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Dedication

It is a simple fact that in every phase of your life there are constant reminders of those who have helped you, guided you, loved you. I can thank the Lord for such a happy childhood and can still feel the warmth of my mother and father and the surrounding support of both sides of the family. Basically you are what your parents are; experiences may help to shape personality but the essence of the person is determined by the make-up of the parents and that is very much the case with me.

My brother Martin has travelled the same road as me and, although different in nature, he is nonetheless a product of our parents. No one could have a better brother.

My wife Cathy is the mainstay of our family. It is she who has carried the main burden of bringing up our three sons, Mark, Jason and Darren. This is more than I could have asked for and they have turned out to be fantastic sons and fantastic people. We have all got to thank her for being such a great wife and mother. It has always been Cathy’s way to stay in the background, but now it is time for her to accept some limelight. I gratefully acknowledge her role in any success I have had. Without her down-to-earth attitude to life and her unstinting support none of it would have been possible.

1995 is a summer I cannot forget. Cathy and I decided to go to Canada to visit my dad’s sister Isobel and her husband Sonny because I had a feeling during a telephone conversation that my Uncle Sonny was failing. Martin and I owe a lot to Sonny; he was a teacher and in our school days he tutored us privately in his own time in the quest to improve us academically, so I could not ignore the opportunity to visit him. During our many conversations I mentioned the possibility of writing my autobiography at some point. I asked him if I could include one of his poems as a mark of respect and he immediately agreed. Sadly he died four months later. Here are three verses from the poem he sent me after my mother Liz died, which celebrate her happy and caring nature and are very special to me.

Growing up in the thirties was really quite bad When money was scarce and most people were sad. Yet during those dark days of despair Liz still found time to help and to care.

Count all your blessings, Liz used to say Add them all up at the end of the day. Never mind if you only have one or two Remember some people are worse off than you.

I can still see Liz clearly in my mind’s eye Because fond memories of her will never die. It is then I thank God for the things that be For having met and known such a person as she.

That same holiday brought the tragic death of our nephew, Stephen, at the early age of nineteen. Even, or perhaps particularly, whilst I am celebrating the successes of 1999, it is difficult not to think back to those earlier times.

Alex Ferguson


Acknowledgements

Once the decision to go ahead with this book was taken it was simply a matter of getting the best sports journalist of our time to write it – step forward Mr McIlvanney. I asked my good friend Mike Dillon to sound out the great man because I knew how busy he was with The Sunday Times. Luckily the response was favourable. That was in January 1998 and over the next three months our trips to Glasgow together brought a flavour of the people who have played a part in my life. In the summer of 1998, Hugh and I continued to meet regularly whilst I started to write in longhand every fact I could remember of my life; this finally amounted to some two hundred and fifty thousand words – quite a bit of work. Then it was Hugh’s turn to make some sense of it and, in his words, ‘machine gun it’. But, my goodness, he has done a fantastic job; only he has the style to transform all those meanderings and bring such definition and order to the story of my life. Well done, Hugh – you are a genius. All those phone calls at ungodly hours – ‘Do you spell McLean with a small “c” and a capital “L” or is “mac”?’ It has been a pleasure to witness his professionalism.

Hugh’s niece Patricia Murphy also played a key role in the production of this book. Every time a wad of my handwritten accounts was ready, it was sent to Patricia to decipher, type out and send on to Hugh pronto. It is with great thanks that I acknowledge her work on behalf of both of us.

Similarly, I must thank my secretary Lyn, who made sure my handwritten script reached its destination safely, liaised constantly with the publishers and happily is always just a telephone call away.

I have been fortunate throughout my career at Aberdeen and Manchester United to have had wonderful people working for me – players, office and ground staff. I wish to acknowledge my debt to them.

Others whom I would also like to thank include Roddy Bloomfield, my publisher, and his assistant Nicola Lintern. Roddy met me regularly at the Cliff to offer help and encouragement. He worked closely with Hugh and stage managed the team of specialists (all eleven of them!) who played a significant part in the production of the book. My old friend Glenn Gibbons checked the early Scottish section of the manuscript and my long-time friend and colleague David Meek did the same for the Manchester United section. Others in the team who deserve credit are Alastair Macdonald and Cliff Buder who compiled the statistics, picture researcher Gabrielle Allen, copy editor Marion Paull, map designer Rodney Paull, book designer Bob Vickers, indexer Jill Ford, Hodder and Stoughton production director Sandie Steward and the Independent football writer Phil Shaw who read everything through as a final check and raised some most important points.



INTRODUCTION

WHEN he signed a contract in 1998 to produce this book, Alex Ferguson already had a remarkable story to tell. What he had achieved in eight-and-a-half years with Aberdeen and eleven Manchester United had assured him of a place on any list of the most successful managers in the history of British football. Yet there was a danger that the story would lack a natural climax, that it would have to conclude with the ache of one great unfulfilled aspiration. So Ferguson, the hater of loose ends, put that right by leading United through a season of unprecedented triumph. The European Cup that they and he had coveted for so long was brought back to Old Trafford and the Premiership title and the FA Cup were added along the way to complete the kind of treble that would seem outrageous in a dream. It was a pretty fancy way of keeping his promise to do everything possible to ensure that his autobiography was worth publishing.

I became involved with the writing of the book because I knew that Alex’s commitment to the project was sure to be unstinting. He had made it clear to me that he felt an obligation to be honest and comprehensive, to avoid the hypocrisy and bland fudges that are often found in an account of a career delivered by somebody who is still at work in it. I knew, too, that his memory was as prodigious as his energy. The combination was to enable him to unload an avalanche of detailed recollections spanning more than fifty years, much of the material set down at breakneck pace in his own hand within whatever gaps he could contrive in a daily schedule that would constitute a tough week for the average workaholic. It was typical that during the fortnight or so in which the championship was clinched and the two cups were won, he churned out about fifteen thousand words of that stream-of-consciousness testimony, never taking time to break the flow into anything as orthodox as paragraphs.

The riches contained in Alex’s tireless scribbling somehow became mountains of typescript at the hands of my wonderful niece, Patricia Murphy. In addition to those heroic endeavours, she devoted many weekends to helping me with the painstaking process of turning Alex’s splendidly voluminous notes (two hundred and fifty thousand words can fairly be called voluminous) and the fruits of countless conversations into the finished text. For all of that labour, and the warmth with which it was performed, I am forever in Patricia’s debt.

In trying to assist Alex to present himself accurately to the reader, I have been heavily influenced by his dislike of over-simplification. He readily confronts the complexities of his world and other people’s and his enthusiasm for language encourages him to reach out for means of expression that allow no truck with over-the-moonery. He prefers thought-out answers to stock responses, and English to jargon. If the odd touch of the lyrical occurs in the following pages, it originated in something Alex said or wrote down. As was to be expected, he was most expansive when dealing with his family and the Clydeside background that shaped his values. For my part, I was delighted to accept that this should not be simply a football book but rather the story of a life in which a great game has been the vehicle for expressing a passionate and fascinating personality.

Amid all the hard work, there has been plenty of fun. For those who know him mainly through television glimpses of him on the touchline, the familiar image of Ferguson is the one created by his addiction to winning: a man whose face is clenched with tension and who appears to be spitting blood. In fact, laughter is never far away when he is around, and there is no better company once relaxation has been earned, especially when his wife Cathy and their three sons are also on the scene. It must be said, however, that it pays to have a pair of spiked shoes handy if he decides to organise one of his notorious quizzes. They brim with so much controversy that they could have made a brawler out of Gandhi.

At every stage of my work on the book, I have received priceless support from many sources. As publisher, Roddy Bloomfield has been a model of kindness, intelligence and, when necessary, tolerance. Roddy’s assistant, Nicola Lintern, has been a bright and reassuring presence, and no doubt endeared herself as much to the courier companies as she did to me. Between Nicola and Lyn Laffin, Alex’s marvellous secretary at Old Trafford, the delivery organisations were kept busy. It was a further indication of how agreeable working with Hodder and Stoughton was that even discussion of the legal implications of certain passages in the book proved much less fraught than it might have been. Jane Phillips, the distinguished barrister acting as the firm’s consultant, was positive, practical and friendly.

Phil Shaw, David Meek and my old punting partner from Glasgow, Glenn Gibbons, rendered invaluable service with some thorough checking. Another stalwart when it came to steering me clear of pitfalls was John Watt, who didn’t know when we began out friendship forty years ago that he was going to be so ruthlessly exploited eventually as an archivist. Ken Jones, too, was roped in at times but if you are as knowledgeably immersed in football as the doyen of the Independent’s sportswriters is, pals will always make use of you. Both Alex and I are lucky enough to have Mike Dillon as a friend, so there was no escape for him. We have both lost count of the favours Mike has done for us. In my case, much the same could be said of Alex Butler, the Sports Editor of The Sunday Times. I could not have asked for a more helpful boss. And in the middle of the whole operation, I had the steadying influence of my agent and friend, Geoffrey Irvine. No wonder my mother regards Geoff as the anchor of my professional existence.

There were occasions when the pressures of doing justice to the Ferguson assignment made me less than a bargain socially and Jae Moore has my warmest thanks for putting up with my glooms.

All the members of my family were, as always, immensely supportive throughout the long period of fevered behaviour that the writing of such a sizeable book was bound to involve for me. Apart from Patricia, there must be special mention of the backing I was given by those two great stars of my team, my son and daughter, Conn and Elizabeth. No father ever had more reason to be thankful than I have.

Nobody, of course, deserves more thanks from me than the new knight himself. He is an unmitigated marvel. If Alex Ferguson had never done anything extraordinary in football, it would still be one of the major privileges of my life to know him.

Hugh McIlvanney



MIRACLE AT THE
NOU CAMP

Among all my bright memories of the most dramatic climax ever produced by a European Cup final, there is an equally vivid recollection of a quiet moment a few hours before the Nou Camp exploded into delirium. I was making my way to the team coach at Manchester United’s hotel in the coastal resort of Sitges, about to begin the short journey into Barcelona for the biggest night of my professional life, when my son Jason said to me, ‘Dad, if you don’t win tonight it won’t change things. You will still be a great manager and we all love you.’ Who could fear anything after hearing words like those? I have been blessed in having a wonderful wife for more than thirty years and Cathy and I could not have had three better sons than Mark, Darren and Jason. It meant a lot to me that Cathy and the boys were in Barcelona, along with my brother and her sister and other close members of our family. I was glad to have so much supportive warmth around me on a day like Wednesday, 26 May 1999, which had as much potential for pain as for celebration.

I had gone to Spain convinced that, in spite of having to field a team seriously weakened by the suspension of Roy Keane and Paul Scholes, we could beat Bayern Munich and take the greatest prize in club football, the trophy United and I coveted above all others. We had just won the English Premiership for the fifth time in the seven years of its existence and had added the FA Cup to set up a glorious and unprecedented treble. But the European Cup had proved so cruelly elusive that I had to steel myself against the possibility of yet another disappointment. In each of the two previous seasons we had seemed good enough to win it, only to have our hopes crushed in the late stages of the tournament by a combination of injury problems and our own lack of the absolute conviction needed to finish off the highest calibre of opponents when we had them at our mercy.

After giving the last of my preparatory team-talks for the 1999 final at lunchtime on the Wednesday, I found myself sitting on the verandah of my hotel room in Sitges, looking out over the sea and wondering if perhaps this was one piece of silver destined to stay forever beyond my reach. If it did, I said to myself, I would still have reason to be satisfied with a career in management that had begun twenty-five years earlier at East Stirlingshire, where I learned when I took over that we didn’t have sufficient players to put a team on the park. I had won ten major trophies in Scotland and eleven with United, having taken the European Cup Winners’ Cup to both Pittodrie and Old Trafford (I have never included extras like the Charity Shield and the European Super Cup, because they are won with a single victory). Yet I knew I would be branded as falling short of the ultimate standard as a manager if I did not stretch that list to take in the European Cup. This was my eighth bid for it, three with Aberdeen and five with United, and at the age of fifty-seven I could not be presumptuous about my chances of going all the way to the final again.

Watching some of our supporters frolicking around in the hotel pool, there was a part of me that wanted to be as light-hearted as they were. They were relying on the players and my staff and me to deliver happiness to them. But I knew it would be dishonest to envy them their carefree mood. I had always craved the pressure of responsibility, of being asked to make things happen on the football field. All my working life had been a preparation for the challenge that was awaiting Manchester United a few miles away in the magnificent arena of the Nou Camp. My mind was so firmly fixed on what had to be done there that I may have been too brusque with the fans who were crowding the hotel lobby on the Monday before the match. They were mobbing the players and me and, dreading the distracting effects if those scenes continued over the ensuing two days, I enlisted the security people to clear the place. Several of the groups of supporters included children and I felt sorry afterwards about disappointing them. I cherish my affinity with the followers of United – they have made ours the greatest football club in the world – and I can only hope those who were ushered out of that lobby understand that, when I am focused on winning, everything is secondary to the welfare of my players.

When at last the waiting was over and we had travelled to the stadium and were in the dressing-room, I looked, as I always do, for signs of how the players were coping with the demands that were facing them. I found them utterly quiet but it was a healthy silence, the silence of concentrated minds. There was a strong sense of purpose in that room and by then there was little to do but wish them well. Once the game was under way, Bayern played exactly as I thought they would, relying heavily on long balls slung up to their front men, Carsten Jancker and Alex Zickler. What I could not foresee was that one such unsubtle attack would have disastrous consequences for us as early as the sixth minute. When Bayern were awarded a free kick on the edge of our box, they used Markus Babbel to block out Nicky Butt on the end of our defensive wall. Mario Basler side-footed his shot into the corner of the net and we were plunged into the nightmare of chasing the game against opponents who could emphasise their strengths and hide their limitations by applying a policy of unambitious containment. After that blow, it took us fifteen minutes to settle and even when we did our football did not approach the levels of fluency and penetration that had distinguished our best performances during the season. But at least we were the only team with a positive attitude. If we had taken the lead, we would have tried to kill off the opposition. The Germans were concerned with killing the game. With such a barren philosophy, they did not deserve to win but, as the minutes ebbed away, it looked increasingly likely that they would thwart us. I had always intended to bring on Teddy Sheringham and when he replaced Jesper Blomqvist with twenty-four minutes left we began to have more success in opening up the Bayern defence. Of course, the eager pursuit of an equaliser stretched us at times to the point of vulnerability and we might have been buried if the occasional German counter-attacks had brought a second goal for them instead of sending the ball against the woodwork twice. Those escapes apparently strengthened our players’ belief that all was not lost and, with Ole Gunnar Solskjaer on as a substitute for Andy Cole, we subjected Bayern to a late pummelling. However, when the stadium clock showed that the full forty-five minutes of the second half had expired, I began to prepare myself to handle defeat with dignity.

The Bayern colours had already been tied on to the Cup in readiness for the presentation to the winners and Lennart Johansson, president of UEFA, was making his way under the stands to perform the ceremony. Then, as the world knows, something almost miraculous occurred. Put starkly, what happened was that two David Beckham corners from the left led to two goals by Teddy Sheringham and Ole Gunnar Solskjaer but, as somebody suggested to me, such a description is about as adequate as saying that the Battle of Hastings was settled on a cut-eye decision. The magical transformation crowded into less than two minutes of stoppage time at the Nou Camp deserves more expansive treatment, and I will try to provide it when the Barcelona experience takes it natural place in the story I am setting out to tell. Surely nowhere in football’s past was there ever such an improbable or electrifying finish to one of the great occasions of the game. Bayern, who were totally gone after Sheringham scored and couldn’t have hoped to live with us if the match had carried into extra time, were like corpses when the amazing speed of Solskjaer’s reactions enabled him to jut out a leg and turn the ball forcefully into the roof of their net. We were like dervishes, and so were our supporters. The European Cup was coming to Old Trafford for the second time, after a gap of thirty-one years, and on what would have been Sir Matt Busby’s ninetieth birthday. For me, the result meant arriving at a peak of aspiration that had sometimes seemed unreachable. In the turmoil of celebration, there was a private corner of my mind that was recalling some of the key stages of the climb. I remembered … but perhaps I had better begin at the beginning.
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LAUNCHED ON
THE CLYDE

NO matter what kind of journey we make of life, where we started out will always be part of us. The greatest piece of fortune any of us can enjoy in this world is to be born into a loving family, and it is a double blessing when the surrounding community also gives us warmth and a sense of belonging. My gratitude to my parents is endless and so is my affection for Govan, the Clydeside district on the south-western edge of Glasgow that was our home.

To call Govan a district is an insult. It is a unique entity, a place with its own independent spirit and clearly defined personality. All that is natural when you consider that until 1912, when strong local opposition had to be overcome before Govan was incorporated into the city of Glasgow, it was the fifth largest burgh in Scotland. But the feeling of being special came from something more basic than civic history. It came, above all, from the working-class pride and energy generated by Govan’s worldwide significance as a birthplace of the big ships. When I was born on 31 December 1941, the production of the yards was more important than ever because of the Second World War, but shipbuilding and the upper Clyde had been synonymous for more than half a century before that time. When, in the 1970s, Jimmy Reid and Jimmy Airlie and other outstanding trade unionists lost their brave fight to save the industry from the virtual extinction that has overtaken it, an irreplaceable element was removed from Govan life forever. Anybody who has grown up in the shadow of the derelict yards that came to litter the banks of the river, cannot possibly imagine the clamour and vitality they, and all the engineering works that were crowded supportively around them, brought to the streets of my boyhood. At the end of a shift, those streets would be filled with thousands of hurrying men, nearly all of them wearing the cloth caps they called ‘bunnets’. It was an unforgettable sight, that tide of bunnets. I remember waiting at the gates of the yard where my father worked, eager to recognise him among the mass of grimy, heavy-booted figures clattering towards me, or looking from the back window of our tenement on to the main artery of the Govan Road to pick out his distinctive walk so that my mother could put his food on the table. I was never employed in the yards but my younger brother Martin joined Dad there and, like everybody else in the area, I grew up accepting that shipbuilding was part of the fabric of my existence. In a community that relies heavily on a single industry, there is an intensity of shared experience that draws people together and tends to make them appreciate the need to support one another. It has been said that the values great managers like Jock Stein, Sir Matt Busby, Bill Shankly and Bob Paisley brought to their jobs in football were rooted in their mining background. I have no doubt it is true and I am sure, too, that any success I have had in handling men, and especially in creating a culture of loyalty and commitment in teams I have managed, owes much to my upbringing among the working men of Clydeside. Strangers are liable to think our house in Wilmslow is called ‘Fairfields’ to strike a rustic note in suburban Cheshire. But it was at the Fairfield shipyard that Dad and Martin worked and I had the same reason for choosing the name as I did for registering my first racehorse as Queensland Star, which was a ship my father helped to build. I like plenty of echoes of Govan around me.

I am always slightly baffled by people who are quite happy to lose contact with their roots. Friendships forged in my earliest days remain as strong as ever for me. Two of my closest pals, Duncan Petersen and Jim McMillan, were with me in the local nursery when we were four. Duncan remembers being in the bed next to me when we were put down for a wee sleep in the afternoons. All three of us are still in regular touch with other mates, including Tommy Hendry, who played with us in Life Boys football. Tommy ranks as a latecomer because we didn’t know him until he was five and a half. It seems natural to us that connections made back then have lasted more than fifty years.

Most of my childhood memories are centred on the tenement we lived in. The address was 667 Govan Road, which meant it was on the corner with Neptune Street, a more than lively thoroughfare sometimes known, for obvious reasons, as the Irish Channel. Neptune Street was one of many reminders of how much of a magnet Glasgow had been for Irish people who crossed the water in search of work, and the Protestant—Catholic mix produced by that immigration was as volatile in Govan as anywhere else. But a glance at my family tree suggests why bigotry never had a chance of spreading its pollution among the Fergusons. Through all its branches, and for as far back as we can trace, there have been mixed marriages. That is a common pattern in the West of Scotland. Perhaps it doesn’t always breed religious intolerance out of the later generations but it certainly did so in our case. I am a Protestant married to a Catholic and my father’s circumstances were exactly the same, whereas his father was a Catholic married to a Protestant. The children of all three marriages were raised as Protestants but with a natural abhorrence of sectarian bitterness. My brother Martin and I grew up as passionate Rangers fans and Dad had no problem with that, although (typically scorning the obvious religious affiliations) he was a Celtic supporter. But Dad was so against the provocative flaunting of club colours that Martin had to hide his Rangers scarf behind the lavatory cistern. Since my mother’s Catholic faith was strong and my father never held any serious religious convictions, it is interesting that they chose to baptise their two sons Protestant (in my case at St Mary’s Church, near Govan Cross). No doubt the decision was related to their concern about our prospects when we reached working age. In those days it was standard for anyone applying for a job in our part of the world to be asked: ‘What school did you go to?’ If the answer was a Catholic school, the chances of being hired were instantly diminished, often obliterated. That kind of prejudice was especially prevalent in shipbuilding until the last two decades of its existence on the Clyde.

My Catholic Grandfather Ferguson, who was employed in building boats rather than ships, and in Dunbartonshire rather than Glasgow, was presumably spared the worst effects of discrimination. He was certainly no stranger to religious tension. In marrying my granny, Janet (Jenny) Beaton, he gained a father-in-law who was not only a staunch Protestant but so deeply involved in Freemasonry that he was a Provincial Grand Master. Old Beaton, who was a formidable character, was apparently placated by the fact that the couple had a Church of Scotland wedding and brought up their children, my father and his brother John and sister Isobel, in that faith. But trouble erupted when my granny discovered that on the quiet Grandad Ferguson had been taking my dad, who was then about four, to the Catholic church. She put a stop to that and from then on it was Church of Scotland and only Church of Scotland. The truth is, however, that in later life my father had little time for religion in any shape or form and found expression for his strong sense of principle in a devotion to humanitarian socialism. His independence showed when Great-grandad Beaton died and made him a bequest of his Masonic regalia. For moral reasons, Dad refused to accept it or to become a Freemason and the Past Master’s apron passed to my Uncle John. I have always been proud of that demonstration of integrity.

My father, Alexander Beaton Ferguson, was born in Renton, Dunbartonshire, in 1912. After his father was gassed in the First World War and invalided out of the army to a temporary hospital in Bellahouston Park, near Ibrox, the family moved to Glasgow to be closer to my dying grandad. They settled in Hamiltonhill, on the borders of the Maryhill and Possilpark districts of the city, and at fourteen Dad left school to help support his mother and younger brother and sister by working in various factories. My granny often told me of his bravery when he almost lost an arm that was caught in a machine. His left wrist was a terrible mess of scars and his right thumb had been removed by another factory accident, all of which meant that he was unfit for service when the Second World War came around.

The passion for football he developed in his teens made him instrumental in persuading Glasgow City Council to provide a social club for youngsters growing up on the north side of Glasgow where he lived, and later Hamiltonhill won the Scottish Boys’ Club Cup. Their left-winger, Jimmy Caskie, went on to considerable fame with Rangers and Scotland. Dad spoke proudly of those days. His own football career reached its high point in Belfast when he played for Glentoran alongside the man he said was the finest player he ever saw, the great Peter Doherty. By that time Grandad Ferguson had died, my granny had remarried a man named Johnny Miller and the family had moved to Northern Ireland, where Dad worked in the Harland and Wolff shipyard. By his mid-twenties he was back on the mainland, with a job in the BSA factory in Birmingham, and soon afterwards the entire Miller household was re-established in Scotland.

Their council house was at 357 Shieldhall Road in Drumoyne, which is really an extension of Govan. That is a particularly important address for me. I was born there. But first, to state the obvious, my father and mother had to meet. Dad’s sister, my Aunt Isobel, was employed in a factory known as Christies’ Wire Works in Broomloan Road, just round the corner from Ibrox Park. The premises have since been renamed Ferguson House and accommodate a job-creation programme run by Govan Initiative. They served as a marriage agency in 1940 when two attractive workmates, Aunt Isobel and her best friend Elizabeth Hardie, were discussing the opposite sex and Isobel suggested that Lizzie should meet her ‘big, handsome brother’. Dad was ten years older than the teenaged Lizzie but they fell for each other and were soon married. Just how soon had always been shrouded in vagueness but, being an inquisitive bugger, I was determined to find out the details. So on a recent visit to Aunt Isobel’s home in Oshawa, Canada, I confronted her about the circumstances of the marriage and got a decidedly shirty response. She was in no mood to tolerate any slights on her big brother, even from his son. ‘Your Dad was a great man,’ was her simple declaration. My willingness to agree with that claim was unlikely to be lessened by learning that Mum had become pregnant while they were courting. They married in June 1941, and I arrived on the last day of December. Being born on that date might seem a wonderful privilege for a Scot, considering how much celebratory enthusiasm the nation brings to Hogmanay, but, when I was a boy, it struck me as rotten luck. Its proximity to Christmas meant that the same present could cover the two occasions. Eleven months and twenty-one days after my arrival, our family was completed by the birth of Martin, so he was no better off than I was as far as presents were concerned. To be truthful, with the parents we had, neither of us was in danger of going short.

Our first home was in Broomloan Road but before long we were in the tenement two-bedrooms-and-kitchen at 667 Govan Road and it was there that all the upbringing I remember took place. We were very fortunate to have an inside toilet. Most residents of the Govan tenements had to share lavatories located in the stairwells of the buildings, an arrangement that would, for a start, have made it difficult for Martin to hide his Rangers scarf. Our facilities did not stretch to a bath, other than the big zinc one which was kept under the recess bed in the kitchen (where Mum and Dad slept). The term applied to that room may be misleading. In fact, it doubled as kitchen and living-room and was the hub of family life, as in most Glasgow homes. We had the original fire range, where a lot of the cooking was done, and a bunker for storing coal. Space was tight but there seemed to be enough for everything we needed. Martin and I shared a bedroom looking on to the Govan Road and, between the rattle of the tramcars and the hammering in the nearby Harland and Wolff shipyard, sleeping at night was seldom easy. There is a story in our family that the Fergusons once owned the land occupied by Harland and Wolff but all I know for sure is that their activities gave my eardrums some serious abuse. When we were kids, the other bedroom was rented out to an Irish couple, Frank and Madge McKeever, and they stayed with us for a number of years until they got their own house.

The average tenement was three storeys high and once you went through the entrance passageway, known as a close, you found three, and very occasionally four, flats on each landing. Our building housed the usual total of nine families and some of the numbers crowded into those small apartments were astonishing. Among our neighbours, the Law family had about sixteen living in a kitchen and one bedroom. When one of the sons, Joe, came home from fighting with the army in Korea, the entire clan turned out at the street corner to welcome him. With grannies, aunties, uncles, nephews, cousins and the rest, they must have numbered nearly a hundred. If the North Koreans had realised how much backing he had, they might have packed in early.

Govan in those days was a vibrant place, with a population which, by the end of the Second World War, had risen well beyond 100,000. In addition to Fairfield and Harland and Wolff, there was the third great shipbuilding company of Alexander Stephen and Sons to provide employment. There were also many jobs to be had at the huge dry dock, where major ship repairs were carried out. To me as a child, life around the tenements had all the buzz and variety conveyed in films showing streets in the poorer areas of New York earlier this century (like ‘Godfather II’). On Saturday mornings, our neighbourhood was alive with noise and movement as organ grinders, fruit sellers, backcourt singers and bookies’ runners competed for whatever few shillings people had to spare. There would be a beer delivery at the pub directly beneath our first-floor flat, Dick Welsh’s, and Martin and I would watch in fascination as the barrels were dumped off the lorries on to a sawdust sack and rolled down a hatch into the cellars. The coal merchant, Fletcher, could be heard streets away as he advertised his prices. He had a horse-drawn cart and that poor animal had to put up with all sorts of pranks while old Fletcher was lugging sacks of coal up the tenement stairs. Maybe I was easily enthralled, but at times I felt I was in the midst of a carnival.

Nobody could say it was the gentlest environment. My first school, Broomloan Road Primary, was not noted for blazers and badges. Elizabeth Thomson – a teacher there who earned my lifelong gratitude and with whom I keep in touch through regular correspondence and occasional meetings – says that when she took up her appointment it was rated the worst school in Glasgow, with the highest ratio of boys on probation. Nor were the adults in the area consistently law-abiding. One of the last men to be hanged in Scotland was convicted of a stabbing murder committed in Neptune Street and the victim was the uncle of a lad who played football with me at Harmony Row Boys’ Club. But there was never a shadow of menace over my boyhood. I was relaxed and generally carefree, although straying out of my own immediate locality had its risks unless I was visiting friends. Dunky Petersen, Jim McMillan and Tommy Hendry lived only about 300 yards from me, nearer to Ibrox Park, but I might not have ventured up there if I hadn’t been going to see them. Before emigrating to Canada, Aunt Isobel and Uncle Sonny were in a really tough quarter called Wanlock Street. Once, when my cousin Christopher, who suffered from polio, was being systematically bullied by a couple of lads, my auntie called me in to deal with them. I did the necessary but you can be sure I didn’t hang around in Wanlock Street.

Being able to take care of yourself, refusing to stand for liberties, was obligatory. One Saturday when I was about ten or eleven, and no doubt should have been engaged in more childish pursuits, I looked in on Docherty’s snooker hall in Broomloan Road. I thought my luck was in when a pair of youths in their late teens offered me a drink from a limeade bottle. After taking an eager swig, I almost vomited. The green liquid I was spitting and spluttering out of my mouth was urine. As the jokers dissolved in laughter, I went off to plot revenge. I seem to have been concerned with forward planning even then and my first priority was to find a piece of wood that would fit neatly into the loops of metal that formed the outside handles on the snooker hall door. Having set that aside, I went back in and unobtrusively picked up two balls from an unoccupied table. I waited until my tormentors were on the far side of their table before firing my missiles at them with all the violence I could muster. I scored two hits, catching one of the targets somewhere around the jaw. Then I darted outside, jammed the door shut with the wood and made my escape. Weeks later I was walking along the Govan Road when I saw the character I had hit on the jaw. He was with his girlfriend and he had a huge sticking plaster on the side of his face. I dived into a close in case he recognised me. Maybe he learned to think twice about taking the piss out of, or putting it into, wee boys.

There were no repercussions for me from that escapade but another that occurred shortly afterwards came back to haunt me at later stages of my life. The initial incident was simply one of those little playground scraps, of which I had my share. I had much the better of the skirmish but as the years went by I was unlikely to mention that juvenile victory, since the loser became one of the most notorious hard-men in Govan, somebody whose adult reputation was enough to loosen the bowels of an ordinary citizen like me. Willie Bennett, nicknamed ‘The Devil’ and once described in a courtroom as having ‘taken men’s faces off for a few pounds’, died as violently as he lived. My first post-schooldays encounter with him came while I was playing for St Johnstone. I was on my way to training at Petershill Juniors’ ground when he suddenly shouted at me from the doorway of a newsagent’s shop at Govan Cross. It was a summons.

‘Hey you! Ferguson!’

He was with his younger brother, Malky, who was another you wouldn’t regard as the ideal companion for a cocktail of an evening, and the group was completed by a well-known tearaway from Partick. Rapidly realising that my insides weren’t to be trusted, I tried to give Willie the hail-fellow-well-met treatment but he wasn’t listening.

‘I hear you’re playing for St Johnstone,’ he growled at me. ‘Well, I want a game.’

There was no question of, ‘Can you get me a trial?’ His next line was: ‘Fucking get me a game.’ Blathering some nonsense about talking to the manager that night, I managed to extricate myself and was at full gallop by the time I had turned the corner.

Fortunately, he did not follow up on his demand to turn out for St Johnstone and the next time our paths crossed was more than twenty years on, in the early Eighties, when I was manager of Aberdeen. I had agreed to a request from the Governor of Peterhead Prison to conduct a quiz for the inmates. It was one of those horribly cold, dirty nights when Peterhead is at its bleakest, and that is saying something. When the Governor told me on my arrival that he had been plagued by a problem all day I knew it had nothing to do with escapees. Anybody who had escaped in that weather into the surrounding desolation would have pleaded to get back into his cell. The actual nature of the Governor’s problem shook me slightly.

‘I’ve had one of your old pals from school giving me all sorts of trouble,’ he said.

Then he explained that Willie Bennett had been an absolute pest, thrusting himself forward as some kind of advance publicist for the quiz.

‘He’s been telling everybody what a great guy you are and he says he’s your best pal.’ As it happens, The Devil had not been a fellow pupil at Broomloan Road Primary. He attended another Govan school (one which, in spite of what Elizabeth Thomson says, was probably worse) but he and his schoolmates sometimes used our facilities. However, it was healthier to have him claiming me as a pal than recalling the distant day when I gave him a doing.

The Governor had arranged to hold the quiz in a large room that I imagine was a dining hall and it had been filled with rows of folding chairs. Some time before we were due to start, he called me over to look through a little window into the room and there, in that otherwise empty expanse of seating, was Willie Bennett. He was planted in the middle of the front row, with his arms folded and a concentrated expression on his face. There wasn’t another soul in the hall. I’m sure by then he had gone doolally, a bit stir-crazy. When the other prisoners had assembled, I walked in to start the proceedings and I greeted him straightaway.

‘Hi, Willie.’ He was on his feet immediately.

‘Alex!’ he shouted. ‘Tell them! You’re my mate, aren’t you? We were at school together in Govan. Tell them!’

‘Aye,’ I said. ‘And, by the way, he played for Glasgow Schoolboys.’

It was true and the mention of it had him preening like a peacock. There was no danger that he was going to be nasty but he went the other way and started acting like the master of ceremonies, running the show: ‘Hey, hey, out of order there! Just shut up now. One question per questioner.’ The prison staff were happy to let him carry on. Normally he didn’t give them a moment’s peace. Probably that day at the quiz was about as happy as Bennett was likely to be in what was left of his life. His murderous ways had caused him to spend most of his adult years in prison and he was no sooner out, at the age of fifty, than he was fatally stabbed in a brawl outside a Govan pub in 1991.

Many of the boys from Govan who were brought up with me ended up in jail or took to drink. The temptation to slide into that dead-end existence was all around us but most families had a working-class ethic founded on the parents’ determination to give their kids a chance. A majority of my friends responded to the encouragement they were given but, inevitably, there were others who did not have the strength to resist the influences that were always threatening to drag them down. And, of course, if the parents were weak, the children had little hope of making a success of themselves. Elizabeth Thomson says she could read sad stories of a troubled home life in the condition of pupils turning up for her class. Nobody could have had a better home than I had. Martin and I were never without the precious reassurance that came from knowing our mother and father invariably put our interests ahead of theirs, that they felt nothing was too good for us. We benefited, too, from the support that flowed in from the wider reaches of the family on both sides.

Unlike Dad, Ma came from a background with no religious complications. Her people were a hundred per cent Irish Catholic. Her mother, Susie Mansell, was born in Newry, Northen Ireland, and when Susie married Thomas Hardie it meant the merging of two large Catholic families. For some reason. Grandad Hardie went missing and later my granny remarried, a man called Sam Irwin, but the Hardies have remained a strong presence in my life and they have always shown a protective interest in my progress. My mother loved singing and dancing and was a superb birler on the floor. She and my dad’s sister Isobel went dancing two or three nights a week in their teens, often returning jam jars to secure the admission money. That recreation was curtailed when I arrived but she took it up again once I was toddling. She had a marvellous spirit and a deep, quiet courage.

There was an unmistakable strength about my father. Aunt Isobel was justified in originally describing him to my mother as ‘big’, if only because, at about five-ten, he was taller than most Scots of his generation. He could certainly be imposing, especially when his features were set in a characteristically stubborn expression under his full head of dark hair. He was the opposite of extrovert, and one of my persistent memories is of him sitting by the fire for hours, silently reading, but when his temper blew it could be like a volcano. I usually contrived to be out of the way of the consequences, leaving Martin, who had a much more lackadaisical disposition, to take the brunt of Dad’s anger. At the first sign of danger, I would be under the recess bed, hiding behind the zinc bath, keeking out at Martin taking the licks. The fact that I had probably instigated the mischief that caused the outburst was neither here nor there. If I needed to take refuge outside the house, such as when we were caught smoking cinnamon sticks in the backcourt, I sprinted round to Granny Irwin’s. I was her favourite and she wouldn’t let Dad lay a finger on me. One of the worst scrapes ever produced by Martin’s doziness was the result of our secret decision to ignore Dad’s warning that we must stay away from Rangers–Celtic matches. When bottle-throwing violence broke out at a game we attended in the early fifties, I wasted no time in getting over the boundary wall and on to the park. Martin hung around dreamily and next day there was a photograph on the front page of the Sunday Express showing him standing there with the bottles flying over his head. His face was circled in the picture and the words referred to ‘the boy who stayed behind’. Dad made breakfast for everybody on a Sunday morning and when he brought ours into the bedroom that day he had the Sunday Express in his other hand. Martin was almost wishing one of those bottles had hit him. When Dad turned on me, I lied through my teeth. ‘I was playing football,’ I assured him. Fortunately, he just about believed me.

Though there was less than a year between Martin and me, I was much the more active and dominant brother and, to be honest, I was not above bullying him. I would have died rather than let any outsider hurt him but, as boys do, I felt seniority gave me a right to give him a hard time. My mother used to warn me that at some point he would turn and make me pay but I laughed at the thought. That was a mistake, as I discovered when at last I pushed him too far. There was usually a poker thrust into our grate, to let air into the burning coals, and in his rage Martin pulled that red-hot poker out and hit me across the left thigh with it. I still have the livid scar that was left after I was treated at the Southern General Hospital.

As a boy, I had the feeling that I was never out of the Southern General. I had two hernia operations, then I was in with a kidney problem diagnosed when I started peeing blood. The odd accident added to the list, such as the gash to my arm that was the reward for trying to break through the glass-and-mesh window of the school gym to ‘borrow’ a ball for a game of football. Absences from class for medical reasons took their toll of my studies and contributed to the horrible disappointment of failing the qualifying examination I had to pass to move from Broomloan Road to Govan High School. At that stage Elizabeth Thomson, after a plea from my parents, took a personal interest in my case and became a heroine of my childhood. She was a stunningly attractive young woman and, like nearly all my schoolmates, I had a crush on her. On her wedding day, Martin and I rode a ferry across the Clyde and hiked further miles to Hillhead, in the west end of Glasgow, so that we could be on the steps of the church to greet her as she emerged after the ceremony. There is a photograph of the scene, with us looking like urchins in the little jerseys that were our standard schoolwear.

Elizabeth did a tremendous job of helping me to do myself justice at primary school and my continuing friendship with her is a wonderful, warming legacy of my childhood. When I passed the ‘qually’ (our version of the eleven-plus) it was with excellent marks that put me in the top stream at Govan High. But I arrived there a year later than I should have done, and then had to wait six months for the start of an academic year before I could be properly settled in a class. That meant I was thirteen and a half, and being pitched into a much younger group had a traumatic effect on me. The embarrassment I felt, especially in relation to the girls, was so deep that I never overcame it and the rest of my time at school was torture, at least as far as the lessons were concerned. My confidence took a hammering to an extent that I experienced in only one other phase of my life, when my spell as a player with Rangers ended in rejection. Both periods were so miserable that they might have done me permanent damage. Ultimately I was able to use those bad times to fuel the drive that carried me forward in later years but that didn’t seem likely while I was going through them. Sometimes the feeling of vulnerability I had then can come back to remind me that nobody is ever totally safe from the demons of insecurity. But I have learned a lot in my fifty-seven years about how to beat them down. At Govan High the positive attitude I had always shown previously gave way to a fear of failure. I was among high-achievers and the depressing fact that they were all nearly a couple of years younger than I was discouraged me from channelling my energies into trying to keep up with them. The course was demanding, with French and German added to the usual subjects, and I took the easy way out by cribbing from a few of my brightest classmates. Some were glad to assist because, in contrast to the sense of inferiority I had as a student, I was a minor hero to them as a result of my involvement with Govan High’s successful football teams. Football was my constant consolation in that period but I recognise that its influence was probably double-edged. If I had not been able to escape into the reassuring world available to me on the park, I might have been forced to cope better in the classroom. Obviously, any benefit I gained from copying other people’s work was purely cosmetic and the inadequacy of my own efforts was bound to be exposed in exams. At the age of sixteen, when I should have been preparing to sit for my Higher Leaving Certificate (the equivalent of A-levels), the headmaster told me something I already knew –that I had not performed solidly enough in the preceding four years to give me a realistic chance of doing well. The sensible alternative was to leave school and begin an apprenticeship in a skilled trade. My parents must have been disappointed but they were as supportive as ever, and there were no recriminations. The trade I was to enter was toolmaking but privately I was convinced that my future would be in football. It had dominated my dreams for as long as I could remember.

My first taste of it in an organised form came when one of the neighbours, Mr Boyd, took it upon himself to turn out a team from our block of tenements, which included about four closes. Rather grandly, he called the team Govan Rovers and opted for the Arsenal strip. There were two obstacles to my participation: firstly, I was seven and the Rovers were in an Under-12 league and, secondly, I had no football boots. I was precocious, so age was less of a problem than footwear and when another neighbour, Tommy Gemmell, earned my undying gratitude by presenting me with a pair of hand-me-down boots, I graduated from mascot to player. My biggest disappointment in those days was that Broomloan Road Primary did not have a teacher willing to take charge of a football team. We boys compensated by arranging friendly matches with nearby schools, St Saviour’s and Copeland Road. The Catholic St Saviour’s were making a habit of winning cups and leagues in the Govan area and two of their best players were pals of mine, Des Heron and Bernard McNally. Des came from the top end of Neptune Street and Bernard lived in a place known as the Wine Alley, which was as tough as it sounds. Bernard emigrated to the States and became a writer. Des made it as a professional footballer with Aberdeen and we are still friends. Cathy and I are godparents to his daughter. I can still kid him about Broomloan’s ability to beat St Saviour’s comfortably most of the time. We had a number of excellent players and it was frustrating that we could not play in a league. The Life Boys provided our outlet. Once it had been decided that Martin and I would be raised as Protestants, my mother made sure we had a Christian upbringing and at six or seven we were attending the local Bible school, the Shiloh Hall. I still have my first Bible from there, presented for perfect attendance. From the Bible school, it was on to the 129th Company of the Life Boys. Being in the Life Boys meant church twice on a Sunday. It also meant football and most of the good players from Broomloan joined the 129th.

The highlight of my football with the Life Boys was winning the Glasgow and District Cup, beating Polmadie Company in the two-legged final. We won the first game on our territory, the Fifty Pitches, a famous public layout in the Cardonald area, which adjoins Govan. There were once as many pitches as the name indicates but by the time I was growing up much of the ground had been claimed by the Hillington Industrial Estate. The journey across the south side of Glasgow to Polmadie for the second leg may only have been seven or eight miles but it was the furthest we had ever travelled for an away game and it was like being in another country. Only the playing conditions were familiar. Ash surfaces were standard on the public parks of the city and, in the dry conditions of summer, dust was forever swirling into your face. Wiping it away left big rings round your eyes and mouth and we were a strange sight at the end of that match. But that was the least of our concerns. We had finished 4–2 winners and what we felt was more than pleasure. It was joy. Our team manager, Johnny Boreland, bought us all ice creams with double nougat wafers and eating them walking down the Polmadie Road, with our boots tied at the laces and dangling round our necks, was the most exhilarating experience of my young life.

There was never enough football for me and my pals and as soon as the local boys’ club, Harmony Row, spread word that new players would be welcomed, the Four Musketeers – Duncan Petersen, Tommy Hendry, Jim McMillan and myself – were queueing up to enrol as members. The leader of the club was a man named Bob Innes and in many ways Bob was Harmony Row. It was his creation and he had given his life to it. The football team for our age group came under the control of a wonderful obsessive, Mick McGowan. I was already growing accustomed to adults who were as besotted with football as I was. Johnny Bore-land, my mentor at the Life Boys, was and still is a delightful fanatic about the game. When I visited him not long ago, I found he had a miniature goal set up in his back garden and, in spite of being old enough to have survived years in a prison camp during the Second World War, he let me know it was not for decoration.

Mick McGowan, who was in his thirties when I encountered him, not only had a passionate enthusiasm for football but a fanatical, one-eyed, all-consuming commitment to Harmony Row. Nothing and nobody came before the interests of the club. He was an impossible man. We all loved him but at one time or another fell out with him. My very first memory of anything that could be described as coaching is associated with Mick. He had taken a bunch of us from Harmony Row, which is a street right in the heart of Govan, to a nearby pitch called Polar Engine Park. We called it ‘the puggy’ because it was beside the main railway goods line running into the shipyards. Having gathered us around him, Mick started to explain the values of team play. At the age of ten or eleven, we weren’t too keen on enlightenment. We just wanted to get the ball out and play. But he kept on about passing and movement. Then he turned to me and said: ‘Alex, you dribble far too much. You will have to learn to distribute the ball.’ I was quite bright at school but I have to confess that I didn’t know what distribute meant, so I could not wait to get home and ask my dad for the definition. He knew every word in the dictionary, or so I believed. Dad did have an excellent vocabulary, and could help me with meanings much less obvious than the one I needed that day. But as the years rolled on, if I taxed him with an unfamiliar word, particularly a technological term, he delivered arbitrary judgements. ‘Spell it,’ he would say. When I did so, there would be a dismissal: ‘No such word.’ I would persist, passing him the book or newspaper I had been reading. After a few seconds’ perusal, he would give his final pronouncement: ‘No such word, never heard of it.’ He had his own ideas about how far the English language could stretch.

Harmony Row’s football was played in the Glasgow Boys’ Club league and our fixtures were scattered over a wide area. Our fiercest rivals were Bridgeton Boys’ Club and trips to their home ground on Glasgow Green, the renowned park located on the south bank of the Clyde in the city centre, were never relaxed excursions. As usual, the pitches were all black ash, so gravel rash was the one certain memento of any engagement, but there could be more serious hazards. During one cup game against Bridgeton BC the atmosphere was more than usually intense, with the field completely ringed by their supporters. We were winning 3–0 at half-time when my Uncle Andrew approached me and suggested that a quick getaway at the end of the match would be advisable. Uncle Andrew, who lived in Oatlands, on the same side of the river as the Green, had overheard a gang of about thirty young lads mouthing dire threats. News of the danger spread with amazing speed through the rest of the team. Mick McGowan told us that he would collect our clothes and that as soon as the referee blew to finish the game we should make a dash for Ballater Street, the main road that carried the trams for Govan. Despite our nervousness, we cruised to a 4–1 victory in the second half. The sprint to Ballater Street was rather more hectic and I kept imagining what would happen if no tram came when we reached the stop. Luckily one did, and the potential lynch mob were left trailing about thirty yards behind it. I suppose I could say I had an early introduction to the dramas of cup football.

I did a lot of growing up at the Harmony Row Club, as did most of my pals from that era. Quite a few of them married girls they met at the club. Duncan Petersen met Janette there and was the first to go to the altar. Bob Innes used to organise dance nights and he insisted that we all braved the floor. All the aggression we showed on the field evaporated then and many of us were paralysed by shyness. So Bob used to put the lights out to spare us the embarrassment of having our mates watch us tread on our partners’ feet and we would float around that little hall in Harmony Row as the sound of the Platters drifted over our heads – great days.

Playing football for the club was combined with playing for school and Boys’ Brigade teams. When I moved from the Life Boys to the Boys’ Brigade, I passed from the care of Johnny Boreland to that of his brother, Jim, and by the age of thirteen I held a regular place with the 129th Company of the BB, although theirs was an Under-18 team. School football in Glasgow in those days was of remarkable quality. At Govan High we had the McKinnon twins, Ronnie and Donnie. Both had notable success at centre-half in the senior ranks, Donnie with Partick Thistle and, more memorably, Ronnie with Rangers and Scotland. Ronnie, in fact, started as an outside-right and regularly amazed us by disdaining boots and playing in his stockinged feet. Of others who were at Govan High in my time, Craig Watson had some years at Rangers before going to Falkirk and Morton, Jimmy Morrison played for Clyde and Dumbarton, and my brother Martin had spells at Partick Thistle, Barnsley, Doncaster, Dunfermline and Morton. Martin then took on the player-manager’s job at Water-ford in Ireland. He won the league title for them and reached the final of the Irish Cup.

Govan High’s main rivals, St Gerard’s, had Joe McBride, who lived in the close next to ours and, being a little older, was always something of a hero to me. Joe had a great career with Motherwell, Wolves, Kilmarnock, Celtic and Scotland and his goalscoring achievements would surely have been truly historic but for the bad knee injury he suffered in 1966, during the season of Celtic’s European Cup triumph. Incredibly, he had scored thirty-five goals in that season before the injury cut him down around Christmastime. Jim Craig, who would win a European Cup medal with Celtic, was also at St Gerard’s around that time.

Emerging in these years from the wider reservoir of Glasgow and district (Dunbartonshire was a particularly strong breeding ground) were schoolboys who were to have notable careers as professionals in England and gain plenty of caps with Scotland: Eddie McCreadie, Andy Lochhead, Bobby Hope and Asa Hartford. The high standard meant that there was tough competition for team places at the major football schools, of which Govan High was one, and I was surprised soon after my arrival there to see on the noticeboard that I was to report to play trials for the Under-13 eleven. Apparently my buddy from Broomloan Road Primary, Tommy Hendry, had recommended me to the teacher in charge of the team. George Symington was his name. He looked a fearsome figure and his looks were not deceiving. Nobody trifled with Mr Symington. He achieved extraordinary success with the team and we went more than a year without losing a game.

In my first season the pinnacle was our Whitefield Cup encounter with St Gerard’s, the Catholic secondary school we were always striving to beat at every age level. I don’t recall any religious bitterness between the schools but the division in loyalties was always clear. Our boys supported the local heroes, Rangers, and the lads from St Gerard’s were Celtic fans, which ensured that when we met there was an extra edge. The first attempt to settle our Whitefield Cup tie ended in a 1–1 draw on the big ash pitch at Pirie Park, the ground we shared with St Gerard’s. It was a day of high winds and the ash gusting into the players’ faces made the game a bit of a farce. We were rather fortunate to survive with a draw, although I didn’t feel especially lucky when a few parents of St Gerard’s players made me the target of some severe heckling. I had been attracting quite a lot of coverage in the local paper, the Govan Press, and the fact that I performed badly that day gave those adults an opportunity to hound me. I was taken aback by this hostility from grown men but my dad was completely unmoved afterwards and merely said that the only appropriate answer was to play well in the replay, preferably with a hat trick thrown in. That second game took place on a perfect Saturday morning, I played a blinder and did score a hat trick and we won 6–3. After striking one of my goals in at the junction of upright and crossbar from twenty yards, I could not resist celebrating in front of the St Gerard’s supporters. Dad was right about the best way to shut them up.

That season we won our league, the Whitefield Cup (beating Bellahouston Academy 7–1 in the final) and the Castle Cup. In the Castle Cup our final victims, Adelphi Secondary from the Gorbals, were pulverised 6–0. We maintained our form into the following season, again capturing the league title and reaching the final of the Scottish Shield at Hampden, where we faced St Pat’s of Dumbarton, who were so powerful that they had six players in the Scottish Schools team. The scoreline for that match shows that we lost 4–0 but it totally misrepresents the truth about the action. There was nothing between the two sides until our goalkeeper, Angus Birnie, broke his finger with ten minutes to go and had to go off. We went to pieces after that and lost the four goals, making it look like a slaughter. Mr Symington was devastated. He couldn’t believe we had lost. It was not in his make-up to contemplate defeat and he had instilled his will to win in all of us. At times we found him terrifying and yet the attitude of our parents, who all thought him wonderful, indicates that he had many qualities other than his driving competitiveness. My dad, who was never prone to overpraise anyone, defined Mr Symington as ‘a good man’ and to me that meant more than a royal seal of approval.

During that season, the trials to find the boys who would represent Glasgow Schools were held at Scotstoun Showground and Tommy Hendry and myself were chosen to take part. We arranged to meet at Govan Cross and travel together, but, as the time for leaving approached, Tommy’s stepfather, Mr Gibson, came to say that Tommy didn’t want to go. He was too nervous, too unsure of himself, and all the hours Mr Gibson had spent trying to talk him round had failed to bridge the confidence gap. Everyone who has made it in football has a story to tell of at least one contemporary who could have been a great player but for some element of his personality that created an insurmountable obstacle. Right through my career, as a player and a manager, I have been saddened by such cases. Tommy’s problem was one of self-belief. It was a pity because he was an extremely talented right-half, but his ambitions did not stretch beyond playing for Govan High and Harmony Row. He remains as modest today as he was then and even forty years on I would not dream of broaching the subject of those trials with him.

My own experience of the occasion was mixed but came out well in the end. The man in charge of Glasgow Schools was David Letham, who had enjoyed a good career with Queen’s Park and would figure in my life later when I joined that great amateur club. As we stripped for the trials, he told me that I was to play outside-left. I had not been in that position since I was about eight and my lack of familiarity with it showed in the first half. I hardly got a kick of the ball. As I have mentioned, my father’s quiet nature could be transformed by explosions of temper and, having watched his son’s prospects of selection withering away on the wing, he went marching round the pitch to deliver his views to David Letham. The result was a switch in the second half to my normal inside-left role and the improvement in performance was highlighted by one exceptional through pass that allowed the outside-right to score. My place in the Glasgow team to play Lanarkshire was secured.

As further evidence that my career was on the upswing, I received an offer to join Drumchapel Amateurs, the most successful Scottish team of the day in that grade of football. Initially I wasn’t interested, being content to carry on with Harmony Row, but after a visit from the indefatigable Douglas Smith, who ran Drumchapel, I started to waver. Then my dad had a decisive conversation with our neighbour, Joe McBride, who was playing for Drumchapel’s chief rivals in amateur football, Kilmarnock Boys’ Club.

‘He’s got to go to Drumchapel,’ Joe said unequivocally. Such certainty from someone Dad always respected eradicated any doubts in his mind and he quickly persuaded me out of my own reservations. It was the best move I could have made, one that forced me to challenge myself to an extent that couldn’t have occurred if I had stayed with the Row.

Drumchapel operated with five teams – Under-14, Under-15, Under-16, Under-17 and Under-18 – and the scale of their success was fully demonstrated when, in one year, thirty players graduated from their ranks to senior football. That was quite phenomenal even in an era when Scotland was rich in youthful talent. One of Douglas Smith’s great assets was that he made us think big time. If you played for the school on a Saturday morning he spared you the need to make a hectic dash home and then head for the Drumchapel game. Instead you went to Reid’s restaurant in Gordon Street, Glasgow, and had your lunch at Douglas’s expense. It made you feel a cut above the boys you played against and, however foolish that may have been, it did not hurt your confidence on the pitch. My team-mates at Govan High and Harmony Row could hardly believe I was being given such grand treatment. Some of them probably thought when I mentioned it that I was a big-head but I knew their basic reaction was envy. Such was the quality of the team I played in with the Drum that we won one of our early games against Mosspark Amateurs 35–0.1 managed to score nine that day but our centre-forward, Bobby Stark, scored twelve and was dropped the next week to make way for our regular centre, David McBeth. How’s that for competition?

If amateur football was providing the highest standard available to me at that stage, it was never a let-down to play for the school. In the 1956–57 season, Govan High were once more chasing all honours and we relinquished our interest in the Scottish Cup only after being beaten 2–1 in a semi-final replay by West Calder High School. That December I was chosen to turn out for Glasgow Schools in the traditional derby against Edinburgh at Cathkin Park, home of the now-defunct Third Lanark. There had not been a bigger game in my short football life and I was as nervous as a kitten going into it. It is quite amazing how swiftly reputations can build in football and all the talk in the days before we lined up at Cathkin was of the young inside-right of Edinburgh Schools, John Greig. In that phase of my career I was playing as a left-half (left midfield in modern parlance), so I was set to be directly opposed to this prodigy. When we went out on to a field covered with about three inches of snow, I was surprised by how small Greig was and said to myself, ‘He’ll need to be good to do much on this pitch.’ Fortunately, he did find difficulty in trudging through the snow for ninety minutes and little was seen of his abilities as Glasgow swept to a comfortable 4–0 victory. I played well and scored with a penalty. For John, more distinguished days were ahead and during them he did not forget to chide me about bullying a wee boy from Edinburgh. How could that little angel-faced lad turn out the way he did!

My last year of schoolboy football was in the Govan High Under-18 team, although I was still only fifteen when I joined them. We didn’t have a bad side in that older age group and our league challenge went all the way to the last game, when we needed to beat Holyrood at Pirie Park but could only draw. However, there was plenty of personal compensation for that disappointment when I was chosen for the Scottish Schools party that travelled to meet England at Dulwich Hamlet’s ground. I didn’t make the team but was just delighted to wear the jersey as a substitute, even though we lost 4–3.

At Drumchapel, our Under-15 team proved good enough to be entered in the Under-16 league, which meant the club had two sides in the same competition and Douglas Smith loved it when we came second to the older team. We were never overawed by them, although they included several players who would go on to good professional careers, and indeed were so far from being intimidated that every meeting with them was littered with feuds. The Under-15s set a pattern by beating our Drumchapel elders in the final of the league cup competition, and it was felt that Douglas was not too happy, having decided that the Under-16s should make their success in the league a springboard for claiming all the major trophies. We put a further dent in his assumptions by defeating the Under-16s 1–0 in the semi-final of the Scottish Amateur Cup after a real battle at Kilbowie Park, Clydebank. By the time the final came round we were no longer suffering the depletions caused by the demands of schools, county and international football and were at last able to field our strongest team. When that happened, I was put back to left-half to accommodate our brilliant first-choice inside-left, Davie Thomson. In a period remarkable for the volume of Scottish schoolboy talent, Davie Thomson ranked as utterly outstanding along with Bobby Hope, Billy Bremner and Willie Henderson. He was really tremendous but, like a lot of schoolboys, did not realise his potential as a professional. After a spell with Clyde, he gave up the game and emigrated to Canada to become a songwriter. In the Scottish Amateur Cup final we beat Dundee Butterburn 3–2 in Dundee, and the depth of satisfaction that dramatic match gave me is still one of the most vivid memories of my youth.

The next year, the familiar principle was applied and we were pitched into the Under-17 league. We did quite well but had to endure the horrible disappointment of losing the final of the Scottish Amateur Cup 1–0 to Calder. I missed a penalty and at the end of the game Douglas Smith demanded to know why I had taken it. This annoyed me, as I had been a regular taker of penalties and, in fact, in the semi-final I had scored in the last minute against Ayr Albion to give us a 2–2 draw, setting up a replay that we won 1–0 on a difficult pitch directly behind Rabbie Burns’s cottage in Alloway. The true source of Douglas’s annoyance was the decision I had taken to leave Drumchapel for the most famous amateur club of all, Queen’s Park. He had tried to talk me out of the move but my mind was made up. It had been an ambition cherished by my dad since I first showed aptitude for football.

My involvement with Drumchapel had naturally changed Mick McGowan’s attitude to me at Harmony Row. He was inclined to leave me out of the team, and in a way I saw the justification for that, but nevertheless I was angry. There was nobody around who had been a member of the club longer and I still attended every week. Proof that the circumstances created a dilemma for Mick came when Harmony Row faced a cup final against the dreaded Bridgeton BC at the ground of St Anthony’s Juniors, Moore Park. The previous week they had lost 6–1 to Bridgeton in another cup final. Mick had declined to pick me for that match but when the Moore Park fixture loomed he decided to recall me. We won that final 7–0 and I scored four. But the real excitement started after the game as we headed back towards Harmony Row. To reach the club premises, we had to walk down Helen Street and past the Polar Engine Park, where Harmony Row normally played. The park was being used as a fairground and as we approached the rides and stalls all feelings of jubilation were suddenly driven out of us. A local gang, known as the Bingo, attacked Tommy McDonald, a brother of one of our players, Hugh McDonald. The gang had become notorious in the area and were not loath to use all sorts of weapons. Razors, bicycle chains and knives were common in their armoury, so it was a serious matter when they set upon Tommy. At that moment all the parents, my dad included, went for the gang and a battle ensued. Most of the team made off for Harmony Row. There, all the neighbours were waiting for our arrival and when told of the attack they raced the 300 yards or so to the scene. One well-known family of McDonalds (no relation to the victim of the original assault) stopped their game of street football to go to the rescue and I can tell you that when they went into action they were about evens with the Red Army. The next day the front pages of the Daily Record ran the story of the gang who ruined the night for the victorious Harmony Row team. That was my last game of the summer before I joined Queen’s Park. The decorous traditions associated with that great amateur institution would be a far cry from the donnybrook that had been my farewell to Harmony Row.
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APPRENTICED IN
TWO TRADES

NOT everything that happened to me at sixteen was sweet but most of it was exciting and I had a sense of life beginning to open up for me. New and sometimes daunting experiences came in a rush in the few months after I left school. First I started my apprenticeship as a toolmaker and then I made a significant move towards senior football by joining Queen’s Park, one of the greatest amateur clubs in the game.

Most people nowadays will be unaware of the important part played by Queen’s Park in establishing football as a major sport in the nineteenth century. For them the club will be just a name that occurs around the lower fringes of the weekly football results on radio or television. I don’t claim that Queen’s Park’s historical associations meant a lot to my adolescent mind but the fact that their home ground was Hampden Park was enough to guarantee feelings of awe. I don’t know how many times in my schooldays I had fought my way through the stampede to board a bus at Govan Cross for the journey across the south side of Glasgow to Hampden for internationals, Scottish Cup semi-finals and finals and other momentous matches played in the huge old stadium. Now I was carrying training kit when I caught the 25 bus from Hillington Industrial Estate – where I was employed by Wickman, a company specialising in the manufacture of carbon-tipped tools – and then changed in Cardonald to a 4A for trips to Hampden that were rather quieter than those big-match journeys.

The pre-season training was done at the shrine itself and once involved I was too busy fighting off exhaustion to be awe-struck by the surroundings. An easy jog of four laps was the misleading preparation for a breathless slog up and down every terracing stairway. I think there were forty-two around that massive bowl. If the idea was to put us off football, they were having a good go at it. It was agony, but I managed to keep up with the leading pack quite well without challenging a little slip of a lad called Kelly, who had emerged as the resident hare, a species encountered at every football club I have known. He bounded up and down those endless steps as if he had found masochist heaven. As I panted behind him, with my lungs protesting against the scale of the place, I found it easier to understand how the record attendance at Hampden came to be more than 149,000.

Queen’s Park in those days operated four teams. The First XI were called exactly that, with capital letters; the reserves were known as the Strollers; the proper name for the third team was the Hampden XI and the fourth string took the plainer title of the Queen’s Park Youth Team. As that list of names suggests, the old school tie was not without influence at the club and quite a number of players arrived there because doors had been opened by family or friends. But connections never helped in gaining a first-team place. You had to earn that and there were some feisty lads around to ensure that competition was lively. Being amateur did not prevent the men in charge from taking the game seriously and, as I soon discovered, if the exchanges became physical out on the field, Queen’s Park players were expected to stand up for themselves. There was a wonderful spirit in the club, a camaraderie that extended from the senior players down to the rawest teenagers, and I think back to my time there not only with pleasure but with the realisation that I should have stayed longer than I did.

I had gone to Queen’s Park at much the same time as two of my closest pals from Govan, Duncan Petersen and John Grant. They, too, had decided to leave Harmony Row to try to better themselves. (Mick McGowan’s reaction must have been high on the Richter scale.) The three of us were soon regulars in the youth team, playing alongside quite a few promising lads. I knew about the goalkeeper, Jim Cruickshank, who was a year older than I was and had, like myself, come from Drumchapel Amateurs. Jim quickly convinced me that he had one of the prerequisites of a goalie in that he was a bit crazy. On one of my first nights of going to Hampden I saw him ahead of me, sprawling around on a hill leading down to the ground. He was practising his diving, lunging dramatically after an invisible ball. He practised all the way to an outstanding professional career with Hearts and Scotland.

Queen’s Park Youth Team matches were played at Lesser Hampden, adjacent to the main stadium, and the pitch there was always excellent, something that could not be said for the conditions we were liable to endure on our travels. After a few games, I was promoted into the Hampden XI, who competed in an open-age league where the line about men against boys had a literal application. One fixture took us to Eaglesham. It is an extremely attractive hamlet a few miles south of Glasgow but my memories of it are dominated by the paddy field that passed for a pitch and an opposing team that suggested the village had eleven blacksmiths. Eaglesham were among the most successful amateur teams in the country in that era, making a habit of reaching the final of the Amateur Cup at Hampden, but it was the size of them that impressed me. Although I was tall for my age, I was still just skin and bone, and, with the gluepot surface neutralising my quickness, I got battered about a bit. On the three-bus journey back to Govan, I made the mistake of mentioning the hardness of the opposition to my dad. ‘It will do you the world of good,’ I was told. ‘If you can’t take it, don’t play it.’ The sermon lasted most of the way home. Fortunately, Eaglesham and its giants only flitted briefly into my life. I was picked out for rapid promotion and by mid-October I was a reserve-team player with the Strollers. Although I was glad to keep my place with the reserves, it was always a pleasure to be drafted back into the youth team for important games. The players at that level were of my age and I had forged friendships with most of them. Another attraction was that I liked the official responsible for the youth team, Willie Burgess. He had a good way with young players and always made you feel special. Remembering how much that meant to me then, I have tried hard to convey warmth and reassurance to youngsters I have dealt with as a manager.

Those characteristics do not jump instantly to mind when I think of David Nimmo, who was my foreman in that first year of my apprenticeship with Wickman. It didn’t bother me that I was the butt of all the hoary jokes inflicted on boys learning a trade – being sent for a bottle of blue gas, for a long stand and so on – but Mr Nimmo was a different proposition. I wasn’t scared of him. I was terrified. One of his favourite tricks was hitting you on the back of the head with small nuts that he carried in his dust-coat pockets. If he came across you talking while operating the turning machines, you found one of those nuts cracking into your skull. I didn’t even feel safe from him when I was outside the factory gates. One night, having met a pleasant girl at the dancing and been allowed to walk her home to Cardonald, I asked her about her job.

‘I work in an office at the Hillington Estate,’ she said. ‘What about you?’ I told her I was an apprentice toolmaker, also at Hillington.

‘Where?’

‘Wickman.’

‘Wickman! My dad is a foreman in there,’ she said, delighted at the coincidence. Less delighted, I nervously asked for the family name and almost wet myself when my worst fears were confirmed. I made my excuses and left at the gallop, grateful that I hadn’t even attempted to kiss David Nimmo’s daughter. Innocence did not save me from paralysing fear every time he approached me over the next week. He might have called upon something heavier than his pocket armoury if he had thought I was taking liberties on the doorstep.

My first year as a wage-earner passed quite swiftly as I set about learning the variety of skills a toolmaker had to acquire. One month I would be on the lathes, learning to use different turning machines, then in the grinding department, then the milling. The section that gave me most trouble was the electrical department. I was useless in there and rejoiced when I moved on before I could electrocute myself. A more general concern was the doubt hanging over the future of the factory. Redundancies were prevalent and, as a recent recruit, I had cause to be gloomy. Then I was told to report to the general manager’s office. Normally that would not have worried me since the manager, Jimmy Malcolm, was a distant relation on my dad’s side and friendly with our family; but with so much uncertainty in the air, I headed for the appointment with foreboding. Sitting outside his office waiting for the call, I reflected on how I had turned down the chance of jobs with Thermotank and Polar Engines, solid engineering firms, to land myself with what looked like being a lame duck company. There had also been an opportunity to become a Customs and Excise officer but I passed that up because it necessitated working on a Saturday and I always had plenty to do on a Saturday. With so many grim possibilities in my head, I was actually shaking slightly when I sat down in front of Jimmy Malcolm but he turned out to be one of those people who have had a vitally helpful influence on my life. A transfer to the main Wickman factory in Coventry was on offer but he had rightly dismissed that as an option which, in view of my football aspirations, would suit neither me nor my parents. So he had concentrated on the alternative of continuing with my trade as a second-year apprentice with Remington Rand and had already spoken to the personnel officer of that firm. Jimmy was terrific and within weeks I had started at Remington Rand, who were also located on the Hillington Estate, which is about three miles from Glasgow airport. That means it is on the western or (to give a more significant geographical marker) the Govan side of the city.

It is difficult to imagine what would have happened had I moved to Coventry. I could not have contemplated an existence without football, and, although I could obviously have found an outlet for my enthusiasm in the Midlands, transplanting all the threads and connections of a budding career would have been impossible. Most of my days were taken up with dreams of football glory and those dreams had a Scottish setting. It became specific on the odd occasion when (because one of the veteran officials at Queen’s Park had a soft spot for me) I was permitted to take a ball on to the otherwise deserted expanse of Hampden Park. I was fantasising more than practising as I ran from one penalty box to the other and shot the ball into the empty net. The nets at Hampden swept away deep behind the goal and you had to go down on your haunches to retrieve the ball, and repeating that ritual gave me a profound thrill. As I pounded up and down the empty field, I heard more than a hundred thousand voices roaring me on to the winning goal in the Cup final or against England. Now and again, admittedly, I visualised actual Hampden experiences: that missed penalty against Calder the previous season and the Scottish Shield final in which Govan High had been drawing 0–0 with St Pat’s Dumbarton ten minutes from the end and yet finished 4–0 losers; but the dreams usually held those painful recollections at bay.

I certainly had no reason to hide from the realities of life at Queen’s Park, for they were increasingly agreeable. Help and encouragement were plentiful and one particular source of support for me was Willie ‘Junior’ Omand, a senior player and respected figure around the club. Most nights Willie would walk with Duncan Petersen, John Grant and myself to the bus stop, giving us good advice and making sure we got on our bus before he departed in the opposite direction. It was a considerate attitude that said a lot about the man and a great deal, too, about the spirit that ran through Queen’s Park. My fondness for the club dramatically increased when in late November, still more than a month short of my seventeenth birthday, I received a surprise call-up into the First XI. There was tremendous excitement in the Ferguson household until my dad made the point that if I played in the game I would never be able to take part in junior football. The relevance of that intervention will probably be lost on anybody from outside Scotland, where ‘the juniors’ constitute a football world of their own. A substantial network of leagues spread across the country accommodates an extraordinary variety of players (young and old, paid and unpaid, crude and skilful) and sometimes the competitiveness reaches a level of ferocity worthy of the Hong Kong Triads. If a player registered with a junior club then tried the senior grade and didn’t make it there, he could be ‘reinstated’ as a junior and so salvage something from his career. Dad was insisting that I should cover myself by being registered with our local juniors, Benburb, and then transferred to Queen’s Park. I was having none of it and the fall-out between us was so serious that we didn’t speak for months. There was no way I was going into junior football. I was with a senior club and I was determined to be successful.

My debut in the first team was an away match with Stranraer (see map on page 478) and we travelled down to that seaport in the south-western corner of Scotland by train from Central Station. I just sat in that train and absorbed everything that was said by my older team-mates, Willie Hastie, Bert Cromar, Ian Harnett, Willie Omand and, an absolute original, Charlie Church. They were all true Queen’s Park players, brought up in the traditions and happy to wear the black-and-white hoops throughout their footballing lives. Two of the other lads went on to play for their country. David Holt, the hardy left-back, was from a working-class background and after a good professional career, mainly with Hearts, he is now driving a taxi in Glasgow. Willie Bell, who did well with Leeds United, subsequently became a lay preacher in the United States. In later years, I used to wonder why that Queen’s Park team did not achieve more, because to my eyes they were brilliant, but maybe I was still dreaming. However, that debut confrontation with Stranraer was closer to nightmare. My troubles began with the decision to play me at outside-right, which didn’t suit me at all – nor did their left-back, a little tank by the name of McKnight. After a collision had put the two of us on the ground, the bastard bit me. At half-time the official in charge of our team, Jackie Gardiner, roasted me for not being combative enough.

‘You don’t sidestep players at this club,’ he shouted. ‘You go through them. You’ve come into this team with a big reputation. What’s the matter with you?’

‘The left-back bit me,’ I said pitifully.

‘Bit you?’ Gardiner screamed. ‘Then bite him back.’

Any suspicion that Scotland’s leading amateur team would be too Corinthian to go to war was soon dispelled from Stranraer minds and the second half was warfare. Our boys waded into them and Willie Hastie went across to right-back to get a kick at McKnight. There was no doubting the all-for-one-and-one-for-all team spirit and, considering that nobody on our side was earning a penny for his exertions, their commitment elevated them above most team-mates I have had. Charlie Church’s involvement outstripped the referee’s tolerance and Charlie and their centre-half, Simpson, were ordered off for fighting. On his way into the tunnel, the Stranraer man engaged in an argument with a Queen’s Park supporter. He must have been a real warrior that centre-half. His opponent this time was a member of the official blind party attending the match. All in all, it was quite an introduction to the senior grade. The next week I scored with a header in a 4–2 win over Alloa at Hampden and I went on to play quite a few matches for the first team that season.

Away from the pitch, too, my horizons were widening. I had my first steady girlfriend, Doreen Carling. Like Ann Nimmo, she came from Cardonald, a residential district just along the road from Govan, but she did not carry the hazard of being a foreman’s daughter. My relationship with Doreen lasted for about a year and a half before it suffered the fate of most first romances and petered out. We got back together from time to time until the connection was severed permanently when she emigrated to America and got married. As much as Doreen’s prettiness, I remember how well I was treated by her mother, a strong Irish Catholic. I have pleasant memories of that generous woman’s hospitality.

That summer of 1959 I had my first holiday away from the regular Boys’ Brigade camps. With two pals, John Donachie and Jim Connell, I went to stay with Jim’s aunt and uncle on the Walkinstown housing estate in Dublin. We all had a marvellous time and I really savoured the sense of personal freedom the trip gave me. One of my earliest impressions of the great city of Dublin, which has since become one of my favourite places to visit, was of the number of cycles. Everybody seemed to have a bike and crossing the road in the vicinity of the bridge at the end of O’Con-nell Street could be quite an adventure. Of course, the lads from Glasgow took pride in their alertness. At least we did until we had dealings with a street photographer who demonstrated how he could produce instant prints. We chipped in a pound each and the happy snapper went to work. He took our pictures, dipped the negatives in a solution he had to hand, and Bob’s your uncle, we had the prints. We crossed the Liffey marvelling at the progress photography was making, but by the time we reached the other side of the river the photographs had faded to a brownish blur. Fifty yards further on, the images were gone altogether. We sprinted back over the bridge to attack the photographer, but should have known better. Fading was his speciality. Once the anger had subsided, we had a good laugh at ourselves. That holiday was full of laughs and even now when John and I meet up another story of Dublin is sure to come out.

Our favoured hunting ground for dates was a dance hall called the Four Provinces in Harcourt Street. We went there most nights and on one occasion we bumped into a lad from Govan, Rab Donnachie, who had played in the Govan High School team at the same time as I did. He was on his own and we had no hesitation about inviting him to join us, as I had always thought of him as decent enough. However, at the end of the night, when the Irish national anthem was being played, Rab refused to stand and became belligerent towards the stewards. The three of us quietly stepped out of the way as he was escorted into the street. Almost every night afterwards we would meet him and invariably he would go through that silly procedure of not standing for the national anthem. He was a strange lad and it transpired that he had gathered a bit of a reputation while working in the Fairfield shipyard, where his dodgy characteristics had earned him the nickname Barabbas. When I learned some years later that he had died a young man, somehow I was not greatly shocked. I had sensed a deep self-destructiveness in Rab.

It was a severe shock, though, when Jim Connell died in his early forties. Jim and I went our separate ways after that Dublin holiday but I would bump into him now and again at football matches. He was a nice, quiet lad and I was always glad to see him. Apparently, after his wife died suddenly, he could not come to terms with the loss. He had no heart for life afterwards. When John Donachie and I share our reminiscences of those carefree days in Ireland long ago, there is now a shadow over the memories.

Back in Glasgow during the summer of the Dublin expedition, my mates and I used to hang around the Cardonald stretch of Paisley Road West. Our favourite haunt was Bill’s Café, where we could listen to the latest records and chat up the girls while drinking our Cokes. Then we would saunter along Paisley Road West having a bit of a carry-on among ourselves, providing proof of just how irrationally amusing teenagers find their own wit. Usually the low-calibre jokes were aimed at each other but on one Saturday afternoon we were unexpectedly provided with an outside target. It came in the shape of a wedding we happened to be passing. It wasn’t just any old wedding. The blushing groom was none other than McKnight, the Stranraer cannibal. Once I had told the rest of our group about the biting incident, the stick was merciless, and he could do nothing but stand there in the church doorway with his bride and keep a fixed grin on his face. ‘Away, ya mug, who would marry you?’ was about as close as we came to wishing him well. It didn’t end until an old woman chastised us and sent us on our way. Being a laughing avenger was great fun but I had to hope that I never met the new husband again, on the field or off it.

My second year at Queen’s Park brought more first-team games but not sufficient to satisfy me and thoughts about turning pro began to harden in my mind, especially as one or two options had already been presented to me. After a youth international at St James’ Park, Newcastle United had approached me, and, although a move to England was improbable because of my apprenticeship, I was flattered by their interest. The funny thing about Newcastle’s reaction to that game was that I didn’t think I had played well in it. I was happier with other performances in the five youth internationals I played for Scotland, none of which we lost. In that drawn match at St James’, England’s team contained some memorable players, not least a midfielder called Venables. Terry laughs when I remind him that he had one of those Bobby Darin haircuts with the bob at the front. He stood out as he always does. Martin Peters was in midfield and the centre-half was Alan Bloor, who went on to play regularly for Stoke City. The goalkeeper was Gordon West of Everton and the centre-forward was Frank Saul of Spurs. We were lucky we didn’t have to face Geoff Hurst, Nobby Stiles and Alan Ball, who were also figuring in English youth football at the time. Scotland weren’t too bad themselves. Our right-winger in Newcastle was Willie Henderson, who had a brilliant career with Rangers, and most of the others made it to the senior ranks. Some had good careers, like George Murray of Motherwell and Aberdeen and Eric Stevenson of Hibs. In that period Scotland was constantly producing outstanding footballers. Without giving a long list of names, Billy Bremner, Bobby Moncur and Andy Penman all came through schools or youth football about that same time. What would be the odds against such talent emerging in Britain from a single crop these days?

Perhaps it was natural that my growing desire to make a move should lessen my chances of making the right one. Willie Neil, the St Johnstone scout, had been badgering away at me, never leaving me alone, forever waxing lyrical about the benefits of going to Muirton Park. His principal sales pitch was, wait for it, the promise of a first-team place in the First Division. Why do young players listen to that stuff? Any time I try to sign a young footballer I emphasise the facts of life. Nobody but yourself can guarantee you a first-team place. Whatever you do on the field determines whether you are in the team or not. Any bullshit promises from scouts or managers should be ignored. In fact, if I were a young player I would not sign for a club that dangled guarantees of first-team football. There is never any point in looking back and regretting decisions but I soon knew that leaving Queen’s Park was a big mistake and that an even bigger mistake was failing to confide in Willie Omand. Many years later, in conversation with Willie, I could feel that my lack of trust had been a terrible disappointment to him. You live and learn, sometimes too slowly. I was going to miss that wonderful team spirit Queen’s Park engendered. But, like most young men, I was in a hurry and I decided to join St Johnstone as an amateur. I didn’t know whether good times or bad awaited me in Perth but the attraction of the First Division was not to be resisted.
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UNPAMPERED PROS

I SIGNED for St Johnstone simply because I failed to see where loyalty ended and stupidity took over. The Saints’ Glasgow scout, Willie Neil, was the trainer at my local junior club, Benburb, when I trained there as a schoolboy and my gratitude for the help given me by the Bens produced a mistaken sense of obligation that made me vulnerable to Willie’s blandishments. Going to St Johnstone (initially on a one-year arrangement as an amateur) was a blunder that led to a nightmare. I cannot say I ever got to the point where I was in despair but I went close enough to make me remember my time in Perth with a shudder. Obviously I had to be a fool to believe half the assurances Willie poured out to me but, even allowing for my naivety, I think I was entitled to be shocked by the gulf between his promises and the reality. Having to fight for a first-team place was natural. Having to fight for basic travelling expenses was not.

As I was required to travel two evenings a week by train from Glasgow to Perth, the cost in hard cash (not to mention time and energy) was never going to be negligible. For me, a training night started at four o’clock when I left the Remington Rand factory on the Hillington Estate. I took a bus to the suburban station, a train to Glasgow Central, then a taxi to the other mainline station, Buchanan Street, leaving there before five o’clock for the two-hour journey to Perth, where another taxi got me to Muirton Park to begin training at 7.30 p.m. Coming back was no better. The train out of Perth was London-bound, so it travelled considerably faster than the one which took me north, but unfortunately not to Glasgow. The most convenient stop for me was Coatbridge. I would arrive in Coatbridge an hour before midnight, catch a bus or train to Glasgow and a bus from the city centre to Govan. Having collapsed into bed around 1 a.m., I had to be up at 6 a.m. for work in the factory. Just writing down that schedule leaves me exhausted. But still ahead of me was the struggle to be reimbursed. According to a set procedure, every Saturday the part-time players would hand in their expenses to the secretary but we knew that was just the start of a complicated game. The next week there would be no sign of repayment, which meant going to knock on the door of the manager, Bobby Brown, who was later to be in charge of Scotland. Of course, Bobby Brown never lied to us, but he did come up with an amazing variety of excuses for denying us the few bob that we were due. If it wasn’t the fault of the secretary or the banker or the accountant, a motley cast of local tradesmen might be roped into the story. Prompt payment of expenses from Mr Brown? There was more chance of a blood transfusion in a quarry.
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