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Foreword


Foreword from a Legend


 


 


It is a fortunate man who is able to play for the team which he loves. I was lucky enough to do exactly that, and not only did I play for Hibs, but my career coincided with the most successful spell in the club’s history.


Before I signed on at Easter Road, I went with my dad to watch the Hibees play. After I stopped playing I went back to following the team from the stands. I go along to every home match to this day.


Like all football clubs, Hibs have had their ups and their downs. In all honesty, I would have to say that the current team isn’t the most talented or exciting in Hibs history. That doesn’t matter though. They wear the green and white of Hibernian and represent our beloved team. Like my grandfather and father before me and my son after me, I follow the Hibs through thick and thin.


John Campbell’s meticulously researched and thoroughly readable record of Hibs from the mid-1940s to the mid-1960s covers my entire playing career and moves forward from there to the exploits of my hugely talented successor, Joe Baker.


Reading At Easter Road They Play brought back memories of giants of Scottish football whom I played with and against. It also recalled some great matches which I took part in or watched with a Hibs scarf around my neck. It recounts leagues won and cups oh so nearly won and great nights in Europe.


I hope younger Hibs fans don’t think that we Hibees of a mature vintage are only interested in the past. We’re proud of our careers and of our club’s achievements but we also want nothing but success for the present Hibs team and those who follow them.


One thing is for sure: it’s good to know your club’s history and this book certainly tells the story of Hibernian Football Club in the twenty years which followed the Second World War in a most enjoyable way.


After a quiet period for books on Hibs, we are currently enjoying a rich vein of publications related to our favourite team. That can only be a good thing. At Easter Road They Play is an excellent Hibernian book and I wish John Campbell every success with it.


 


Lawrie Reilly


 


 


Foreword from a Fan


 


I first met John Campbell when he was editing the popular fanzine, Hibs Monthly, and I was writing for that same publication.


I was immediately impressed with John and wasted little time in coming to the conclusion that here was a man who loved Hibs and cared greatly about the club. It was apparent to me that not only was John concerned about the team’s current fortunes, but that he also had a deep knowledge and understanding of Hibernian’s illustrious past.


These twin interests in the present and past of the Hibees served John well as he involved himself in a number of Hibs-related projects. These included the fanzine itself, match commentary on Hibs games and providing historical material for the club’s official website. All of these were carried out in an accomplished manner.


Now John has turned his hand to authorship and again he has succeeded. He has produced a fascinating and information-packed season-by-season account of Hibernian Football Club from the years after the end of the Second World War through to the middle of the Swinging Sixties.


If you want to know how Hibs were faring during the early part of Clement Attlee’s premiership, to learn about the team’s progress as floodlit football and European club competition got underway or check out where the boys in green and white were in the league table as the Beatles and the Rolling Stones fought it out for supremacy in the pop music charts, then this is the book for you.


It is certainly a book for me. Having been weaned by my Hibs-supporting uncle on tales of the Famous Five, I started attending games in the late ’50s just as that great forward line was beginning to break up. I saw all of the Five in a Hibs jersey but I never saw them all play together.


As a primary schoolboy, I did see almost every game Joe Baker played for Hibs, though, and what a privilege it was to watch a world class performer (and in my opinion, that is exactly what he was) play for the team I supported.


I also saw the mesmeric maverick that was Willie Hamilton tease and tantalise opposition defences as I travelled through my teenage years. As if that wasn’t enough, I was at Fir Park in 1963 when a slim youngster called Patrick Gordon Stanton made his first-team debut for Hibs and marked it with a goal.


I watched these great players, and many more besides, in that glorious emerald green and white Hibernian strip and urged them on with a passion for our club which still burns in me to this day.


Reading At Easter Road They Play has brought back a multitude of memories for me. I have been transported back to great games, peerless players and tremendous times.


I think I would have enjoyed this book just as much if I had been 16 rather than 63. This is a book for all true Hibees, written by one of their own. Whether you experienced the games or saw the players described in these pages at first hand or if you simply had tales of them passed down to you by friends and family, then John Campbell’s chronicle provides you with records and recollections, dates and data, fun and facts.


John knows his Hibs history, of that there is no doubt. He also knows how to share it with others in a manner which is enjoyable and entertaining and at the same time interesting and informative. For me, At Easter Road They Play was a pleasure-filled literary journey. I hope that it will be exactly the same for everyone else who turns its pages.


I wish to congratulate John on a fine piece of work and I commend his book to the Hibernian faithful.


 


Ted Brack








Chapter One


1946/47


Back in the Groove


In the close season of 1946 the footballing authorities in Scotland were at loggerheads with the UK Government over the admission prices to Scottish matches in comparison to those south of the border. In essence, part of the admission price to a football match related to entertainment tax and as the Government had cut the level of that tax it was insisting that the reduction be passed on to spectators. The Scottish Football League took a different view and at its AGM voted to maintain the 1s 6d admission from the previous season especially as costs had gone up – players’ wages, for example, had risen by 25 per cent. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Government was less than impressed by the stance of the SFL and when the relevant Finance Bill was being debated in the House of Commons the Chancellor of the Exchequer issued a stern warning: ‘I shall be keeping a close eye on practices in the Scottish football field between the present time and the next budget.’ He went on to warn that if the reduction in admission charges was not passed on voluntarily then the Government would take steps to enforce it.


A week later the SFL Management Committee met and decided to ratify its first decision and retain the admission charge at 1s 6d in direct contradiction of the Government’s wishes. A letter would be sent to the Chancellor detailing the reasoning behind the decision and seeking an early meeting to resolve matters. At the same meeting the draw for the Scottish League Cup was made and Hibs found themselves in a section with Hamilton, Third Lanark and Celtic, the ties being scheduled to begin in mid-September.


League football got under way on 10 August 1946 and Hibs began their campaign with an Easter Road fixture against Queen of the South. The Dumfries side must have wondered what hit them as the home forwards ran riot and notched up a total of nine goals for the loss of just one. Jock Weir hit four, John ‘Cubby’ Cuthbertson two and there were singles from the other three forwards, Johnny Aitkenhead, Archie Buchanan and Gordon Smith, while Armstrong was on target for the visitors.


In the following midweek, Hibs travelled to Ibrox and were a goal down to Rangers inside two minutes after Davie Shaw was harshly adjudged to have handled in the box. Despite the protests of the Hibs players the referee held firm and Torry Gillick scored from the spot. The loss of that goal seemed to galvanise Hibs. They came roaring back, and on the half hour a great run and pass by Smith allowed Aitkenhead to equalise. The Rangers fans in the 60,000 crowd did not like what they were seeing as Hibs were by far the better outfit, and they proved that by scoring what would be the winning goal just a minute into the second-half when Weir headed home a cross by Aitkenhead. Try as they might the hosts could not draw level, thanks mainly to some stout defending and a great performance in goals from Jimmy Kerr.


Hampden Park beckoned for the early league leaders but it would be to play Queen’s Park in the league rather than any cup match. A close-fought encounter was settled by a single goal, scored by Archie Buchanan, ensuring Hibs stayed top with six points out of six. Only Aberdeen and Partick Thistle could match that record. Somewhat surprisingly, Celtic found that they were rooted to the bottom with just one point.


It was back to Easter Road for the next outing and Clyde provided the opposition. This turned out to be one of those games where one side dominated throughout but were frustrated at almost every turn by a combination of poor finishing, good defending and top-class goalkeeping. In the end, Hibs had to settle for a 1–0 win after Smith’s cross found Jock Weir in space and the little forward crashed home a low shot to beat Sweeney in the Clyde goal. Although not a convincing scoreline it was a convincing display by the green and whites and it kept them at the top of the league.


A second successive home game saw Hibs taking on Hamilton in what turned out to be a five-goal thriller with the home side edging it 3–2. A double by McFarlane of Hamilton might have won them the points on any other day but Cuthbertson matched that feat for Hibs and Buchanan struck the decisive goal. There was a sadness hanging over the stadium that afternoon, however, as it became known that Paddy Cannon had passed away, aged 90. Cannon had a long association with Hibs, having joined the club in 1896 as trainer/groundsman and he continued in that latter role well beyond his 70th birthday. A noted athlete, he had held many Scottish records and actually took part in the Powderhall Marathon at the age of 62. A real character, Paddy was at Easter Road almost every day until he died and he would be sorely missed.


The unbeaten start to the season finally came to an end when Hibs went down 2–1 at Pittodrie against Aberdeen. It was a cruel blow to Hibs, who lost Gordon Smith to injury after just eight minutes. Although the winger tried to return after treatment, his movement was so limited that he left the field for good before half-time. Leading by a Harris goal after 30 minutes, the Dons were pegged back early in the second-half when Cuthbertson equalised. Indeed, Hibs looked the more likely to go on and win, even with ten men, but fate dealt a cruel blow ten minutes from time when Hugh Howie sliced the ball into his own net when trying to clear a cross.


Three days later an injury-ravaged Hibs travelled to Fir Park to face a Motherwell side yet to win in the league. A valiant effort by the men from Edinburgh proved not to be enough as the Lanarkshire side took the points in a 2–1 win. The visitors actually opened the scoring early in the second-half when Willie Peat fired home a direct free kick from around 20 yards, but Motherwell equalised within minutes following an uncharacteristic error by Kerr in the Hibs goal. The keeper had punched clear a cross but was too slow getting back to his goal line and that allowed Humphries to equalise. In the dying minutes a corner from the right was clutched cleanly by Kerr but as he went to steady himself, Brown bundled both him and the ball over the line which was permissible in those days, and the referee allowed the goal to stand.


It was back to Easter Road for the next encounter and Kilmarnock provided the opposition. Hibs had some players back from injury and gave a start to young Lawrie Reilly, who marked the occasion with a fine goal – the first of so many to come in his Hibs career – which was added to by Weir and Aitkenhead, who got two each, and Arthur Milne to create a winning score of 6–0. The big Easter Road crowd was in good voice and thrilled that Reilly looked the part in stepping up to the first team.


The games were coming thick and fast and only three days later Hibs were at home again, this time for the first Edinburgh derby of the season. Having hit Kilmarnock for six there was an expectation that Hearts might suffer a similar fate, but it was not to be as the men from Gorgie had a solid outfit and a particularly strong defence. Early chances were passed up by Hibs and Hearts’ keeper Brown had two great saves from Buchanan. At the other end, Jimmy Kerr was under increasing pressure as the match progressed until finally he was beaten after a Kelly cross was blasted high into the net by McCrae. Hibs tried everything to get level but found Brown and his defensive colleagues in top form, and so the bragging rights were bound for Gorgie along with the two points. One Hibs player who didn’t feature that afternoon was Arthur Milne – he had been transferred to St Mirren after falling out of favour.


One of the surprise packages of the season so far had been Morton, and it was to Greenock that Hibs next travelled in the final league match before the League Cup kicked in. An outstanding performance by Kerr kept the free-scoring Morton forwards at bay while, at the other end, Aitkenhead and Weir scored the goals to win the game. Kerr’s performance, including saving a penalty, had the Hibs fans in the crowd in raptures and Weir’s goal was a real peach. It was no surprise, therefore, when Weir became the subject of a transfer bid by Swansea. Thankfully, the Hibs boss Willie McCartney was able to say a polite ‘no’ as he was more than happy to keep him at Easter Road.


The League Cup sectional matches began for Hibs with a home tie against an improving Celtic and so it was gratifying that the home side had enough in its armoury to see off the Parkhead side’s challenge. Reilly, who played at outside right in place of the injured Smith, was the only Hibs forward not to find the net, but his two assists were vital in helping his team to a 4–2 win. Celtic’s goals came from former Hibs man Tommy Bogan and Hughie Gallagher, the latter in the dying moments of the match, but by then Hibs had counted through Buchanan, Aitkenhead, Cuthbertson and Weir.


The good start in the section continued into the next match when Hibs travelled to Douglas Park and beat Hamilton 6–3. Buchanan and Weir each scored twice and Cuthbertson and Aitkenhead weighed in with a goal apiece. An uncharacteristically weak performance by the Hibs defence allowed McGuigan, Devine and Rothera to score for the hosts.


Game three of six in the section brought Third Lanark to Easter Road and the visitors cashed in on the continuing uncertainty in the Easter Road rearguard by scoring twice through McDonald and Carabine. Hibs managed only one goal through Buchanan and the loss of this match could cost them dear.


Next up was a visit to Parkhead. Hibs scored early through Weir but couldn’t get a second and paid the price when McAloon grabbed a late equaliser.


In the close season just past, Hibs had toured Czechoslovakia and one of the teams they had met there were guests for a friendly at Easter Road on 16 October 1946. Sparta Prague drew a crowd of over 20,000 and their play was sparkling to say the least as Hibs struggled to contain them. Goals by Kokstein, Smatlik and Cejp helped the visitors to a 3–1 win, with Sammy Kean on target for the hosts.


The return of Gordon Smith to the starting line-up for the next League Cup match brought a 2–0 home win over Hamilton, the goals coming from Smith himself and the prolific Weir, but it was obvious the team were going through a rough patch as their passing game had deteriorated and their defending was decidedly suspect.


The final League Cup match, away to Third Lanark, saw Hibs needing a win to progress into the quarter-finals and the players did not let themselves or the fans down. The home side scored first through Venters but then conceded to Smith and Eddie Turnbull, who struck fine goals to win the match 2–1 for Hibs.


By sheer coincidence, Hibs’ league campaign resumed with a home tie against Third Lanark and the green and whites looked to be getting back to their best form in a fine 4–1 win, with Eddie Turnbull getting a double. Archie Buchanan and Jock Weir were also on target and McCulloch hit the consolation for the visitors. The win put Hibs to the top of the table, albeit on goal difference over Rangers, but it was back down to earth with a bump just a week later when a vastly improved Celtic handed out a 4–1 thumping at Parkhead in a very physical encounter that saw the visitors suffer injuries to Buchanan, Kean and Kerr.


With the cold weather making for unpleasant playing and spectating conditions, Hibs next faced mid-table Falkirk at Easter Road and once again paid the penalty for defensive frailties. Two fine goals by Aitkenhead and Smith gained only a point as poor marking allowed Wardlaw to grab a double for the Bairns.


A second successive home game brought high-flying Partick Thistle to Easter Road but a truly inspired performance by Gordon Smith certainly clipped their wings. Although not on the scoresheet himself, Smith laid on four of the five goals scored by Hibs and was easily man of the match. A double from Jock Weir was impressive, but Turnbull outdid him by scoring an excellent hat-trick. The Jags counted only through a late Murphy volley.


One of the sides struggling near the foot of the table were St Mirren, and Hibs didn’t help their cause when they went to Paisley and recorded a 1–0 win, thanks to a strike by Jock Weir. The Buddies had recently signed Arthur Milne from Hibs and though he played well against his former employers he could not open up the Hibs defence.


The season had now reached its midway point and Hibs started the second half of it with a visit to Palmerston Park to face Queen of the South. In their last meeting, Hibs had crashed nine goals past the Queens goalie and although they didn’t emulate that feat this time around they did score enough to win the game 3–1. Willie Peat and Gordon Smith were on target for Hibs, as was new signing Willie Ormond who had joined from Stenhousemuir for a reported fee of £12,000. Queens managed a consolation through Dempsey.


With the festive period fast approaching, Hibs and Rangers served up a Christmas cracker of a game in front of 40,000 fans at Easter Road and although Duncanson struck first for the visitors, Ormond’s late equaliser was no more than Hibs deserved for their part in a wonderful match. The sporting press praised the players for a good, clean contest – which, it must be said, was not always the case when these sides met.


On the Saturday before Christmas, Hibs visited a frosty Shawfield and found themselves two goals down going into the final 15 minutes of the game. At that point, Willie McCartney reshuffled his forward line and both Smith and Turnbull found the target to secure a hard-earned point for the visitors. It was a master stroke by McCartney and would become his trademark in the years ahead.


A friendly at Dens Park, Dundee, on Boxing Day didn’t really offer up the best of entertainment and many of the fans in attendance were disappointed that Gordon Smith didn’t play. However, they did at least witness two fine goals from Ormond and Cuthbertson that gave Hibs a 2–0 win. Amazingly, there was a crowd in excess of 10,000 at Easter Road that same day as Hibs and Hearts reserves met, with the home side winning 4–1.


The last game of 1946 gave Hibs the chance to extend their unbeaten run to eight games, including the Dundee friendly, but it would be a tough task because although they had home advantage they were meeting a very good-going Aberdeen. As expected, it was a tough game with Hibs ahead through Turnbull until the last five minutes when the Dons finally got their reward for hard work as Harris saved a point with an equaliser.


New Year’s Day 1947 took Hibs to Tynecastle, where a fine match was witnessed by a large holiday crowd. The Scotsman match report for the game suggested that but for Brown in the Hearts goal, Hibs might have scored more than three. To the home side’s credit, they stuck to the task and managed two goals in reply. Turnbull and Smith scored within a minute of each other towards the end of the first-half and then shortly after the interval Walker pulled one back. Hibs then scored again through Willie Finnegan before a late strike from Kelly made the game look closer than it really was.


Twenty-four hours later, at Easter Road, Hibs defeated the amateurs of Queen’s Park 3–1, all the Hibs goals coming in the first-half. Turnbull got two and might have had a hat-trick had he not missed a penalty. Peat got the other, and Aitken scored for the visitors just past the hour mark.


A further 48 hours had elapsed when Hibs ran out at Easter Road to face Morton. It was a horrible day weather-wise, and the light was poor from low-lying cloud. The conditions underfoot were not great either, and the combination of all these things helped make it a dreary match that ended 1–1. It could all have been so different as once Ormond had given Hibs the lead the home side then won a penalty, but for the second game in a row Turnbull saw his effort saved. Henderson then equalised for Morton. Late in the game, Hibs were awarded a second penalty which Smith stepped forward to take, only to see Morton keeper McFeat make another brilliant save.


After that flurry of matches, the players had a well-earned rest as they were not in action again for another week. They then travelled to Douglas Park to face Hamilton and, unusually, failed to find the net at all. Thankfully, Hamilton suffered a similar fate and so only the one point was dropped. However, these missed opportunities against the weaker teams would end up costing Hibs the title. In the Hamilton game it seemed the players were hell-bent on finding Gordon Smith in every raid forward. While the winger tried his best, for once he could not conjure up a winner. Somewhat unfairly, Smith was pilloried in the west coast newspapers with suggestions that he was too greedy on the ball and often flattered to deceive. That sort of nonsense was soon put to bed as Hibs next took on Kilmarnock at Rugby Park and destroyed them in a 5–3 win, with Smith very much to the fore. The Hibs goals came from a Turnbull hat-trick, Ormond and Smith. So chastised were the men of the west of Scotland press, they devoted their entire match report to praising Hibs and even forgot to name the Killie scorers!


The last game in January had Hibs at Recreation Park in Alloa to compete in a Scottish Cup first-round tie. Any hopes of an upset were quickly dashed as Hibs raced into a first-half lead and the poor Alloa players must have been praying for the final whistle long before the end. The green and whites scored eight times without reply. Returning from injury, Weir got four and Turnbull and Ormond each grabbed a brace. Once again though, it was the wizardry of Gordon Smith that caught the eye.


The win at Alloa meant that Hibs had gone 14 matches without defeat, but such runs will always end sometime and this one did at Easter Road in February 1947. The opponents were Motherwell and their defenders were in fine form in repulsing the home attacks. Wave after wave broke down and it was probably inevitable that the visitors would capitalise. That’s exactly what they did in scoring twice through Redpath and Robertson. Hibs did get a late consolation – an own-goal by Paton.


A three-week break due to severe weather conditions making pitches unplayable meant that Hibs’ next outing was against Rangers at Ibrox in the Scottish Cup. On a treacherous surface, neither set of players could manufacture a goal so a replay would be required. That replay would have to wait, though, as Hibs were involved in a quarter-final League Cup match with Airdrie at Broomfield, and what a cracker it was. The first-half belonged totally to Hibs, with Smith grabbing two goals and Airdrie struggling to contain him. The half-time cup of tea must have worked miracles as the home side came out and scored three times, Flavell getting a double and Dalglish the other. Hibs then fought back and levelled, Smith securing his hat-trick but Airdrie struck again, with Flavell emulating Smith. Finnegan popped up with a late equaliser to force a replay.


That game took place at Easter Road in the following midweek and was watched by more than 23,000 spectators, many of whom must have been hoping for another goal glut. They would be disappointed because scoring chances were few and far between. At the end of the day, only one was scored, by Finnegan, taking Hibs into a semi-final clash with Rangers.


Just to confuse everyone, Hibs first faced Rangers at Easter Road in their Scottish Cup replay where a crowd in excess of 50,000 watched both sides slugging it out and looking like they’d need extra time. Late in the game, however, Gordon Smith went on a mazy run and exchanged passes with Cuthbertson before setting Finnegan free on the left. Finnegan delivered a low ball into the Rangers box for Ormond to fire home. The Hibs fans were still cheering when their heroes struck again just 60 seconds later. Once again, Smith was involved: his low shot may have been going in anyway, but Cuthbertson made contact to ensure that the ball entered the net. It was a truly fantastic 2–0 win that would take Hibs into a quarter-final home tie against Dumbarton.


A week had elapsed since Rangers were beaten in Leith and this time out it was ‘B’ Division Dumbarton who stood in the way of progress. A first-minute goal from Smith made things look ominous for the visitors, but they dug in and made life hard for Hibs. It was well into the second-half before Cuthbertson made the tie safe and carried Hibs into the semi, where they would meet Motherwell. Incidentally on the same day that Hibs had to work hard to beat Dumbarton, another ‘B’ Division side were causing a major upset when Arbroath defeated Hearts 2–1 at Gayfield.


On 22 March 1947 Hibs and Rangers clashed for the fifth time this season, with the Edinburgh side undefeated following two wins and two draws. This was the League Cup semi-final and the match was played at Hampden in front of 125,000 fans. A storming start by the Ibrox outfit saw Hibs all but blown away as the Gers struck three times before the half-time whistle. Although Hibs pulled one back after the break, the mountain was too hard to climb and Rangers had finally tamed the Leith outfit at the fifth attempt. Playing in that game were the Shaw brothers, both full backs, with Davie in the green and white of Hibernian and Jock in the blue of Rangers. Both had excellent games and both subsequently turned out for Scotland in an international match against England.


A week later Hibs were back at the national stadium for the Scottish Cup semi-final clash with Motherwell and what a marathon that match turned out to be. The rules for this semi were that the sides must play to a finish and that led to Hibs and Motherwell going into the record books: the winning goal was scored in the 142nd minute! Hibs had taken the lead away back in the 18th minute when Turnbull crashed a shot home from 25 yards but Motherwell equalised through Kilmarnock, who converted a penalty kick. Ninety minutes came and went, followed by the regulation 30 minutes of extra time and still the sides were deadlocked. A further 22 minutes elapsed before Hibs finally got the winner – and what a winner it was. Motherwell keeper Johnston cleared upfield and the ball fell to Hugh Howie some 40 yards out. Instead of controlling and passing the ball, Howie simply booted it back towards the Motherwell goal and it sailed over the stranded keeper and into the net. The bizarre thing was that Howie had played in over 100 league matches for Hibs and never scored a goal, but you can bet he enjoyed getting that one!


Prior to the final, Hibs had some league matches to play and the first of those took place at Brockville where, after 75 goalless minutes, the match with Falkirk was abandoned when torrential rain made the playing surface dangerous for the players. In the following couple of days Hibs moved to strengthen their side by paying Clyde £10,000 for Leslie Johnstone, who made an immediate impact by scoring against Celtic at Easter Road on his debut. Lawrie Reilly also scored to help secure a confidence-boosting 2–0 win.


Willie McCartney put out an experimental eleven to face East Fife in a friendly and it is debatable whether his experiment worked as Hibs lost 4–2. East Fife scored twice through Davidson while Morris and Adams also found the net and Reilly and Johnstone repeated their feat of scoring against Celtic.


Five days later, thousands of Hibs fans made their way to Hampden to form part of the 82,000 watching the Scottish Cup final against Aberdeen. The Dons had never lifted the trophy and of course Hibs had not won it since 1902, so whichever group of fans were celebrating at the end it would be a very special day indeed. After just 30 seconds it was the Hibs fans who were celebrating as a mix-up between defender and goalkeeper in the Dons defence left Cuthbertson with a tap-in to put the green and whites a goal up. Many a side would have struggled to recover from such a blow, but not Aberdeen. They immediately went at Hibs and soon had the Edinburgh men on the back foot. After 35 minutes Hamilton equalised and before the break the South African centre forward Williams drew three defenders towards him before firing home what would be the winning goal from a tight angle. It was devastating for Hibs and their followers, but in truth Aberdeen won the match fairly and squarely.


A dejected Hibs side had to pick themselves up again as they still had four league games to play. The first of those brought a 1–0 home win over St Mirren, with Johnstone getting the goal. A week later, Hibs travelled to Firhill to face Partick Thistle and although the Edinburgh side could not now win the title there was a determination to finish second. Their cause was helped by a 2–0 win, thanks to second-half goals by Combe and Ormond. Leslie Johnstone wore number eight that day in order to accommodate one Robert Stirling, an ex-amateur signed by Willie McCartney from Dumbarton. Stirling would not be around long and made only a couple more appearances. He scored in both, the first coming in an away match against Third Lanark which Hibs won 2–0 with Bobby Combe getting the other. A long and often entertaining season drew to a close when Hibs visited Brockville to replay the earlier abandoned match and won 3–2, Stirling among the Hibs scorers.


In between those two final league games, Hibs took on Hearts at Easter Road in the East of Scotland Shield final and dominated the game for the first hour but only had a Turnbull goal to show for their efforts. Inevitably, Hearts upped their game and Conn snatched an equaliser. Close to the end of the match a degree of uncertainty in the visiting defence allowed Willie Ormond to nip in and score the winner.


Interestingly, on the day Hibs lost 3–2 at home to Falkirk in the league the reserves were at Ibrox beating Rangers in the final of the Second XI Cup, no mean feat in itself but all the more remarkable because it meant they’d completed the treble, having earlier won the Second XI League Cup and league.




Chapter Two


1947/48


Champions!


The close season of 1947 saw Willie McCartney active in the transfer market again as he swooped to sign Alex Linwood from Middlesbrough. At 27 years old, Linwood had moved south from St Mirren after scoring around 130 goals for the Paisley outfit and being capped for Scotland against England.


Having reached the semi-final of the League Cup the previous season, Hibs were anxious to go one better in 1947/48 but found themselves in a tough qualifying section alongside Hearts, Clyde and Airdrie. Indeed, their League Cup campaign started really badly with a 2–1 home defeat by Hearts as Willie Ormond’s goal was cancelled out with interest by Archie Kelly and Johnny Urquhart in front of more than 43,000 fans.


Unlike the previous season, the League Cup would be interspersed with league matches and Hibs kicked off their campaign with a fine 2–0 win at Pittodrie with Turnbull and Smith the scorers.


In the following midweek it was back to League Cup duty and Hibs were in sparkling form when they demolished Clyde 5–1 at Easter Road. Leslie Johnstone was dropped in favour of Bobby Combe and the latter was instrumental in helping Smith grab three goals. Hibs were not so prolific in their next outing and had to settle for a 1–1 draw at Broomfield in a League Cup tie that saw Alex Linwood score his first for the club before the home side equalised in controversial fashion. It seemed that only referee Calder saw a Picken shot cross the line and despite the protests he would not change his mind.


That incident at Broomfield may well have caused Hibs to react in the best possible way as they met Airdrie again four days later at Easter Road in the league and thrashed them 7–1. Two goals each for Linwood and Ormond were slightly eclipsed by a Leslie Johnstone hat-trick. The Diamonds’ counter came via a Peden penalty.


The next three fixtures would see the conclusion of the League Cup section and in the first Hibs travelled to Tynecastle intent on revenge for that earlier defeat. It was not to be as Laing and Kelly found the mark and only Johnstone could do so for the visitors.


Around this time the club held its AGM and declared a profit from the previous season of £16,636, the double cup run helping to create a profit when a loss had existed from the previous campaign. Hibs immediately invested some of that money to purchase five acres of ground and intended to use it to develop the stadium further.


The penultimate League Cup tie saw Clyde lose out to their visitors by the odd goal in seven at Shawfield. Dixon (2) and Riley found the net for the home side but a rampant Hibs won the day with Combe, Smith, Ormond and Johnstone finding the net. The watching Scotland selectors must surely have been impressed by the play of both Combe and Smith, who were outstanding throughout.


An ultimately unsuccessful League Cup campaign ended on a high note when Airdrie were once again thrashed at Easter Road, this time by a scoreline of 5–0. Despite the somewhat ‘industrial’ tactics employed by the visitors, Turnbull, Ormond, Combe and a double from Johnstone ensured that football won the day.


It was time to start concentrating fully on the league now and Hibs next visited Tynecastle. Having beaten their Edinburgh rivals twice in the League Cup section, Hearts made it a hat-trick of wins when they overcame their opponents 2–1 in front of 33,810 fans. Willie Ormond got the Hibs goal and the Hearts keeper George Paton was hailed as man of the match as he denied the green and whites on numerous occasions. Laing, from a penalty, and Urquhart beat Kerr in the Hibs goal.


A 2–1 home win over Clyde followed, with Bobby Combe and Eddie Turnbull on target, but the main talking point concerned a ‘goal’ scored by Gordon Smith, who rode a tackle, skipped into the Clyde penalty area and shot the ball home – only for the referee to call play back and award Hibs a free kick just outside the box. It was a curious decision and a number of Hibs players took the referee to task, but his mind was made up and thankfully the home side didn’t need the goal to collect both points as only Riley had found the net for the visitors.


A week later, Hibs were at Hampden to face Queen’s Park and had to fight all the way to secure the points. Aitken and Blyth found the net for Queens but Ormond, Johnstone and Turnbull scored to secure a 3–2 win.


Fulfilling a friendly in the Borders saw Hibs send a strong eleven to Selkirk and eleven also proved to be the number of goals they scored. Combe and Reilly each completing a hat-trick, Jimmy Cairns got two and there were singles for Smith, Ormond and Turnbull.


Queen of the South arrived next and the Doonhamers must have wished they hadn’t bothered as they were thumped 6–0, the highlight of the game being a wonderful hat-trick from Lawrie Reilly, who was in the side to replace Leslie Johnstone, the latter having been transferred back to Clyde for £10,000. The other three goals came from Ormond, Turnbull and Combe, with many fans expressing the view that right-back Jock Govan had pushed Reilly hard for man of the match with his swashbuckling runs.


Those two wins preceded a visit to Ibrox to face the league leaders. It would be nip and tuck all season between the two. On this occasion, the home side won out and took both points with a 2–1 victory after Hibs had scored first through Bobby Combe.


Lowly Morton were the next side Hibs faced and the green and whites had to play most of the game with just ten men after defender Peter Aird had to go off injured. The visiting side took the lead, but five minutes from time Ormond got a huge cheer from the Easter Road crowd when he netted a deserved equaliser.


On 1 November 1947 Hibs travelled to Fir Park to face Motherwell and began a spell of three games where Gordon Smith grabbed all the headlines. The winger got both goals to beat Motherwell 2–0, the first of those being described as a wonder strike after he had beaten five defenders in a great dribbling run in the build-up. Next, Third Lanark conceded eight without reply at Easter Road and Smith got five of them, only to say after the game that he was disappointed with his own performance and felt he had not played well! Finally, Dundee went down 2–1 at Easter Road and Smith scored the winner while Turnbull got the other. Those results put Hibs at the top of the table, but a 3–1 defeat at Falkirk with Linwood the scorer allowed Rangers back into the mix in a league title campaign that already had the look of a two-horse race.


A hat-trick from Willie Ormond – two goals coming from the penalty spot – and a double from Smith helped Hibs towards a 5–0 home win over St Mirren and started a sequence of results that would see the club go on a long undefeated run.


Pushing hard on the tails of Rangers and Hibs at the top of the table were Partick Thistle and it was to Firhill that Hibs next travelled at the start of December. Combe gave Hibs the lead in the first-half, but a late penalty conversion by Wright meant Hibs had to be content with a point.


A week later, Celtic visited Easter Road and snatched a point in a 1–1 draw despite Hibs being by far the better outfit on the day. Cuthbertson scored in the first-half and it looked as though the home side would get more, but Miller in the Celtic goal was inspired in holding them at bay. Sadly, Paton equalised in the second-half and another vital point had been dropped.


The Saturday before Christmas saw Hibs secure a 4–0 win over Aberdeen at home and although that result looked good on paper it is only fair to point out that the Dons finished the match with just nine men, having lost two through injury. That win over Aberdeen, with the goals coming from Smith, Linwood and a double by Ormond, put Hibs back at the top on goal average, but Rangers had three games in hand and so remained firm favourites to lift the title.


On the last Saturday of the year, Hibs went to Broomfield and won 3–0 against bottom-of-the-table Airdrie. On a day when the wind was of gale-force proportions with the rain lashing down it was a good outcome for the green and whites, who scored through Smith, Linwood and Combe.


The New Year didn’t bring much improvement in the weather conditions, but the Edinburgh derby survived on a day when a number of games were postponed. Going into the game, Hearts were confident, having won the three previous encounters of the season, but their confidence was misplaced as Hibs set about taking total control of the game. That it was 0–0 at half-time is a miracle, but goals did come in the second-half, which was just ten minutes old when Bobby Parker handled in the box for Ormond to convert the penalty and Linwood soon added a second. A mini fightback saw Hearts score through Dixon, but Turnbull sealed the win with a third for Hibs. The vast majority of the 45,000 crowd went home happy while the Hearts fans were left to ponder whether the £10,000 spent for Flavell from Airdrie had been money well spent.


Two days later, Hibs were at Shawfield fighting out a 2–2 draw with Clyde. The visitors had the better of the early exchanges, Linwood firing Hibs ahead only to see McPhail cancel that out at the other end. Next, Long put the hosts ahead, but Hibs fans in the 20,000 crowd were delighted when Cuthbertson scored an equaliser.


Seven days after that, Hibs entertained Queen’s Park at Easter Road and secured the points with a convincing 4–0 win. In its match report, The Scotsman commented on the ‘wanderings’ of Gordon Smith, querying as to his effectiveness when doing so. Smith’s two goals should have given the reporter a clue that this Hibs side didn’t hold with convention as their forwards often switched around to confuse the opposition. The other two goals were scored by Combe and Turnbull, neither of whom was accused of ‘wandering’!


Palmerston Park hosted the next match as Hibs took on Queen of the South. A 3–0 win was achieved thanks to a Cuthbertson hat-trick, with all of the goals being set up by the wizardry of Gordon Smith. That result would have taken Hibs to the top of the league had it not been for the fact that Rangers scraped a 2–0 win against Motherwell with two very late goals. Over the years, strikes late in the game would serve Rangers well as this was a club with a never-say-die attitude.


The Scottish Cup draw had paired Hibs with Albion Rovers at Coatbridge and that game was less than a minute old when the home side had a golden chance to take the lead, but Kerr saved and no further chances would be forthcoming. The visitors secured progress with a double from Cuthbertson, whose scoring form was good at this time. Joy at the result was short-lived when it was made known that Willie McCartney had taken ill at that game and had been taken home only to collapse and die later that evening. This was truly devastating news, and the whole of Edinburgh’s footballing public went into mourning. In his 16 years as manager of Hearts, where he succeeded his father, John, he did not win any major trophies but would forever be remembered as the man who discovered Tommy Walker and many other Hearts stalwarts. Ten months after resigning at Tynecastle, he took over the reins at Easter Road and guided Hibs’ fortunes in an upward direction, signing the players who will forever be remembered as the Famous Five.


A week later, Hibs hosted Rangers in a top-of-the-table clash. Going into the game, the visitors had a three-point advantage over their opponents. It was wet and windy in Leith that day, but that didn’t deter 52,000 fans watching on as both teams served up some fantastic football without really looking as though they might score. With just seconds remaining, Alex Linwood chased a ball that looked as though it might be going out for a goal kick to Rangers, right down near the corner flag. Linwood reached the ball in time, fired over a brilliant cross and joined in the roar of celebration as Cuthbertson headed past Bobby Brown from six yards to win the points for Hibs. Willie McCartney would have been so proud of his charges and especially in the way that they had played to the final whistle.


It was ‘game on’ for the title now and Hibs knew that they could not afford to drop many points in the run-in. Of course they were still in the cup and easily disposed of Arbroath 4–0 at Easter Road in round two with goals from Smith, who got two, Linwood and Combe doing the business.


On Valentine’s Day 1948 the green and whites travelled to Greenock, a notoriously difficult venue at which to gain points and won 2–1 with Smith striking the winner in the dying moments of the game.


Round three of the cup brought Aberdeen to Easter Road. These two sides had contested the final last season and Hibs were keen on revenge, something they achieved despite having only ten men for the whole of the second-half after Willie Ormond was unable to continue. The home side were a Cuthbertson goal up in the first minute and though Aberdeen equalised when both Ormond and Jimmy Kerr were off the park being treated, they were never in front at any stage. Further goals from Cuthbertson, Smith and Linwood carried Hibs through 4–2 and into the quarter-finals.


Following the untimely death of Willie McCartney, Hibs appointed Hugh Shaw as his successor and he was in place to guide the club to a stirring 4–1 win at Cathkin over Third Lanark. With young George Farm in goals for the injured Kerr, his team-mate Cuthbertson grabbed a brace before Mitchell pulled one back, but further goals from Aitkenhead and Combe carried Hibs through and ensured the two points. To make Farm’s day, he saved a penalty in an all-round good performance from the debutant. That same day a stunning scoreline was being fed through from Ibrox as Rangers went down 3–2 to relegation-threatened Queen of the South. The combination of those two results put Hibs back at the top of the table.


March 1948 began for Hibs with a home Scottish Cup tie against St Mirren where all the goals came in the first-half. After Combe scored, Linwood added two more before Mitchell pulled one back for the Buddies. But it would be Hibs at Hampden for the semi – and their opponents would be Rangers.


Ahead of that cup tie, Hibs faced two important league challenges if they were to continue holding aspirations of becoming champions. The first brought Falkirk to Easter Road. An early injury to Combe upset the balance of the home side, but they still secured the points with a 2–0 win, courtesy of goals from Linwood and Buchanan.


On 20 March 1948 Hibs went to Paisley to face St Mirren in yet another vital league clash and won both points with a stirring display that produced a 4–2 scoreline. Although the home side competed well and scored through Crowe and Lesz, the visitors were majestic and won with goals by Smith (2), Cuthbertson and Linwood. On the same day Rangers were involved in yet another shock scoreline as lowly Queen’s Park won 2–1 at Ibrox. Who would have thought Queens would down Rangers twice! The combination of those results put Hibs three points clear at the top, although Rangers had two games in hand.


With the league race so finely balanced, it is hardly surprising that the Scottish Cup semi-final between Rangers and Hibs at Hampden a week later caused a frenzy of excitement. Astonishingly, the match attracted 143,570 fans, a record to this day for two clubs meeting in domestic competition, outside of a cup final. Sadly for Hibs, they would go out to a single goal scored by Willie Thornton after Jimmy Kerr’s replacement, George Farm, made a catastrophic error in goals.


The cup dream was over yet again, but Hibs had their eye firmly fixed on the league title and their chances of lifting it were increased the following Saturday when they won 4–2 at Parkhead. Celtic made Hibs fight all the way and scored through Lavery and Evans, but Hibs won the day with goals from Linwood and Turnbull, who each scored a double. That same day, Rangers could manage only a point from a draw at Pittodrie. Hibs now had a three-point lead with three games to play while Rangers had four to play. It was shaping for a thrilling close to the season.


Another week further on and Hibs won a crucial two points at home to a very strong Partick Thistle, thanks to a solitary strike from Eddie Turnbull. On the same day, Rangers were facing and drawing 1–1 after extra time with Morton in the Scottish Cup final, which would mean a replay. Elsewhere, Celtic won 3–2 at Dundee with a Jock Weir hat-trick and put to rest any thoughts of relegation.


Two days later, Hibs trounced Motherwell 5–0 at Easter Road to all but win the title. Goals from Combe, Turnbull, Smith and a double from Linwood had the huge Edinburgh crowd roaring. Although Hibs subsequently lost their final league match 3–1 at Dundee on the last day of the season, when Reilly scored the Hibs goal, they were still crowned champions as Rangers could no longer catch them. It was a great day for Hibernian even if tinged with sadness following the loss of Willie McCartney who was not around to see his ‘babes’ lift the league flag. As a footnote, it is worth pointing out that Hibs also won the reserve league and their newly created third team were also crowned champions of their league. All of this brought a degree of bright optimism to everyone associated with the club.


A short tour of Belgium was the reward for the players. While they were there, presumably unwinding after a hard campaign, they played a few games, among which were a 2–1 defeat by Standard Liege and a 2–2 draw with a Liege select.




Chapter Three


1948/49


Birth of the Five


When the new season started with a visit from East Fife, the league flag fluttered proudly over Easter Road and some 35,000 fans turned out to watch their favourites. An injury to Turnbull caused him to leave the field for 20 minutes for treatment and when he returned with his head heavily bandaged, Hibs were already a goal down. With eleven men on the park again, however, the hosts went into overdrive and goals from Smith, Linwood and Turnbull gave them a 3–1 half-time lead. A double from Aitkenhead, either side of a goal by Morris, secured Hibs the points in a 5–2 win. During the following week, Hibs travelled to Palmerston Park, Dumfries, and gained a point in a hard fought 1–1 draw with Queen of the South. Smith grabbed the vital goal.


Just 24 hours later, the Danish side Frem Copenhagen were at Easter Road for a friendly match and found Hibs too hot to handle with the home side cruising to a 4–0 win thanks to goals from Jimmy Cairns, Reilly, Smith, Bobby Johnstone and Jackie Bradley. Both Johnstone and Bradley had been impressing in the reserves and so manager Hugh Shaw took the chance to play them in the first team. Neither player let him down.


Saturday 21 August was Derby Day in Scotland and it was the turn of Hibs to host their fixture with Hearts. The champions had little difficulty in disposing of their visitors and only in a brief 15-minute patch in the second-half did Hearts look dangerous. They scored in that period, but they were already behind as Linwood had scored two first-half goals. Turnbull restored Hibs’ two-goal advantage and but for the brilliance of Brown in the visitors’ goal the defeat might have been much heavier.


On the Monday following, Hibs sent a side to Inverness to face Caledonian in a benefit match and won 6–2 with the goals coming from Combe, Aitkenhead and Smith, plus a hat-trick from Lawrie Reilly.


The last Saturday of August served up a cracker of a match when Hibs visited Shawfield to play Clyde. The hosts had looked the better side in the first-half and were unlucky to go in a goal down after Cuthbertson scored. Linwood then put Hibs two up, but Clyde got back level through goals by Wright and Davies only for the green and whites to step it up again with Reilly and Cuthbertson giving them a 4–2 advantage. Plucky Clyde struck again through Wright, but a dreadful blunder by the home keeper allowed Linwood to complete the scoring and secure a 5–3 win.


The following Wednesday, Hibs were involved in another eight-goal exchange but this time they had to settle for a point as newly promoted Albion Rovers, 4–1 down with ten minutes to go, punished slackness in the home rearguard with three goals. Inspired by Smith at his best, Reilly grabbed a hat-trick and Cuthbertson the other. Rovers countered through Craig, Love and Smith and a penalty by their central defender, one Jock Stein.


One more league match would take place before League Cup games began to enter the fixture list and that was at Pittodrie against Aberdeen. A double from Cuthbertson sealed the win, a penalty from Baird late in the game making the match look much closer than it actually was. One thing that Hugh Shaw took note of and spoke to his players about was the worrying trend of conceding penalties.


A more difficult League Cup section was hard to imagine as Hibs found themselves drawn with Rangers, Celtic and Clyde. The first match took place at Parkhead in front of 55,000 fans. Charlie Tully was outstanding for the hosts, who took the points with a single goal scored by former Hibs man Jock Weir in the third minute. Next up was a home tie with Rangers. Hibs had the better of the play but neither side could score, much to the disappointment of the 47,000 fans in attendance. Interestingly, The Scotsman reporter at the game later wrote that the game was ‘marred by several incidents’ – polite speak for tough tackling.


In the following midweek Hibs entertained Manchester United at Easter Road in a match where the proceeds went to the Willie McCartney Memorial Fund. The visitors won 1–0 with a goal from Buckle, although Hibs could and should have won the match – they were thwarted by a combination of poor finishing and great goalkeeping by the visiting keeper. A fabulous crowd of 35,000 enjoyed the spectacle and many were for the first time seeing a white ball used as the referee insisted on a change due to the failing light.


It was back to League Cup business on the Saturday and a visit from Clyde saw yet another penalty being awarded. Thankfully, it was to Hibs this time and Turnbull duly converted. A double from Cuthbertson and a fine strike by Linwood had Hibs 4–0 up at the interval and that’s how the game finished.


A week later Celtic visited Easter Road and Hibs gained revenge for their earlier defeat by winning a thrilling match 4–2. It must be said that but for the form of Miller in the Celtic goal the margin of victory would have been far greater. Time after time he defied the Hibs attempts. Linwood put the hosts ahead and then as the home players swarmed around the referee claiming a penalty, Celtic broke forward and equalised through Gallagher. The non-award seemed to rattle Hibs because they conceded a second to the same player just after the interval. That acted as a wake-up call and the hosts poured forward in search of victory, securing it in style with goals by Smith, who got two – one from the penalty spot – and Reilly.


Ibrox was the next port of call and once again the robust tackling proved the talking point as Hibs went down 1–0 to a Thornton header that went in off an upright. It was tough luck on the visitors, with most reports suggesting a draw would have been a fairer result.


A gallant effort to push into the qualifying spot by beating Clyde 4–1 at Shawfield was thwarted when Rangers defeated Celtic to win the section. The Ibrox side went on to win the trophy by beating Raith Rovers 2–0 in the final. At Shawfield, Linwood grabbed a double and Smith and Cuthbertson one each but it proved not to be enough.


Hibs were back in Glasgow a week later to face Partick Thistle as the league campaign resumed and handed out a bit of a thumping to the Jags despite being under strength due to international call-ups. Wright and O’Donnell managed to count for the home side while every Hibs forward found the net – Turnbull, Cuthbertson, Aitkenhead, Linwood and Smith, who got a double. The result put Hibs on top of the league after Rangers fell 2–0 to bottom club Hearts at Tynecastle.


The stay at the top was short-lived. In their very next game, Hibs lost 2–1 at home to a struggling Celtic. Cuthbertson found the net for the home side but ironically, Leslie Johnstone, who had left Clyde again and signed on at Parkhead, scored a double to secure the points for his new club.


A week later Hibs faced the other half of the Old Firm when they travelled to Ibrox and played their hosts off the park with Gordon Smith in superlative form. The winger put Hibs ahead before Cuthbertson and Turnbull ensured a half-time lead of 3–0. The home side came out all guns blazing in the second-half and pulled one back through Thornton, but then came the goal of the game when Smith collected the ball some 30 yards out and crashed a shot high into the net to stun the home support into silence. A late goal by Gillick reduced the deficit, but the visitors were well worthy of their 4–2 victory.


It seemed that scoring goals away from home was coming easily. The home form, however, took another hit when Morton took both points in a seven-goal thriller. It was a game in which Hibs never held the lead and although Reilly hit the net in the last minute, something for which he would soon become renowned, it was too little too late for the green and whites, who now found themselves in second spot behind East Fife.


When the home crowd at Fir Park watched Hibs dominate the opening 35 minutes of the game they must surely have thought that Hibs were showing the kind of away form that had won them matches. They could not have been more wrong. Johnston put Motherwell ahead in 37 minutes and in the second-half the visitors were run ragged, losing four more goals and the game 5–1. Mathie, Goodall and two from Watson met only with a single response from Linwood in a game that Hibs would quickly want to forget.


As November drew to a close and the weather worsened, Hibs got back to winning ways, but had to thank Eddie Turnbull for scoring the only goal of the game against Third Lanark at Easter Road. That result and results elsewhere put Hibs back to the top of the table. In truth, though, the championship race was wide open as Dundee and Falkirk had entered the fight at the top. Meanwhile, Hearts hauled themselves off bottom spot after an excellent 2–0 win away to Morton.


The month of December opened for Hibs with a good 2–1 home win over Dundee. This would start a run of four games without defeat, but sadly the three other games played all resulted in draws. In the Dundee match the home side welcomed back Linwood and Smith from injury but lost Kean and Aird, which meant the squad was always running a little light. The first of those matches drawn was at Brockville where Falkirk lost a man to injury when they led by a goal from Inglis. Linwood equalised for the visitors following a Smith free kick, but the Bairns defended stoutly to see out the match and earn a worthy point. Hibs were still top but, ominously, Rangers had closed the gap to two points with two games in hand.


In mid-December Hibs welcomed a good-going St Mirren to Easter Road and proceeded to pound their goalmouth for 60 minutes without reward. The home crowd was stunned when a rare attack by the Buddies resulted in a goal after Kerr had fumbled a shot and Stewart scored from the resultant corner. A siege of the visitors’ goal developed but it was not until the 86th minute that Hibs finally got the goal their play so richly deserved. Smith went on a mazy run down the right and then delivered the perfect cross for Reilly to head into the net.


On Christmas Day 1948, Hibs welcomed Queen of the South to Easter Road, where Davie Shaw lasted just 20 minutes before having to limp off injured. Shaw could not return and so Hibs played three-quarters of the match with just ten men. Quite late in the game, Reilly fired them ahead. The lead lasted just four minutes, Jenkins capitalising on an error by Kerr to shoot home an equaliser. This was the latest in a series of errors by the normally dependable Hibs goalie, but it must be said his general form was excellent and the mistakes very uncharacteristic.


A fast-improving Hearts side faced Hibs at Tynecastle on 1 January 1949 and within 20 minutes they were 2–0 up following goals from Flavell and Bauld. A spirited Hibs fought back bravely and when Angus Plumb missed the ball in front of goal his team-mate Reilly was there to pounce and reduce the leeway with a low shot. With just four minutes left, a rejuvenated Hibs got level when Bobby Combe scored. With their tails up they went in search of a winner, but their misplaced enthusiasm cost them dear when a long clearance by the Hearts defence found Bauld out wide and his pass to Conn allowed the latter to race through and score a late winner. If ever there had been a time just to close a game out, this was it, but it was not in the nature of this Hibs team to do anything but try and score goals.


Forty-eight hours later, Hibs faced Clyde at Easter Road in front of 30,000 fans. In a bright first-half, the home side scored twice through Combe and Plumb. Linwood, who had left the Easter Road club and signed for Clyde, tested Kerr on two occasions but found the keeper in top form. The visitors lost Dunn to injury in the second-half, but they held out until the closing moments when Plumb got his second and Hibs’ third in a merited 3–0 win.


The following Saturday, Hibs crossed the Forth to face East Fife at Methil on a day when the conditions underfoot were not ideal. The hard and bumpy surface often put a stop to creative play. Nevertheless, both sides served up a game worth watching. Fleming put the Fifers ahead. Plumb equalised and then got a second to give Hibs the lead. Adams scored next to level the tie, but inside the final ten minutes, Combe struck what proved to be the winning goal.


Lowly Aberdeen presented the next challenge at Easter Road. It was a close-fought affair in the first-half, but after the interval Hibs stepped up a gear and scored three times in a ten-minute spell to effectively kill off the challenge. The first count came from Plumb, who was certainly in form, and the third via Smith’s deflected shot. It was the second that caused all the debate after the game. Ormond was felled and the referee pointed to the spot. He was immediately surrounded by Aberdeen players, who argued that the tackle had been made just outside the 18-yard line. Needless to say, the referee stuck to his guns and Jimmy Cairns duly converted the award. A goal by Hamilton reduced the deficit, but Ormond completed the scoring in the 4–1 win late in the game.


The Scottish Cup draw sent Hibs to Station Park, Forfar, where they won 4–0 in a game marred by tough tackling and poor playing conditions. Ormond and Turnbull gave Hibs a 2–0 half-time lead before Robbie hit the Hibs post with a penalty. Further Hibs goals from Plumb and Ormond should have sent Hibs and their fans home happy, but celebrations were muted following the sight of Gordon Smith being carried off on a stretcher three minutes from time following a particularly brutal challenge by Shaw, the Forfar centre-half.


Thankfully, Smith’s injury was not as bad as first feared and he was in his familiar number seven jersey for the next match, which took Hibs to Coatbridge to meet Albion Rovers on league duty. With a strong wind at their backs the visitors were soon in attack and opened the scoring when Jock Stein was short with a pass back and Plumb added to his recent impressive tally by rolling the ball into the empty net. Smith then lit the game up with a stunning run and strike: the ball was in the net almost before the Rovers keeper moved. A penalty looked likely to increase the advantage, but the shot by Cairns struck the outside of the post. A third goal did arrive in the last minute when Smith doubled his tally. That win took Hibs back to the top of the table, the skill of Smith and the goals from Plumb having played a major part in putting them there.


Round two of the Scottish Cup brought Raith Rovers to Easter Road, where they went a goal down in nine minutes after Plumb finished off a three-man move with a crisp shot. The Fifers fought gamely and a goal from Brady near the end meant a replay the following midweek at Stark’s Park. Ahead of that match there came an announcement from the Secretary of State for Scotland via the Scottish Home Department that following completion of this replay any draw in a first meeting would lead automatically to 30 minutes of extra time to minimise the need for midweek replays. Although perhaps considered an unlikely source for such an announcement, it was made with the full agreement of the SFA and the league management committee. The reason given was that it was designed to reduce absenteeism from the workplace. Clearly, avid supporters were attending such replays rather than going to work!


The Scottish Cup has a habit of throwing up thrilling games now and again and this clash fell into that category as Hibs scraped through by the odd goal in seven. A double from Collins and a strike by Penman had the home fans hoping for a giant-killing act, but while Raith were gathering their three-goal haul, Hibs were accumulating a four-goal response with Plumb, Ormond and Sammy Kean seeing their strikes joined by the unfortunate Colville, who put through his own net.


There would be three more league games before Hibs faced East Fife at Easter Road in the cup and the first of those took the Easter Road men to Parkhead to face Celtic. Hibs were intent on revenge following a home defeat to the Glasgow outfit earlier in the season and they succeeded in exacting that revenge by taking the points in a 2–1 win. With two former Hibees, Weir and Johnstone, in their forward line, the home side pressed hard in the early stages but were stung by an opener from Smith, whose shot somehow squirmed through Miller’s hands and into the net. A penalty equaliser from McPhail lifted the spirits of the home support, but Miller blundered a second time to allow Plumb to score what proved to be the winning goal. The hosts fought hard to gain an equaliser, but Kerr was back to his best in the Hibs goal and denied them at every turn.


As defending champions and with hopes of retaining the title, Hibs next faced their strongest rivals when Rangers came to Easter Road. With more than 40,000 watching, the sides served up a thrilling first-half of end-to-end play, but neither side broke the deadlock. A fierce challenge by Woodburn left Combe a virtual passenger for most of the second-half and the visitors capitalised on what was basically a man advantage when Paton headed home from a Waddell cross. Hibs fought hard to get level and Smith thought he’d pulled it off late in the game only to watch in disbelief as Brown dived superbly to turn the ball behind for a corner. As the dust settled after the game, there was a realisation that this was the one game Hibs needed to win to retain their title and that their failure to do so had put Rangers firmly in the driving seat.


The last Saturday in February saw Hibs at Cappielow to face a struggling Morton side in quite atrocious weather conditions. The pitch was like a bog and there was a near gale-force wind blowing when the sides kicked off. Within 30 minutes Hibs were down to ten men after Davie Shaw, just back from injury, crumpled in a tackle and was carried off. Despite that loss, Hibs took the lead through Smith before Farquhar ensured level-pegging at half-time. In the second-half, with Turnbull immense and seeming to cover both his own position and that of the departed Shaw, Hibs hit a mini purple patch and scored twice through Reilly before Cairns missed from the spot. At the death, Orr scored for the home side but the points were going back to Edinburgh following a spirited display by the green and whites.


March 1949 began with the Scottish Cup visit of East Fife and once again playing conditions were poor as the pitch was very muddy following several days of heavy rain. The passing game at which Hibs often excelled was missing as both sets of players slugged it out against the elements while serving up a decent cup tie to entertain the spectators. Right on the interval, Davidson put the visitors ahead. In the second-half it was all Hibs with the East Fife goal area seeing lots of action. Time and again the Fifers defied Hibs with stout defending and the home side was unlucky not to get a penalty when Smith was hauled down, the referee insisting the challenge had been outside the box. With the clock ticking down, Cuthbertson missed a glorious chance to level the tie and then moments later Fleming fired in a long-range shot to win the match 2–0 for East Fife and send Hibs crashing out of the tournament yet again.


Dundee were among the main contenders for the title, and so it was no easy matter for Hibs when they visited Dens Park in mid-March, even though the home side were coming off the back of a heavy defeat away to St Mirren. From the first whistle, both sides went at each other and at times it was more like a cup game with play raging from end-to-end. Just four minutes had elapsed when Turnbull fired Hibs ahead. Patillo equalised five minutes later, only for Cuthbertson to restore the Hibs lead. The visitors were playing some lovely football and on another day would have had more than the two goals for their efforts so far, but Dundee were still a very lively and dangerous outfit. In a six-minute spell early in the second period the home side ran riot, scoring three goals through Stott, Bruce and Hill before Turnbull, the best Hibs man on the day, reduced the leeway near the end. Sadly, that was not enough and Hibs lost the points with, in all probability, any hopes of retaining their title.


Any lingering hopes of being champions again were finally extinguished after Hibs went down 2–0 to St Mirren at Paisley in early April. Gordon Smith was out injured. His place on the right wing was taken by Lawrie Reilly and Hibs gave a debut to Alex Bruce at centre forward. Also in the team that day was Bobby Johnstone, who gave his all but ended on the losing side. Poor Bruce, who was making his one and only appearance for Hibs, was totally dominated by Telfer the home centre half. At the other end, goals from the Polish winger Lesz and former Hibs man Milne ensured victory for the Buddies.


Seven days later, while Lawrie Reilly was playing for and scoring in a Scotland side that defeated England 3–1 at Wembley, Hibs welcomed Partick Thistle to Easter Road. Tommy Younger made his debut in the home goal as Kerr was out injured. The big keeper gave a first-class account of himself, although the sterling work of the defenders in front of him ensured he was well protected. Hibs took the lead when a clever lobbed cross from Johnstone allowed Turnbull to score with his head and then, after a number of further chances had been squandered, Smith scored a second for Hibs with a raking left-foot drive. Walker scored for Thistle late in the game, but the points belonged to the home side and left them in third place behind Rangers and Dundee, who both had games in hand.


There was a short break from league football during the following week when Hibs went to Tynecastle to face Hearts in the final of the East of Scotland Shield, held over from the previous season. The visitors defended well with young John Paterson in particular having a solid game against Bauld. Up front, they found the net three times through Smith, Turnbull and Cuthbertson to ensure at least one piece of silverware for the season.


Back in November at Fir Park, Motherwell had dished out a very painful 5–1 thrashing to Hibs and so a chance for revenge was on the cards when the Lanarkshire outfit visited Easter Road in the return fixture. A goal by Mathie was all the visitors had to show for their efforts, but Hibs had a good day and scored five times with Reilly and Cuthbertson each getting two and Smith the other. It was a crushing result for Motherwell who now found themselves down among the clubs fighting relegation.


There was still a chance that Hibs might finish runners-up but those hopes took a severe dent the following Saturday when a visit to Cathkin Park brought a 3–2 defeat by Third Lanark. Once again, playing conditions were not ideal, but that was no excuse for some sloppy play by the visitors, who really didn’t deserve to take anything from the game. Staroscik put Thirds ahead inside ten minutes and doubled his tally minutes later when Paterson was adjudged to have handled in the box. A cracking left-foot drive by Smith made it 2–1 at the interval, but a goal by McCulloch early in the second-half took it to 3–1. Only a late strike by Cuthbertson made the scoreline more respectable.


The following Monday evening ensured that the date 21 April 1949 would attain huge significance in the history of Hibernian Football Club. Fulfilling an obligation to play a friendly match in the Borders against Nithsdale Wanderers, Hibs duly obliged by thrashing their hosts 8–1. It was not the scoreline that would hold any significance, but rather the names of the Hibs forwards that night. For the first time, Smith, Johnstone, Reilly, Turnbull and Ormond would play as a unit and little did those present realise that the names of those Famous Five would be talked of for decades to come. For the record, Thomson scored for Nithsdale while Ormond (2), Turnbull (2), Reilly (2), Mick Gallagher and Smith netted for Hibs.


Only one league match remained for Hibs and that was against Falkirk at Easter Road, with the home side securing the points after Cuthbertson and Turnbull gave them a 2–0 win, ensuring a third-place finish behind Rangers and Dundee.


That next weekend saw two Scottish clubs in friendly action against English opposition with both Hibs and Celtic in London. The Glasgow outfit went down 3–2 against Millwall at The Den and Hibs triumphed 5–2 against Spurs at White Hart Lane in a cracking match that saw Hibs trailing 2–1 with just ten minutes to go, Johnstone having opened the scoring in the first-half. In those final minutes the visitors struck four more through Ogilvie, who got two, an own goal and Smith. A few days later, and at the other end of the country, a young Hibs side lost 1–0 to a North of Scotland Select, while a few first-team players were drafted in to help the reserves defeat Hearts 3–1 in the Reserve League Cup final.


A short hop across the Irish Sea to Belfast saw Hibs face an Irish League XI in a match designed to raise funds for the building of a war memorial. The hosts had undertaken to meet all expenses incurred by Hibs, but upon arrival chairman Harry Swan announced that he would foot that bill so that the fund would benefit more from the match income. The Irish authorities were delighted with that gesture and presented each of the 26 that travelled with a box of Irish Linen handkerchiefs as well as organising a sightseeing trip to the Mountains of Mourne and a slap-up lunch. As to the game itself, the visitors won comfortably scoring two goals in each half without conceding. The Hibs marksmen were Johnstone, who got two, Turnbull and Smith.


The season ended with Hibs going on a European tour, during which a number of friendlies were played, including a fantastic 6–1 win against Bayern Munich where Smith (2), Reilly, Souness and Ormond were the scorers.
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