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  Foreword


  by Denis Law




  The first time I ever pulled on a Scotland shirt, it was one of the proudest days of my life. So I can’t imagine what it must have felt like for Joe Baker, a boy every bit

  as Scottish as me, when he was told he would never be able to do the same because he happened to be born in England. He was a terrific player and it would have been a pleasure to play alongside him

  in a dark-blue shirt at Hampden.




  Instead, I played against him when he was making only his second appearance for England. It was hard to imagine a guy with his accent appearing in the same international line-up as the likes of

  Bobby Charlton and Jimmy Greaves, but that shows just how talented Joe was. Imagine a 19-year-old Hibs player being selected for England – it was unheard of then and it would be unheard of

  now.




  While I was at Manchester City I played alongside Joe’s older brother, Gerry. Not only was he a real character off the field, but he was lightning quick on it, a great goalscorer who also

  ended up playing international football – for the United States.




  In 1961 I left Manchester City to sign for Torino at the same time as Joe – I couldn’t get rid of the Baker boys! But, during that season, when the two of us had such trouble

  adjusting to playing football in Italy, I was very grateful for Joe’s company. While in Italy, we were involved in a serious car crash. I escaped practically unscathed, but Joe suffered

  serious facial injuries and it says a lot for his determination and his courage that he was able to bounce back so quickly, continue his remarkable goalscoring at Arsenal and force his way back

  into the England team. Joe Baker was world-class no matter who he was playing for: Hibs, Torino, Arsenal . . . even England.




   




  Denis Law, February 2013
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  Prologue




  “We ain’t that bad, are we?”




  The police sergeant sat and stared at the radio in silence. For the first time in his life, he was indecisive. Slowly, he replaced the handset and then looked across at his young colleague, who

  was waiting for his superior to give the word. Another moment passed before the silence was shattered.




  “What the hell are you waiting for?” yelled the sergeant. “Step on it!” The constable didn’t need to be told twice. Knocking the Panda into first gear, he gripped

  the steering wheel and pushed down hard on the accelerator. He felt his heart pounding as they began to race through the streets of north London. The constable had been involved in pursuits before,

  tailing criminals through Hackney, Lewisham and Brixton. But this assignment was making him feel particularly uneasy.




  He didn’t need to say anything. The sergeant clearly felt exactly the same way. It didn’t matter how many horrible cases a police officer might have to work on during his career

  – burglaries, assaults, even murders – this was the one thing guaranteed to make even the most experienced copper nervous. After all, who in their right mind would want to come

  face to face with a mad Scotsman? The constable shuddered. He screeched round a corner and saw his quarry – a black cab.




  “That’s him,” said the sergeant, double-checking the registration in his notebook. “Go for it.” The constable took a deep breath and turned on the siren, signalling

  for the taxi to pull over. Both vehicles came to a halt in a layby. The front door of the taxi opened and the driver stepped out. He looked shaken. He signalled towards the back of his cab. He then

  tapped his temple with his forefinger – the universal sign to indicate that someone was off their rocker. As he had explained in hushed tones over the radio, he had picked up his passenger at

  London Airport and, almost immediately, the alarm bells had started to ring.




  “Where to mate?” he had asked. “Hendon Hotel, please, pal,” his passenger had replied. The accent was pure Scotch – thicker than the porridge the Jocks ate for

  breakfast. “The Hendon?” he said, setting the fare and pulling away from the airport. “That’s where the England football team are staying.”




  “Aye, that’s right,” chirruped the stranger. “Ah’m playin’ fer England at Wembley!” With those words, the conversation had died. The driver

  couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but something about a man with a broad Scottish accent saying that he was playing for England just didn’t add up. His imagination began to run wild.

  Was this a spy? Someone sent to bring down English football from within? No, he thought. If that were the case, surely he’d have made more of an effort to disguise his tartan twang. Maybe his

  fare was just a piss-taking troublemaker, either that or he was completely out of his tree. Surreptitiously, the cabbie had radioed for assistance and now, much to his relief, the assistance had

  arrived.




  The sergeant looked at the constable and nodded. Bracing himself, the constable opened the back door of the taxi. The lunatic was young. Probably only a teenager. He looked a bit like a film

  star. His dark hair was combed into an immaculate quiff, while his handsome features betrayed utter bewilderment.




  “Good evening sir,” said the constable. “Would you mind stepping out of the vehicle please?” The young man did as he was told, at which point the constable let his

  superior do the talking.




  “So . . .” said the sergeant, looking the Scotsman up and down and barely able to believe the words he was about to utter, “you’re playing for England, are you,

  sonny?”




  “Aye, that’s right,” spluttered the youngster. “Ah’m playin fer England on Wednesday night!”




  The sergeant stared at him, his expression blank. The young man corrected himself. “Ahem, Ah mean, yes. I’m playing for England.”




  The sergeant sighed. “Do you have any ID, young man? Any identification?”




  The young man reached into the pocket of his overcoat and, after several seconds of fumbling, produced his passport, along with a newspaper. He handed both over to the police officer and pointed

  to the back page of the paper. “Latest edition,” he said.




  The sergeant, more baffled than ever, took the newspaper and began to read about the England football team’s new centre-forward – a teenager who had never played the game outside of

  Scotland. He then looked at the photograph accompanying the article. “That’s me,” said the young Scot, tapping the picture with more than a hint of pride in his voice.




  “Nineteen-year-old Joe Baker,” read the sergeant, “is one of the top goalscorers in Scottish football. Pictured in the colours of Hibernian, he will earn his first full cap for

  England against the Irish on Wednesday night.”




  “Hibernian?” thought the sergeant. “Where the hell’s that?” His musings were interrupted by his junior colleague, who had been studying the

  article over his shoulder.




  “Jesus Christ, Sarge!” he exclaimed. “A Jock playing for England? Surely we ain’t that bad, are we?”




  





  1




  Birth-wrong




  “Being born in a stable does not make one a horse.” This was how Daniel O’Connell, the former Lord Mayor of Dublin, reportedly commented on the nationality of

  the Irish-born Duke of Wellington. It is unlikely, however, that such an argument would have held much sway with The Four British Associations, the committee charged with setting eligibility

  criteria for Home Nations footballers, for Joe Baker.




  Had the prolific Hibernian striker, in a Lanarkshire accent so broad that even his Edinburgh team-mates had difficulty understanding him, suggested to the committee that being born in Liverpool

  did not make him an Englishman, it would have fallen on profoundly deaf ears. Being born in an English city, even if it was his home for all of six weeks, was enough to make Joe, in the eyes of the

  committee, as English as Billy Wright or Bill Shakespeare.




  While he may at times have viewed the circumstances of his birth as a cruel twist of fate, it also gave Joe the opportunity to become a unique fixture in the oldest rivalry of them all. The

  matches between England and Scotland are as fiercely contested today as they were when the nations first met in Partick back in 1872, with historic mutual antagonism rearing its ugly head on each

  occasion. The existence of the Union may have prevented all-out war, but football at least gives the protagonists the chance to boot each other around the pitch every once in a while.




  It would be hard to argue, however, with the assertion that the rivalry is more keenly felt by the smaller of the two nations. Any Englishman who has his doubts should try watching

  Braveheart in a cinema full of Scots. Joe Baker, in the words of former Scotland Schoolboys team-mate Sammy Reid, “was just as Scottish as the rest of us”. Yet although he

  lived only 15 miles from Hampden Park, the rules of 1959 dictated that the 19-year-old could play only for the country in which he was born – affinity, pride and a preference for mince and

  tatties over liver and onions didn’t come into it. As a wide-eyed teenager with film-star looks and the world at his feet, he was prepared to play international football for anybody –

  even if it was for the so-called “Auld Enemy”.




  Those who doubted his commitment to the English cause only needed to watch his full-blooded shoulder charge on Scotland goalkeeper Frank Haffey at Hampden in 1960. Years later, when the boots

  had been hung up and the selectors had stopped watching, the man who played for England under both Walter Winterbottom and Alf Ramsey declared: “The only thing that bothers me is that I

  wasn’t born in Scotland.” It bothered Denis Law too, the legendary No 10 admitting: “Joe Baker wouldn’t have been good for Scotland – he would have been

  great.”




  Law, together with legions of success-starved Scotland supporters, can only wonder what might have been. Had Joe’s mother decided to move north of the Border six weeks earlier, he would

  surely have had the chance to make many more appearances in the dark blue of Scotland, building a legend that might have challenged that even of Law himself.




  Instead, Joe became the answer to a perennial pub quiz favourite – the man who wore the Three Lions but spoke with a Scottish accent. Aside from the adoring, but ageing, fans who watched

  him grace the likes of Easter Road, Highbury and Nottingham Forest’s City Ground, he is a footnote in the annals of England’s national football team. Were eight caps really just reward

  for a player of such precocious talent? A man who, after scoring 100 goals for Hibs before he was 21, went on to reach a century for Arsenal quicker than the likes of Thierry Henry, Cliff Bastin

  and Robin van Persie? Joe Baker played his last game for England in January 1966, when he appeared alongside the same group of footballers whose Wembley heroics would still be eulogised by the

  English media nearly half a century on. But would the same media be quite so vocal about the World Cup win had it been Joe Baker, rather than Geoff Hurst, who scored the hat-trick against West

  Germany?




  Over the years, the Tartan Army, the collective name of Scotland’s die-hard supporters, has grown accustomed to the sight of “Englishmen” playing for Scotland. These

  “Englishmen” include Stuart McCall, Andy Goram and Don Hutchison, the Geordie whose winner at Wembley had England scrabbling to qualify for Euro 2000 by the skin of their teeth. Scots

  are happy to forgive a player his birthplace, so long as he gives everything for his adoptive homeland.




  A Scotsman prepared to pull on a shirt bearing the Three Lions crest, however, was another matter entirely. Long after the boos and the calls of “ya Sassenach” had rained down on him

  from the Hampden terracing, Joe Baker still found himself on the receiving end of taunts – some friendly, some less so.




  But while playing for Scotland was never an option for Joe, his older brother, Gerry, signed away his chance to play for the country he called home. Despite having a Lanarkshire accent every bit

  as strong as his younger brother’s, the man who scored in every round of St Mirren’s Scottish Cup victory of 1959 was born in the United States, something that earned him the nickname,

  “The Yank of Love Street”.




  He had made a conscious decision, actually one at the request of his mother, to sign his US citizenship papers when he turned 21. While it may have allowed him to avoid National Service,

  declaring himself a son of the Stars and Stripes meant that Gerry would have to wait until his best years were behind him before he got his first taste of international football. That one stroke of

  the pen did, however, give Gerry his own unique claims to fame. After becoming the first “American” to score a hat-trick in the English First Division, he became, at the age of 30, the

  first top-flight European player to represent the planet’s most powerful nation as it took its baby steps into the world of soccer. Like Joe, Gerry scored goals at international level. But

  that was no great surprise.




  In combined careers that included spells at Chelsea, Hibs, Arsenal, Torino, Motherwell, St Mirren, Coventry City, Nottingham Forest, Ipswich Town and Sunderland, the Baker brothers scored more

  than 500 professional goals. Gerry and Joe even scored ten and nine goals in respective Scottish Cup matches. Impressive statistics, but it is their appearances on the international scene that make

  the siblings’ story stand apart.




  A total of 15 caps between them may not sound huge, especially in an era when footballing priorities have changed, but the Bakers played football in an age when pulling on the colours of their

  country was considered the ultimate honour. Today, many of the game’s highly paid professionals regard an international as just one more match in an increasingly crowded diary of fixtures.

  With the UEFA Champions League glorified as the ultimate feast of football, it is little wonder that the international game has not so much taken a back seat, but been booted out of the car

  altogether.




  A combination of the FIFA World Cup now welcoming 32 competitor nations and international friendlies now allowing up to 11 substitutions per match has resulted in caps being dished out like

  confetti. At this juncture, members of the jury should turn their attention to Exhibit A: Phil Neville, and Exhibit B: Emile Heskey, who between them managed to amass 121 international appearances

  for England. Had Joe Baker, a man revered by players such as Denis Law, Bobby Charlton and Lawrie Reilly, been plying his trade today, he might have reached that total on his own.




  And while Joe, in the words of his brother, would have given his right arm to play for Scotland, today’s footballers can virtually choose their nationality at will. Since Joe’s

  call-up to senior England duty in 1959, the goalposts of international eligibility have moved on several occasions. Once as strict as passport control, selection criteria are now as rigid as a

  house of cards. Look at the German-born Boateng brothers, for example. While Jerome represents the land of his birth, his brother, Kevin Prince, elected to play for Ghana. And the global melting

  pot of modern-day football has seen international avenues opening up for some of the least likely players. Former Wimbledon midfielder Robbie Earle could never have imagined that, one day, he would

  score for Jamaica in the World Cup finals. And not even the most fanciful of Hollywood directors would have dreamt of casting Vinnie Jones as the captain of the Welsh national football team.




  While a Liverpool birth was enough to restrict Joe Baker to an international career with England, Chesterfield-born Bob Wilson was able to use his father’s birth certificate to gain two

  caps for Scotland in 1971. Several years later, Jack Charlton utilised the “Granny Rule” to great effect when a Republic of Ireland side containing a healthy smattering of Cockneys,

  Scousers and Yorkshiremen reached the quarter-finals of the 1990 World Cup.




  Twenty-first century players find many ways to work their way into international reckoning, whether it’s by means of education, citizenship or even marriage. If that fails, they can use

  some of their vast wealth to employ genealogists from Who Do You Think You Are? in the hope that a long-dead ancestor will provide them with the key to playing for a nation of their

  choice. Or maybe they’ll take comedy actor Ralph Little’s route into international football and write to the Principality of Sealand, the North Sea defence platform which claims

  sovereign status.




  For Joe and Gerry Baker, however, playing international football was no joke. It was something of which they were very proud – regardless of the countries they represented. Although,

  today, the respective playing careers of the Baker brothers are fondly remembered, both were nearly over before they had the chance to begin.




  





  2




  Finishing School




  New Rochelle, so the song goes, is just 45 minutes from Broadway. And, for George and Elizabeth Baker, the city where Don McLean would one day write American Pie was a

  million miles from their respective birthplaces of Liverpool and Motherwell. With George working as a door-to-door salesman and Lizzie earning money as a cleaner, the pair had met and married in

  the United States. Their pleasant home in upstate New York was the ideal place for the young British immigrants to raise a family, and it was here that their first child, Gerard Austin Baker, was

  born on 11 April 1938.




  It is probably safe to assume that, when Mr and Mrs Baker became parents, the future footballing allegiances of their offspring weren’t foremost in their minds. They could not know that,

  in 30 years’ time, in the twilight of a successful career as a professional footballer, young Gerry would return to represent the land of his birth on the international soccer stage.




  Years later, when Gerry was hoping to represent Scotland, he would lament his parents’ sense of timing. It was a pattern he’d already noticed when he first heard one of his

  father’s favourite stories about his time in New York. A keen sports fan, George had tried for several weeks to get a ticket to see heavyweight champion Joe Louis fight John Henry Lewis at

  Madison Square Garden on 25 January 1939. But, by the time George had parked his car and made his way to his seat, Lewis was sprawled on the canvas – the “Bum of the Month” being

  no match for the Brown Bomber.




  Later that year, however, sport was the last thing on George’s mind. With war having broken out in Europe, the Englishman felt he couldn’t stand back and watch. All four of his

  brothers were serving in the British Navy. In America, he was helpless, so George, too, decided to join up, relocating his family from the north-east of the United States to the northwest of

  England. He returned to Liverpool, settling in Woolton Village, and the couple’s second son, Joseph Henry, was born in Smithdown Road Infirmary on 17 July 1940. Exactly three months earlier,

  in the same hospital, a woman named Jean Wycherley gave birth to a son, Ronald. As Billy Fury, Ronald Wycherley would become a household name, but Joe Baker would become famous in his own right

  – as one of the deadliest finishers British football has ever seen.




  But as many Liverpudlians would discover, wartime Merseyside wasn’t safe. As a key port and gateway to the Atlantic, Liverpool, after London, became the prime target for the Luftwaffe. On

  the night of Wednesday, 28 August 1940, exactly six weeks after Joe’s birth, 160 German bombers descended on the city. It was the beginning of the Liverpool Blitz. The unrelenting assault

  would eventually cost the lives of more than 4,000 residents, but Lizzie was determined that her two young sons would not be among the victims.




  “We were basically bombed out of Liverpool,” explains Gerry. “We were quite settled there, living with my dad’s mother, but we weren’t far from the Speke Aerodrome

  (now Liverpool John Lennon Airport) and my family used to hear the Ack-Ack guns firing at night, really blasting. It got worse and worse. The chip shop near our home was hit hard, so my mother

  decided that she was coming back to Scotland. She took Joe and me back to Wishaw, just outside Motherwell, to stay at my grandmother McShane’s house while our dad continued to fight in the

  War.”




  Situated around ten miles from Glasgow, which would suffer heavy civilian losses of its own during the Clydebank Blitz of 1941, the town of Motherwell lay in the heart of industrial Lanarkshire.

  It was home to David Colville and Sons – the biggest steelworks in Britain, and, with the arrival of the Ravenscraig Steelworks in the 1950s, the town earned the nickname Steelopolis.




  At the age of just two-and-a-half, Gerry Baker had already lived in three countries across two continents, but Motherwell was somewhere that he and his younger brother could finally call home.

  This would be the town in which the young Baker boys would fall in love with football, meeting some of the most influential people in the game. It was also where they would both be confronted with

  the kind of obstacles that would make any kind of career in professional sport seem unlikely – even impossible.




  When he was three, Joe was struck down by tuberculosis and spent more than a year in hospital in Glasgow. “It was a killer,” says Gerry. “He slept outside most of the time

  because it helped him to breathe. It was a miracle he survived to be four years old, let alone grow up to be a footballer.”




  Even at such a tender age, Joe demonstrated a great fighting spirit. After 18 months, he had beaten TB. He had faced incredible odds and won – and it wouldn’t be the last time.




  Like so many boys of that age during the War, the Baker brothers yearned for adventure and excitement. In 1944, their mother took them to the cinema to see a film called The Fighting

  Sullivans – a biopic of the five American brothers who were killed while serving aboard the same ship in the US Navy. What they didn’t realise was that the story would soon seem

  very close to home.




  “While we were watching the movie, a message flashed across the screen asking my mum to report to the foyer. That was when we learned that my dad’s ship had been blown up,”

  explains Gerry. “It was making its way back across the English Channel, but the irony was that it was a British mine that blew it up. My father was one of the only survivors. He got a piece

  of shrapnel in his stomach. He was landed at Portsmouth, they moved him to Middlesbrough, then we got him to Victoria Hospital in Glasgow. He was in and out of there for the next few years, before

  he finally succumbed to his wounds. He’d lost his bladder and he had no control, but he was able to keep going for about four years.




  “When he was in a really bad way, he would have to get a taxi to the hospital in the middle of the night. We had moved into a pre-fab by this time. We didn’t have a phone, so I would

  have to run from our house, across the railway line at Craigneuk and get a taxi from there to take him to hospital.”




  In many ways, it was remarkable that Gerry had been able to make the midnight dashes to aid his father. At the age of six, his own life was almost ended by the very mode of transport that helped

  to prolong his father’s. “I can’t really remember what happened,” he says. “We always used to go with our granddad to collect milk at a smallholding. I think I was

  chasing the cows out when I ran the wrong side of a lorry and this taxi smacked into me. My right thigh was fractured and I was in hospital for over six months.




  “When I went back to school I was like limp-a-long. When I was eight, I was playing football in the schoolyard and I managed to break the same leg again. There was no ambulance available

  so they brought me home in the next best thing – a hearse! There it was, parked outside my house, with me lying in the back. All the kids in the housing scheme came to see me and I was just

  lying there, giving them the thumbs-up. My mother was coming home from the shops when a neighbour came up to her, pointed to the hearse and said: ‘It’s your Gerry.’ She collapsed

  in shock, and no wonder.”




  At one time, Lizzie Baker was doing the visiting rounds at three different hospitals. “It was unbelievable,” admits Gerry, who adds that infections weren’t the only thing you

  could pick up on a ward in Glasgow. “All the kids in there swore like troopers,” he laughs. “When I got back home and my mum asked me to go and buy milk, I’d be like,

  ‘fuck off mum!’ Wallop! I remember the doctor saying to me that, after the second break, I’d never be able to play football, but I ended up being the fastest runner at

  every club I played for. Between crossing that railway line and running away from my mum, I had to be fast. Throughout my playing career, my right leg was quarter of an inch shorter than my left

  – and it still is!”




  While survival instincts forced them to run from their mother, neither Gerry nor Joe ran away from fights in the school playground. “When we started attending Park Street Primary in

  Motherwell, the other kids were all looking at Joe and me like we were the Odd Couple,” says Gerry. “We used to get a lot of stuff sent over from America: trousers with elastic bottoms

  or jackets with pleats, and Joe once went into school wearing some kind of blouse. We were wide open to the bullies, especially with one of us being born in England and the other being born in

  America. There was also the fact that both of us, through being in hospital and so on, were late coming into school. We missed out on a lot of our education. We were joining classes and

  didn’t really know what the teachers were talking about. On the playground, we were fighting with other kids all the time. We had to learn to use our fists or they would really take advantage

  of us. Joe was tough. We had to be because we were getting into fights what seemed like every other day. We came to expect it.”




  The brothers honed their fighting skills at a local boxing club at Lanarkshire Welfare, with the younger sibling, despite his short stature, displaying more of a natural aptitude for the sport.

  “We used to go sparring at night when we had nothing else to do,” says Gerry. “Lads would often either do that or play football. On one occasion Joe knocked me out cold. I

  obviously wasn’t looking at the time! Chic Calderwood, who was a year older than me, came from Craigneuk, which is part of Wishaw. He became the British light-heavyweight champion, but Joe

  could have been middleweight champion of the world. If Joe hit you, you went down.”




  This was something that Liverpool giant Ron Yeats would discover, much to the hilarity of Joe’s team-mates if not to the crowd, on the pitch at Anfield a number of years later. But while

  the Baker brothers enjoyed boxing, Gerry’s real passion was the other great working-class escape: football. As he explained at the height of his fame with Hibs, however, Joe wasn’t so

  keen at first.




  “Gerry was crazy about football,” he said. “Often, I couldn’t have cared less. But it was Gerry who talked and coaxed me out to play, and made me as keen as himself. I

  don’t think I’d have had all the breaks that have come to me in football if it wasn’t for Gerry.”




  His brother says: “Hard as it is to imagine, Joe often wanted to play in goal. We’d play in these matches – about 20-a-side – on a field near our house in Range Road.

  We’d turn round and find that our goalkeeper, and our goalposts, had disappeared because he had grabbed his jumper and coat and was away home for his dinner! He started to play up front at

  school, and the lads – the bullies – all got used to us. We didn’t have any boots or anything. We played in gutties [plimsolls]. We’d play at school, up in the field or in

  the street and, although we were the best players in the housing scheme, we never dreamt that we could ever be professionals.”




  When her boys became household names, Lizzie Baker spoke to a local newspaper about their childhood. “They’ve both been playing football since they were about eight, but all the boys

  in Motherwell kick footballs about, so I thought nothing of that,” she said. “I thought they’d just grow up to be ordinary working men – nothing out of the ordinary if you

  know what I mean. Their school reports showed that they weren’t stupid, but they weren’t brainy either. One time, the headmaster wrote on Joe’s report, ‘I think Joe’s

  brains have all fallen to his feet!’”




  In terms of organised matches, the pair’s first experience was with Park Street Primary, while they also turned out for Craigneuk Boys’ Guild. “We were always first

  pick,” says Gerry. “Neither of us wanted to play anywhere but up front. Joe was always scoring but we weren’t competitive, at least not with each other. We fought together and we

  played together. We were like twins.”




  Joe recalled: “Sometimes I’d be at outside-right and Gerry would be at centre. Then it would be the other way around. We must have been a bit crazy about football. We played for the

  school on Saturday mornings, gulped down our dinner and dashed off to play for the Boys’ Guild in the afternoon.”




  The brothers’ goalscoring prowess soon became apparent. Gerry says: “We were playing for Craigneuk Boys’ Guild against Cleland and beat them about 15-0. The two of us scored

  seven and a half goals each. Both of us went for our eighth goal and slid the ball over the line at the same time.”




  Lizzie said: “Joe would come home and tell me about all the goals he had scored – but I thought it was just his imagination.” Joe’s final year at Park St Primary saw him

  score more than 100 goals, including a hat-trick in the 3-0 win over Morningside Primary in the final of the Summer Cup, and win four trophies. While the effortless goalscoring was something he

  would repeat throughout his professional career, senior trophies would remain frustratingly elusive. At nine, Joe was the youngest member of the Motherwell and Wishaw Select side that won the

  Scottish Primary Schools Cup, beating an Aberdeen side, featuring a young Denis Law, in the final.




  Former Motherwell inside-right Sammy Reid, Bill Shankly’s first signing for Liverpool, grew up in Craigneuk. When he first played alongside Joe for the Motherwell and Wishaw Select side,

  he knew that his teammate was no ordinary player. “Because I played with him and against him from when we were boys of nine and ten, as an experienced footballer, I have to say that he was

  the best I ever saw or ever played with. He wasn’t the greatest player in a skilful sense but, by crikey, he was some goalscorer, and he was so quick. I played with a lot of good players and

  against a lot of good players, but I would put Joe Baker as No. 1 – above everybody.”




  Reid also played alongside Joe when, having moved to St Joseph’s Secondary School, the latter was called up to represent his country – at least the one with which he most identified

  – in 1955. Although all four Home Nations now take part in the Victory Shield, an international competition for Under-15s, at the time only boys from England, Scotland and Wales competed.




  Joe made his debut for Scotland Schoolboys against Wales in front of 7,000 supporters at Somerset Park, home of Ayr United, on Saturday, 7 May 1955. His first goal in international colours put

  Scotland 3-1 ahead shortly before half-time, in a match that saw the home side win comfortably 5-2.




  The English-born striker found himself in good company. Also in the Scotland side was Willie Stevenson, an integral part of Bill Shankly’s Anfield Revolution who won two league

  championships and an FA Cup with Liverpool, and Billy Cook, whose career with Melbourne side Slavia eventually saw him pick up seven full caps for Australia. Joe’s second and final appearance

  in dark blue took place a week later, and involved a return to the city of his birth as Scotland travelled south to face their English counterparts at Goodison Park. With England having beaten

  Wales 6-2, only a win would be enough for Scotland to claim the Victory Shield. But with the home side having won the trophy five years in a row, Scotland began the match as underdogs.




  Sure enough, they fell behind to an early goal, only for Joe to score twice in two minutes – the second a bullet-header – to give the young Scots a 2-1 half-time lead. Although

  England equalised in the second half, retaining the Victory Shield in the process, Joe’s brace in front of a remarkable crowd of nearly 40,000 showed that he was more than capable of

  performing on the big occasion. His two goals against England is something Joe later admitted he would have loved to emulate at senior level, but he learned soon afterwards that this was an

  impossible dream.




  The organisers of the Victory Shield, the Schools’ International Board, stated in their rules that: “There shall be no birth qualification, but a boy shall have played football for,

  and be attending a school which is affiliated to the national association of, and in the country he represents.” Unfortunately for Joe, the full national side’s criteria were

  considerably more strict.




  “I’ll never forget the day I found out I would never be able to wear the dark blue jersey in a full international,” he said. “I was just 15 and still at St

  Joseph’s. One day, near the end of term, we were discussing what we wanted to do when we left school. I said I wanted to be a professional footballer, and added: ‘And one day I’ll

  play for Scotland.’ That was when the rug was pulled out. My teacher explained: ‘That you’ll never do, Joe – you were born in England, so you cannot play for

  Scotland.”




  With the thought of one day turning out for England never entering his head, young Joe would have to content himself with the ambition of playing club football and, although

  Motherwell were his local team, there was only one side that truly captured his imagination.




  Gordon Smith, Bobby Johnstone, Lawrie Reilly, Eddie Turnbull and Willie Ormond – collectively known as Hibs’ Famous Five – were the most celebrated forward line in Scottish

  football, with most or all playing in the Edinburgh club’s league championship wins of 1948, 1951 and 1952. In the 1955-56 season, Hibs became the first British side to compete in the newly

  formed European Cup, reaching the semi-finals. The quintet were all Scottish internationals, with Reilly behind only Denis Law, Kenny Dalglish and Hughie Gallacher on the all-time top-scorers list.

  Such is the Famous Five’s legendary status that, in 2005, the North Stand at Easter Road was re-named in their honour. It was hardly surprising, then, that a trip to Fir Park to see the

  Famous Five in action made an indelible imprint on the minds of Joe and Gerry Baker.




  “I can remember the day Joe decided he was a Hibs fan as though it were yesterday,” says Gerry. “I was 14, Joe was 12. It was piddling rain and we were right down at the front.

  Hibs beat Motherwell 7-3 and the Famous Five, actually the Famous Four because Willie Ormond was injured, were magic. I had never seen Joe like that – he was utterly mesmerised and I just

  knew that something had clicked with him. We could never have imagined that we’d both end up playing for Hibs one day.”




  Joe admitted that, “Even as a child, I had a notion for Hibs,” adding, “I didn’t see much First Division football, but when Hibs came through to play Motherwell, I

  usually managed to be there. The sight of that famous Hibs forward line, and particularly of Lawrie Reilly, really did things to me. I don’t think I’ve ever been aware of copying

  anyone, but if I have done it unconsciously, that player must be Lawrie Reilly.”
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