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INTRODUCTION



On a balmy Barcelona evening in 1972, eleven men joined forces to create a piece of sporting history none could have predicted. Yes, Rangers were favourites to become the European Cup Winners’ Cup champions, but nobody inside the famous Nou Camp stadium would have dreamt it would prove to be the club’s one and only continental success in the otherwise trophy-laden years that have passed since then.


A second European trophy has become the Holy Grail for generations of players and fans who have followed in the footsteps of the stars who took on and beat Moscow Dynamo and 25,000 foot-soldiers who formed a formidable supporting cast on the cascading terraces of Barca’s towering home.


Almost four decades have passed and still a repeat of the winning formula has not been found to match the late Willie Waddell’s group of likely lads. Every one of the eleven players was home-grown, plucked from a variety of football outposts by a succession of Rangers managers in the years leading up to 1972.


When Walter Smith’s side ran out at Eastlands in 2008 in the final of the UEFA Cup, they became the first Gers team to reach the climax of a continental competition in 36 years. Unlike in ’72, the side that night in Manchester had just half a dozen Scots in the starting eleven. For 72 gallant minutes Smith’s troops held firm and the dream lived on. Then, with two killer blows from the Russians of Zenit St Petersburg, all hope was gone. Now, with the 40th anniversary of the Barcelona triumph looming, the quest for European success continues. The heroic 2008 run remains the most notable effort at equalling the achievements of the Barca Bears.


Before that, the 1993 Champions League campaign had hearts fluttering and pulses racing. On that occasion the Light Blues negotiated preliminary ties against Lyngby of Denmark and Leeds United before tackling a group featuring Marseille, Bruges and CSKA Moscow. Walter Smith’s men were unbeaten in ten ties but missed out on a place in the final of that year’s tournament by a single point, with Marseille booking the prestigious berth. With few exceptions, the other post-Barcelona campaigns have brought nothing but pain and anguish for the Rangers faithful. European Cup quarter-final defeats at the hands of Cologne, in 1979, and Steaua Bucharest, nine years later, are the only near misses in the seasons since the celebrations in Spain.


Ally McCoist is entrusted with finding the solution to the ongoing European conundrum, hoping to succeed where Dick Advocaat, Walter Smith, Graeme Souness and the others before and after Waddell have failed. In truth there was no magic recipe, no secret to success. The wily manager’s eye for detail, as the infamous sun-bathing ban at the Spanish pre-match hideaway bore testament to, was a key part, as was his ability to piece together an eclectic group and form a solid unit which proved capable of matching the best Europe had to offer. For proof, just ask Franz Beckenbauer or Gerd Muller – just two of the world superstars who fell at the feet of Waddell’s men.


Football has changed since then and it is safe to say the Barcelona mix will never, ever, be repeated or rediscovered in a game that is now dominated by overseas imports and one-season wonders. Take the 2005 Champions League encounter with Slovakian side Artmedia Bratislava as a case in point. The bottom seeds held Rangers to a 0–0 draw at Ibrox but could have been forgiven for thinking they were in Amsterdam or Auxerre after looking at the home side’s team sheet. Barry Ferguson ploughed a lone furrow as the solitary Scot, with Steven Thompson and Chris Burke appearing as substitutes. In place of the Scottish talent in the starting eleven were two Dutchmen, two Frenchmen, a Greek defender and his Trinidadian partner, an Argentinian striker, a Danish winger and two North Africans. The face of the game had changed and Rangers have moved with the times, although they still wait to reap the rewards for the cosmopolitan approach.


In ’72 there were big-money signings such as Colin Stein, Alex MacDonald, Tommy McLean and David Smith. There were youth recruits who came good in the form of John Greig, Derek Johnstone, Willie Johnston, Willie Mathieson, Alfie Conn and Sandy Jardine. They mixed with the shrewd addition of Peter McCloy, who was swapped by Motherwell for two Ibrox players who had been surplus to requirements.


They came together from all corners of the country, from Aberdeen to Ayrshire. Each followed a different path to the Nou Camp and each took a different route once the euphoria had subsided. For some it marked the beginning of the end of their Ibrox career, for others, such as Johnstone, just the start of a love affair with the Ibrox club. For two, Jardine and Greig, the ties with Rangers still remain through their positions on the staff and board.


Many others are still regulars at Ibrox as part of the pre-match hospitality team, others return simply as supporters. Some have retired, but the bulk can be found working in everything from the pub trade to the world of golf. While McCloy, McLean and Greig played out their careers at Ibrox, Stein and Johnston made for the exit door just months after winning the European Cup Winners’ Cup. They sampled life in England, along with two other team-mates, while America and South Africa were amongst the other pit stops for members of Waddell’s most famous team. They have drifted apart, but all savour the memory of one night above any other in their football lives.


Each has a story to tell of how they came to be in the blue of Rangers on that momentous evening and where they have ventured since. Almost 40 years have been and gone, but the memories of that game still live vividly in the memories of those who took centre stage.


It should be remembered that seven of the eleven who celebrated in Barcelona had played on a day when the dark side of football came to the fore. Jardine, Mathieson, Smith, Greig, Stein, Johnston and MacDonald were all in the team on 2 January 1971, when 66 Rangers supporters died as barriers on stairway 13 at Ibrox collapsed at the end of an Old Firm encounter. Each of those players had their career and life influenced by the horrific events of that awful day. John Greig, captain on the day, dedicated an entire chapter of his own book, My Story, to his recollections of the disaster and speaks for every player who witnessed events unfold when he says: ‘More than 30 years on, I still can’t fully get my head round the fact that 66 people died as a consequence of attending a football match. It just seems utterly absurd that such a tragedy could occur. The tragedy was not just the deaths of so many, but the effect their loss had on so many others. The suffering continues to this day for many of the families who lost a loved one.’ It made football inconsequential but the success the following year in Barcelona was at least a fitting memorial to those who did not survive to witness it.


The path to Barcelona began in inauspicious surroundings on 15 September 1971, in the confines of the home ground of provincial French side Rennes. They may not be recognised as giants of the game in France but they had made an impact in their domestic game in the early 1970s and held Rangers to a 1–1 draw in the home leg of the first-round tie, with Johnston on target, before being eased out 1–0 at Ibrox when MacDonald scored.


Next on the agenda came Sporting Lisbon, a talented crop of Portuguese internationalists who were defeated 3–2 in Glasgow after a Colin Stein double and Willie Henderson goal, but inflicted a 4–3 defeat on Rangers on their home patch when Stein again bagged two and Henderson added another. After finishing locked 6–6 on aggregate, the Scots lost a penalty shoot-out before discovering well after the tears had dried that in fact they would progress to the third round thanks to the recently introduced away goal rule.


In the quarter-final it was Torino of Italy’s powerful Serie A who went toe to toe with Rangers and lost out, drawing 1–1 on the continent, Johnston on the score-sheet again, and losing by a single goal in the return leg at Ibrox when MacDonald was the match-winner. That teed up a semi-final against the imposing Bayern Munich, as feared as, if not more feared than the current Bundesliga stars now wearing the famous red shirts. Over two tense ties, Rangers claimed a 1–1 draw on foreign soil courtesy of an own goal before finishing the job with a 2–0 victory in Govan, thanks to an early strike from Jardine and Derek Parlane’s goal. Jardine described the first-leg draw as the ‘biggest hammering’ of his entire career, but his side rode out the storm. In the return game they overran the highly fancied Bundesliga team, who even started fighting amongst themselves as their bruised egos realised they were heading out of the competition. Six of the Munich players helped their national side to a 3–1 win over Sir Alf Ramsey’s England ten days after seeing their club dream shattered in Britain. Two years later the core of the Bayern team became World Cup winners.


After victory against Munich, only 90 minutes and the eleven Russian stars of Moscow Dynamo, the first club from the Soviet Union ever to reach a major final, stood between the Light Blues and the prized silverware. The legendary goalkeeper Lev Yashin was in charge of the Russians but even his influence was not enough to halt a Rangers team who grew in confidence with every passing round, still on a massive high from their performance against Bayern by the time the final piece of the jigsaw fell into place in Spain.


Five players appeared in all the ties in the European campaign: goalkeeper McCloy, defenders Jardine and Mathieson, midfielder MacDonald and striker Stein. Six players scored goals on the way, Colin Stein leading the charge with five strikes and Willie Johnston just one short of that after their contributions in the grand finale.


The preparations for that ninth tie in Barcelona began later than Waddell had hoped. Breaking through the Iron Curtain proved difficult, even on football business, and his plans for a spying mission were continually blocked by Russians not keen to have their team laid bare. Eventually, with little more than a week to go, he was granted entry to the country to see Dynamo in action on one solitary occasion. According to those who made the trip with him, the initial welcome extended as far as giving the Rangers manager special dispensation to jump to the head of the queue to buy tickets for the match. When Waddell’s suggestion that he should have been awarded a seat in the stand as a matter of courtesy was raised, the curt response was: ‘You will take whatever tickets they can give you at the stadium.’


Waddell saw the Moscow side draw 1–1 against Kairat and returned to Scotland knowing his team faced a tough time in Barcelona, remarking at the time: ‘No team can ever reach a European final without being a good team, without being a team you must respect.’ And Waddell, who passed away in 1992, always paid the opposition respect. This was taken to the limit in the days leading up to the final, when nothing was left to chance.


Between the high of clinching their place in the final on 19 April with victory against Bayern and the Nou Camp date, there was a five-week lull for Rangers to endure. Four league games, two wins and two defeats, filled 12 days but a 23-day break from competitive action followed. Although friendly fixtures were arranged to keep the squad on their toes, the delay was a nuisance. The European bliss that was about to unfold was not replicated at home in the previous months. Rangers finished third in the league, behind champions Celtic and challengers Aberdeen, had not got past the group stage in the League Cup and were edged out by Hibs in a Scottish Cup semi-final replay. Barcelona was the last chance saloon.


Tucked away in the Gran Hotel Rey Don Jaime on the outskirts of the Catalonian resort of Castelldefels while their Russian counterparts vied with Spanish tourists in the heart of the town, the Rangers squad were quite literally wrapped in cotton as they obeyed strict instructions not to bare their Scottish skin to the Spanish sun for fear of burning or suffering sunstroke. Nothing was overlooked by the manager, who took three goalkeepers to Barcelona to compensate for his fear that more than one could be struck down by stomach trouble on the latest foreign excursion. He went mob-handed, a manager who had every angle covered. While Waddell and his coach, Jock Wallace, maintained their traditional calm, signs of tension in the Russian camp were beginning to show. Scottish journalists were met by the type of obstructions Waddell himself had faced while players complained of the noise and disruption surrounding their hotel.


For Conn, the last player to be confirmed in the Rangers eleven, the countdown was a tense time: ‘We had gone through the final training session and the team was basically picked. I’ve read since then that Derek Johnstone feared he was the one who would miss out, but I think I was the one who got lucky. I had picked up an injury in a friendly against St Mirren the week before the final but was fit enough in Barcelona. The team, or what everyone thought was the team, had actually been announced back home on television and, after speaking to family, I got wind of that in Spain. Andy Penman had been picked as far as I knew. It wasn’t until the pre-match meal that the side was confirmed by the manager – and I was in it. I left the table to visit the toilet pretty soon after! As far as the match is concerned, it is a complete blur for me. I don’t think anyone can take that type of occasion in, you’re on such a high.’


Waddell and Wallace had the trusty McCloy in goal, Jardine on the right side of defence and Mathieson on the left to flank sweeper Smith and centre-half Johnstone. Greig anchored the midfield with MacDonald, Conn and McLean while Johnston was given freedom to roam in support of Stein, who led the attack.


Greig, suffering from a broken bone in his foot, was passed fit to lead the side out and dispelled any fears about his participation in an instant, snapping into the first tackle of the match to send out a message that the Scots meant business and putting in the type of energetic box to box performance that made him a mainstay. He said: ‘Within seconds of the kick-off I was given the answer I wanted concerning my foot. I clattered into their captain, Sabo, and emerged unscathed. He was an exceptionally good player and I ended up having a running battle with him. There were no hard feelings and we actually met up again years later in Kiev.’


Rangers were forced to be patient, McLean almost forcing the issue early on with the first shot of the match but having his effort well saved: ‘I tried my luck a couple of times, the first one charged down and the second well saved by their keeper. We had to be patient but at the same time it was important to get ahead early on. The build-up to the final was difficult. There was a long gap between our last league game and the final and one of our two friendlies in between was against Inverness Clachnacuddin from the Highland League, not an ideal warm-up to a major European final. We were a very fit team but the lay-off had an impact – by the end of the final we were out on our feet. I honestly think if the Russians had got an equaliser they would have gone on to win it, but we held out.’


With the Russians packing their defence, space was at a premium. The attacking players were being frustrated and many of the early Rangers forays came from deep as Jardine, Mathieson, Johnstone and Smith were given licence to roam. Jardine says: ‘We were probably the first Scottish side to use overlapping full-backs. Although I was a defender, I wasn’t interested in kick and rush so it suited me. In the final there was scope to get forward and put them under pressure.’


Mathieson adds: ‘Sandy and I were encouraged to go forward. Before Rangers started using that system, full-backs weren’t even encouraged to cross the half-way line. Against Dynamo, we had our share of defending to do as well. They weren’t a bad side and had a lot of pace – the guy I was up against was a professional sprinter, or at least it seemed that way. I was one of the fastest at Rangers but he gave me a run for my money.’


Johnstone too found the time and space to break and probe the Russian defence, marauding into attack with a succession of surging runs into enemy territory: ‘Although we were defenders, Davie Smith and I were given the freedom to get forward. Sandy Jardine and Willie Mathieson would tuck in to cover if we went forward. We both liked to attack and we got the opportunity to do that in the final – but we knew if it broke down we had to get back and defend.’


MacDonald worked tirelessly in the engine room and was almost rewarded for his efforts, denied a penalty after falling under a Russian challenge after a lung-bursting run into the box. He says: ‘We were all as fit as fiddles, as well prepared physically as any team could ever be. Training was great – we trained hard, rested well, trained hard, rested well. In the final, John Greig and Alfie Conn were both struggling with injuries but they had the stamina to pull through and do their jobs. Jock Wallace and his approach in training was important. Whereas before maybe three would go here and four would go there, he welded us together as one solid unit in games, training and outside of football. It was one for all and all for one.’


It was Smith who found the space to turn provider for the opening goal in 24 minutes. He recalls: ‘I was playing at the back but I always tried to be creative. I preferred to dribble out of my own box than give the ball away or hammer it up the park. I didn’t change that approach just because we were playing in a cup final and it was one of the most enjoyable games I played in. I saw a lot of the ball and was able to play my part in the first two goals.’


For Stein, who had been powerfully patrolled by the Russian rearguard, Smith’s precise ball from deep into the heart of the opposition box down the right channel presented him with his first chance of the game and the outcome was clinical. He says: ‘The ball came through over my shoulder, it bounced at the right height and I got a good strike on it. When it hit the back of the net I thought we were close to something really special. When the second went in I thought we were really close. To win 3–2 in the end was a travesty in my eyes because we actually hammered them.’


Johnston, who had come closest to opening the scoring before Stein’s strike with a dipping shot from the left wing, was getting a flavour for the match with some neat flicks and tricky runs. He made it 2–0 to Rangers in the 40th minute when he darted to the front post to power a header past the keeper from Smith’s left-wing cross, after the sweeper had cut in and beaten two defenders on the right wing. Just four minutes into the second half the mercurial winger latched onto an enormous McCloy drop kick, sneaked in behind the Moscow defence, and calmly slotted the ball low past their No.1. He admits: ‘I remember more about the build-up than the game itself. I think I’ve seen the goals once. I remember the run to get off the pitch at the end well enough though – it was the only time Colin Stein had beaten me in a race. I remember him standing in the tunnel afterwards and asking me what had kept me. I was one of the players who had lost in the 1967 European Cup Winners’ Cup final and I remember coming home from that game in Nuremberg – there was nobody there to meet us. I promised myself it wouldn’t happen again and made sure of it in Barcelona.’


Three goals up and cruising, or at least that was the theory. In practice it turned out to be a different story as the resilient Russians came back in waves, battering their opponents and forcing them onto the back foot.


The Moscow side pulled a goal back after 59 minutes, the Rangers defence caught out trying to play possession football on the edge of their own 18-yard box and substitute Eschtrekov made them pay. It was 3–2 in the 87th minute: this time, Makivikov slipped through the back-line to give his side hope in the closing stages of a match that had seemed dead and buried.


Behind the Rangers back-line, McCloy had a busy night. A diving save low to his right in the first half proved to be as crucial as his through ball for the goal that gave Rangers what looked to be a comfortable three-goal lead. He says: ‘As a goalkeeper you don’t expect to play in big games against the best teams in Europe and have a quiet night. You have to learn to deal with the pressure. Because we had beaten Bayern Munich we were favourites, but the final wasn’t easy. Even when we were two goals up I would say it was a fairly even game. We went three ahead and started to lose concentration, trying to pass the ball out of defence and giving it away for the first goal. After losing the second goal, the final whistle was a long time coming. John Greig wasn’t fit and we could have done with fresh legs, but we made it over the finish line in the end.’


Mathieson recalls: ‘We were so far ahead, so quickly, I think an element of doubt crept in. Subconsciously, we didn’t know whether to settle for three goals or go for more. I passed to Sandy Jardine and he seemed to jump out of the way of it for their first goal. Then John Greig started throwing handbags at their No.8 and it was 3–2. The supporters started coming onto the field, so there were stoppages for that. It seemed like the longest three minutes in the world from their second goal to full-time. We didn’t want interruptions, it allowed the Russians to get themselves together.’


And so the celebrations began, prematurely. With jubilant Rangers fans pouring onto the pitch, Spanish police wielded their batons as if faced by a full-scale riot and chaos ensued. The results have been well documented, with the one and only European triumph in the club’s proud history marked by a presentation to captain Greig in a committee room in the bowels of the Nou Camp, far from the thousands who had made the cross-Channel trip to will their heroes to victory. The aftermath could not detract from the achievement, as eleven names were etched into Ibrox folklore for all time.


As unthinkable as it sounds now, the dramatic events in Barcelona were not broadcast live in Scotland. The SFA did not want competition for the national side’s home international match against Wales on the same night. For the record, Scotland won 1–0 at Hampden in front of just 21,000 people.


The cup final highlights were only recorded in black and white by the Spanish film crew, although the Scottish broadcasters had been told they would receive colour images. Commentator Archie Macpherson noted the bemused looks upon the faces of the Spanish fans in the ground as the Rangers fans celebrated, describing it as: ‘Pandemonium and a bedlam of noise rolled up together and let loose.’ He spoke of the scenes in the stands around him as the Scottish followers went ‘berserk’. The written press catapulted the victorious team to the front pages and heralded them as heroes. The Rangers News went one step further and proclaimed them as kings of Europe.


Rangers won many admirers that season as they blazed a trail across the continent. Dutch legend Rinus Michels, then manager of host club Barcelona, gave his Scottish guests a glowing endorsement after casting an eye over the final build-up in Spain, heralding them as clear favourites. Even a delegation from Russia, coincidentally in the area for a youth tournament, admitted on the eve of the showdown that Dynamo would be no match for the grit and skill of their opponents. Torino manager Gustavo Giagnoni was another convert, setting aside the pain of his club’s exit to fly to Barcelona for the final. He arrived later at the Rangers team hotel to congratulate the winners and heaped praise on Smith’s performance in the 3–2, the sweeper vying for the unofficial man of the match award with goal-scoring hero Willie Johnston according to the Scottish media.


The Barcelona eleven revelled in the compliments that followed their triumph, led by Waddell. He was known as a man of steel, but even he could not fail to be caught up in the emotion of the occasion. He gathered the players, their wives and the Scottish press in the team hotel to open the first of six cases of champagne and express his appreciation in a speech laden with sincerity and typical passion. At midnight he ushered the guests back to their Barcelona retreats, leaving him alone with the players who had made his dream come true and the squad continued the celebrations through to the next morning. Waddell labelled his winning team as Rangers ‘immortals’, claiming at the time: ‘It was a display which stamped the team as a match for any club in Europe. The names of the eleven players will go down in history along with the Ibrox greats of the past . . . as is only right.’


The squad were well rewarded, collecting a win bonus of £2,000 for their efforts. It was the richest pay-out the club had ever offered, four times what was on offer for success in any of the domestic competitions, and an indication of just how important the prize was to the board who controlled the purse strings.


The team and their precious cargo flew out from Barcelona the day after the final, fans on neighbouring planes flocking onto the runway to catch a glimpse of the cup. They touched down at Prestwick airport for chairman John Lawrence to be greeted by Glasgow’s Lord Provost John Mains and another army of adoring supporters. The famous old tale of an overzealous customs officer halting Greig as he strolled through the ‘nothing to declare’ channel with the towering trophy was one of the quirks of the day, the captain’s explanation that he hadn’t bought the cup and didn’t need to declare it eventually being accepted.


The jubilation at the airport was mirrored inside Ibrox as the team took their belated lap of honour. Before the grand entrance from the players, the 20,000 crowd had been warned that action would be taken against anyone who ventured onto the pitch. In the end the fears were unfounded, with the parade passing without incident. Only a couple of arrests were made afterwards on the streets around Ibrox as the crowd dispersed.


After the scenes in the Nou Camp, Rangers waited until the following week to discover the punishment UEFA would hand down. An emergency meeting of the European game’s governing body was called and the disciplinary committee also considered the issue. Rangers pointed to similar pitch invasions when Ajax had won the European Cup in 1971, when Celtic had done the same in Lisbon four years earlier and when they themselves had been beaten by Bayern Munich in the 1967 European Cup Winners’ Cup final in Nuremberg. None of those incidents had led to bans, but that was exactly the conclusion UEFA reached – barring the Scottish side from defending their crown and from continental competition for two years in total. The Spanish press called for Rangers to be banned from playing on their soil again, even though the home referee had claimed the fans were ‘exuberant’ rather than violent. Waddell fought the suspension and eventually it was reduced to a single year.


As the years roll on and the odds of a repeat performance lengthen, the magnitude of the occasion has been put in sharp focus. Reunions marked the 20th and 25th anniversaries while the winning team have, since 2000, had a walk-on part at Ibrox to be saluted by the current generation of fans and taken to Canada as guests of honour of the North American Rangers Supporters’ Association. While the club stands accused of playing down the achievement, perhaps even being embarrassed by it after investing heavily and failing to engineer a repeat, the same argument cannot be levelled at the fans, who have masterminded various reunions and testimonials over the years.


Regardless of what happens in the future, all eleven were rewarded at the time with memories to cherish and pass through the generations. For those who shared in the joy of 1972, the following chapters represent a nostalgic trip down memory lane with some of Scottish football’s greatest characters, and for the generations too young to have witnessed the triumph in Barcelona, an education on the men who etched the proud name of Glasgow Rangers onto the European Cup Winners’ Cup for all time.





CHAPTER ONE



PETER MCCLOY



Behind every great goalkeeper is a great goalkeeping coach – one of the mantras of modern football but an alien idea not so long ago. Rewinding through the decades, it is easy to pinpoint the sea change in attitude and the self-taught keeper Peter McCloy is the perfect case study.


He made the No.1 jersey his own at Ibrox for 16 years, turned out for Scotland and went on to pass on the tricks of the trade to the next generation when goalkeeping coaching was still a novel idea. When he made his name as a player, the idea of specialist training for the last line of defence was practically unheard of. Yet McCloy became established as one of the most dependable keepers Rangers have ever laid their hands on in an honour-laden career, testament to the theory that no amount of coaching can compensate for ability and instinct.


The Girvan-born shot-stopper was made for his role, standing 6ft 4in tall. Much has been made of McCloy’s physical presence, the stuff of myth and legend. Delve into the archives from his first few seasons and you will find early newspaper reports claiming the young keeper stood at 6ft 7in. Maybe it just looked that way for forwards bearing down on him.


He proved to be an immovable obstacle for a succession of men who tried and failed to dislodge him from his place at the head of the team sheet under Willie Waddell, Jock Wallace and John Greig. It wasn’t until his 40th birthday loomed that McCloy called time on his possession of the gloves. He helped the club to two league titles, four League Cup wins, two Scottish Cup victories and success in Europe in his time at Ibrox.


The towering keeper’s recruitment in 1970 made Rangers a better team and McCloy also believes the switch from Motherwell made him a better goalkeeper. He says: ‘When I joined Rangers it was the first time I had any specialist coaching. I worked closely with Jock Wallace, although I wasn’t spared any of the physical work the rest of the squad endured either. Even then, the goalkeeping coaching was nothing like as intense or well developed as it is now – I sometimes wonder what difference today’s coaching would have made to my game. I’ll never know.’


When he retired from playing in 1986, the pupil turned teacher with a move into coaching in his own right just as the Graeme Souness era was launched at Ibrox. ‘I stayed on to work with Chris Woods but I also ended up taking on responsibility for the reserves. I enjoyed that involvement with the young lads – there was a good bunch coming through at that time – but the manager and I didn’t see eye to eye in the end. These things happen in football and I knew it was time to move on.’


McCloy was a man in demand and worked with a host of the country’s leading clubs after leaving Rangers in 1988 and with some of Scotland’s most revered goalkeepers. Jim Leighton was one student and Andy Goram at Hibs was another, with Rangers going on to reap the rewards of his development. As a coach he was even drafted in by Caley Thistle manager Steve Paterson to work with the Inverness keepers the season before that Scottish Cup victory against Celtic at Parkhead in 2000.


‘When I started in goalkeeping coaching I felt it was going to be a big thing and I’ve been proved right. It has come on in leaps and bounds: every club at a decent level has a specialist to work with their keepers. I worked with a few clubs, going through to Edinburgh to work with Hearts a couple of days each week and with Andy Goram at Hibs as well as Jim Leighton at Dundee and some work with the likes of Motherwell and Ayr United. The travelling became a bit of a burden and now I’m working closer to home as the head starter at Turnberry – it’s a great place to call your office. I had a four-year spell running a golf complex at Brunston, nearby, and it has always been another of my big sporting passions. I try to get on the course as often as I can.’


Still based in his home town of Girvan, McCloy’s sons Peter, a PE teacher, and Steven, a fire-fighter, are joined by daughter Justine, a graduate of Aberdeen University. McCloy juggles family life with his work in golf. Relaxed after a sunshine golfing break in Portugal, he makes clear his love of the fairways as he mulls over a career dominated by highs and punctuated with very few lows. He represented his country at golf as an amateur but, as the son of a former St Mirren goalkeeper, football was his first sporting love. He was a youth international keeper and had no hesitation in dedicating his life to the profession.


‘My parents had wanted me to get an apprenticeship but I had broken my collarbone playing amateur football and then joined Motherwell when I recovered from that, so there was no time. It was always going to be football for me anyway.’


He signed for Motherwell from Crosshill Thistle in 1964 as a 17-year-old. The Fir Park club were in the top flight of Scottish football with Bobby Ancell at the helm. The manager moved on a year into McCloy’s stay, replaced by Bobby Howitt, but it did not halt the young goalkeeper’s progress. In six years with the Steelmen he played around 150 games. Even in his formative years at Fir Park he made an impact, capped by the Scottish League four times, well before his switch to Ibrox.


Motherwell made steady progress, finishing 14th in the 18-team First Division in 1964/65 before climbing one place and then a further three in the following campaigns. Relegation in 1967/68 brought ’Well back down to earth, but they regrouped as McCloy and his team-mates cruised to the Second Division championship the following season. The 1969 league title was a clear contest with Motherwell, 11 points clear of runners-up Ayr and 16 ahead of East Fife in third place, having conceded just 23 goals in 36 games.


They consolidated with 11th place in the First Division on their return, but their finish would not be the Ayrshire man’s concern as he was plucked from Lanarkshire early in 1970 to embark on the most fruitful spell of his career.


‘I spent six years at Motherwell, part-time for the first season. I signed for Rangers on Friday the 13th in March 1970 – it wasn’t an unlucky day for me. I had known Willie Waddell as a player and a journalist before he took on the job at Ibrox. He must have seen something he liked in me. I had been playing in the Motherwell reserve side after losing my place in the first team when he signed me, making me the first he took to the club. I remember going in at night with Motherwell, when the full-time boys would train with the part-time players, and being called over by the manager to tell me I would be going to Rangers and the wing-half Bobby Watson and Brian Heron would be going in the opposite direction. I went through the next day to Ibrox and everything was signed and sealed before I left. I didn’t hesitate – I couldn’t afford to.’


The manager was just three months into the job at Ibrox and saw his new No.1 as the man he wanted at the foundations of his team. The talents of German keeper Gerry Neef had failed to persuade the new top man that the answer to his goalkeeping conundrum was already at the club and he looked to Fir Park for the solution.


Rangers, as they had been for the four previous seasons, were destined to finish runners-up to Celtic and conceded 40 goals in 34 league games in the season that McCloy was added to the pool. He made his debut on 14 March 1970, in a 2–1 defeat at Dunfermline. Only five team-mates from the starting eleven that day would feature in Barcelona two years down the line as the manager began to ring the changes. John Greig, Colin Stein, Dave Smith, Willie Johnston and Willie Mathieson were the others.


Willie Waddell wanted to run a tight ship and the following term the number of goals leaked was cut by six, but the goals-for column also saw a reduction, his side bagging nine fewer goals in 1970/71 than they had the year before and falling to fourth in the table. It was McCloy’s first full season after a brief introduction before the summer break and he missed only three league games as, in his early twenties, he staked his claim for the long-term right to the goalkeeper’s jersey.


League disappointment was tempered by success in the League Cup. It is easy to be blasé about Rangers and cup wins – after all, there have already been more than 100 trophies brought back to Ibrox and the counter is still rolling. Every win has to be put in context and the League Cup success in the 1970/71 season was vital. The last prize the club had picked up was the Scottish Cup in the 1965/66 season and the League Cup had been absent from the trophy room since the campaign before that. In the interim, Celtic had the monopoly on the league and had won one or both of the knock-out competitions every year. The supporters needed hope, the manager wanted to send out a message and the players were in need of a confidence boost.


On their way to the final, Rangers conceded just a single goal in six group games against Dunfermline, Motherwell and Morton before defeating Hibs 6–2 on aggregate over two legs in the quarter-final and minnows Cowdenbeath 2–0 in the semi-final to foster genuine optimism in the dressing room and on the terraces. Derek Johnstone’s goal on 24 October 1970, at last gave them and the blue half of the 106,000 crowd at Hampden some silverware to cherish. McCloy says: ‘The League Cup win was important because it was the first trophy the club had won in four and a half years and it broke Celtic’s grip a little.’


He got his first taste of life as a winner with the Light Blues in that final and it was a flavour he would become accustomed to, even though he feared his days as first-choice keeper could have ended before they had properly begun. ‘There were only five games of the season left when I joined. I played well in those but missed out on the pre-season tour of Germany with a virus. That little spell on the sidelines didn’t do me any harm because I got to know the club and everyone around it that bit better. My replacement in Germany was a young keeper called Bobby Watson. He got good reviews and kept his place for the first game of the season but fortunately I got back in after he had played in the Glasgow Cup final, which Celtic won 3–1. I got in and stayed in.’


Over the years the Rangers keeper locked horns with Celtic’s attack over and over again. He got used to the experience in time but still remembers his early days in the Old Firm arena. ‘The League Cup in 1970 was a derby final and you need to get a few of those games under your belt before you really get a feel for them. Old Firm games are just a bedlam of noise and were even louder then because of the number of people squeezed into the grounds.’


With domestic success under his belt, it was time to broaden his horizons. McCloy was still only 25 when he played such an influential role in the club’s night of European glory. A keeper, rightly or wrongly, will always be judged on shut-outs and in that respect McCloy’s contribution to the run to Barcelona was vital. He kept a clean sheet against Rennes in the first round but it was against Torino and Bayern Munich, both at Ibrox, that the most vital defensive operations were conducted. Against the Italians, McCloy and his rearguard stifled the attacking threat and held out for a single-goal victory after sharing two goals in the away leg. Against the Germans, again following a 1–1 draw on foreign shores, the goalkeeper would face one of the most tense nights of his life as he and his team-mates endured a torrid time against superstar striker Gerd Muller and his colleagues. Wave after wave of German attacks were thwarted and two goals on the counter had the Rangers fans grabbing for their sombreros and booking their flights for Barcelona.


The keeper had another decade and a half in front of him, but did not take that for granted: ‘I don’t think I ever imagined I would spend so long with the club – it may be an old cliché, but you never look beyond the season you are in. Coming from a smaller club, it’s not all about ability when you move to a bigger one. It’s about adjusting mentally as well.’


That mental strength was tested to the limit in the 1972 European Cup Winners’ Cup final. After turning from net minder to creator, his long clearance catching out the Moscow Dynamo defence for Willie Johnston to run on and score the third goal, he reverted to defensive duties as the Russians clawed back two goals and threatened to make it 3–3. McCloy believes a lack of competitive action could be at the root of the late jitters: ‘When we came to the end of the season there was a two or three-week gap until the final in Barcelona. We played friendlies but I don’t think we were at our sharpest. Our league form hadn’t been great but in Europe we were stronger – we had the right system and the players to make it work.’


He more than anyone had to hold his nerve in the pressure-pot atmosphere of a European final as Rangers protected a one-goal lead with the clock running down. McCloy insists he did not feel the strain: he had of course seen it all before in the run to the final. ‘I think once we had beaten Torino in the quarter-final we started to believe we could win the competition. They were at the top of Serie A and we had got past them. Once you’re into the last four, you’re in the mix and any team from that stage has to fancy their chances. We were a team that could stand up to a lot of pressure. It was a siege in Munich but we got through it.’


McCloy is well placed to make comparisons between the Rangers of old and the current crop. He, like a host of his fellow Barcelona veterans, is part of the pre-match hospitality team at Ibrox and admits the game has moved on since he helped the club conquer Europe. ‘People talk about the changes in the game, that it is much quicker than it used to be. There’s no doubt it is true but a lot of that is down to the surfaces now. Before, a player had to take a touch but now they can play one-touch football because the pitches allow for that. I don’t necessarily think the essence of the game has changed or that technically it is far superior.’


That leads to the other big question: when will we see their like again?


McCloy says: ‘It doesn’t help that so many clubs in European competition have far greater financial resources. Teams are also expected to play far more games now, with the group stages in both European competitions. That can work in your favour in that if you have a bad night you get a second bite at it, but it also means you need a decent-sized squad to cope with all the games.’


McCloy is a voice with experience, having sampled life on the international stage as well as scaling the heights at club level. He won four caps for Scotland over the space of two months in 1973. National manager Willie Ormond handed him his debut against Wales in the home international series on 12 May. The team included the likes of Kenny Dalglish and Pat Stanton, and McCloy kept a clean sheet as a double from George Graham sealed a 2–0 win in Wrexham.


The Rangers keeper retained his place for subsequent games against Nothern Ireland, Switzerland and Brazil but was edged out by Celtic counterpart Ally Hunter and then David Harvey when the qualification campaign for the 1974 World Cup began that winter. It was Harvey who had the starting spot for the World Cup finals in Germany in 1974, and it is ironic that an Englishman kept Girvan’s most famous football son out of the Scotland team for the tournament. Harvey, an FA Cup winner with home-town team Leeds in 1972 under Don Revie, qualified for the Scotland team through his father. He won 16 caps for the national team from 1972 to 1976 and proved to be the main obstacle for McCloy in a period crucial to his international aspirations.
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