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Born in 1938, Ian St John was one of six siblings brought up by his widowed mother, his father dying when he was young.  He joined Motherwell in 1956, then was signed by Liverpool in 1961.  When his playing days were over he managed Coventry City, Motherwell, Portsmouth and Sheffield Wednesday.  Then came his TV career and his famous pairing with Jimmy Greaves to present ‘Saint and Greavsie’ in 1984.  Ian St John is now much in demand as an after dinner speaker and runs a highly successful soccer coaching school.
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PROLOGUE




  A STATUE that you see often can blend into the background in the landscape of your life. Maybe you notice the bird

  droppings, or occasionally a touch of sunlight might bring the subject flickering back to life. Strange, then, that not so long ago I found myself standing alone behind the Kop at Liverpool’s

  football ground, gazing intently at the bronze image of Bill Shankly, the legendary figure who for me will always be flesh and blood, always human to a fault.




  Conflicting emotions rise to the surface when I think of him. I’m torn between love and hate, admiration and, sometimes, let me be honest, at least a little anger and disillusionment. That

  part of the account of my life is about me and my reactions as much as Shankly, and if you read my version of our relationship, it is for you to distribute blame wherever you might.




  The point here is that on that day at the Kop I wasn’t looking at my Shankly, my patron, the arbiter of all my hopes for ten years of the prime of my life, but the one who

  was imprinted so deeply on the wider consciousness of football and who was so adored by the people of Liverpool. I focused on the inscription – ‘He made the people happy.’




  ‘Aye, he did that,’ I thought. The reflection was edged with more than a little bitterness because I had just seen my old team, his old team, play in a way that betrayed all the best

  of what Bill Shankly had stood for all those years. The Liverpool of Shankly played with passion, creativity and tremendous panache. The team of Gerard Houllier that I had

  just watched amounted to the very antithesis of that. I had looked at the terraces and, most keenly, the Kop. There was silence. It was as though Anfield was filled not with the most animated and

  humorous fans in football but zombies.




  It might be said that I waged a vendetta against Houllier, at least as much as I could after the passing of those days when I appeared regularly on national television, and there is a degree of

  truth in that, but only in the sense that I believed Liverpool would never reclaim their place as a major force in football as long as he was in charge. Houllier hated the criticism from former

  Liverpool players, and he singled me out as one of his arch prosecutors, but that doesn’t trouble me for a second. I knew my club and I knew what it should represent and now that Houllier is

  gone, with several millions of pounds of compensation, and Liverpool under the new man Rafael Benitez have won their fifth European Cup, I believe that a genuine linkage with the past has been

  recreated.




  I do not say that Benitez, despite his extraordinary achievement in such a brief time at Anfield, is necessarily a messiah of Shankly’s force, but I do see him as a genuine football man.

  He knows how to communicate with his players and the people, and heaven knows, he has pleased the fans. If it is true, as Benitez says, that the current Liverpool team is far from a finished

  product, it is certainly a side that is attempting to play football that I recognise, with commitment and flair. At its heart is Jamie Carragher, a local boy whom I believe represents all the best

  values of the club. For me, a part of my life, the core of my achievement as a football player, has been restored, if not wholly, if not as fresh and assured as it was when Shankly was roaring

  through the sixties, with genuine hope for the future.




  Houllier killed such hope. He played doomsday football. At one point in our publicly conducted dispute, Houllier insulted me profoundly. He dismissed my views, sneered

  at my involvement in football after I was detached from the red shirt of Liverpool, and when he did this, he contributed to the mood that provoked me to write this book. I’m at least grateful

  to him for that because in the process I’ve been forced into reappraisals of my life and footballing experiences that in the normal way are, if not avoided, maybe in some subliminal way

  shelved.




  One great benefit of such re-examination is that you are reminded of how many reasons you have for marvelling at your own good luck in doing something for a living that so many others see as a

  dream, a fantasy. Of course, you encounter some pain and disappointment, and you find reasons for reproach as well as celebration, but what you have in the end is bone-deep gratitude for all the

  experiences you have had and all the people who have helped you get through the days. Those who have helped me, and in some cases hindered, find their way on to the following pages and I can only

  say that I have tried to render an honest account of how it was to graduate from a tenement in Motherwell to a life that, in the end, was beyond the imaginings of a young boy who lost his father at

  a time when he needed him most and for whom, for quite some time, the borders of life threatened to be no wider than the shadows of a factory.




  Betsy, whom I met when I was a teenager, has been at my side ever since we first danced to the music of Buddy Holly. We married early against pressure from my family and my football manager, but

  that was the best single decision of my life. She told me, when our first child, Elaine, was a babe in arms, that there was a great big world out there beyond the borders of Scotland and I owed it

  to myself to go out there and experience it. From that firm, unshakeable declaration everything else has flowed – the Liverpool years under the spell of the man

  remembered in bronze beside the Kop, the flow and the ebbing of my managerial career, the time when ‘The Saint and Greavsie’ commanded a national television audience, and now the mature

  reflection that if there has been pain amid the joy, crushing disappointments to go along with all those moments of pure, adrenaline-soaked exhilaration, the journey has never lacked for riches, at

  least of a certain kind.




  I have a good wife and children, Ian and Elaine, three grandsons, one of whom is named Alex James St John – no pressure there, then – a delightful granddaughter, more friends than I

  probably deserve, and a golf game that can still on the odd occasion stir some of the old competitive juice. It is also true that Liverpool are champions of Europe, so maybe this is not too bad a

  time to tell my story. Certain old truths are back in place, something I will no doubt remember the next time I pass the bronze figure that stands at the back of the Kop.
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  MOTHERWELL 

  CHILDHOOD




  THEY put my father Alex on a stretcher, wrapped him in a red blanket and carried him down the stairway of the tenement. It

  was quite awkward getting him into the hall. I was crying loudly and grabbing at him while my mother Helen, surrounded by my brother and sisters, wept silently. Then they took him off in the

  ambulance and I never saw him again. I was six years old.




  Not until many years later, when one of my sisters produced a picture of him in his football gear, eyes bright and full of running, could I even look at a photograph. In those days you

  didn’t see too many family albums lying around the tenements. You couldn’t pop into the corner shop and say, ‘Give us one of those wee photikits, hen.’ By the time I got to

  see him in those unknown colours he had become a stranger; he was just that distant guy on the stretcher, coughing, beaten. I would never forget the blanket, though. It was such a vivid splash of

  colour in the gloomy old building and, who knows, that may have been the inspiration, buried deep in my memory, for my suggestion that my club, Liverpool, should adopt their famous all-red strip. I

  argued with great conviction that it would have tremendous impact.




  The death certificate said pleurisy and pneumonia, but they weren’t the only causes of my father’s death. I may have been a distraught little kid but I knew that well enough. My

  father was thirty-six and worn out from the steelworks and the poor diet and the freezebox living quarters and one too many cruel winters when he was taken away from his wife

  and six children. Later, I wondered if he ever saw the irony that as a Scottish Protestant he had always voted Conservative, but then what had politics to do with anything?




  He didn’t go to the war, he was needed in the steelworks down the street. Most of the men worked there, or in the pits, and most of them had chest problems. It was simply that my father

  didn’t have the strength to drag his into old age. It was bang – and he was gone. Another irony – football would give me my life but it also helped to take away my father. The day

  before he collapsed he had taken me up to Fir Park to watch Motherwell. We got soaked to hell. Even now, all these years later, I get a spurt of anger when I think of it. We had tried to shelter

  under some ramshackled steel erection, but the rain poured in. Why did football take nearly a hundred years, and all those massive gate receipts, before it considered building decent stadiums?




  Of course, it took a lot of tragedy. You still have to shudder when you think of those old images of Ibrox Park, Parkhead and Hampden, the great crush of people standing in the open, in

  discomfort and danger. People died at Ibrox when Rangers scored a late goal and departing fans rushed back up the bank. Football said it was misadventure. It wasn’t that. It was total

  neglect, and it would stretch out for so long, all the way to Heysel and Hillsborough.




  No, I don’t heap all the blame on football for the loss of my father; a lot more went into it than one cold, wet afternoon in Motherwell. A few steel barons and a lot of malignant social

  engineering have to be thrown in. It is no doubt also true that my father’s generation of working men, like so many that went before them, made their own contribution to the hopelessness.




  When he had a few coins in his pocket, my father would go to the pub with his mates at the end of his shift, and they would drink until they put the towels up at 9 p.m.

  which was the time that the pubs closed in those days. I have one little flashback of him coming home well bevvied around 9.30 and my kid brother Billy and me, in the bed whispering that it was a

  good job we didn’t have more space in the flat because then he could really fall down. As it was he tripped up over a washing basket. He finished up in the basket with clothes and pegs all

  over the floor. Such an incident wasn’t a common event in our house, as it undoubtedly was in many. My father was a hard-working man and he accepted his responsibilities, but occasionally he

  slipped. Looking back, it’s not so hard to understand.




  My father’s death left me with a morbid fear that I might not live to the age of thirty-six. It never left me, even when I was brimming with health on the football field. However, it was

  something that could not be dwelt on in our new life as my mother, one of the latest members of that swelling band of Scottish widows as the Second World War drew to a close, fought to keep food on

  the table. I might not make it beyond my thirty-sixth year, but in the meantime what could I do? I had to get up in the morning, however tough a job it seemed on occasions, and I had to get through

  the day. I did what I could to help and I never felt harshly treated. Didn’t everyone have to battle for their lives?




  My mother certainly fought superbly in the great effort to keep us fed and clothed. In the dusk, as we played in the street, her cries for her brood to come up to supper were widely mimicked. In

  sing-song tones the other kids repeated her litany of ‘Sheena . . . Wilma . . . Ian . . . Billy . . . May . . . Ellen.’ Our building stood on the corner of Park and Scott Streets in

  Motherwell. Scott Street had a Catholic church, two Catholic schools and a non-sectarian Co-op. I got a job at the Co-op, riding the horse-drawn cart delivering the milk and

  bread rolls. On some mornings, as a great bonus, I was given some bread rolls to take home.




  I remember those mornings as always being viciously cold. In winter, the cold took over. With no heating in the buildings, we had to scavenge for something to burn in the smoky fireplace –

  old shoes, rubbish, anything we could lay our hands on. Getting up in the morning was the recurring ordeal. You slid your clothes into the bed and dressed under the covers. Then you got up your

  nerve and jumped out of bed.




  When I was old enough, I graduated to a paper round, read the sports pages and tipped up the money, giving it to my mother as soon as I had been paid. I did my best for my mother and the other

  kids but I do carry one twinge of guilt from those days. My mother went out cleaning. She did two houses, including a big one that belonged to a doctor, and when she’d finished those she came

  to our school to clean three classrooms. When school was over we went to help her. She worked so hard to eke out her widow’s pension and now when I look back I’m astonished by her

  toughness and her lack of complaint. That’s when I feel that little remorse. My mother did like a cigarette and several times I complained when she sent me to the shop to buy a packet of

  Woodbines or Capstan or Craven A. Sometimes she couldn’t afford a whole packet and told me to buy two cigarettes. I grumbled that we could buy a little extra food with her fag money. I

  didn’t see that it was her only indulgence, her one little luxury.




  Sometimes I go over in my mind the difficulties of her life and recall our living conditions and the need for patience and care for each other if life was to be made to seem possible. The living

  room had a recess for a bed, a cold-water sink, a cooker and a door into the other room, another box, which had two beds and a wardrobe. That was our house. Occasionally, we

  escaped on the bus to Glasgow, where my mother had family. To us, they seemed amazingly grand. My mother’s parents and brother and sister lived on the top floor of a big red-stone tenement

  building near Hampden Park. It was a place of astonishing luxury – a kitchen, a living room, three bedrooms and an indoor toilet. My grandfather sat in a big armchair and smoked a pipe. He

  was a master of the universe. He drove a tram.




  Those visits were always enjoyable. There was warmth and plenty of food on the table, something to anticipate as I played football in the little yard at the back of the tenement. Naturally, they

  were a Rangers clan, except Uncle Charlie, who became the black sheep of the family when he announced his support for Celtic. Uncle Charlie introduced me to a revolutionary concept. You could

  follow a team because they touched you in some way, you liked their style and some of the characters in the team, and none of this had to have anything to do with whether you were a Prod or a

  Fenian bastard. This was a great surprise to me because although we lived together, Protestants and Catholics, shared the ghetto and had so much in common as we faced our daily lives, in some ways

  we were also aliens to each other.




  No family were more alien, or at times menacing, than the O’Hanlons who lived in the next block. For a while, Billy and I co-existed with the O’Hanlon boys but problems often arose,

  and when things went wrong we were threatened with serious violence . . . and the Paper Lady. The Paper Lady was the Virgin Mary and the O’Hanlons knew how to terrify us most truly. They

  would whisper, ‘The Paper Lady is coming.’ Initially, we said, ‘Who the hell is the Paper Lady?’ When we knew, she haunted us, day in day out.




  Once we were in the O’Hanlon flat when they were having their Sunday dinner. They were all at the table, the mother and the kids – old man O’Hanlon had

  been killed in a pub brawl – helping themselves from a bowl of potatoes, which were still in their skins. That was their dinner. Billy and I agreed that maybe they were the only family in the

  world who could make us feel quite posh.




  In the summer when I was nine, I entered a state of war with the O’Hanlons. They announced they were going to do me. It was official. Whenever I saw any of them, maybe when I was playing

  footie in the backyard where the women hung up the washing, I had to race up the stairs for safety. I became a prisoner of my own stairway. My mother would go chasing down the stairs but they just

  ran away and hid – and waited. I was terrified of them. I woke up in a sweat, crying out that a whole posse of O’Hanlons was coming for me, along with the Paper Lady. My mother said

  that as the police were no use we would go along to see the parish priest. Father Flynn was a huge, imposing man. When he walked down the street with his cassock flying in the wind, people made

  way, even Prods, and when we knocked at the presbytery door, my mother and I agreed we had never been so scared. He came to the door and said, ‘Come in, daughter.’ My mother announced

  in a small voice, ‘Father, the O’Hanlons are terrifying my boy and making his life a misery.’ He sighed and said, ‘Everything will be fine, daughter, leave it to me.’

  That was it – all sorted, in a flash, by the power of the church. That power has gone today. No one has it, not the church, the police or anyone who tries to bring a little bit of order to

  the streets.




  In the peace, the middle O’Hanlon brother, Joey, who was a useful fighter, took me to the boxing club. I have often wondered what became of him. He definitely had some talent. He moved

  well and had nice coordination when he threw a punch. Then suddenly the O’Hanlons were no longer around. No one knew what happened to them. Maybe they went back to Ireland. The eldest boy, Raymond, was a little bit puddled, not quite right in the head, and so was his mother. No doubt they had had a lot to put up with, but then so many people did. Hardship was

  the norm. You shrugged it away and got on with your life, but from time to time a very strong anger indeed welled up. A woman like Mrs O’Hanlon could go crazy with all that pressure, but who

  really cared?




  Certainly not the police. I still feel anger when I think of the time I was taken to court by a big copper who caught me playing football in the street. It was not as though Scott Street was a

  raging thoroughfare – seeing a car was an event. Horses and carts for the milk and the rags and bones were more usual. The copper didn’t care about that. He had me in the court,

  standing in front of my mother. Some crime, I thought, playing footie, and the magistrate looked over his spectacles and fined me, or rather my mother, ten shillings. She had to do a lot of

  cleaning for that. Even today, I think, ‘You bastards, what were you thinking about?’ There was never any traffic, never any danger. When I saw the expression on my mother’s face,

  which said more eloquently than words, ‘Where am I going to get an extra ten shillings?’, I looked at the copper who had given his evidence, and I wanted to say, ‘Couldn’t

  you have just kicked me up the arse, you big useless bastard?’




  When I think of incidents like that, the lack of bitterness in people whose lives were so tough amazes me all over again. So little help was forthcoming from those whose job it was supposed to

  be – the puffed-up councillors who came around at election time and then disappeared from your lives, and the coppers who hauled kids off to the nick rather than spend a few minutes of their

  time explaining a different way. They could have shown that the authority they represented was fair and just not out to crush folk.




  There was my mother, withered by the effort to keep herself and her kids alive, untouched in herself by the harshness all round her and scrubbing us up for church on a

  Sunday. On our side of the divide, we also had quite a strong religious upbringing. We went to the Sunday morning service, then Boys’ Brigade and youth fellowship, where we had an organist

  and were taught all the hymns. Quite a bit of gorging on religion went on whether you were Catholic or Protestant, but it didn’t always seem to have any effect on the way people treated each

  other. It didn’t deter the police from dragging me into court, no more than it persuaded my mother and my father’s sister, Minnie Corner, a pair of widows, to speak to each other even

  though they lived next door on the tenement landing.




  My father never had much to do with his own family once he married, and that was probably the result of some big fight causing hurt that could never be healed. This was a pity because, to an

  extent, the St John family were achievers. None of them could claim to have driven a tram, but one cousin, John, owned a tobacconist-newsagent’s shop. He went on to become quite a prominent

  businessman in the town. Even more spectacularly, one of my father’s sisters became the world highland dancing champion – Isobel St John, world champ, had a good ring to it, I always

  thought.




  Helen St John’s clan battled on together, a small alliance helping each other as best we could. Tuesday, when the pension came, was our big day. It was great because it was the one day

  when we were always guaranteed a good breakfast. One of my older sisters or I would go up to the post office, collect the £5 pension and pick up bread rolls and butter on the way back. All of

  this had to be compressed into the half hour between the post office opening and the start of school. If you were late for school, they just pulled you to one side and gave you the belt. Even

  when you had a good breakfast inside you the belt was hard, but you learned to take it in your stride soon enough, as you did most other things that befell you; you shrugged

  your shoulders and did what you had to do.




  From some old, faded school pictures, it seems that my mother did quite a good job of feeding and dressing her children. We look reasonably well nourished and certainly we weren’t in rags.

  What the pictures do not show, though, is whether or not we had holes in our shoes. That was just about the worst thing that could happen. You looked at the soles of your shoes every night and if

  you saw the beginnings of a hole you thought, ‘Oh, Christ, here we go.’ Shoes were the big item in the family economy. The hole in your shoe would make a hole in your sock. So you would

  double your sock down, fold it over so that everything was okay for a little while, but gradually the sock got lower and the heel of the sock slipped under the back of the shoe and then when you

  came into school on a wet morning, and you were walking down the corridor, you would be leaving a footprint with a big hole in it. That was embarrassing. It told the world that you were really

  poor. As a stopgap measure you could put a bit of cardboard or linoleum in the shoe but that would wear through too. I have never forgotten the misery of having a hole in your shoe. It was one

  consequence of losing your father. The kids who still had fathers generally didn’t have holes in their shoes.




  One great consolation of winter was that the council issued free boots. We called them tackity boots because of the big tacks, steel studs, they had on the bottom, which made them brilliant for

  Motherwell’s version of winter sports. The boots also had three holes punched in the side to identify them as council issue. This meant you couldn’t take them to the pawn shop –

  but who would want to pawn them during the Scott Street Olympics?




  Scott Street had a superb long slope, perfect for toboggan races, but most thrilling were the slides, with the tacks on your boots biting in. In the snow and the frost,

  you wouldn’t call the king your cousin but you were the future Franz Klammer. The thrill of the race took away the stigma of those punched holes because the tackity boot kids were always the

  champions. Suddenly everyone envied you because your big clogs gave you such an edge, helped to make you a brilliant slider. Sliding in the hard winters of Scotland was always popular, hence the

  remark, ‘That bastard is so mean if he was the King of Switzerland he wouldna’ give you a slide.’




  I will never forget the empowering feeling that came at the top of Scott Street when you were ready to go. When you flew down that street no one could give you the belt or order you into a

  corner. No one could touch you – and when you tired of Scott Street, there was Hamilton Street, where you asked the kids, ‘Can we have a go on your slide?’ We were ingenious in

  devising fresh games and dares, coming up with new challenges, new thrills. Nobody wanted to be at home in front of the fire, which was just as well because more often than not there wasn’t

  one – who mooches for fuel for the fire in the middle of the Olympics?




  We also had summer Olympic Games along Scott Street. Some of the events took a little planning. We had to produce piles of grass to provide soft landings for the high jump, and grass

  wasn’t the most accessible commodity in the neighbourhood. The big event, the 800 yards around the block, attracted a vast entry.




  A version of these Olympics was staged most days. We never stopped running, climbing or jumping, and when we weren’t athletes we were quick, daring thieves raiding orchards and allotments.

  Often we were chased, but rarely caught. We were as fit as butchers’ dogs. We took most of the food home – potatoes, carrots, turnips, rhubarb – but sometimes some of the

  boys would make a camp fire and throw some of the tatties into it. After breaking the black skins, we would eat them so hot they burned our lips. Our most daring raids were

  on the Catholic church allotment because these missions were always conducted in a state of deep terror. If Father Flynn in his big black coat or cassock didn’t get us, maybe the Paper Lady

  would.




  The record shows that I was possibly one of the quickest because I was never caught, although on one occasion I did fear for my life. It happened not during an allotment raid but a snowball

  fight. A kid had landed a big hit on me and I scooped up a lump of ice and snow – these could be bitter, unscrupulous battles – and took aim. Unfortunately, he ducked and the missile

  sailed past him and struck a big man, who was walking down the street, right in his face. He screamed out and immediately charged at me. I took to my heels but he was running hard and uttering

  terrible cries about what he was going to do to me when he caught me. Racing down an alleyway, I came to a wall. I should have remembered the terrain better than that, but there it was – a

  wall to be cleared or, at best, a very bad beating. Climbing walls was a local speciality, as I reminded myself as I ran towards this division between life and death. I remember thinking that if I

  didn’t get over it, I would be dead. He was grabbing at me and had half a hold on my ankles as I slid over the wall and kept running.




  Suddenly, miraculously it seemed, our snowball fights, food raids and Olympics were floodlit. The street lights came on again with the end of the war and we could slide and play football in the

  streets bathed in council light. We had lived in darkness for so long that even today, when I think of those times, I find myself humming the song, ‘When the lights came on again all over the

  world . . .’




  Street lights were not the only sensational development. When I was twelve, I came home one day to find my mother glowing. ‘We’ve got the radio in,’ she

  announced with tremendous pride and excitement, pointing to a small box with knobs marked ‘Home’ and ‘Light’, screwed to the wall. It would be hard today for a young boy or

  girl to understand the magic of that frail-looking contraption. My mother switched it on and what I heard was indescribably thrilling – commentary on Scotland against Wales at Hampden Park.

  It was as though those great remote heroes George Young, wee Jimmy Mason, Willie Waddle and Lawrie Reilly were coming into our little flat. They were becoming part of me in a way I could never have

  imagined before my mother turned on the radio.




  The radio brought an entire new world of excitement and terror. ‘The Man in Black, Valentine Dyall’ was compulsive, terrifying, and then there was ‘Dick Barton, Special

  Agent’ and his sidekicks Jock and Snowy. By then I was playing for the Boys’ Brigade team and the only time I got in trouble with them was when we had a 7 p.m. kick-off. Dick Barton

  came on at 6.45, and there was one episode I just couldn’t miss. Jock was in the deepest trouble in the previous instalment and I had to know his fate. My mother told me I was going to be

  late for the football and when I arrived at the ground the man in charge said, ‘I don’t see why I should let you play.’ The game had been going for a few minutes, but I was a good

  player and they needed me, so the manager reluctantly sent me on to the field.




  The magic box on the wall also made heroes of two West Indian cricketers, Sonny Ramadhin and Alf Valentine. I read in a comic about the technique of spinning the ball and devoted one whole

  summer to working on the art. It was the most wonderful thing to see the ball I had thrown down a patch of grass or concrete, often in the washing area with the women trying to shoo me away,

  spinning in exactly the way I wanted it to spin. Cricket for boys in a raggedy Motherwell school might seem unlikely but it happened suddenly, magically, when an Englishman

  joined the teaching staff. He brought the gift of cricket. We were fascinated when a concrete strip was laid between two ash football pitches and our new cricket master announced that matting was

  to be put down ‘as they do it in India, lads’. Unfortunately, the matting never arrived.




  Now we were playing with a hard red ball and one of the boys fancied himself as Scotland’s answer to Freddie Trueman. The ball flew off the concrete and we dived in the cinders. One day a

  fantasy came true – we went up to Hamilton to play a private school on a beautiful grass field. The Hamilton boys came out in their pristine whites. We looked like liquorice all-sorts. One of

  the great treats of the day was diving for a catch. What a feeling it was to take the ball and then roll on the soft green turf. We didn’t win, but we gave them a game, and I proved I could

  spin the ball on a proper pitch.




  That thrill came again many years later when I was playing in a celebrity match for London Weekend Television on a fine ground in Dulwich, one of the posher corners of south-east London. One of

  the opposition batsmen was Michael Grade, ex public schoolboy and now chairman of the BBC. He came to the wicket in his immaculate whites and hooped cap and took guard. He went to stroke my

  delivery through the covers but the ball moved, beautifully, and he was gone.




  It wasn’t Valentine against Hutton, or some dramatic night at Anfield or the San Siro, so why do I tuck it away with some of my fondest sporting memories? It brought back a warm waft of

  how it was when you were a kid with everything before you, when playing on cinders for a raggedy school in the shadow of a steelworks was easily mistaken for a joy rather than a hardship. Batting

  was, however, more of an ordeal than a pleasure. Once I played against Fred Rumsey, the former Somerset and England paceman. Fred had grown to a formidable size since his

  playing days, when he wasn’t exactly slender, but he could still whip down the ball. One flew past my nose and earned the heart-felt tribute, ‘Jesus Christ.’




  It may seem odd to read about the cricket reflections of a boy from Motherwell, but a strange pull was exerted by the game of the British empire. Indeed, if you ask me to speak of one of the

  most memorable collisions I have ever had in sport, I’d cite the day in Barbados when I met Sir Garfield Sobers, the author of those astonishing six sixes off six balls. I saw that amazing

  passage of play live on black and white television, and the thrill it provoked has never left me. His movement was lithe and graceful, and even with his knees shot he still had the physical aura of

  one of the greatest sportsmen the world has ever seen. I suppose the great appeal for me was that sport was always an available means of expression, an area where I was sure that I had some talent,

  whether it was a footballer, a boxer, even a trainee offspinner. It gave me confidence, a feeling of self-worth.




  On Saturday mornings, another new wonder soon came into our lives at the picture house – Dick Barton on film, and Flash Gordon and Emperor Ming. As well as films, there were competitions,

  including a skipping contest. All the girls lined up and I joined them with some confidence. I had learned to skip at the boxing club and I won the prize, which was two tickets for the Saturday

  night show. Proudly, I gave them to my mother.




  I loved the boxing club, even though it was mostly full of old pugs and there was a distinct lack of glamour. The club was housed in a tilting old hut and the moment you walked in you were hit

  with the smell of stale sweat. A rickety ring, a few punchbags and the odd skipping rope made up the equipment, but the atmosphere was full of life and character. No one likes getting that first serious belt in the face, especially without the headgear, but I came to terms with that quickly enough and boxing gave me a lot of confidence. I gained a strong

  belief in my ability to handle myself, both on the football field and in the street. This was particularly useful when my brother Billy, bad Billy, got into scrapes and I was obliged to sort things

  out.




  We had our own local boxing hero, Chick Calderwood, Olympic medallist, and for a while it was difficult to know who to follow most passionately, the fighters or the footballers. Chick’s

  father coached him and it was plain he was going to be good. He moved so well and he had great timing. My mentor was an old guy we called Leachy Port. On Sunday mornings he took us into the woods

  where we ran and skipped and sparred. Leachy would stick his face in front of you and say, ‘Hit me, hit me anywhere,’ and you were expected to give him your best shot.




  I was fourteen when I fought, officially, for the first time and I’ll never forget the sensation, the edge that came to me. I won my early fights and one night I went home, clutching my

  first prize with immense pride – a sugar bowl with a silver base and a spoon.




  The circumstances that pushed me away from boxing and towards football occurred in Beath in Ayrshire, an area renowned for the quality of its fighters. The kid I was due to fight was pointed out

  to me, and when I looked him over I felt no apprehension. ‘Yes,’ I thought, ‘I can take this boy.’ He looked a little soft to me. Unfortunately, one or two lads had cried

  off and, shortly before I was to go into the ring, the guy who was running the show told me that he’d had to rearrange the fights. I had a new opponent, who turned out to be the top kid in

  the show, and naturally that gave me a little bit of concern. Even at that level, you didn’t want to be pitched in over your head, and this boy was a champion. He came at me very hard and in

  front of that crowd, which was very lively indeed, I’d never felt under such pressure in all my life.




  Fortunately, I settled down and gave a good account of myself. I knew I could fight and after taking a couple of heavy shots I began to give some back. He got the decision, but everyone said I

  had done well, and old Leachy said he was proud of the way I had come through it. I had a black eye but then so had the champion. We went to his house for tea and biscuits and pies, and it was

  clear he was a bit of a local celebrity, but he avoided me – I was told it was the first time he had collected a black eye – and I thought it would be interesting to get into the ring

  with him again. I saw this night as something of a rite of passage, a hard fight to give me a better idea of what I had inside me. In fact, it wasn’t the arrival I had imagined it to be. It

  was the beginning of the end of my boxing career.




  My mother was appalled by the state of my face. I remember her crying, and saying, ‘Oh, just go and look at yourself, son. You’ve had a battering and you’ll get more before

  you’re through. Stick to the football, boy, you’re good and they don’t smash in your face on the football field . . .’




  Her opposition was a big factor. I didn’t want to give her more worries than she already had. It also happened that around about that time, Leachy just disappeared, like the

  O’Hanlons. I never quite got to know what became of him. I asked around, but no one seemed quite sure. With my mother opposed and Leachy gone, my time as a fighter just petered out. It is

  still a regret, even though I knew back then that sooner or later I would have to make a decision between the football field and the ring. I couldn’t do both, and nobody needed to tell me

  that I stood out a little bit on the football field, or that it was a much less hazardous place than the ring. The truth is that whatever success I had as a football player, I always knew that it

  would never take away, at least not completely, that hankering for the fight game. For me, the boxing champion has always occupied a special place, carried a unique aura.

  When I told my mother that the boxing was over, and her relief was so obvious, I still told her, ‘Mammy, I would have loved nothing more than to be a champion.’ Then, I could imagine no

  higher status in life.




  Fancy, for example, being able to say, as Mike Tyson used to do so often, ‘I’m the champion of the world, the best guy on the planet.’ You cannot say that in football, unless

  you’re indisputably the best, as Pele and Diego Maradona were, because football, at least in theory, is a team game. Everybody is working together and your efforts, or lack of them, merge

  with the team’s so you can get away with carrying an injury, for instance. In boxing, you’re alone. It’s just you against the world – your conditioning, your work, your

  investment in yourself. You can lose everything if you are just a little easy on yourself. So many tests of will have to be faced, from running on cold mornings to getting up from the floor when

  you have been stunned by a punch you might not even have seen coming, and then going again.




  I’ve never kidded myself that I was guaranteed any success in boxing. If I had taken it up seriously, it could have ended anywhere. I could have had some success, even become a champion,

  but just as easily, I could have been washed up, badly hurt, long before the age when I became familiar with the great football stadiums of the world and for a little while had the sense that, like

  my tram-driving grandpa in Glasgow, I ruled quite a bit of the universe. Boxing was perilously uncertain in almost every way, but that didn’t take away any of my love for it or touch the

  exhilaration I felt when I knew I had done my work and was ready to step between the ropes and give a good account of myself. Looking back, I suppose it was the training I loved most of all. No doubt that would have changed and on this I have the best possible witness, Muhammad Ali, who said that in the end it was not the fighting that he couldn’t stand any

  more but the idea of going back to training camp.




  Boxing’s decline has been more or less relentless since those days when the sport took hold of my boyhood imagination and spirit, but the essence of its appeal remains as strong as ever.

  What maybe drew me most to the ring was the idea that two men could fight each other with everything they had and then, when it was over, embrace with the deepest of respect. The game I eventually

  chose could follow that example with great benefit, perhaps never more so than today.




  So football, the national passion, would be my true calling, but even this was in some jeopardy, despite the enjoyment I had on the field and the encouragement I received while playing in the

  company of many excellent young players, notably the future England international Joe Baker. It is impossible to calculate the wastage of talent caused by Scottish working-class life, especially

  the casualties of the pubs. My sporting future, for a little while at least, became questionable when I started my working life as a fifteen-year-old. First I went to the Taggart and Wilson coach

  works, then moved on to the Colville steelmill before finishing up at the Motherwell Bridge Engineering Company. I loathed that last place, which claimed five years of my life. The company, quite

  fairly, might also say that my departure did not fill them with despair.




  Beer and women are two elements classically opposed to great football careers. I shall never forget the taste of my initial encounter with the first of these hazards. I was a small, very

  young-looking teenager and the guys who had taken me into the pub said, ‘You just sit there in the corner and we’ll bring you a pint.’ So here was the big world, the big destiny

  – the smoky pub with drink flowing, transporting you to apparently sweet oblivion. One of my older friends planted the pint of beer in my hand. I sipped it,

  tentatively. As I go back to that moment, the taste of the cold, strong black beer is in my mouth.




  It could, I suppose, have been a pivotal moment, a crossroads of sorts, but of course it wasn’t. Life at the Bridge Works was full of tedium and often terrible frustration, but I wanted a

  lot more than the brackish taste of beer in my mouth to alleviate the daily trial of misery. It was my good luck that someone recognised in me the ability to do a lot more. His name was Pat McCourt

  and his son worked in the factory. Pat knew about football and, soon enough, he became, at least in his knowledge of the game and the interest he showed in me, the first father I had known since my

  own was taken from our building wrapped in the red blanket.
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  ‘COME OVER

   AND TRAIN’




  PAT MCCOURT was a pinnacle in my life, a decisive, timely influence in a

  way that Leachy putting his gnarled old face in the path of my punches could never be. Pat ran North Motherwell Football Club, which comprised a little field across the road from the factory,

  another old hut and a set of superb values.




  At North Motherwell you learned that mere ability was just the beginning of any success you might have. A bit of talent was a visiting card. You put it down when you first kicked a ball under

  Pat’s gaze and he would find out quickly enough whether you had the temperament and the character for serious business. You had to learn to compete truly, to handle yourself under all kinds

  of provocation. If you couldn’t do that, if you gave way at the first hint of pressure, you were a goner. Under Pat’s guidance I had my rite of passage in football, as did my

  contemporary John McPhee, who went on to play for Blackpool.




  As well as being a wise old football coach, Pat McCourt was a good man. When he looked at the youngsters who came to his team, he didn’t see Catholics or Protestants but boys of varying

  degrees of potential. He made such a difference to my future, stretching my horizons way beyond those of most of the kids I had grown up with in the streets of Motherwell. Most important, I have to

  believe, was the fact that probably, deep down, I had been crying out for a father figure, someone to say with a little firmness, ‘This is the way to go, son,’ and who would take the

  trouble to make sense of it. Until Pat arrived in my life, I had made almost all of those decisions for myself. I suppose it was out of a combination of survival instinct and

  good luck that I had probably got the majority of them right.




  Pat was in the sharpest contrast to one primary schoolteacher, a big guy who taught maths and seemed to draw pleasure from making me cry. He didn’t do it with a belt but with constant

  references to the fact that I didn’t have a father. ‘Do you miss your father, laddie?’ he would ask, looking at me intently as though willing my tears to form. Today I would

  dismiss him as a sadistic bastard, but back then I was one of his prey. In fact, I wasn’t tortured by the loss of my father, at least not unless I was forced to think about it. Mostly, I

  pushed it to the corner of my mind. Occasionally it might come to me that if I’d had a father I wouldn’t have needed to work so hard to help the family win a crust. I might not have had

  to help deliver milk and rolls or do the paper round or shove a piece of cardboard into my shoe, but these were things that I didn’t dwell on. If you don’t have something, you try not

  to think about it. However, looking back, I see how eagerly I responded to anyone who gave me a little encouragement or the odd pat on the back.




  Pat got hold of me at a most crucial time. I was playing with his son in the Bridge Works team but there was no training, no edge and no pride. Most of the lads were more interested in the pubs

  and the dance halls than putting any effort into improving their game. Pat’s son put in a word for me, said that I was a talented kid but it was all wasting away in the factory team. The

  coach sent the message that changed my life – come over and train.




  One of my first games for North Motherwell was against the Bridge Works. The factory lads treated me as a traitor and tried to do me at every opportunity. Three of them, older, bigger boys

  who had taken me to the pub, seemed particularly intent on kicking me out of the game, and I realised that this was a test similar to the one I had faced in the boxing ring a

  few years earlier. I could either submit to the pressure or make a stand. It was my first and most basic lesson in the game that would shape my life. I sorted out the big boys. I said, ‘Okay,

  you want to give some, how about taking a little back.’ We won the game and I played well. The exhilaration I felt coming off the field was so strong I recall it as freshly as though it was

  yesterday. Later, after I came out of the communal cold-water bath and got dressed, Pat put his arm around my shoulder and said, ‘Well done, son, you did the business today.’




  When Pat said that, he was ushering me back into a world that I thought had gone with the best of my boyhood, the Scott Street Olympics, the boxing and, later, gymnastics and athletics –

  even cricket on a strip of concrete laid on a field of cinders, when I reported for duty at the Taggart and Wilson coachworks. I hadn’t been driven by the idea that I would be a professional

  or maybe one day play for Scotland at Hampden Park. Sport had just been part of life, but Pat gave me the idea that sometimes you do get back what you put in. Under his guidance, all the running,

  climbing, fighting and training seemed to come welling out in my performances. I was quick and hard, and I had been given some talent, and gradually it came to me – maybe one day I could be a

  player.




  Before then, though, the factories of Motherwell claimed my time and, dominating everything, was the terrible fear that I might have to spend the rest of my life clocking on and off and going

  back to the tenement, usually via the pub.




  I got the job at Taggart’s when an employment guy came to the school, asked me to fill in a form and assessed my potential in life in about two and half seconds. He told me to go down to

  the coachworks. My weekly pay would be twenty-one shillings, less tax. I hadn’t been bad at school, but I was no academic, not under the pressure of pulling off all

  those Olympic medal-winning performances, and I suppose my assignment to Taggart’s was no better or worse than I could have expected.




  It was different, and much harder, for my sister Wilma when she went off to work at fifteen. As a schoolgirl, she worked every night at her books in the gaslight and beside the smoky fire. She

  was good and she won the medal for the top student at secondary school. In a different, more just world, somebody would have picked her out and said ‘This girl deserves a better

  future’. She had worked for it and she had the talent to make a great success of her life but for Wilma, further education was just a fantasy. She went off to the offices of the steel company

  to help the family as soon as she could. She married and had kids and when the children grew up a bit, she went back to her books. She enrolled in the Open University and achieved an honours

  degree. When she did that, I felt as much pride in her, and for her, as I ever felt for myself when I walked out on to Hampden Park for Scotland.




  Sadly, I cannot speak of my brother Billy in the same terms; quite the opposite in fact. I hope that he made something of his life but I just don’t know if he ever sat down to think about

  the need for some changes in how he treated people. I haven’t spoken to him for forty years. The odd scrap of information has filtered through – I know he married and had a son who has

  made a name for himself as a chef, and I was very glad to hear that – but otherwise, nothing. I last saw him when he went back to Scotland after coming down to stay at my house after I moved

  to Liverpool in 1961. We had one final row in a series of them that erupted during the time he was with me and my young family after I had got him a job with the help of a neighbour, George

  Hansen, who worked for the local electricity company. I loved my brother and I wanted to protect him, put him right, but it was never easy. I happened to have a work ethic,

  at least when I was doing something I wanted, and made quick progress in football, and sometimes I wondered if he resented that. It is not, I imagine, the most unusual development in the lives of

  brothers.




  I never made any attempt to pursue him after his departure from my life. I felt I had done all I could for him, and that the time had come when I had enough to do making my career and trying to

  do the best for my wife and kids while still keeping an eye out for my mother. The truth is a lot of bitterness entered our relationship when I was first playing for Motherwell and able to put some

  money my mother’s way. I would leave cash under the linoleum, and say, ‘Look, here’s a little hideaway for you to go to when you need it.’ My brother’s failure to make

  such a gesture was, I reckoned, unforgiveable. When he came in from work on a Friday, my mother would say, ‘Well, where’s your pay packet?’ More often than not it was gone, spent

  in the pubs and the bookies. I realised that if I didn’t do something to help my mother and my sisters, there would be none forthcoming, certainly not from Billy.




  He abused the job I got him in Liverpool and he was fired soon enough. Another problem was that he hadn’t lost the argumentative streak he had shown as a young boy. Once, in a nightclub,

  he got involved in a row with an Everton player, and there was talk of them going outside to settle it. Johnny Morrissey, the talented and notably hard Everton winger, was in the club at the time.

  He threatened to get involved, and I had to say, ‘Stay out of this, Johnny, it’s between the two of them.’ No dire consequences resulted from that incident, but a pattern had been

  formed and, inevitably, it ended with bad feelings. Finally I reached the point where enough was enough and I said, ‘That’s it, that’s you finished as far

  as I’m concerned.’ It was always hard when my mother asked, ‘How’s Billy?’ because I wanted so much to give her a positive answer but it was impossible.




  When he got back to Scotland it was disturbing to hear that he had taken up with many of his old crowd – lads who had no ambition beyond getting through the day as best they could. In the

  way of mothers, mine couldn’t make a stand against her black sheep son. I suggested that maybe she could shock him into taking a good look at himself by saying that he was no longer welcome

  in his old home until he did something to reshape his life. Such a gesture was beyond her, though, however many times I said that everything possible had been done for him and now it was for him to

  do something about his fate.




  For a long time after he left Liverpool, the roughest characters would come up to me to ask, ‘How’s your kid?’ It is said that blood is thicker than water but after those

  patience-draining years the theory was for me extremely diluted. Yes, I loved Billy as a brother, someone I slept beside and with whom I shared all my first secrets, fears and hopes, and I wanted

  to be a good brother, but it is an old truth that you can’t choose your relatives. You choose your friends, people to whom you draw close because they have touched your life with honesty and

  have never been looking for anything beyond your friendship. In the end, I decided that with Billy I had tried my best but had reached a point where I couldn’t go on with him.




  Maybe the lack of a father hurt him more than me, maybe he too had a great need for someone like Pat McCourt, but had such a person arrived, would Billy have recognised him? I doubt it.

  Billy’s big problem was that he didn’t have any discipline and maybe a Pat figure might just have had some influence. A good mentor might have used an approach that wasn’t

  necessary with me. In my case, Pat simply brought me back to a point of conviction that had, mostly because of new influences, been briefly lost. Billy didn’t seem to

  have that starting point; he didn’t grasp that in our circumstances everything came down to our own efforts. We didn’t have a father to say, ‘Get your gear and go training, do

  this, do that.’ If it was going to happen, if you were going to do anything, you had to do it yourself. I would fight the battle with myself and go and do it and, except for that little time

  immediately before I played for North Motherwell, I would never dodge anything. I never missed a day’s training in my life.




  Billy just didn’t have a self-starting mechanism. He seemed to be drawn to the layabouts, the corner boys, and when something better was on offer, he never reached out. When Billy slammed

  the door of my house, I realised that it might well be for the last time and all those stored-up feelings of anger came welling up in me. For many years after that, I said that I never wanted to

  see or speak to my brother ever again; he had just slipped off my radar. But as you get older, and maybe a little more sentimental, you wonder what happened to someone to whom you were once so

  closely attached. The odds are that I would open the door if he ever happened to knock on it again. One thing is certain – he will always be part of my life.




  At Taggart’s I went from one disaster to another. An early one was forgetting to make the tea for the men when they came for their break and one of them chased me around

  the factory. He swore he would kill me, and he seemed to mean it. I found one of the hiding places I had already established in case of emergencies such as this one, and spent most of the afternoon

  peeking out to see if he had calmed down sufficiently for me to return to my duties safely. I hated all of my tasks, most intensely the need to lie under a car or a van amid bolts and wrenches

  while fitting replacement parts.




  There was just one job I fancied – driving around the yard in one of the ambulances we serviced for the local hospital. Some of the older boys were given the

  privilege but for various reasons, possibly including the fact that I could hardly see over the steering wheel, it was denied me. However, one morning an ambulance needed to be moved and before

  anyone could stop me I was in the driving seat and putting it into gear. Unfortunately, the gear I found was reverse. A terrible crashing noise indicated that I had smashed in the back doors. The

  foreman explained, quite patiently, all the work that had been done on the ambulance, all the skill and man hours that had gone into making it as good as new. Then, before I could say anything, he

  told me I was sacked.




  My duties were heavier at the Colville steelmill, where I worked under Tam Pettigrew, a wiry, craggy old Scot who chewed a toothpick and was always covered in sweat. For me, he was the stoic

  face of the Scottish working man – tough, philosophical in a rough way, utterly attuned to the hardness of the life he faced. He directed me in operations that, even now, tend to make my

  blood run cold. The big job was to open the furnace and inject into it room-long billets of steel, great joists that arrived on a conveyor belt and were rolled, after being roasted in the fire,

  into various shapes and lengths. My responsibility, for which I was paid the staggering amount of four pounds a week, was to make sure the joists came rolling along the belt, which I controlled

  with a shunting switch. If things went wrong, if not one but two joists came off the belt at the same time, the job was stopped amid terrible recriminations. The men would come at me as fiercely as

  the flames emerging from the furnace. So I sat there, my eyes glued to the switch, in a state of more or less permanent terror.




  The horror was not just in my head. I saw some bad things in the steel mill. The worst was when a guy was killed. He was a good-looking, blond-haired man who worked in a

  big leather jacket to protect against the sparks. His job was torch burning. His burner nicked a barrel that contained some flammable material. There was a shocking whoosh and it turned out that

  the torch had gone through his head. Bad accidents were routine.




  For me, the steel mill was a dead end. It brought in extra money but sometimes it seemed like a version of hell and I was very happy to escape, with all my limbs intact, to an apprenticeship at

  the Motherwell Bridge and Engineering Works, even though it was quickly apparent that the whole business would be a desperately extended, five-year joke. At the Bridge Works I acquired a major

  reputation for skiving, which just goes to show how important it is to do something in life that you enjoy, not that this particular option was available to too many of the lads.
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