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Foreword


by Walter Smith


Bringing Davie Weir to Rangers for a six-month period which has lasted four and a half years as I write is one of the best moves I have made in management. I actually tried to sign Davie when I was at Rangers the first time around as manager but the negotiating skills of George Fulston, then Falkirk’s chairman, put an end to that.


David was a bit of a late starter. He went to college in America and then to Falkirk, where Jim Jefferies was his manager. I noticed him right away because of how well he was playing against a good Rangers team at that time. His performances on a few occasions when I went to watch Falkirk were also consistently excellent. When signing him at that stage proved a fruitless exercise I was disappointed because I would have liked him to come to Rangers.


When he moved on to Hearts, again with Jim, we kept an eye on him. That remained the case when I left Rangers in 1998 and became manager at Everton. They were going through one of their financial crises of that period and one of my pals phoned me and said, ‘I see David Weir has refused to sign a contract with Hearts.’ I immediately got in contact with Jefferies, the old bandit, and asked him if they weren’t going to reach an agreement what they would do. Eventually, we paid a nominal fee to get him a few months before his contract expired, and having tried to sign him before I was delighted to finally get him.


He was a stalwart in that era at Everton for me. Davie takes everything in his stride but it would have been easy for someone who had signed for Everton to turn round and say, ‘That’s not what you promised me’, as we battled relegation in his first few months at the club, but he didn’t, he just got his head down and worked hard. I had to ask him to play in a number of positions, as a wing-back, as a central defender, even in midfield a couple of times, and he did so without complaint. He came through a difficult period for the club and for the people at the club in the way you would expect Davie Weir to do.


Like every other player, you watch them play but you don’t really get to know them as people. When he came in at Everton he was a quiet lad who just went about his job. He takes this personality onto the pitch. Although like everybody else he gets a wee bit excited now and again, generally speaking David is an unflustered person and that’s how he plays. He’s very calm on and off the pitch. The longer you get to know him, the more you see there are other bits to him, however. There’s a determination, so that he’ll not be swayed by anything. If he has a point to make, he’ll make it and make it very strongly. He’s got a steely aspect to him that isn’t immediately apparent because of the way he handles himself.


I have rarely been involved with a player who is as dedicated to keeping himself fit and playing. When he has knocks, if Davie can possibly play through them he will. For example, he played every minute of every League game for us in 2009–10 as he approached his 40th birthday. It is testimony to him that he has been able to do that, but it is no accident – it is by design on Davie’s part. He loves his football. He loves playing. He loves being involved in the game and I think he has given up quite a bit to make sure that continues for as long as possible. He rests between games, he eats the right things and although he’ll take a drink, it is very rarely, so it’s no coincidence he has been able to play for that amount of time. That’s the attitude he has. He goes down as one of the best professionals I have worked with and whatever Davie gets out of the game he deserves.


I think he gains everybody’s respect because he’s got a commonsense approach to everything. It would be natural that younger players gravitate toward him. He’s the type of person you would go to for a bit of advice if you were in a dressing-room and now he is captain of the team, when I ask him about anything specific I get a sensible answer. He has his opinions but with every one of them you can see a strain of common sense running through it. I don’t see any difference in him during the time we have worked together. He was exactly the same at Everton as he is now at Rangers. That’s a period spanning 12 years and there hasn’t been a change in him at all. I suppose you would be disappointed if there was and I don’t think he will ever have disappointed a manager he has played for.


Yet it is all very well being a good influence at a club, which David undoubtedly is, but that would not be much use to his managers if he didn’t also have excellent ability. His reading of the game and his understanding of it, considering he was a bit later than others to start, are exceptional. His intelligence is a big factor, his game knowledge allied to his ability. A lot of boys have a good level of ability but never really learn anything about the game. David has learned the game inside out. He can read a situation, he sees danger developing. The number of times he’s there to head the ball out of the penalty area is no accident. He positions himself where he thinks the ball is going to be and is usually right. That’s the cornerstone of what he has been.


I had no hesitation in calling him back into the Scotland squad when I became manager at the start of 2005. To be honest, he has never really told me his reasons for refusing to play under the previous manager, which is typical of Davie. That will become clearer in this book but when I became Scotland manager I thought it was a complete waste of talent for him to be sitting in the house and not playing, so I phoned him and said, ‘I have a squad to pick, would you be prepared to come back and play?’ He said, ‘Aye’, and I said, ‘Well, that’s good then.’ There were a couple of generalities about how we were both doing and how our families were doing and that was it. That’s how David is. No fuss and straight back into the squad.


Two years later, when I returned to Rangers, I decided I needed him again. It was the middle of January and we’d had a good look at the team on DVDs. While we had one or two decent players at centre-half, none of them possessed an aerial presence and that was a major problem for us. I was looking around and we were having a meeting one day when I think it was Ally McCoist who said, ‘Big Davie is not playing at Everton’, so I phoned Davie Moyes. He had been disappointed not to be playing in that early part of the season and had stated to Davie he just wanted to play, so they talked and Davie Moyes came back to me and said they would let him come to us. I said, ‘Come for six months and we’ll see what happens after that’, but he played so well for us in that remaining three or four months of the season, we had no hesitation in offering him another year and that’s how it has been. We have just operated on a yearly basis since. When we speak to him each summer, it’s no fuss, sign another year, turn up and get on with his training and his playing. Taking into consideration David’s age and all the things that have been happening round the club, it goes down as one of the best signings I have made without any doubt.


Barry Ferguson had been captain for a number of years and was doing a good job, so there was no reason for me or anyone else to change the captaincy. Then there was that aberration by Barry when he was away with the national team and there was suddenly a void. Davie was the obvious one to fill it. I said, ‘Are you happy to take the captaincy?’ and he said, ‘Absolutely’, and again that was it. He has taken to the Rangers captaincy extremely well. Barry Ferguson was a great captain for us but I think considering some aspects of the club when Davie took over – the financial things were starting to bite and we were seeing players leaving – the captain was going to be an important factor in the dressing-room. It’s not always easy when you have boys whose contracts are expiring, but I am sure Davie was a big influence in making sure everybody handled that correctly.


I know he has started his coaching badges and he has all the attributes for me to go into coaching and then on into management. The first impression everybody has is ‘nice lad, terrific fella’, but I can assure you that there is enough steel in him, so that important decisions will be made and carried out. With that wee bit of luck everyone needs, Davie could be a terrific manager.


 


Walter Smith, May 2011










Prologue


Doubt


Footballers are encouraged to live their lives on fast forward. You know the script. Marry young, mature early, retire early. But what happens after that? How do you fill the void beyond the game? Nobody tells you how to handle that part, but it’s always there, always waiting for you. The day you stop playing. Maybe that is why my mid-life crisis arrived early, too. The summer of 2006 to be precise. It started well enough with a wonderful trip to the World Cup in Germany with Lucas, my eldest son, but after the elation of that experience, doubts started to grow in my mind.


I started writing them down, a diary of my darkest fears and worries if you like. The things that were nagging at me. I was worried about how much longer I had left as a footballer, whether I could still cut it at the top level. I was worried about my father’s illness, Alzheimer’s, and I wasn’t sleeping properly. I was worried I would wake to the day every player dreads, the day you simply can’t do it any more. Injuries started to magnify in my mind. Fiona, my wife, was pregnant and a test had come back saying there was a high chance of the baby having Down’s syndrome. I am sure thousands of other parents have had the same fears, and although subsequent tests showed them to be unfounded and reassured us, it was another significant stress.


One day I wrote how I felt David Moyes, my manager at Everton, and Alan Irvine, his assistant at the time, were looking to see if the time had come to get rid of me, watching me closely every day for any sign I was in decline. I was disappointed when they chose Duncan Ferguson then Alan Stubbs as club captains ahead of me, I wondered if that meant I wasn’t considered captain material or wouldn’t be around much longer. Every training session became hugely important to me and if I had a bad day there I would selfishly bring it home with me, being grumpy with Fiona and the kids. With my dad being ill, I felt guilty about being so far away from my mum. Previously, I’d lived within walking distance of them. I was building a new house and that started to get on top of me, too, all the arrangements and whether we could really afford them. My own dad had retired early and I felt that hadn’t been good for him, that he needed a focus and struggled to adjust afterwards.


It was a jumble in my mind and it might have finished me as a professional footballer, five summers ago now, if I hadn’t made the brief notes on the advice of Danny Donachie, son of the former Scotland international Willie, who worked for Everton at the time. With Danny’s considerable help, I started to see through the darkness, to realise if I could get my head right then my body would be fine, too. He gave me a brilliant book called Healing Back Pain by an American doctor called John Sarno and altered the way I approached things and made me much tougher mentally. I started to break things down into small problems that I could solve rather than letting them build and build into bigger ones.


It is like questioning yourself and writing down your biggest doubts and concerns. Looking back now at my notes they didn’t amount to much, but meant a lot to me at the time. They helped me face up to whether I was too old or too slow. They helped me admit that as a Premiership footballer you must accept that there will be usually four players in your position, all of international standard, chasing one or two places in the team. Should I have left, I wrote, for Birmingham City or West Bromwich Albion, then Championship clubs, when they offered me two-year contracts that summer? Would I see 50 caps for my country? – something that had started to matter to me more than many fans would imagine it might do.


Most of all, though, I wondered what I would do if I was no longer a professional footballer and it frightened me. I analysed my own personality a fair bit and realised I want to be liked and in control of things. Not ideal traits perhaps for football, where your fate lies in being liked by the manager and I wasn’t sure I was back then. In short, I was insecure.


Don’t worry, I am not going to get all New Age on you in this book. That’s not my style. You might think you know me, particularly if you are a supporter of Falkirk, Hearts, Everton and Rangers, the clubs I have played for in my career. You might think I am one of the game’s good guys. That I play on for the love of the game. Well, hopefully, you will finish this book still thinking I am one of the good guys, but you should know it is not a love of football that sustains me past my 40th birthday, but a darker motivation. Football is a game played as much in the grey matter inside your head as on the green grass of the pitch. You have to keep winning internal battles with yourself to keep going. Supporters never see them being played, yet will soon notice if you are losing them because then their team will be losing games.


So what keeps me going? What keeps me travelling between Cheshire and Glasgow each week, spending a lot of time away from my wife and my four children and perhaps not being Father of the Year? It’s not some altruistic drive and it’s not something I am particularly proud of. It’s a love of winning, bordering on an addiction, and also that fear of what comes after football. No, I don’t need to beat the kids at tiddlywinks, before you ask, or any of that bull that some so-called ‘winners’ come out with, yet still I need my fix for half an hour after a game. It’s a validation for me, proof I still have the same right to be playing the game as guys who are half my age and don’t have the grey hairs in their head or the creases in their face.


Winning tells me the managers who tried to replace me with younger models were wrong. It defies the reporters, even the ones who like me, who probably have my obituary to hand whenever they attend a game, in the same way that the Queen Mother’s was always ready to roll. When my team wins, it’s like me winning. It’s a battle for me and it’s been like that for three or four years now. Victory is my answer. It chases away, for another week at least, the spectre which hangs over most players in their thirties. That the end is nigh.


I still fear retirement because I know I will never get this buzz again in life. Never. I have close friends who couldn’t wait to stop, yet now regret it. They run the kids to school, they play a bit of golf. It sounded idyllic and maybe it was for a while. Then they started to get bored, they started to miss that buzz. It’s a nice life for six months and then, I think, it hits you. How many games of golf can you play? How many times do you walk the kids to school? How many times do you read the paper in the morning? Does your wife start to get fed up with you moping around. Does it lead to divorce?


If you have been a professional footballer for 15–20 years, as I have, there’s a competitive urge within you that you need to fulfil somehow, and when it’s gone there’s a huge gap to be filled. When you are sitting in the dressing-room after an Old Firm win, for example, it’s the best feeling in the world, with all your teammates walking in the dressing-room, everybody in the same boat regardless of whether they are 21 or 41. It’s only half an hour at most and then, as you walk out the dressing-room door, it’s finished. Gone. Then you are waiting and working all week to feel that half-hour of euphoria once again.


Would I get this fix if I was back at Falkirk, where my professional career started, now? That’s something I often ask myself and I am not sure I know the answer or, rather, like what it implies about me. At Rangers, we win more games than we lose, so most weeks I will get my fix. At Falkirk, we lost more than we won. That would be a real test of my appetite for the game. To come in every Monday knowing I was building toward a probable defeat or draw rather than a probable win. I would most likely start to question myself more if I was losing every week. I would have a lot of bad weekends, going home thinking, ‘What am I doing here?’ That’s why I am no hero for playing on to my age. It’s people like John Hughes, my former Falkirk teammate and good friend, who deserve the praise if there is any going. Yogi played into his forties, too, losing more than he won probably, although maybe nobody was brave enough to tell him his time was up.


All older footballers are treated with suspicion, almost as though we are freaks of nature. Arsène Wenger has said complimentary things about me in the past but rarely holds on to players after their 30th birthdays and, if he does, all they get is a year’s contract at a time. It’s like they could suddenly ‘go’ at any second in any match. Wenger’s an enlightened man who has studied football to a degree few others have but in any other walk of life these days he would be considered ageist. David Moyes perhaps had a similar view and I am sure, given how he leaves no stone unturned to maintain Everton’s success, it will be one based on scientific evidence of physical decline.


It will never happen, but if every player was on a year’s contract you would get a higher level of performance out of all of them. I don’t think there’s any doubt about that. I think I was about 33 when I started going on yearly contracts at Everton after David came in as manager. Although I was tempted by those two-year contracts elsewhere back then and the security they offered me, I now see each one-year contract as a fresh challenge. I like the thought of having to earn another one each season and get a buzz when the club make me an offer to stay on each summer. I guess my career has come full circle in a sense, because when you are young and starting out, you are trying to prove yourself, too. So let’s start at the beginning . . .










1


From Shieldhill to Evansville


I came to professional football later than most players do and it is probably not a coincidence I have lasted a little longer at the other end. While my teenage peers back in Scotland were playing 50–60 pressure games per season, I was maturing as a player at a more leisurely pace on a soccer scholarship at the University of Evansville in Indiana. Our season there involved 20-odd fixtures and took much less of a toll on my body. It was the making of me as a footballer but also, more importantly, as a person. It was not about money or gaining a contract in those early days, but about friendship and fun. That, essentially, is what football should be about, yet sometimes in the rush to make it and then to stay in the team pros lose sight of it along the way. My spell in the States has given me a sense of perspective that has stayed with me throughout my career and friendships which remain precious to me to this day.


Before I get to the idyll of Indiana, I should cover a childhood that was dominated by football. I was born in Falkirk on 10 May 1970 and grew up in in Shieldhill, a former mining village on its outskirts. In Shieldhill, we are still referred to as the ‘Weirs’, a local dynasty almost. Both my grandfather and my father, also David, worked hard and we were perceived as wealthy by local standards. I never met my grandparents on my dad’s side, but my father spoke about his dad, Adam Weir, all the time. He idolised him. My dad was also proud he had passed his own 11-plus and gone to the technical school, one of the few who had managed to do it from Shieldhill. I think he got that from his own dad, trying to be a step ahead all of the time.


My mum’s parents were still around as I was growing up. Peter Crawford, my papa, died when I was relatively young but Jessie, my nana, is 90 and still alive. My papa was a big football man and a big Falkirk fan, so he would have loved the fact I went on to play for them. He used to take me to a bowling club right in the middle of Falkirk and let me play on the one-arm bandit when I was a wee boy. I was his first grandson and went everywhere with him. He was quite a character.


My dad worked in the Grangemouth Refinery, becoming a foreman there. He was in charge of a lot of people and, as he did with me, I think he ruled with an iron fist. He is an aggressive, argumentative man, on the offensive straight away if he thought someone was taking a liberty. I didn’t live in fear of my dad, but I was scared of him. He had that menace about him. I could tell it was the same at his work – he later got me a couple of part-time jobs there – by the way people spoke about him and related stories about him. I had respect for my dad – sometimes he would smack me or my mum would warn me: ‘Wait till your dad comes home’ if I was misbehaving. I am much the same with my boys now and I don’t think that’s a bad thing, to be a wee bit scared of your dad.


I remember driving to Stirling one day with my dad and this bus driver pulled out in front of him. He followed him until he stopped and was out of the car and in the bus trying to pull the driver out of his cab. It was road rage before the term became fashionable. Dad certainly had a fiery temperament and a short fuse, but when it came to me and football his patience seemed endless. No matter how hard his working day was at the refinery, he always made time to kick a ball about in our back garden with me when he got home. He would stand in goal until I had finished taking shots at him. He would take me to all kinds of games, too. He took me to Celtic Park to see Manchester United in a testimonial at the start of the season. He took me to an Aberdeen–Dundee United League Cup final and to internationals. I find myself doing the same with my boys now and I am lucky where I live that I can take them to Old Trafford or Anfield. My dad was very good at things like that.


I had a group of friends, there were five or six of us, and we were pretty inventive when it came to keeping ourselves amused in the days before PlayStations and X-Boxes. We created a golf course over the old pit bings near the village. There was a burn which ran through Shieldhill, so we even had holes across the water. It was a proper nine-hole course with lovely flags and everything. There was also a cow field which we turned into a football pitch and set up our own five-a-side league against other teams in the village. We had a wee cricket pitch in the swing park in the middle of Shieldhill and we played there in the summer. When Wimbledon was on we would go along to the primary school playground and mark a court out with chalk. We had running races on an area that was like a 400 metre track or we would be playing on our bikes. We were always out playing in some shape or form and rarely sat in the house.


Football was king, though, and sometimes I would forget to come home for dinner because I was having so much fun playing. Your mum and dad would know you would be in one of three or four places within the village boundaries playing some kind of sport and that you were safe. In those days, my main friends were James and Tommy White, Graham and Iain Scobbie, Craig Hunter, who actually coaches my nephew now at Grahamston Boys Club, and John Ferrie, who was the organiser and leader of our wee gang. He had a hut for us in his back garden. It was properly kitted out with carpets and seats. I think his family kept greyhounds and it was a converted kennel. That was our nerve centre, where we met and laid our plans. Thinking back now, it all ran like clockwork. We would even have golf tournaments with trophy presentations, it was a special time.


There was one night, though, when I didn’t need to be called in for my tea or have a search party sent out for me. On Fridays, the old black-and-white Sherlock Holmes films with Basil Rathbone would be on around teatime on BBC2 and I loved them. I would rush home from wherever I was to see them. I have bought them subsequently and now Lucas, my oldest son, sits and watches them as I did at his age. I would eat everything and anything I could get my hands on. Like many boys of my era in Scotland, I probably grew up on tins of Heinz beans and sausages, macaroni cheese and spaghetti.


I started to support Rangers I would guess around 1977 or 1978, when I was seven or eight. Players like Sandy Jardine, Tam Forsyth, Derek Johnstone, Tommy McLean and Alex MacDonald were in the team at that point. My hero was Davie Cooper, and later Graeme Souness as I got older and started to appreciate the game more. I was fascinated by Souness and Kenny Dalglish and the success they had in that era. There was a mystique about them, as you only really got to see them via TV highlights of Liverpool’s midweek matches back then.


I clearly remember one birthday when I was still at primary school and got a new Rangers strip. My mum, Janet, told me to keep it clean, but my dad took me out to play and sure enough I fell in the dirt and couldn’t wear it to school or take it as PE kit. Most of my battles with mum involved clothes. She had a saying which she still uses to this day: ‘David, I don’t wish any harm to come to you,’ she would tell me, ‘but I hope when you are bigger you don’t have one wee boy like yourself, I hope you have two.’ It turned out I had three boys of my own, so now I know precisely what she meant. She also says that if she’d had me first, rather than Fiona, my older sister, then she would have stopped at one child.


Apparently, I was a good baby, but when I got to three or four I started to get a mind of my own and just wouldn’t wear things. Mum used to take me to shops and let me choose clothes but later we would be going out and I simply wouldn’t wear them. Mum still tells the story of a family wedding where I refused to get dressed, kept everybody late and then cried so much I feel asleep as soon as we got there. Another time, she bought me a safari jacket for Sunday school but I wasn’t too keen on it and soon reappeared at the door with it slung over my shoulder, informing her I wouldn’t be wearing it or indeed going to Sunday school.


Looking back now, underlying this apparent disobedience was my shyness, I was never comfortable meeting a lot of people at once as a child. I see similarities now with Lucas, who can be similarly defiant if he doesn’t want to do something, but my mum reckons it is Ruben, my youngest, who reminds her most of me as a wee boy. I think I had this comfort zone in Shieldhill that I didn’t like being out of and I think my dad was probably much the same. He had his friends in Shieldhill, too, and it felt like you didn’t need to go out of Shieldhill for anything.


The only time Mum had no trouble getting me into a new outfit was when it was a new football strip. My dad didn’t fancy flying, so we always holidayed in Britain at places like Scarborough, Southport, Lytham St Anne’s and Torquay. We would always get a present during the break and for me it was simply a case of finding the local sports shop and letting me pick something. Apparently, I could also amuse myself for hours by sitting in the bath with my new football boots on to mould the leather.


Fiona was four years older than me and we never got on particularly well as children. I called her a snob and I remember one conversation where I said, ‘Fiona, I really don’t like you’, and she replied, ‘David, I really don’t like you.’ It was almost like a watershed. I meant it and she meant it. Thankfully, our conversations these days are a bit more mature and friendly.


Dad was my coach and sternest critic. Hard but fair. When he praised me, I knew I had done really well because it was so rare. He would always point out what I could have done better. Looking back now, it was good preparation for becoming a professional. I always wanted to be a footballer, but he told me, ‘You can be a footballer if you want but you must get your education first.’ I had a bit of insight because my mum’s brother, my uncle Graham, had been a professional. He played in goal for several clubs. He started at East Stirling, then he went to Sheffield United, York City, Scarborough and Scunthorpe. He would bring me home old balls and keep all his old programmes, stoking my interest further still and answering my endless questions when we went down to York each Easter to visit. I was fascinated by his stories of playing against the likes of Liverpool and Manchester United. He would also organise tickets for me and my dad to go and watch games like Leeds versus Aston Villa when we were down. It all helped light the fuse of my imagination and ambition.


I always arrived back from Shieldhill Primary with my trousers covered in mud and my shoes badly scuffed. One day, when I was around nine, I came in to tell Mum I had lost one of my front teeth in a collision with a metal goalpost in the playground. I was quite proud I had done that playing football. I played in the school team when I was in Primary Five, which was unheard of – it was usually only Primary Six and Seven kids who played and I felt really special getting out of class early for the games. The teacher who looked after the football team was called Bill Allardyce. I was in the same class as his daughter, and he brought me into the team a year earlier than normal and played me in the games and I loved it. We had black and white Newcastle strips, but there was one strip that was a Bukta one, a special one, with their symbol down its sleeves, and the captain got to wear it. I was delighted when I later achieved that distinction and finally got my hands on the special strip.


Dad drove me everywhere for training and games and the whole family used to come to watch me play for Grahamston Boys Club at weekends: Mum, Dad, Fiona and, Dene, the family dog. Anywhere I played, all over Scotland, they were there. The best player there in my time was Stuart Balmer, who went on to have a good career with Celtic, Charlton and several other clubs. Stuart always looked more likely to make it than me back then. Frankly he was bigger and better. My memory is that Dad wasn’t too keen on me going on trial with a couple of English clubs who showed interest but I do remember a trial for Rangers in Edinburgh at under-14 or under-15 level. I remember saying to the guy handing out the kit, ‘These shorts are too small for me, pal.’ He just looked at me, as if to say, ‘It is probably not the shorts that are too small, pal.’ I was a bit chunkier back then than I am now.


With Grahamston we always had to wear blazers and flannels, which used to rile everybody else up when we played them. If my mum thought I was hanging about with a rough crowd in Shieldhill and moving up to Woodlands High in Falkirk, the nearest secondary school, would solve this problem, then it backfired as my class there was rougher still. Partly inhibited by my shyness and partly by not wanting to appear a smart-arse to them, I wouldn’t raise my hand to answer questions. My parents talked about sending me to Dollar Academy, a famous private school nearby, but I made it clear I didn’t want to go.


At primary, I enjoyed school and was always near the top of the class but as I got older, I started to feel it was frowned upon to be clever within my wee social group. There was a pressure not to break ranks and I was always friends with the boys who liked a bit of a carry-on, so it ended up not being the cool thing to do. You have got to have strength within yourself at that age to break out of peer-group pressure and I must admit I didn’t have it. I am now conscious with my own kids of trying to get them in an environment where it is encouraged to be bright. It stuck with me that in America it was ‘cool’ to be bright or good at things. Success was rewarded there, rather than frowned upon as it can sometimes be in Scotland. 


My dad would always send me upstairs to swot for any exams that might be coming up and I would instead listen to the radio while half reading whatever it was. When I got to 16 or 17, my parents started to worry about what I was going to do when I left school. They got me to write to Scottish Amicable, the building society, whose headquarters were nearby, and things like that. Mum worked in a bank and I had an interview with the Bank of Scotland. Mum bought me a new, pinstripe suit for the special occasion but I didn’t go to the interview. She wasn’t too amused to discover this when she asked how I got on. Again, I was stubborn and told my parents, ‘I don’t want to work in a bank.’ My dad was livid that night and said, ‘You might not want to work in a bank, but you should still go to the interview.’ I did go to another interview, with the Clydesdale Bank in Falkirk, but clearly remember thinking to myself during it, ‘What am I doing here?’ I am a stubborn so-and-so when I know something isn’t for me. I think my mum was desperate to get me pigeon-holed and working, but if something wasn’t for me, I simply wouldn’t do it. I was very strong-willed and opinionated in that respect, I knew what I did and didn’t like. Whatever way you dressed it up, or indeed dressed me up, that wasn’t going to be for me.


Just when mum and dad were beginning to despair of me, an opportunity presented itself after I played in a tournament for Scotland under-18 schoolboys at Skegness. We went down and played against various English teams from Greater Manchester, Inner London, Merseyside, all the football hotbeds. Many of those playing were already contracted to professional clubs in Britain, such as John O’Neil at Dundee United, but I wasn’t and at the end I was approached by a couple of guys who represented an obscure American college looking for recruits for its ‘soccer programme’. Fred Schmalz and Tony Colavecchia were about to change my life for ever. They explained in detail what was involved for over an hour. I didn’t say much as they spoke, but inside the feeling grew this was what I had been waiting for and was exactly what I wanted to do with my life.


I got the bus back to Edinburgh, where Mum and Dad were patiently waiting to pick me up in the car, I climbed into the back and then poked my head between the front seats to break the big news: ‘I am going to America to play football.’ They probably thought, ‘Yeah, right, David’, but when we got home the phone rang and unfortunately my mum’s cousin had just died, so it was all forgotten about. It was only when she came home on the Monday night from work to a phone call from Fred that it was back on the family agenda. ‘Mrs Weir, did David tell you I had been speaking to him about going to America on a soccer scholarship?’, asked Fred. ‘He mentioned America, but he didn’t exactly say he was going on a soccer scholarship,’ replied Mum. Fred informed her he was coming up to see us the next day. Mum got away early from work to find me sitting at the dining-room table filling out all the papers. I had already made my mind up. My bag was almost packed. ‘So you are the man that has come to take my son away from me,’ Mum said to Fred, although she still let him stay for his dinner.


It all happened very quickly after that. I sat an exam in May to ensure I could handle a degree academically and by August I was driving through to Prestwick Airport with Mum and Dad for my flight to the United States. It was a big deal for a tight-knit family like ours. I remember Dad was crying and it was the first time in my life I had seen him crying about anything. When you are young, you don’t think of the ramifications, you just do it, but my parents were both in tears and must have looked as though they’d had a major row when they stopped at the Fenwick hotel on the way back to Falkirk for a meal together.


It was the first time I had been in an aeroplane or abroad. I was supposed to fly to New York, then Detroit and finally St Louis, but when I got to New York I was such a novice I thought I had to get my bags, so there I was waiting for these bags that were never coming and I missed my next flight to Detroit. The girl at the desk said tough luck to me basically, but must have then taken pity on the innocent abroad as she added she would see what she could do. She got me a flight from La Guardia, so I had to get this taxi across New York from JFK to get on this flight for free with another airline to Detroit. I missed my connection to St Louis, but got a later one to meet Geff Schmalz, Fred’s son, who is now a high-ranking army officer, and an Irish guy called Ian O’Brien. I had never met either of them before in my life. They were watching for my flight coming in, but I wasn’t on it, so they were walking around the airport looking for me. I got in later and was walking round looking for them. OB, as we called him, was an older guy, like the dad of the team. He was nuts, but looked after everybody and eventually he came up to me and said, ‘You are David Weir aren’t you?’ I must have looked Scottish, I guess.


I was knackered after my eventful journey from Scotland but Evansville was still a three-hour drive away. It was real America, off the beaten track for tourists, a small city of around 120,000 people built on a bend in the Ohio River and surrounded by countryside and miles upon miles of cornfields. The University of Evansville was the main thing in the town, with what appeared to me as the whites living on one side of the motorway and the black community on the other side of it. The first thing that struck me was the wall of heat and humidity. I was straight into training in 100 degrees, it was a completely different climate and way of life from the one I had been used to but it was refreshing, too, because nobody knew me or had any preconceptions about me.


The University of Evansville has a good reputation in America for sport and theatre, but is also known nationally for a tragedy in 1977 when 14 members of its basketball team were among 29 people killed in a plane crash in thick fog as they left Evansville on 13 December for a fixture in Tennessee. Keith Vonderahe, a teammate and good friend of mine at Evansville and to this day, lost his father in the crash and was just six years old at the time. Keith never flew until he joined the soccer team at Evansville and it must have been an incredibly difficult experience for him after what his family had gone through.


It certainly put my own problems settling in the States into perspective. Initially, I would phone home once a week on the Sunday morning and that would make me incredibly homesick at first and sometimes I would start crying, which wasn’t great for Mum and Dad to hear, as they weren’t to know that most of the time I was feeling fine. I’d probably had a couple of drinks on the Saturday night and then phoned them when I was on a low with a hangover. They were just about ready to tell me to come home when Dad decided to phone Fred. I think it struck a chord with him because he had suffered badly from homesickness as a young man when he did his national service in Catterick. He told me that he hadn’t enjoyed that, but had come through it.


Fred wasn’t aware I was so homesick, but he took me under his wing along with Graham Merryweather, an English lad who had also arrived in Evansville. I remember we had these wee mailboxes in Hale Hall, an all-male dormitory where I initially lived with other students and athletes from all sports at the university, and I always checked to see if there was a letter for me, even though I knew there wasn’t going to be one most days. Mum would also send over the Falkirk Herald and the Rangers News to keep me in touch with what was going on back in Scotland. Graham had been picked up at the same trials as me, playing for Nottinghamshire I think, and came over at the same time. He was a competitive, aggressive central midfield player, yet came from a well-to-do family. Roger, his dad, had been Sheriff of Nottingham at one stage and was a real character. I got to know them well and they were nice people. Graham settled quicker than me and we later lived together for three years and became great friends.


My settling-in period was further disrupted by acute appendicitis, which was pretty painful and required an operation pronto. Luckily, I had health insurance at that point because the bills ran to thousands of dollars afterwards. I just handed them on to Fred and he sorted things out for me. Dad took a phone call at 3am one morning to tell him what had happened. Overhearing Dad saying, ‘Oh God’ and so on, Mum thought I had been killed. She wanted to fly out to look after me but Fred somehow dissuaded her. When she subsequently discovered I returned to my student dormitory after being released from hospital with no one to care for me, she hit the roof. She won’t be too happy to read now that my health insurance payments were sacrificed in subsequent years to boost the funding of my social life in the States. It was around $500 for your health insurance and most of us felt that money could be better used on other things.


For my second semester I returned to Britain, at the university’s satellite campus in Grantham, Harlaxton College. I was able to come home most weekends then, so that got me through the first year. Then, of course, it was the same trauma when I went back for the second year, until I got a girlfriend called Cathy Harmon and gradually started to settle down. Americans are the most hospitable people in the world in my experience. They want to know you and they want to help you. They will take you for dinner, then drop you off back home. You go into their house and they expect you to just go into their fridge and take a drink. Whereas in Britain we’d consider that rude or at least forward, Americans are genuinely like that and it’s not manufactured. That was probably the best thing about my whole experience, the people and the place. Evansville was real America with real American people living in it. I got a proper insight into their life and I liked what I saw. Cathy’s parents had this beautiful big house with a tennis court, swimming pool etc. It was absolutely gorgeous. My nana was flabbergasted when she came out to visit in February of my second year with mum and stayed there, she just couldn’t believe the place.


It was definitely a bit different from my student accommodation. If you remember the TV series The Young Ones with Rik Mayall and Adrian Edmondson, then you will have a rough idea of what the various houses I shared in Evansville were like. When Mum visited she was dismayed to find that six months down the line I was still sleeping on the same – unwashed – bedsheet she had supplied me with the previous August back in Scotland. My bed was simply a mattress on the floor. My wardrobe was a cupboard, with nothing hanging up and everything on the floor. The telly was covered in beer and there would be black bin bags full of empty cans lying around. We used Union Jacks as curtains in another house and there was a big hole in the wall of another one. During one winter we had the electricity, gas, water and phone all cut off at the same time because we hadn’t paid any of the bills. We used to go over to the dorms for a shower, a meal and some heat.


There was only one pan, one knife, one fork, one plate. You couldn’t cook anything. I existed mainly on foot-long meatball sandwiches from Subway. Every Friday during the season, we would go and buy a keg of beer for that weekend’s party and have it chilling for the Saturday night. You couldn’t buy alcohol on a Sunday in Indiana, you had to go to neighbouring Illinois. As our house was right on campus, it was the perfect place for parties and sometimes it would be so busy you couldn’t move with 60–70 people somehow crammed into it on a Saturday or a Sunday night.


It wasn’t too demanding academically, which allowed me to focus mainly on my football and my social life. If my first year had been a huge adjustment from living at home, I had now come out of my shell and really started to enjoy myself. I was growing in confidence and enjoying my life and my football immensely. You had to work a bit obviously – they wouldn’t keep you otherwise. You had to meet certain criteria. Graham was clever and I was okay, but Nick, the American lad we lived with, struggled. He ended up leaving after two years because he couldn’t get the grades and that was probably because he lived with us in what had quickly developed a reputation as the party house.


Some teachers would make it harder for you because you were in the soccer team and some would cut you some slack. You still had to do the work, but they would maybe give you longer to do it. I always felt the basketball players were at a different level from the footballers. With them, you always felt the academic stuff didn’t matter. Our facilities, treatment and food were excellent by British standards but theirs were better still, and yet they were average compared to us in terms of achievement. Their home was a 12,500-seater arena that was packed when they played.


We mostly played in a regional conference and teams from Missouri, like St Louis University, the University of Indiana and the University of Notre Dame in Indiana were our main rivals. Even these games were six-hour round trips or longer, but we also had a few big journeys each year, where we would fly to the west coast or down to the gulf for tournaments. My first was against Indiana University, the University of North Carolina and UCLA, the best teams in the country at that time, and I was so lucky we were ranked as an NCAA Division One college for sport and competed at that elite level. I know lads have subsequently gone to America to junior colleges, in NCAA Division Two, and the standard there has been nowhere good enough to give them a chance of making it professionally. You would play 10 games in your conference, 10 non-conference games and then go on from there if you were good enough. There was a national ranking like the current Fifa ones, published every week by a committee that ranked you on the basis of your results and the toughness of your schedule. At the end of the season, it would pick the top 32 teams – it’s more now – to go into this national tournament, the NCAA Division One National Championships, and that was a straight knockout. We made it into that tournament every year.


The season ran from August to December and was so short that you were training every day and playing every two or three days during it. We would practise for two hours a day during the season and miss a lot of classes with all the travelling we were doing. If we went to say Portland or Miami to play we could be gone for four or five days at a time on a road trip. Then the season would suddenly stop and there was next to nothing. My weight fluctuated considerably, as my diet didn’t change and sometimes I would come back to Scotland in the summer and struggle to get trousers to fit my thighs. In the spring we would start training again indoors but only on Sunday nights. I guess it could have been viewed as a chance to make up any lost ground academically but we just saw it as the party season – we would even have a couple of beers before training. Sometimes we would organise bounce games on Sunday mornings, thinking nothing of driving the three hours to St Louis required to find opposition of our standard despite the serious hangovers we were usually suffering from.


It was the camaraderie of that team that has stayed with me over the years. Guys like Keith, Graham, Ian Eggleston and Paul Nevin, known as Nev, remain friends to this day and we still meet up regularly. It was a different era in terms of nutrition and sports science and all that. On our road trips we would troop into McDonald’s and back onto the bus with a vast array of burgers and it wasn’t water or sports drinks that sat in the coolers on it but Cokes and other soft drinks. We were living in each other’s pockets, spent our lives together and became like brothers, a family, as a result – developing a team spirit that largely explained our subsequent success. In the summer, we would work together on soccer camps, which was great fun and well-paid. I remember going to Kentucky for one. Another summer Graham and I also worked in a sawmill, which was more like a proper day’s work: we got picked up early in the morning and were then dropped off again at night after our labours and paid cash in hand.


I was a country boy and still a bit naive, much to the amusement of my new teammates and friends. The university sports teams were celebrities in Evansville and we were in the local papers every day. I did an early interview with a reporter from the Evansville Press and Courier. The girl asked me what was different from Scotland and as everybody waited for me to say something profound about the cultural differences or my personal struggle with homesickness, I came out with, ‘Aye, the cars are bigger aren’t they?’ Not my finest moment with the press, as Nev still reminds me.


At times, it really was like being in Ferris Bueller’s Day Off or an American teen film of that ilk. I remember Nev was copying me in a test one day, having not bothered to study for it, when our joint effort was spotted by Mrs Dow, who taught our communications class. She liked Nev, who used to butter her up all the time. So she shouted, ‘David’, and of course Nev acted all disgusted at my ‘cheating’ and hid his paper away from me. When the papers came back, I had a remark written on mine. ‘David, I wish you would stop copying Paul and produce your own work.’ I just took it on the chin. I had arrived intending to go into sports science but, ultimately, my degree was in advertising and public relations.


The nickname Nev coined for me, ‘Big and Pink’, sounds obscene, but was really only a reference to me being big and usually sunburned over there in the heat. There was one particularly bad case after we played at a tournament in Miami and I had to endure the flight back in my tie and suit afterwards with my skin on fire. I was rarely called David or Davie in fact, as the boys had somehow got a hold of my middle name of Gillespie, probably from my passport, and decided they preferred to use it. Gillespie was my grandfather on my dad’s side’s middle name and remains in the family as my youngest son Ruben’s middle name, but it caused great confusion with one lad from Florida, who was convinced I was called Giuseppe and of Italian descent.


It was university, so a big part of the culture was drinking, but at the same time it wasn’t legally allowed because we were all under the drinking age in America. Most of us didn’t hit 21 until our last year there. We found it particularly difficult to get our heads round this as back in Britain we could all go to the pub and have a pint. They had special police in Evansville called ‘excise officers’ and their role was to enforce the drinking laws. The head officer was called Ronald McDonald and I had one notable run-in with him.


One night we were drinking and having a bit of fun out the back of Nev’s house. I was kicking a ball about with a beer in my hand, which pretty much summed me up, and the excise police screeched up in their car and Ronald McDonald leapt out and summoned me over. I must have been a bit tipsy because instead of meekly handing over my beer and facing the rap, I wiggled it at him and taunted him: ‘You are going to have to get it.’ Meanwhile, everyone else was making themselves scarce. I remember getting chased round the car, then running round the back of Subway, which was across the road. It was a square building and he was a big, older guy so he was never going to catch me. He came to one corner and I was at the other, ready to get away from him again, when he suddenly shouted: ‘Stop, or I’ll shoot.’ I can remember it registering in my head: ‘Did he just say he was going to shoot me?’, then thinking: ‘He’s not going to do that’ and I just kept going until I reached the university campus to take stock under a tree before wandering back after the furore died down and opening another beer. He did have a gun, though, and it was certainly a bit more serious than when the police used to come to my mum’s door back in Shieldhill to tell her we had been playing football in the farmer’s field again.
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