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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.
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