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Foreword



Sportsmen and women are human beings, and as human beings they are prone to human conditions. At Sporting Chance the conditions we primarily deal with are addictions, the manifestations of which can be depression, anxiety and stress.


Of course many people’s perception of addiction is coloured by the fact that they have never experienced it themselves, and they often define it in moral terms – a lack of character, weakness and selfish indulgence. When the sufferer is a public figure, a ‘Highland hero’ who has enjoyed the trappings of an illustrious career, the belief that the talents have been squandered through choice is also held by many. But addiction does not preclude anyone and does not differentiate in terms of fame or wealth. Addiction unaddressed devastates careers and families, and the paradox is that the illness tells you that you don’t have a problem, but in order to recover from it you have to admit you do have a problem!


Steve Paterson has my admiration for facing his demons, as do all those who seek help through Sporting Chance. From the founding trustee, Tony Adams, to my core clinical team, we have all been in the position where addiction has taken over our lives and wreaked havoc for us and those close to us. Steve sought help and embarked on our programme with the same grit, determination and fortitude that made him the player and coach that he was. The programme is tough and requires an individual to confront his or her behaviour, with all its ramifications, breaking down the barriers that have up till then prevented them from acknowledging their problem. Wallowing in self pity does not address the issue. As we say, ‘Poor me, poor me, pour me a drink.’ Steve stopped the ‘poor me’s’ and focused on the solutions.


It is not an easy road to recovery, even at a centre such as ours, and it takes determination and discipline to win through. Some people have periods of relapse, but the fighters, of which Steve is one, pick themselves up again and carry on. Rarely have we seen a person fail who has followed our path.


Steve, we hope you will continue your walk down that path.


Peter Kay


Chief Executive Officer


The Sporting Chance Clinic


September 2009
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No sporting certainty


The tranquillity of Hampshire was welcoming as I arrived at Forest Mere, 160 acres of sublime and natural beauty where I convinced myself that this broken man could be fixed.


‘Good luck, mate.’ The taxi driver, who had driven me from the railway station in the nearby village of Liphook on a chilly, late-September Sunday evening in 2008, broke his silence as I stepped from his cab and looked at the magnificent mansion before me.


Did my appearance really indicate to the cabbie that I was a gambling addict with a serious drink problem? Was that why he voiced his friendly message? Why hadn’t he assumed that I was simply a guest at Champneys, the plush hotel and spa I was about to enter? After all, the Sporting Chance Clinic occupies two buildings 400 metres behind the mansion and is hidden by woods. Maybe I had that ‘haunted’ look of a man struggling with his demons. Or was this paranoia kicking-in?


I was nervous and a touch apprehensive as I pushed open the front door and the receptionist greeted me.


‘Are you here for Sporting Chance?’ She, too, could tell my predicament, I thought. Her smile and the warmth in her voice, however, were genuine, and in an instant I felt at ease.


This is it, I thought. It was no sporting certainty but an opportunity, a lifeline that just a couple of weeks earlier I never dreamt would be available to me. Could I really find a way out of my living hell? Might I dare hope that the years of gambling and drinking, of lies, deceit and even theft, could now be about to be consigned to history?


‘Thank you, God, for offering me your help’, a little voice whispered inside my head.


What would I have done without the financial assistance of the Professional Footballers’ Association, who provided the funding for the rehabilitation programme on which I was about to embark? Where would I be today had I not had true friends and my lovely daughters and my mother who never gave up hope of my salvation? All these thoughts raced through my mind as I was led to my room for the night.


The following morning I reported to the main house of the clinic within the Forest Mere grounds, quiet and secluded and away from the luxurious main complex. As part of the Sporting Chance Clinic’s tailor-made programmes, I was told, clients – that is how patients like me are described – were free to use Champneys gym, swimming pool, sauna and steam room as well as its various alternative therapies. Oh yes, and we would be eating at the superb award-winning restaurant where the food was in accordance with the nutritional ethos laid down by the clinic. The Sporting Chance concept, it was stressed, was all about an holistic approach for the mind, the body and the spirit.


For the first time in years of despair and depression I felt comfortable with myself, helped by the commonality I shared with fellow clients and remembering how Tony Adams, a first-rate centre half with Arsenal and England, had conquered his alcoholism and founded this wonderful facility, which was to be home for just over four weeks.


The clinic opened its doors in 2000 but didn’t start working with patients until two years later. Soon, it evolved into one of the most innovative centres of its kind, dealing with the treatment of the behavioural problems of professional sports people.


‘How lucky am I?’ I kept repeating to myself.


Peter Kay, the clinic’s chief executive, shares Adams’s thinking, and he leads the team of professionals put in place to facilitate the needs of those, like me, who have dropped off the edge of normality.


In the days leading up to this moment I had read as much as I could about Sporting Chance, but a line or two on its website struck me more than anything else. The words belonged to Adams: ‘I wish Peter and the team had been around when I was wrestling with my demons. That’s why I would say to any professional sportsman or woman out there trying to get through without guidance; on your own you’ve got no chance. With Peter and the team you’ve got a great chance – a Sporting Chance.’


Here I was, set to embark on a journey into the unknown but content to place myself in the capable and experienced hands of a group of strangers whose knowledge of me was restricted to a meeting six weeks earlier when I was assessed by them to ascertain whether I was ready to surrender myself to their expertise. At that time, they knew little about me but they would soon learn the depth of my myriad difficulties.


Was I ready to pour out my heart about the sums of money – totalling a conservative £1.3 million – I had gambled away over a period of 34 years? Could I bring myself to open up about the drinking that led to the break-up of my marriage and another close relationship, and what all that did to my daughters? How would they react to my stories of stealing from my elderly mother? What would they think at Forest Mere when I told them about my mad world?


I was to learn, of course, that such tales of distress and desperation were commonplace inside that special haven. They were the stories of all addicts. All I was required to do was to hand myself over to them and trust that everything they could offer me would be beneficial.


With my induction over and a run-down of counselling and classes laid out before me, I was ready.


I lay in my bed that first night and prayed to God for guidance. I thanked him, too, for bringing this opportunity to a wee boy from the Highlands of Scotland who had lost his way in life, a lost soul at the head of a trail of human and emotional debris.


Looking around the immediate vicinity of the clinic brought to mind my idyllic childhood in rural Moray in the north-east of Scotland, a habitat that incorporated the River Spey, its surrounding woods and fields, the picturesque and historic village of Garmouth and, just slightly to the north, the Moray Firth.


I was born in Mosstodloch, a nondescript community nestling a mile or so from Fochabers, the home of the world-renowned Baxters food complex, a cottage industry which grew to become one of the most famous of Scottish brands.


The third of four children, I entered the world on 8 April 1958 in the council house of my parents, Margaret and Bill. My father was an intelligent yet distant man who had studied Latin and English at school, went to university in Aberdeen, but dropped out and became a telephone engineer with the old GPO, with whom he spent his entire working life of 46 years.


My mother had been born into a Quaker family in the fishing port of Grimsby and, along with her two sisters and her brother, was evacuated to Bogmoor, not far from Mosstodloch, to the east of the Spey, when German bombers struck her home town in 1940.


She never left Moray and she and my father married there in 1949, moving into one of the dozen council houses then in Mosstodloch and settling into what was then a traditional family way of life, where the man of the house worked and the woman remained at home to cook, clean and look after the children.


Apart from lighting the coal fire, my father did nothing around the house and my mother was largely his, and our, servant – although she did not see it that way.


My brother, Neil, was seven years older than me while Morag, my sister, was five years my senior. Andy, the baby of the family, came along five years after I was born, so our house was not only pretty cramped but it was noisy and busy most of the time.


Perhaps that’s why I enjoyed the outdoors so much; the open fields, the wooded areas around the Spey, one of the great salmon rivers of the world, and the local park, where I seemed to spend most of my days playing football.


Memories often trick minds into believing every day of a childhood was sunny and perfect. That’s how I remember it as I grew up. But then my part of the world is famous for its softer climes, created by the warm gulfstream which comes into the Moray Firth and bathes much of the area and makes it a favourite destination for photographers for its dramatic and diverse coastline.


Mosstodloch and the surrounding vicinity had everything I ever wanted and, no matter where in the world I have hung my hat, I have been drawn back to a community I am proud to call home. I am a village lad, a country boy at heart.


My love affair with football started at an early age. My mother has told me numerous times that I spent more time playing the game than I ever did in the house. That is because, during the 1966 World Cup in England, I became infatuated with the man born Edson Arantes Do Nascimento: known simply as Pele. I was eight years old and along with all the other boys in the village, I was hooked on the black and white BBC television coverage of the tournament won by England.


We were glued to games involving Franz Beckenbauer and Uve Seeler of Germany, or West Germany as they were known before the demolition of the Berlin Wall; Bobby Moore and Bobby Charlton of England; and Garrincha and Jairzinho of Brazil. For me, though, there was only one player I ever wanted to be: Pele. When my group of pals gathered for our daily game of football, even if there was only two of us, I was Pele. I might be Steve Paterson outwith my own neck of the woods, but in the north of Scotland I am still known as Pele.


Bill, my father, was largely uninterested in anything outside his work, certainly not in my participation in structured football, either with the local boys’ club in Elgin or in the Sunday team for which I played under a man called Jimmy Shanks. Shanks was a diehard football fanatic and anybody and everybody from a wide radius of Fochabers whom he considered good enough would be drafted in to play for one of his teams, known as ‘Shankies’.


He was a local plumber and scouted for Cardiff City, then managed by a Scot, Jimmy Scoular. Shanks had discovered Don Murray, a young lad from Duffus, near where I lived, who became one of Cardiff’s longest-serving players and on the back of this success, many youngsters from Moray, including me, were to spend their Easter or summer holidays on trial with the Welsh club.


Jimmy Shanks was a great character who loved football and spent much of his time trawling the local villages in his beat-up Bedford van and wearing his overalls, gathering his team for the forthcoming match on a Sunday. You always knew he was approaching your house. ‘One sugar and a spot of milk, please; no biscuits.’ Those words were his calling card. As he had probably been to several houses before mine, he was always able to give me a rundown on who was playing in the team that weekend.


Playing for Shankies and being transported to away games sitting among plumbers’ tools and spare tyres in the back of the Bedford and hoping for a trial at Cardiff City was all part of life for local lads around Fochabers during the late 1960s and early ’70s.


We would compete against teams from other coastal towns and I was with him from an early age, right through until I was 16. From the age of 15 I would play for my school – Milne’s High School, Fochabers – on Saturday mornings, then for a junior side in the afternoon and for Jimmy’s team on Sundays. I thought nothing of it, although my knees are paying for it now.


From the age of 10 I became involved in organised league football through Elgin Boys’ Club which ran a number of teams through different age groups. You were allocated a team after you enrolled during the Easter holidays. The club was founded in 1964 by a local lawyer called John Cameron, an early influence on me and my football. John used to coach the local boys’ select, of which I was captain, and we would occasionally travel abroad to compete in tournaments. Cameron introduced systems and tactics unheard of at the time and was a keen student of football technique.


Later, while still at Milne’s High School, I played for Nairn County in the Highland League on Saturdays and Jimmy Shanks’s team on Sundays. I was a naturally two-footed player, which was unusual among young boys, and I displayed that aptitude by taking free kicks and penalties with either foot. This ability, allied to whatever other in-built talent I possessed, made me better than my peers and brought me to the attention of several clubs in the Highland League, where on-field personnel were uncompromising and teams were made up of mature men with a win-at-any-cost mentality.


Perhaps my obsession with football blinkered me to my father’s battle with depression. In those days mental illness carried a stigma which meant it was never discussed, not even within the family, and while I was close to my mother and that never changed, I had never appreciated or understood my dad’s suffering.


All I knew was that he was a sad and lonely man who had difficulty relating to his children. Could that have been because, as an only child, he was raised by his mother, a headmistress in a rural school in Kellas, after she and my grandfather had divorced?


Divorce was another subject which, at the time, would have been swept under the carpet and never spoken of. It was heartbreaking that, although his father lived not far away, in Forres, my dad had had no contact with him after the break-up of the marriage. I never really knew my grandmother, as she died in 1965 when I was just seven years old.


My father worked hard all his life but he rarely enjoyed himself and never had a holiday, and right up until the time I left home, aged 17, he had never demonstrated any interest in football or how well I was doing in the sport – although strangely my managerial career later in my life enthused him.


The absence of affection from him, however, didn’t register with me or my siblings. After all, working-class families rarely displayed any kind of emotion and my dad’s sadness and quiet nature were just part of the scene at 10 Garmouth Road, our three-bedroom local authority abode.


It was there that he would frequently leave the living room and go off on his own into the kitchen where he would sit slumped at the table for hours on end, staring into space.


He never addressed his depression until later in his life, when he consulted a doctor after years of suffering in silence. His spirits were lifted for a couple of years when he was given medication which made him a much happier and more content person. Once he came off his anti-depressants, though, he sank once more. My father died of pancreatic cancer in 2001. He was 73 years old.


I attended a small rural primary school called Balnacoul in 1963. There were only about half a dozen other pupils in my class and from the age of five I loved joining in with the older boys playing football at break times.


The entire school roll would have barely reached 50. So, once the girls embarked on their skipping or hopscotch or other playground games, it was jerseys off for goalposts for the boys, playing anything from eight-a-side to fifteen-a-side.


One incident from Primary 1 which my sister Morag refuses to let me forget, proved rather embarrassing and marked me down from an early age as a poor liar. I had an issue about using the school toilets and would certainly never do my ‘main business’ there. So, I would try to hold on until I reached the security and familiarity of my home.


One day, I failed miserably and was forced to squat at the side of the road, about half a mile from my house. For whatever reason, instead of fleeing the scene, I hung around until the older kids, including Morag, came out of school. I stood beside the human waste and pointed out that a dog ‘had made a mess’.


This ridiculous claim was met with uproarious laughter by the older group who knew a dog turd when they saw one. I was exposed to public humiliation which, at the age of five, I found too much to bear. I ran home crying and took a long time to live down that embarrassing incident.


A couple of years later I was at the centre of a generous act – a good old-fashioned display of Christianity – that put me in a better light. There were a few poor families in the area whose children attended Balnacoul and the clothing of some was ragged and inadequate, especially for the harsh Highland winters.


A wee boy from a family of travellers lived in an old caravan about half a mile from the village. His old plimsolls were torn and shredded, he wore a flimsy jumper and he would cry with the cold while plodding his way home. I always felt pity for him and would give him my duffle coat to keep him warm and I would lift him on to my back and give him a ‘piggy’ home. I was a big lad for my age and the proud owner of Wellington boots and was pleased to do my bit for this puny little lad. The family moved away by the summer.


I was still at primary school when I discovered Elgin City Football Club with their black and white vertical striped jerseys and their neat ground, Borough Briggs. On Saturdays I would often hitchhike from Mosstodloch into Moray’s main town and savour the delights on offer on the pitch. I would be extra excited when a team from the Scottish Football League would visit for a cup-tie or, sometimes, for a friendly. It wasn’t unusual in those days for several thousand fans to pack Borough Briggs to watch their favourites, players who were my heroes.


The 1960s was an especially successful period for the club and in 1968 there were victories over league opposition in the shape of Albion Rovers, Forfar and Arbroath in Scottish Cup-ties, the latter game being watched by 12,650 fans at Borough Briggs. You can imagine my joy, then, when the club invited me to train with them in 1973. I was just 15 years old, the youngest player to turn out for Elgin City and I scored a goal in a 6-1 rout of Buckie Thistle. What a day that was for a schoolboy footballer, to be able to play alongside men of whom I was in awe, stalwarts of the club like Gerry Graham and George Gilbert.


Willie Grant, who revelled in the moniker ‘The King’, had been my idol of those giant-killing games of the ’60s. He was a fantastic header of the ball and a prolific scorer of that era who was later to become a great friend and mentor when I became a manager. He was a true gentleman and remarkably modest about being an Elgin City and Highland League legend.


The following season I played for Nairn County under coaches Innes McDonald and George Welsh. Innes was a physical education teacher at Elgin Academy while George was head of PE at Gordonstoun, the famous public school in Moray attended by several members of the royal family.


Innes and George’s involvement in school football was influential in attracting young would-be stars of the future, who knew their game would be improved under their tutelage. Those men became my mentors in the season prior to my joining Manchester United.
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Gambling: an introduction


It was just before my Elgin City baptism that I turned out for Bishopmill United, a junior club in the Moray town, where I had my first formal coaching and training. I was, of course, still at school. But while I was bright enough, I was always Mr 55 per cent. In short, I passed my exams, but only just. School, for me, was simply part of my social life, where I could indulge in my new-found hobbies: three-card brag and shoot pontoon for money, and under-age drinking. It was more Milne’s Social Club than Milne’s High School.


If my card school at Milne’s allowed me to flirt with gambling, my first real, gripping and, as it turned out, miserable experience of gambling came at the annual agricultural show at Keith, a busy town eight miles to the south of Mosstodloch. The weekend show was a huge attraction in those days and I was drawn to it as a youngster because it was atmospheric and fun. And it had penny arcades with one-arm bandits.


The first time I attended the show, in August 1970 when I was about 12, I was armed with plenty of pocket money as my gang of friends and I set off in the morning to savour anything the event could offer.


We had worked all week picking berries at the fields owned by Baxters and had plenty of cash in our pockets as we caught the Aberdeen-bound bus to head for the action. Those penny arcades and one-arm bandits certainly pulled me in and I found it extremely difficult to walk away from them.


Pretty soon I had lost everything, including the bus fare back to Mosstodloch which should have been set aside, like my friends had done. But the buzz I felt at the arcades had me hooked and I was determined that the fun wasn’t going to stop. The problem was that I needed more money.


I discovered one tent in the showground where young lads just a little older than me, went in with empty trays and came out a little later laden with small tubs of ice cream to sell. This fuelled my curiosity and so I asked the man in the tent what it was all about.


‘You get a tray of 24 tubs,’ he growled, ‘and when you’ve sold them all, come back and I’ll give you your commission . . . one shilling.’


I volunteered myself and my foray into ice cream sales worked well. ‘Ice cream, ice cream. Get your ice cream’, was the simplicity of my sales pitch. A couple of hours later I had shifted four trays of the stuff and earned my cut, which was more than enough for the bus fare home to Mosstodloch.


First, though, it was back to that magical land of the penny arcades where I was to be introduced to the demons that were to haunt me for the rest of my life. Even at this early age there were clear signs that my fascination with risking money on the outcome of chance was abnormal. Having already lost all my berry-picking money I couldn’t resist losing the ice cream commission, despite the obvious consequences that would follow. I was out of control and, after my travel expenses had evaporated, I had to face a long and lonely walk home as my punishment. No lessons were learned, unfortunately. Rather, it was to be the theme for my future life as a gambling addict.


There were other money-making opportunities, of course, and when my friends and I weren’t playing football, we would take on seasonal work which included berry-picking in the summer, potato-gathering in the autumn and at Easter-time we would pluck weeds at a local nursery, Christie’s, where we would also bundle young trees into bunches of 52.


My mates and I were inseparable and I don’t think there would be disagreement among them that I was the leader, the dominant figure, and if we weren’t concentrating on our main focus – football – or working during the school vacations, we would be climbing trees, poaching for salmon with net and gaff in the Spey, or digging underground dens in the woods surrounding the river. Long spring and summer days, happy and healthy.


If I was showing signs of going off the rails, nobody noticed. At least, if they did, they never mentioned it to me and there was certainly no hint that my parents suspected anything untoward about my behaviour, not even when I was carried home from a friend’s house at Hogmanay having drunk myself unconscious with whisky and strong export beer. I was 12 years old.


Then, there was a terrifying incident one winter’s night in 1971 when a boy five years my senior tried to drown me in the River Spey. Even to this day, it sends shivers down my spine.


I was 13 years old and this young man, a local bully who always seemed to latch on to much younger boys he knew he could influence, coerced me into becoming his accomplice in a series of thefts of lead and copper and other metals for which he could gain good money from scrap merchants.


He was drawn to younger lads, probably because he felt superior in their company. I was impressed and terrified of him at the same time, yet looked up to him. Although I had just entered my teens, at 6ft tall I appeared much older. I was also fit and agile and able to help him remove lead from the roofs of disused buildings or copper piping from other premises.


We had been doing this for six months when late one crisp and cold January night, with the sky clear and the moon bright, he convinced me that he had stashed away some of the stolen gear under a rock in the river.


By the light only of the moon, he led me half a mile through the woods to the river bank, where he waded in up to his thighs.


‘Come on,’ he beckoned. ‘It’s under this rock. You’ll have to give me a hand.’


I entered the black, freezing water and gingerly shuffled my way next to him when he suddenly put me in a headlock and forced me under the water.


He was strong and powerful and held me firm as I writhed and wriggled under the surface of the fast-flowing river. I pushed and shoved and elbowed him trying to free myself, but each time I managed to come up for air, I was wrestled down again.


It was like something from a horror movie. I could hear him grunting as he did his best to hold my head still under the water. He was on his knees and was putting all the pressure he could muster on the headlock in which he held me.


At last, after what seemed like an eternity, with an enormous amount of energy that I found from somewhere and a determination that I wasn’t going to die, I wriggled free. I scrambled my way to the embankment as he tried to grab me, shouting: ‘I’ll get you, you bastard.’


Once on dry land, I ran faster than I’ve ever done as my mind tried to take in that this crazy man had just tried to kill me. I knew only too well that he had not yet given up his quest to snuff out my life.


I was too quick for him and although he was in hot pursuit, I raced through the woods and on to the main road, the A96, over the Spey Bridge and ran for my life. Fear kept me running. I was overcome with a need to survive this horrific ordeal and once I was back on home turf and under the street lights of Mosstodloch, I slumped exhausted on to the pavement and sat dripping wet, shivering and hypothermic. I cried my eyes out knowing I couldn’t tell anyone – not my family and certainly not the police – for fear of being locked up.


It was the most frightening experience of my life and I was left traumatised by my brush with death. Now it is an incident which remains largely locked away in my mind, resurfacing occasionally as I grow older. But still, it haunts me.


As for my would-be killer, I kept my distance from him. My gut instinct was that he had intended to drown me. This was no mere attempt to frighten me, of that I am sure. God knows what became of him. Did any other victim suffer from his warped mind? In any case, he left the village soon after and was never seen again.
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The Bisto tin bank


At the age of 14 I started under-age drinking regularly, again with my usual crowd, and would be served without question in the Stag Bar in Elgin. It was a sleazy joint but we would never dream of moving pubs for fear that some other place would refuse us our pints of beer.


Our visits to the Stag became a ritual every weekend and later became part of the football culture where you would hit the pub after every game. I was once caught drinking in the Tower Bar, also in Elgin, where the Bishopmill United players would assemble to get drunk and dissect that day’s match.


The police were cracking down on under-age drinking and one night, when I was just 15 years old, they raided the pub. Me and some of my friends escaped out of a toilet window and legged it, forgetting that I had, stupidly, left behind my club blazer and my holdall, items through which I was easily traced. I was hauled into the police station with my father and lectured about the ills of alcohol and told to stay away from pubs. It was water off a duck’s back and I returned to my usual ways the following weekend. I saw it as a normal part of football life and, in any case, I liked alcohol and the feeling it gave me.


All my influences in life were outside the family home. My parents knew nothing of my misbehaviour or, indeed, any of the activities that went on when I shut the house door behind me. Home was for food and shelter. Had I lived in a city I have no doubt I would have been a member of a gang, because I was into exploration and experimentation.


A prime example of my wayward adolescence came in May 1973 when my mates and I made the long trek to Wembley for the Home Championship match between England and Scotland. It was a huge pilgrimage in those days, with thousands of Scots descending on London in tartan attire.


My ‘magnificent seven’ from Milne’s High School had planned carefully for the adventure. We clubbed together and bought a battered old Transit van for £100 and we wondered at various stages of our journey whether we would make it to our destination.


Mike Hendry, one of my best school pals, had just passed his driving test and had the onerous task of getting us there safely and on time. An older lad from Fochabers, Roddy Munro, was a maths teacher in London and his flat was to be our base.


We set off from home at 6 a.m. on the eve of the big game, dressed in our kilts and Scotland jerseys, in a van packed with beer and lager. Needless to say, by the time we reached London we were all drunk – apart from Mike, of course – and we spent the evening with the hordes of Scotland supporters gathered in Trafalgar Square, singing and dancing in the fountain.


The game was a side-show – England won 1–0 with a Martin Peters goal – as the weekend evolved into a gigantic party. I enjoyed the atmosphere and the bright lights of London so much that, even though I was just 15 years old, I decided to extend my stay, another indication of my inability to withdraw from my pursuit of pleasure. Roddy, the teacher, was on holiday and did little to discourage me from staying on.


‘Tell my mum and dad I’ll be home next week,’ I shouted to the departing desperados as I waved them on their way to Moray and I remained with Roddy, still a friend today and one who could be described as a bit of an eccentric. He had long, flowing locks and a colourful, some might say outlandish, dress sense, in the style of Billy Connolly.


He was a witty person who liked nothing better than to drive his Harley Davidson. I was to become his regular pillion passenger for the following week, a period spent, because I had no change of clothing, in my Tartan Army uniform.


For all my misdemeanours, I was still starring as the best young footballer in the area and, at the age of 16 – although I never knew it – I stood on the verge of joining one of the greatest football clubs in the world.


I was capped for the Scotland Schoolboys’ under-18 side against England at Old Trafford, the home of Manchester United. It was the summer of 1974 and that game was to accelerate my progress from gifted youngster from the Highlands – who just might make the grade – to a talent with the potential to hit the high spots. Coming from a remote part of Scotland meant I wasn’t on the radar of any professional clubs. They did not see such sparsely-populated areas as ones for rich pickings.


Yet, through the schools’ system, I was propelled into the spotlight against the cream of England’s young players all of whom would, like my own team-mates, be preparing to join the professional ranks the minute they left school.


I was a versatile performer, able to operate in most positions. I preferred a striking role but, at 6ft 2in tall and an imposing figure, I was selected to play at centre half. We drew 1-1 and, by general consensus, I was seen as the man-of-the-match.


The scouts of clubs throughout the land who were present that day sat up and took notice. They liked my confident attitude, my presence, that I possessed a high level of skill and that I could read the game well.


I hardly had time to return to Moray after the game when the Manchester United chief scout came knocking on my door to tell me he had seen enough to recognise that I had what was required to make it in the big time of English football and that Old Trafford wanted me.


I would not, the scout told me, be signed as an apprentice and all the boot cleaning and dressing room sweeping duties that went with that role. I would join as a full professional.


Tommy Docherty was the manager and he travelled to my home a short time later to seal the deal as I still tried to come to terms with the enormity of what the chief scout had earlier told me. Could it really be true that I was wanted by such a big football club and by the man who, prior to taking on the manager’s job there, had been in charge of the Scotland international team? I was about to be propelled into the big time.


It was agreed that I would be allowed to remain in Moray to complete my schooling and to take my Higher examinations at Milne’s High School the following year. I would, they instructed me, join United for pre-season training in the summer of 1975.


During one of the meetings between Manchester United’s representatives, my parents and me, in my living room in Garmouth Road, the issue of the ‘sweetener’ was raised.


Without warning, one of the club’s envoys took bundles of banknotes from his pockets, each bundle rolled up and held together by an elastic band, and placed them on the table around which we sat.


Few words, other than ‘this is for you’ to no one in particular, were uttered and my parents just stared, open-jawed, at the fortune in front of them.


Ten times the man from United went into his pockets and plucked one bundle after another, placing them on the table as we watched in silence.


My parents weren’t worldly. They lived day by day, paid the rent and other bills and were, like many working-class couples, broke by the end of the week. They reacted to this pile of cash before them with disbelief. I swear there was fear in their eyes. They simply didn’t know how to react. They never touched it, never spoke about it, never mentioned it in any future conversation. When the United delegation left, my parents ignored the money on the table as if it didn’t exist and simply left it lying there. They wanted nothing to do with it. There was no thought or discussion about the possibility of banking it or setting up a trust fund for me for later in my life.


With the men from Man United gone, I counted the cash; ten wads each of £100, a total of £1000. In 2009 terms it is the equivalent of £12,500.


I knew then why my parents were apprehensive and be-mused. This was like winning the football pools and being bewildered and uncertain about what to do. But I certainly knew exactly what to do and I stuffed the £1000 into a brown Bisto tin and stored it at the bottom of my parents’ wardrobe. For the following year, that tin was to be my personal bank and its contents my entry to a life which hitherto had been beyond me: gambling for much higher stakes.


The Bisto tin was a bit like an Aladdin’s lamp for me. It would grant my wishes by delivering riches and I made sure it was used in the only way I knew how: to provide me with the best clothes I could get in the boutiques of Elgin, and for serious card games and big-money bets on the horses.


I was 16 years old and living the life of Riley. The book-maker’s in Elgin, with its board markers and commentary via the Tannoy, became my world, a magical place that presented me with the kind of buzz I had never experienced.


Out of my half-dozen best pals – Mike Hendry, Jon Law, Doug Will, Franny Slater, Ainslie Gordon and Les Newlands – I was the one who had the real addiction. I loved gambling much more than any of the others. I pushed for and organised the regular card schools and was the one who thrived on the trips to the bookies.


I dipped into the Bisto tin bank constantly, whenever I needed money, and my parents were completely oblivious to my withdrawals. They never even checked it.


That summer, although my friends and I still went out working during the school holidays, whether it was berry-picking or taking on roofing jobs on local houses, gambling was my major past-time. Having the Manchester United booty available was a real bonus and once, with £100 in my pocket, I persuaded my very good friend, Jon Law – still as close a pal today as he was then – to bring £100 he had saved because I had a full-proof method of beating the bookies. Or so I thought.


We could, I told him, turn our money into £1000 by following the champion jockey, Lester Piggott, and backing all his mounts at Newmarket one Saturday afternoon. It made sense, I insisted.


Jon had earned his money through hard work: labouring, berry-picking and other menial jobs. With other friends we travelled into Elgin and while they went off to the pub, he and I headed for the bookmakers to make our fortune.


My system was so naive and corny, although I didn’t think so at the time. We would place £5 on Piggott in his first race and if he lost we would double up to £10 in the next race. If that failed we would go to £20 and so on. It was easy, of course, to very quickly burn a couple of hundred quid. Of Piggott’s six mounts that day, none was first past the post. Jon and I exited that bookmakers £200 lighter.


We met up with our pals who had been persuaded we would return as rich men and that we would party into the night on our winnings. In the end, Jon and I got drunk to drown our sorrows. He learned his lesson and became a moderate gambler. Me? I learned nothing and simply chased it for years to come, hoping and believing I could recoup my losses, all my losses. That was pretty serious stuff for a 16-year-old. By the time I was to leave for Manchester United, the Bisto tin was empty and I was well down the road towards a heavy-duty problem that was to follow me for the next 34 years.
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From Mosstodloch to Manchester


It was July 1975 and the gleaming Mercedes pulled up outside my home in Mosstodloch. The neighbours’ curtains twitched and some of the street’s urchins gathered round to catch a glimpse of the luxury car, the like of which had never before been seen in the village.


Norman Scholes, Manchester United’s chief scout, and Gordon Clayton, his assistant, invited me to place my suitcase in the boot of the vehicle and signalled for me to sit in the back. There were no hugs, no kisses from my parents, just a simple wave and a cheerio and I was on my way to the north-west of England and my club accommodation in the Fallowfield district of Manchester.


I was entering the big world on my own, a world so different from the one I knew and loved, and I was nervous about the challenge ahead. Maybe the club scouts who were so keen to bag my signature sensed that removing me from the idyll of the Highlands would be too big a step. So they put a clause in my contract that, for the first year, they would fly me home once a month after a game on a Saturday and I would return to Manchester on the Tuesday.


It may have prevented me from becoming homesick but I never ever lost my love for my home and the area.


My digs were comfortable. The place was run by a Mr and Mrs Bumby, perfectly nice people who looked after me and the other young professionals they housed.


It was there, a year later, that I was to meet Oshor Williams a talented right winger who was to become a rock for me and a friend to whom I owe so much.
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