consistent philosophy of how a top-level modern football team should perform. Those players then found themselves directionless and confused, reduced to trying as individuals to impress one short-lived team manager after another, and football is not a 100-metre sprint, not an individual’s sport, but a team game which accumulates results over the best part of a year and relies upon the intimate cooperation and implicit selflessness of a dozen or more players.

The masses who sustained the whole edifice, the huge foundations at the base of the pyramid, rarely withheld their passionate support but grew impatient and angry with the performances and results. They could look at English football’s attendance figures and justifiably wonder why their team did not reflect their loyalty. And the supporters’ loud frustration fed the uncertainties of the players, the management and the ownership …

Newcastle United would play once more in the Premier League in 2010–11. The fans would certainly be with them. The manager and many of the players who returned them there had earned the opportunity to work at the highest level. For as long as he retained his asset the undistinguished owner, Mike Ashley, would hopefully take better advice and, having taken it, sit back and allow the team and the management a period of calm and security and investment. He was unlikely to be spotted in the crowd in a black and white shirt, drinking beer.
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