
[image: image]


HARRY’S GAMES


 

 

 

 

 

Also by John Crace

Vertigo: One Football Fan’s Fear of Success

Brideshead Abbreviated: The Digested Read of the 20th Century

Baby Alarm: Thoughts from a Neurotic Father


HARRY’S GAMES

John Crace

Constable  •  London


 

 

 

 

 

Constable & Robinson Ltd
55–56 Russell Square
London WC1B 4HP
www.constablerobinson.com

First published in the UK by Constable,
an imprint of Constable & Robinson, 2013

Copyright © John Crace 2013

‘Anthem’ Words and Music by Leonard Cohen © 1992, Reproduced by Permeission of Sony/ATV Songs LLC, London W1F 9LD

The right of John Crace to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs & Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in Publication
Data is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978-1-78033-911-5 (hardback)
ISBN 978-1-78033-912-2 (ebook)

Typeset by TW Typesetting, Plymouth, Devon

Printed and bound in the UK

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

Jacket design & typography © www.blacksheep-uk.com; Cover photograph © Alamy


 

 

 

 

 

For Jill


Contents

Introduction

1   Harry Kicks Off

2   In the Dock and the Dugout

3   Just About Managing

4   England Expects

5   Hammering Out a Deal

6   Going, Going . . .

7   Rival Bids

8   Coming Up Short

9   Winning His Spurs

10   Bouncebackability

Bibliography

Index


 

 

 

 

 

Ring the bells that still can ring

Forget your perfect offering.

There is a crack in everything

That’s how the light gets in.

From ‘Anthem’ by Leonard Cohen
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Introduction

8 February 2012

Shortly after 11.30 a.m. on Wednesday, 8 February 2012, the tannoy crackled inside Southwark Crown Court: ‘All parties in Mandaric and Redknapp to go to Court One.’ The journalists, TV reporters and football fans – who had been kicking their heels and drinking too much coffee ever since the jury had been sent out just before lunch the previous day – formed a scrum outside the door to Court One. The media ticketing system that had been introduced on the first day of the trial to guarantee everyone a place throughout had ceased to be operational on the second day. Ever since, it had been every man and woman for themselves in a land grab for the key seats in court. Or any seat, for that matter.

‘Good old Harry,’ said one radio reporter. ‘His timing always has been impeccable. He’s just made sure the verdict is the lead item on every lunchtime news bulletin. What a pro!’

With the also-rans of the press and fans in situ, the seating reserved for family, friends and FA and Tottenham Hotspur officials began to fill up. As so often on the pitch, Redknapp was the top attraction in town. Finally, the two defendants – Milan Mandaric, the Serbian billionaire and former owner of Portsmouth FC, and Redknapp – entered the court. They both gave nervous smiles but their faces were drawn and they looked understandably edgy.

You could smell the excitement and fear in court. We were just minutes away from two versions of history. In one, the defendants would be found guilty and almost certainly sent to prison with Redknapp’s reputation and career in tatters. In the other, Redknapp would walk free, the allegations of tax evasion and financial chicanery that had dogged him for years wiped clean, leaving him a clear run at the top job in football. His Spurs team had been playing the best football in the Premiership and were in contention for the title and, ever since Fabio Capello had announced he would stand down as England manager after Euro 2012, he had been everyone’s favourite successor.

Finally, something was going to have to give. These two differing histories could no longer run in parallel as they had done for the best part of two years, ever since the authorities had decided there was a case for Redknapp to answer over this latest investigation into his tax affairs. There had even been rumours the FA had asked sports editors not to make a big deal of the impending court proceedings in the run-up to the trial as they didn’t want to queer the pitch for their chosen one. Normally, the idea of any sports editor obliging the FA would have been laughable, just another oddity in the long line of myths and legends that seem to surround Redknapp wherever he goes. It was impossible, however, to ignore the fact that the case had received remarkably little attention alongside consideration of Redknapp’s football credentials in the sports pages.

It was odd that these two versions of Redknapp’s future had managed to co-exist at all, let alone survive for so long. With any other man, the two charges of tax evasion would have thrown serious doubt on his suitability for the England job. But Redknapp wasn’t any ordinary man: he was everyone’s exception. Other British football managers may have had more success, but few have been more universally loved, and, over the years, he has acquired the status of a national treasure. Football writers like him because he always gives ‘good quote’ and the fans like him because his teams generally play entertaining football. His weaknesses are part of his charm.

Redknapp is a man whom other men – myself included, at times – are not ashamed to love. There is something about him that makes you feel as if you know him when you don’t; he has genuine charisma. Unlike other public figures who often appear to regard dealing with the press or meeting the riff-raff as an unavoidable hazard of the job, Redknapp gives the impression he enjoys it. He’ll stop the car and wind down the window for a chat and he has the knack of making eye contact with you. He makes it feel natural, relaxed.

At one point in the trial, a mobile phone had rung in the public gallery. The ring-tone of ‘Glory, Glory Tottenham Hotspur’ had been greeted with a smile by everyone other than the judge and the prosecution, and during the first break in proceedings afterwards Redknapp had made a point of sharing the joke with the fan whose phone had rung. When he talks, it’s as if he knows you, as if you’re an old mate with whom he’s sharing a confidence. Above all, he makes you feel as if you aren’t imposing; that his time is your time.

As with most with other national treasures, people tend to read into Redknapp whatever it is they want to see. For some, he is the what-you-see-is-what-you-get, always-ready-to-have-alaugh character out of an Ealing comedy; for others, including the police and the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS), he is the East End working-class wide boy. The archetypal dodgy geezer.

Both versions of Redknapp are hopelessly simplistic. You don’t get to manage one of the top clubs in England just by cracking jokes and being charming. Many modern footballers have egos as big as their weekly earnings and require a manager with a will of iron. While faced with a possible prison sentence, Redknapp had got his Spurs side playing better than they or the fans ever dreamed possible. Hardly a soft touch, then. He even appeared to take heart surgery in his stride just before Christmas the previous year.

Neither did the dodgy geezer caricature entirely stack up. There had been rumours swirling around about Redknapp’s financial dealings for more than a decade, the most vociferous of which had been Tom Bower’s allegations about Rio Ferdinand’s transfer from West Ham to Leeds in his 2003 book, Broken Dreams. Redknapp had always denied them but had never sued Bower for libel. Rather, he had been cleared of taking bungs by the Stevens inquiry into corruption in football in 2007. He’d then been released without charge in November of the same year after being arrested on suspicion of conspiracy to defraud and false accounting in connection with the Amdy Faye transfer.

You’d have thought that having been cleared twice might have put an end to the whispers about Redknapp, but the rumours continued to persist and the City of London Police and the CPS seemed to be determined to have one last crack at making them stick. It was their judgement, as well as Redknapp’s career, that was in the balance and would be determined in the next few minutes. Yet just who Redknapp really was – what really made him tick – would still be up for grabs either way.

‘The thing is this, John,’ a former top manager said when I told him I was planning to write a book about Redknapp, ‘no one’s going to talk to you right now. I mean, his friends will, but they will just tell you what a wonderful bloke he is, which is really dull and not much help. You might get a few of his old enemies to say something, but everyone has heard what they’ve got to say many times over already. And the people who are more neutral and could give you a more balanced view are going to keep their mouths shut now Redknapp is a bit of a national hero. So you’re a bit stuck.’

‘Would you be willing to give me any insights?’ It seemed worth a try; I had nothing to lose.

‘You’ve got to be joking. I work in this world. I’ve got to live with these people.’

This wasn’t particularly worrying, as the manager hadn’t told me anything I hadn’t suspected myself. I didn’t see any future in approaching Redknapp himself for an interview, even though the Spurs media bods I’d chatted to at the trial hadn’t ruled out the possibility of him agreeing to talk to me. Redknapp had already written one autobiography in the late nineties, had given dozens of interviews since and I couldn’t imagine that he would have anything much to add until such time as his agent negotiated a seven-figure advance for the second instalment of his autobiography on his retirement.

Neither could I run the risk of falling even more under his spell. During the course of the trial, we had had a number of brief conversations – we’d never met before – and each time he had held me spellbound. This was partly because I could never rid myself of the childish football fan within – ‘I can’t believe the Spurs manager is actually talking to me’ – but mostly because of his seemingly innate ability to generate a sense of intimacy where none exists. If I felt like this after a few brief encounters, what would I be like after some lengthy conversations? I had the feeling that Redknapp had the power to make me believe anything he wanted me to believe, so a little distance might be useful.

Even more to the point, these were delicate times for Redknapp. With the trial over and his future up for grabs, Redknapp’s advisers would be giving him a crash course in being as bland as possible, so even if he did give me an interview he would be bound to say next to nothing and still require copy approval of anything I wrote. So, much as I personally couldn’t think of anything better than hanging around the Spurs training camp and shooting the breeze with Redknapp, I had to accept it would be a waste of time for both of us. Another time, another book, maybe.

In any case, I didn’t want to write a standard biography. Most of the important events of Redknapp’s life were already public knowledge and trawling through his career, season by season, looked unlikely to turn up anything new. One of the most interesting men in football deserved better than that. I didn’t want to indulge in either empty praise or bitchy back-stabbing – I wanted to understand Redknapp, to think about what he had achieved, to see how many different Redknapps there actually were and whether they could be unified into a consistent, if complex, whole. And given that the first six months of his sixty-sixth year were shaping up to be as dramatic as the previous sixty-five years put together, it would be especially fascinating to watch the present unfold and piece together just how much it was informed by the past.

But how to do it? Like many football fans, I’ve wasted rather too much time thinking about the managers of the club I support; in my case, Spurs. The manager is the club’s heartbeat, the man who gets the credit when things go well and gets a kicking when they don’t; he is the club’s most visible symbol. So over the years, I’ve thought a great deal about Bill Nicholson, Keith Burkinshaw and Martin Jol and spent as much time trying to forget others, such as George Graham, Christian Gross and Jacques Santini. But of all the Spurs managers whose teams I’ve watched, I’ve spent more time thinking about Harry Redknapp than anyone else, principally because he’s infuriating – yes; intoxicating – yes; heartbreaking – yes; embarrassing – yes. But dull? Definitely not. He’s rarely out of the newspapers and his teams switch from the divine to the incompetent in the blink of an eye. Redknapp is nothing if not watchable.

Football specializes in narratives that are either dramatic or sentimental. Last-minute equalizers, heroic underdogs and comeback kids are its lifeblood. It has no time for the narratives that are more mundane, the everyday unremarkable ups and downs of unremarkable games in unremarkable seasons. Yet these are precisely the narratives that committed football fans live and breathe. Newspapers don’t care what a manager said a month ago, or even a week ago; all that matters is the next fixture, the next press conference, the next deadline. The only time a manager is held to account for the past is when he’s sacked, and even then the slate is wiped clean within seconds, with everyone’s attention focused on his replacement.

But fans remember the little things. They remember if a manager says he was going to buy a new striker and doesn’t; they remember the bad substitutions; and, along with the triumphs, they keep a running tally of the chinks, the inconsistencies and the contradictions in the narrative. They make the connections others miss. And right from the start of his time at Spurs, it became clear that Redknapp would be worth watching as much for the way the team played under him as for his subtle manipulations of history.

Spurs were bottom of the Premier League with just two points from eight games when Redknapp took over as manager in October 2008; by Christmas, the team was comfortably positioned in mid-table and the football world had come to accept as gospel Redknapp’s frequent assertions that he had turned a rubbish side into a good one. Everyone except the hardcore Spurs fans, that is. The way Redknapp had been talking, you could easily have believed he had taken over Northampton Town rather than the club that, in the three previous seasons before his arrival, had finished fifth in the Premier League twice and won the Carling Cup with near enough the same squad. Spurs weren’t a bad team made good; Spurs were a decent team who had been playing badly.

That may sound like semantics, but it’s not. It’s an important, if subtle, difference that was largely overshadowed by Redknapp’s more dramatic and self-serving account. It wasn’t that Redknapp’s version was an outright lie; it was just that it was only about eighty per cent of the truth; and it was the other twenty per cent that was the most interesting and was the true connection between the past under Jol and Ramos and the present under Redknapp. After that, Harry-watching became an essential weekly pastime. The man was so charming, and his teams sometimes so good, that you’d find yourself believing anything given half a chance . . . and enjoy doing it.

There were practical drawbacks to relying on Harry-watching for the connections. Most obviously, I’d only become a proper Harry-watcher when he came to Spurs. Before that, he had just been another – if somewhat livelier than most – football manager. What I knew about him had all come from newspapers and I’d probably forgotten most of it. So I decided to track down the other Harry-watchers: the old-school, hardcore Bournemouth, West Ham, Portsmouth and Southampton faithful who had been paying good money to watch their teams long before Redknapp came on the scene and had continued to do so long after he had left. Like me, they would have observed Redknapp with an affectionate, yet objective, eye and remembered the connections others had missed.

And why stop there? It was time to track down the old local sports reporters who had turned up at deserted press conferences when no one from the national media would give Redknapp air time. Or talk to a sports psychologist who had worked closely with footballers from all divisions. And perhaps talk to the minor characters in the Redknapp story, people who had seen a lot but had previously said little. Put together all these people along with some of those who had had first-hand experience of Redknapp and I might just make sense of the man himself.

I talked to a football club chairman about my plan. I was expecting him to knock it, to wheel out the usual canards that only those who have played the game or been on the inside of it are qualified to talk about it. But he didn’t. ‘The supporters who watch the team week in, week out, home and away, aren’t stupid,’ he said. ‘They know their club and can see quite clearly what’s working well and what’s not. You can’t pull the wool over their eyes. People sometimes try to make out football is a tremendously complicated game. It’s not. If it was that complicated, most of the players wouldn’t be able to make a living out of it.’

Traditional methods of biography hadn’t really come close to pinning Redknapp down. He had remained everyman and no man, an elusive character in whom everyone saw the reflection that suited them. So maybe a less orthodox approach might just work. It might not reach the whole truth of Redknapp, but it would hopefully capture a truth – a recognizable, if different, truth. And if it didn’t, then I’d be no worse off than anyone else who’d looked for the meaning of Harry Redknapp. At the very least, the journey couldn’t fail to be fun and interesting. Just like Redknapp.

Some of the material I obtained in this way was eye-opening. Another chairman of a football club Redknapp had managed – he, too, would only speak anonymously – said, ‘Harry is a nice enough guy. You can have a lot of fun with him and he’s certainly no worse or better than any other manager. What you’ve got to remember, though, is this: football isn’t as bad as people say it is. It’s ten times worse. The manager and the players are all in it just for themselves. The game should be called “selfish” not “football”. The only way to survive is to trust no one. That was my mistake. I did trust and it just about bankrupted me.’

Other stories and observations were just too potentially libellous to use. They may or may not have been true. But no one would put their name to them and, as Redknapp generates at least as many fictional stories as factual, I couldn’t take a chance.

One remark did stand out, though, because it just about summed up everyone’s feelings about Redknapp. It came from a former player who had been managed by Redknapp: ‘He’s the best manager I ever played for and I can’t help loving him. If I had a chance to sign for him again tomorrow, I would. But he can also be a complete arsehole.’
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