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In loving memory of my grandparents Archibald and Isabel Hall.


I hope I have made you both proud.




FOREWORD


BY DAVE KING


WHAT A GREAT time to be a Rangers fan following the terrible moments we have endured for so many years.


Every single Rangers supporter has suffered and every single supporter will be aware of what it has taken to restore our club to the pinnacle of Scottish football. We can all rejoice at this significant moment in our history – not only for winning the title but for the resilience that we have all shown to get to this point. Many feared it would never happen.


From my personal perspective, I cannot adequately express my joy at securing our 55th league title. What a pleasure to be able to look ahead to our 150th anniversary celebrations next year as champions of Scotland. It is truly fitting and extremely well deserved.


Winning the title is the fulfilment of a dream and the end of an era for me and Chris has asked me to touch on my recollections of the past few years in this foreword. I have also been interviewed for comment in some of the chapters.


Supporters already know that I was initially unwilling to get involved when the club was at its lowest ebb in that darkest of times. I believed that the local Scottish business community was best able to take on that responsibility and my understanding at the time was that a number of local consortiums were being put together for that very purpose. Without an intervention by Rangers-minded people we were consigned to perpetual failure under the control of the Easdale/Ashley axis.


It was only when I realised that the Scottish community had been unable to marshal the necessary resources that I stepped in as lead investor. It was a huge decision for me at the time to take on the responsibility of further funding of the club given that I had already lost £20million. But, equally daunting, was the realisation that I would have to devote much of my time and business expertise to the double challenge of removing the Ashley virus while simultaneously making progress on the pitch. It was quite a hurdle and ultimately involved much more of my time than I had envisaged or hoped, which also negatively affected my other business interests. But, like every supporter, we all do what we can and I felt an obligation to the present and past generations to do everything in my power to reverse the downward trend and to then restore the club to again being number one in Scotland.


At the end of 2014 I asked the supporters to back me to try to remove the previous regime and, together, we managed to achieve this in 2015. From that time on, despite the numerous obstacles put in our way, everything was geared towards returning Rangers to being number one. I will never forget how hollowed out and derelict the club was when John Gilligan, Paul Murray and I first walked through the doors of Ibrox after we took over in 2015.


For me, title 55 is the culmination of the recovery project that my fellow investors and I commenced, but I hope that for Steven Gerrard and the team it is the continuation of their journey. We must keep improving or we still stand still. The board has demonstrated that it will continue to invest and improve the squad and support Steven to build on this Premiership win.


I have had the prime seat to witness the drama unfolding over the recent years and must pay tribute to every board member for the financial and emotional backing that I was given when making tough decisions – including the appointment of a young, unproven manager. I am absolutely convinced that the inspired appointment of Steven and his support team was vital to where we are today. Steven may not have had top flight managerial experience but he is a winner and winners find a way to win in any situation.


But, ultimately, this is all about the supporters because without them none of this would have been possible. The energy I had to devote to it and the money that I and my fellow investors had to put into it could not have happened without the belief and backing of the supporters. The energy that I drew for everything I have done for the club was because of the supporters and I thank you all for the opportunity to have been chairman of our great club during this critical time in its history.


Onwards and upwards – going for 56.




ONE


THIS ONE IS for the fans. It is a reward for your loyalty and your passion, your time and your money. It is justification of your faith, a validation of your service to a cause and your club.


It is for those that didn’t do walking away, those that followed near and far and that feared no foe to keep the blue flag flying. You could have fallen divided, but it is united you stand.


What Ally McCoist started, Steven Gerrard has completed. History has been made, wounds have been healed and a club, an institution, that could have been condemned to mediocrity stands tall, proud and victorious as champions of Scotland once again.


It is an achievement that wouldn’t have been possible without the influence of so many individuals, yet none are as significant as the power of the collective. No support has been through as much and no support deserves these joyous moments more.


The past decade will never be forgotten, and nor should it be. History is written not chosen and the scars will remain on Rangers forevermore. The past shouldn’t be airbrushed, but instead serve as a reminder and an inspiration. Now, Rangers are going for 56.


Every fan will have their own tales to tell and those memories will be shared in times of celebration, reflection and emotion. The message to them is simple yet evocative.


“To every one of them, every one of them, I personally would just say ‘thank you’ and I really mean that,” McCoist said. “That is all I can say, really. It is ‘thank you’ for your support.


“I remember being at Ibrox and there was 50,000 there for a game against Stranraer and I turned to Kenny and Durranty and said ‘this is the reason that we will be back, this is why we will be back winning titles again and back in the Champions League’. There was an element of madness about it all but that was the Rangers support and their backing of the club has been incredible. Nothing would have been possible without them. So I can only say ‘thank you’.”


The instruction of ‘Go with Gerrard’ has been central to the success. It would put a deal in place, make headlines far beyond Govan and change the course of Scottish football.


When Rangers celebrate their 150th anniversary in 2022, they will do so as champions, with a 55th league flag adorning the Trophy Room wall and the most sought-after silverware in the club’s illustrious history glistening in the cabinet, once again draped in red, white and blue ribbons.


It was in that very room on 4 May 2018, that Gerrard stood with the scarf hanging around his neck and held above his head. Three seasons on, he would strike similar poses on the pitch as the scarf was replaced by a medal and a trophy. It signified the end of a journey for Rangers and the achievement marks a moment at which a line in the sand can be drawn. For Gerrard, it is only the beginning as the man that made himself a legend in Liverpool has earned god-like status in Glasgow.


Gerrard has achieved what many considered impossible, what his doubters and detractors believed he was incapable of. That makes this success all the sweeter. As Gerrard has overcome his own trials and tribulations, Rangers have emerged through the ultimate adversity. The Rangers story is not merely one of sporting achievement, but one of loyalty and of belief, of loss and of sacrifice. In the end, it was one of emotion and celebration.


The fall and rise of Rangers is incomparable in sport and those two numbers – 55 and 150 – carry a unique significance for supporters whose lives have been dominated by the events of the last decade. Some will think of friends and family who sadly passed away before their club returned to the top, while others will cherish a first success with a generation who have only known defeat and discord. Those outside of Ibrox will say this is the season that Rangers stopped Celtic winning ten-in-a-row but that has never been the most pertinent focus for fans. Their club is one which succeeds for itself and its people, not because it prevents a rival from an achievement that many in Scottish football assumed was a fait accompli.


When Rangers were playing Challenge Cup ties in front of the hedge at Brechin, losing to Alloa in the same competition and being beaten by a Stirling Albion side whose manager missed the game to get married, days like those experienced this season, albeit in unique and Covid-impacted circumstances, could barely have been dreamt of. Those years traipsing around the country, ticking off the lower league grounds out of a sense of duty rather than desire, have shaped the Rangers support and given them memories, more bad ones than good, than they would ever have expected whilst they were winning leagues and cups and reaching European finals just a few years before. It was christened as ‘The Journey’.


It is only now that Rangers have completed it as the Premiership has been added to the Third Division, League One and Championship titles. The script couldn’t have been written, but the story will forever be told by those who lived through it, endured it and now savour it as the most important triumph of all for an institution that can again beam with pride at its tagline of the ‘the world’s most successful club’.


“I remember saying that to the boys down south,” McCoist said. “Andy Townsend phoned me after the game at Brechin and said ‘did I just see that ball getting stuck in a hedge?’ and I said ‘aye, it did, it got stuck in the hedge’. He phoned me three weeks later and said ‘did I just see 50,000 at your home game against Stranraer?’ and I said ‘aye, you did’. He laughed and said ‘what is going on up there?’ and I said ‘I don’t know, Andy, but I have got myself strapped in for the ride anyway. I am sure there is plenty more to come’. And there was!


“But to those supporters, I would just say ‘thanks’ and urge them to enjoy this moment of celebration with each other when they can. It has been phenomenal and they deserve as much credit, if not all the credit, for the achievement of this season.”


There would have been moments when even the most diehard and determined of Rangers supporters may have feared that these times would never come, but those days are what make these achievements all the more romantic and the way in which they are savoured is the essence of sport. Two occassions in particular – the Extraordinary General Meeting in March 2015 and the appointment of Gerrard three years later – proved to be defining as Rangers were saved and then restored. The mistakes made along the way are countless, but the anguish and the anger are now enveloped by sheer joy and relief as those tumultuous days, while they will never be forgotten, are finally put to the back of minds.


It was the standards and philosophy of Bill Struth that shaped Rangers as a club from the 1920s through the next two decades. Today, his words still resonate strongly with those associated with Rangers and in these times of celebration and achievement, they are as apt as ever. They act as a reminder of where Rangers have come from, but also of what the club stands for and the bond between Rangers and its supporters is stronger now than ever before.


“Our very success, gained you will agree by skill, will draw more people than ever to see it,” Struth said as he was presented with the portrait that now watches over the medals and mementos and observes all those that enter the Trophy Room at Ibrox. “And that will benefit many more clubs than Rangers. Let the others come after us. We welcome the chase. It is healthy for us. We will never hide from it.


“Never fear, inevitably we shall have our years of failure, and when they arrive, we must reveal tolerance and sanity. No matter the days of anxiety that come our way, we shall emerge stronger because of the trials to be overcome. That has been the philosophy of the Rangers since the days of the gallant pioneers.”


Triumph has emerged from adversity. Indeed, it was after another afternoon when the metaphorical dark clouds hung above Ibrox that the silver lining began to emerge. That day, Dave King – who would return as chairman as he, John Gilligan and Paul Murray won control of Rangers after a bitter and public fight that saw a reviled regime finally ousted from power – was perhaps the only man that knew it.


It was March 2018 and Rangers hosted Celtic in the third Old Firm fixture of the season. On the park and in the dugout, they would once again find themselves outclassed as Celtic – managed by Brendan Rodgers – earned the points that all-but secured a seventh consecutive Premiership title. The confirmation of that feat would come just weeks later for Celtic as a 4-0 victory at Hampden in the Scottish Cup was followed by a 5-0 win at Parkhead in another demolition derby.


It is difficult to pinpoint the moment where supporters felt at their lowest and most demoralised and when Rangers seemed as far away as ever from being able to compete with Celtic, never mind beat them. Those final ignominious and controversial days of Graeme Murty’s second spell in charge were undoubtedly some of the most testing, though.


The 3-2 loss at Ibrox wasn’t an embarrassment, like so many others of this period were for Rangers, but the issues in terms of leadership and quality were clear to those that contributed to the usual fevered and frenzied Old Firm atmosphere. In the Main Stand, Gerrard watched on. Within minutes of the final whistle, a chain of events started that would ultimately lead to Gerrard, then the Under-18s coach at Liverpool, becoming Rangers manager.


“Steven is a very interesting story in the sense that there is a certain sense of what I would call randomness about it,” King said as he reflected on the process that saw Gerrard return to Glasgow just months later and agree a four-year contract with Rangers. “Not to be too philosophical, but that is something I believe in in life. Life is very random, and it is how you deal with events as they pass you by that makes a difference.


“Steven had come to a Rangers v Celtic game and he had brought up one of the Liverpool youth teams as well. It was the game when Celtic beat us with ten men when we thought we had a chance of winning the game.


“I had a meeting after the game which caused me to be delayed in terms of going into the boardroom where everyone met, and Steven was in the corner. So, I wandered over to him and asked how he was doing and I had met him a couple of times at Liverpool before with Kenny Dalglish. He made a comment to me and said that Rangers were technically very good but had no pace and power and we chatted about a few things.


“Towards the end of the conversation, I asked him if he had been missing playing and that side of things and he said yes and that he was really missing the buzz and the thrill of being there at three o’clock on a Saturday, European nights and just the buzz of the game.


“I asked if he was thinking of going into management and he said that is where he saw himself going next. Then I very casually said ‘oh, that is interesting to know, we might give you a phone call one day’ and it was a very casual, if you want to say flippant, comment from me.”


By the time that call was made, Rangers were in disarray and King had reached a potentially defining moment in his chairmanship. If the appointment that summer had been the wrong one, Rangers would have been set back years. Progress wouldn’t just have stalled, Rangers would have gone into reverse.


What has been labelled as ‘The Ten’ would have been gift-wrapped for Celtic and a fanbase that had been hugely supportive of King and his fellow investors and directors would have started to ask real questions over whether they were the right people to run the club and take it forward.


Rangers needed a manager, a leader, someone to inspire those around him and raise standards to the levels which a club with their history, tradition and aspirations should operate at. Those previously tasked with achieving just that had failed and, having only travelled some of the distance on the road to recovery, Rangers were in danger of taking a wrong turn once again.


Murty had firstly stepped in as caretaker following the departure of Mark Warburton and David Weir in February of the previous year. Rangers insisted that their management team had resigned, while Warburton and Weir claimed they were sacked. Within weeks, the pair were installed at Nottingham Forest, a proposition that Warburton had denied in his final days at Ibrox as relations with the board and sections of the press became increasingly strained.


By the time that Murty was relieved of his duties for the second time, Rangers had appointed Pedro Caixinha, sacked him and seen a move for Derek McInnes, the Aberdeen manager and a member of the Rangers nine-in-a-row winning squad, collapse at the last minute. The motives of the board and their affection for the club could not be questioned, but their decision making certainly could and Rangers lurched from calamity to crisis.


Warburton had at least ensured a second attempt at winning promotion from the Championship was a successful one, although the Scottish Cup final defeat to Hibernian would leave a scar on the squad and the support over the summer and into the new season.


On the day that Rangers returned to the Premiership, a ‘Going for 55’ card display filled the Sandy Jardine Stand. It was a message of hope as much as defiance, a rallying call from supporters to state where they believed Rangers were heading.


Warburton would not be the man to take them there and a 1-1 draw with Hamilton Academical was a sign of things to come. He had been serenaded by supporters who sang of chasing a 55th league title once promotion from the Championship had been achieved. The Englishman would deliver one part, but never looked like fulfilling the second ambition.


There was always a feeling that Warburton – a former City trader who had earned a sound reputation as a youth coach and then as a manager with Brentford – didn’t ‘get’ Rangers and was unable to adapt to the nuances of life in Glasgow. It is a city where first is first and second is nowhere and Warburton seemed to struggle with the scrutiny and pressure that all Rangers and Celtic managers sign up for when they put pen to paper.


His insistence that ‘Plan B was to do Plan A better’ became a phrase used to mock him and his methods. He would suffer a 5-1 defeat at Parkhead and see the signing of Joey Barton backfire spectacularly as deals for the likes of Philippe Senderos and Niko Kranjcar proved to be costly mistakes that summed up a rapid decline in Warburton’s fortunes.


He certainly left Rangers in a better place than they were when he arrived and, despite the failures, his tenure was an experiment that was certainly worthwhile embarking on at that time. But it would get worse, much worse, before there was even the chance of improvement and progress for Rangers and a stint under the caretaker guidance of their Under-20s coach was never going to be a turning point.


The first Murty reign was ended when Caixinha was appointed in March 2017. Come October, the Portuguese had departed as quickly as he had arrived. His tenure was short but far from sweet as Old Firm humiliations were inflicted by a Celtic side that contrasted starkly in every aspect – technically, physically and mentally – to a Rangers squad that contained many that were not fit to wear the shirt.


There have been several such sides in recent years, but the ridicule suffered on their stumbles in the lower leagues were nothing compared to Caixinha’s evening of shame in Luxembourg. The defeat to Progres Niederkorn is only challenged by the famous Scottish Cup loss at Berwick Rangers in 1967 as the worst ever suffered by a Rangers side and the acrimony was as profound as the embarrassment in the early days of July 2017.


The pictures of Caixinha arguing with and gesticulating at supporters outside the Stade Josy Barthel will live with him forever and they encapsulated an era. Jordan Rossiter, the former Liverpool youngster, emerged from a dressing room containing far more experienced and culpable individuals to conduct the post-mortem with the press following the 2-0 defeat that saw Rangers eliminated from the Europa League by a side that had scored just one goal in their thirteen games in continental competition. It was a defeat that couldn’t be believed even as the action unfolded in front of your eyes.


Caixinha – an unknown manager that had been plucked from the obscurity of Qatari outfit Al-Gharafa – wasn’t fit to hold the position once held by Struth, Jock Wallace, Graeme Souness and Walter Smith and the time and money wasted during those ill-fated months set Rangers back considerably at all levels.


“The appointment of Pedro Caixinha was perplexing in itself,” Andy Devlin, a sportswriter with The Scottish Sun and the man who would exclusively reveal the news of Gerrard’s move to Rangers, said. “It was very left-field and people were almost scratching their head before he had a chance to get into the dugout. You could see very, very quickly that it was a massive gamble and it was never going to pay off with Caixinha.


“I remember sitting in one of the press conferences at Murray Park and he came out with the line about the dogs barking and the caravans keep moving. I remember sitting in the room and just putting my head in my hands and shaking my head as if to say, ‘What is going on here? This is the manager of Rangers.’


“I looked across to the PR manager at the time and he had the same look on his face as I had. You could see that change was going to have to come.


“The writing was on the wall for Pedro from the moment that he found himself stood in a bush remonstrating with Rangers fans in Luxembourg. In hindsight, he really should have been relieved of his duties there and then.”


Caixinha’s tenure was defined by that night in Luxembourg but a defeat to Motherwell at Hampden was almost as unforgiveable. When Rangers were held by Kilmarnock at Ibrox, the Portuguese was sacked the next morning and his tenure was brought to an end after 229 costly and calamitous days.


It is remarkable, harrowing even, to reflect on those extraordinary months and time cannot forgive the appointment and financial backing of a boss that was clearly out of his depth from the first day that he took office. His media briefings were as erratic as his signing policy and team selections, which he once revealed at his pre-match press conference in an event that was more of an alarming insight into the workings of the man than merely a break with protocol. One early meeting with journalists, in which he attempted to explain his tactical philosophy by drawing obscure box diagrams on a piece of paper, left those there as bamboozled as his players and convinced he wouldn’t last long at Ibrox, never mind be the man to deliver the next league title.


Caixinha would alienate the Scottish core of players in the squad but two of his acquisitions – Ryan Jack and Alfredo Morelos – would prove sound ones. Both emerged from the Caixinha era with their reputations intact and then survived the cull that Gerrard undertook to begin his Rangers revolution at the end of a barren campaign.


“We got to the situation with Pedro where he was obviously struggling on the park and off the park,” King said. “And when I say off the park, I mean more in the sense that his manner of going about dealing with the media hadn’t really worked and he came in for some criticism and abuse.


“I was very happy to defend him because my view was that Pedro couldn’t be judged by what was happening on the media side of things but had to be judged by what was happening on the park.


“Unfortunately, every time I met with him I said ‘Pedro, you have really got to turn this thing around. I am backing you, I know what you are trying to do, but you have got to get the team back on side.’ I really gave him every opportunity, up until the Kilmarnock game and it just became too much for us. I said ‘Pedro, I am sorry, I really love you, you are a great guy and I admire your passion,’ but we just couldn’t continue.”


King had been the figure for supporters and investors to rally round in the months that culminated in regime change in 2015 and he would again come to the fore when it mattered most. He had delegated, to an extent, the recruitment of Warburton and Caixinha to other members of the board but the knowledge that the third one had to be the right one saw him take a far more hands-on and firm approach to the process that would lead to Gerrard.


Rangers were a shadow of the club they used to be and should have been at that time, but the first two years of a new era had seen signs of progress. It didn’t feel like it then, but Rangers were on their way back, although there were more blows to be absorbed before they could come out punching like the heavyweight force of yesteryear.


The fall-out and ramifications of the administration and liquidation process at Ibrox would continue long after Rangers returned to action in July 2012 with McCoist at the helm. It was the most bitter and tempestuous, even hateful, period that Scottish football has ever seen as Rangers and their fans were derided and kicked while they were down. Today, it is those same supporters that have the last laugh, and they who will celebrate the longest.


Rangers could easily have vanished that summer and become a footnote in Scottish football, but the club would survive thanks to the unwavering loyalty and commitment of their supporters. As they thrive once again, the list of those who have played their part and their achievements individually and collectively should be as fondly remembered and revered as the men who earned each result that gave Rangers a triumph that was ten years in the making.


Adulation that is normally reserved for players that win titles or trophies now bestows King, but the man himself is keen to acknowledge the team effort that was required to wrestle control away from the Charles Green and Mike Ashley power base, which saw the likes of the Easdale brothers, Sandy and James, David Somers and Derek Llambias cast as villains in a dark and complicated tale of many characters.


Had King, Gilligan and Murray, assisted by the Three Bears – Douglas Park, George Letham and George Taylor – not been successful in their moves to buy up large swathes of shares, Rangers would not be in the position they are now. Indeed, it does not bear thinking about for supporters just what state their club would have found itself in had those who cared about it not triumphed over those who only seemed to care about themselves.


“There are parts of that day that are very clear and parts of it that are just a blur and the sheer enormity of it didn’t hit me until later on,” Gilligan said of 6 March 2015, as power was transferred and Rangers were rescued. “The day that we won the EGM was monumental. Paul has said previously that the club was broken into bits. There were lots of pieces to it, but it was just so bad that it was hard to explain.


“What I would like to say is that the people that were working for the club were fantastic and all the people that were there when we arrived, they were all there because it was Rangers. They weren’t there for the money, because it was miserable. But they worked for the love of Rangers.”


Those that were returning to Ibrox had an idea of how wretched a condition the club was in, but it was only once they had the keys and could look inside for themselves that they could comprehend the scale of the task in hand. This was still Rangers, still their first love, and those feelings had only grown stronger through time and absence, even if their club was a shadow of its former glory at that time.


The day after regime change, Kenny McDowall’s side were held to a goalless draw at Cowdenbeath. Central Park, with its stock car track surrounding the pitch and decaying, decrepit infrastructure, has a certain charm unique to Scottish football and it was perhaps an apt location for Rangers, the ultimate fallen giant, to begin the process of recovery. On that weekend six years later, Rangers would be crowned champions once again.


At a neglected Ibrox, the windows hadn’t been cleaned, the wallpaper was peeling off and the carpets were threadbare. The offices hadn’t been given a lick of paint for some time and the wood panelling had been allowed to fade as Rangers’ iconic home summed up the state of a club that had lost its class through years of neglect by those who were supposed to be custodians of it.


“It was things like that that I remember,” Gilligan said. “I remember thinking ‘my goodness’. I had worked in Argyle House with McEwan’s Lager and the dilapidation and the mess of the whole place was just so bad. You don’t see it when there are 50,000 people there.


“We still had shareholders that we were trying to buy out or move on and come to arrangements with and they were still on the board even though we had won control of the board. It was challenging, very, very challenging and that was just off the pitch. On the pitch it was tough, really tough.”


The work to bring Ibrox back up to standard and to give the stadium back its sense of occasion and grandeur was undertaken alongside the renovations to the team.


The first stage of that process saw McDowall, a man who took the side out of a duty to the club rather than a willingness and who cut a troubled figure for many weeks, relieved of his position. Stuart McCall would ultimately fail to win promotion from the Championship, but Rangers could at least build on sturdy foundations at board level as fans re-engaged with their club in huge numbers.


The call from Richard Gough to McCall was out of the blue as the former Motherwell manager was sounded out over a return to Ibrox. Gilligan pays a heartfelt thanks to McCall for stepping in during Rangers’ hour of need but the nine-in-a-row hero was only too happy to help after being recommended for the role by Gough, John Brown and Walter Smith.


“I am just proud that I have played for and managed one of the most successful clubs in the world and a club that means a lot to me,” McCall said. “From a performance point of view, we got so far and then lost in the play-off final and that was the end for me in the job at that point. But I would never have changed it for a second and never had any regrets.


“People said it wasn’t the right time to go in there but I knew where the club was at and what they needed. I have got a lot of friends and family that support Rangers and they had lost a bit of connection with the club under the old board.


“When they went and Dave King, John Gilligan and Paul Murray came in, that all changed and there was a bit more positivity. The results picked up but we couldn’t get over the line unfortunately. I would never have said no to it when the club asked me.


“At the time, I just thought ‘what an honour to be asked to go in as Rangers manager’. The crowds at the start were 28,000 and the last games we played were both sell-outs so we managed to get a bit of belief back in the club. We obviously fell at the final hurdle unfortunately but, for that time, I was just so proud to be involved.”


Given the paucity of the resources at his disposal, it was an achievement for McCall to take Rangers as far as he did before they eventually came up short, losing to former club Motherwell in the play-offs as Rangers were condemned to another season outside of the top flight. His affection for Rangers was always evident and he at least injected some pride and belief into a squad whose morale had plunged new depths as abject results and performances were produced amid the backdrop of supporter protests and the boardroom upheaval.


A new season promised to be a fresh start but, like so many before and after it, it was a false dawn. There was a renewed optimism upon Warburton’s arrival but by the time the magic had vanished from his hat, Rangers found themselves at a crossroads once again. The route they went down in terms of Caixinha was very different and the mistake even costlier as another campaign was wasted and the chances of closing the gap across Glasgow seemed increasingly forlorn as Celtic enjoyed unrivalled and historic success under the guidance of Rodgers.


No Rangers manager should survive three seasons without silverware and the stakes were just as high for King and his board as the search for Caixinha’s replacement intensified. Had they made the wrong call, then another power shift around the top table would surely have been required.


At that time, McInnes seemed destined to return to Ibrox after several steady, if unspectacular, years with Aberdeen. The pursuit was lengthy and ultimately unsuccessful as, despite being within hours of being named as Rangers manager, McInnes confirmed he was staying at Pittodrie. There would be no coronation for the man whom King had apprehensions about as he addressed the ‘concomitant’ risks of the move for McInnes.


“I made some calls and it became clear that there was a desire to go for Derek McInnes and I ran a story saying that Derek was the man Rangers wanted,” Devlin said. “For his part, I think Derek McInnes at that point was keen to take the job, he wanted to move and he wanted it done quickly, if possible.


“Looking back, the one voice of concern on the board was Dave King and I don’t think Dave King was convinced that Derek McInnes was the man. He had reservations and I think this is where Dave King is due a lot of credit and, as chairman, he stood his ground.


“There was a push for Derek to become Rangers manager and there were talks held and early on in that process Derek was keen on the Rangers job. The longer it went on, I was convinced that Derek wasn’t going to get the job and however you want to look at it, whether he knocked it back or Rangers took the offer off the table, he didn’t get it.


“Dave had reservations about Derek and while some on the board undoubtedly wanted him to become Rangers manager, it became clear that it wasn’t going to happen.”


When that news was confirmed late on a Thursday evening just a fortnight before Christmas, Rangers returned to a state of flux. Criticism was directed at the board from all angles of the media as King’s detractors lined up to take shot after shot. If they had endeavoured to get to know the man rather than judge opinions on the caricature painted in some circles, they would have understood that the South Africa-based businessman was more than adept at repelling unfriendly fire.


The next appointment was going to be the most important of King’s tenure and the most significant in a generation from Rangers’ perspective. The move for Gerrard was an undoubted gamble, but the man that rolled the dice knew the prize that could be collected if it came off.


Of the names that were put to King, many were dismissed out of hand and the more high-profile ones – including four Premier League bosses and two former England managers – were deemed unsuitable because of track records that were blotched more than once. They were available and interested as a result of past failures, and that quite simply was not an option at Ibrox.


King had united a support that had become disillusioned and disheartened and brought them together for the good of Rangers in the build-up to his EGM win. It was success on the park that he required, though, if his legacy wasn’t to be one of a job only half done and his mind would return to his early messages to fans as he considered his options going into 2018.


“I was looking very hard at that time and thinking that I had come in at regime change, I had promised supporters that there was a way forward there,” King said. “But that wasn’t just momentum forward to a better position, ultimately what I was saying to supporters was that I would deliver to them a Rangers team that would compete for the league.


“At that time, we were still in the Championship and just after we took over Stuart McCall came in and we had another year in the Championship. It was quite dire but I was mindful that, while there is nothing certain in football, that our goal that I was asking the supporters to buy in to was the re-emergence of Rangers as title contenders.


“I was very concerned looking at the applicants at that moment in time that, given whoever came in we would need to give more money to in terms of our budget, I just didn’t feel there was a way forward that I felt comfortable with and confident that it might not get us back in the same situation in one or two years’ time. I knew I didn’t have another two or three years, I had to start making progress immediately.”


As King deliberated, Rangers deteriorated. Murty had been appointed as interim manager just before Christmas but there was never any prospect of the youth coach becoming boss on a long-term basis. Given the fanfare that would later greet Gerrard at his unveiling, the way in which Murty was presented to the media was in keeping with the feelings of uncertainty as a sticking plaster was put on a gaping, self-inflicted wound.


A press release was distributed to journalists waiting at Auchenhowie for the pre-match media conference while Murty, director of football Mark Allen and Stewart Robertson, the managing director, quickly posed for photographs. Murty was friendly and engaging to deal with, but he was a coach in a manager’s position and his reluctance to put himself forward as a candidate was indicative of the fact that he knew himself he wasn’t the man for the job.


The obvious jibe that was directed towards Rangers when Gerrard was appointed was that they had exchanged one academy coach for another. Yet that overly simplistic view failed to take into account the characteristics and experiences of both men and there is an aura about the way in which Gerrard operates and carries himself that instantly impresses and captivates.


At a club where the cost of failure and the rewards of success are matched, it takes a certain kind of man to assume the role. Gerrard ticks all the boxes in that regard. He is polished and professional in front of the cameras and speaks with an authority and assertiveness to the media and his players.


There was a lure of Liverpool for King when it came to appointing the former Anfield captain, the man who had inspired the Miracle of Istanbul and who had represented his club, his community and his country with such distinction and loyalty until a premature end just months before Rodgers would leave Merseyside having failed to deliver the Premier League. King had adored Gerrard the player, now he wanted to give him a chance to be Gerrard the manager.


“I spoke to Mark Allen and said I had this chat with Steven Gerrard,” King said. “And there was just something about it when I said to him about missing football and him wanting to be in management, and when I said ‘I might give you a call someday’ that stuck with me. It was almost like a ‘you know, I wouldn’t mind you chatting to me about that’.


“Mark and I had a chat and we discussed the obvious things like bringing in a guy who was a football legend, of which there are many. Diego Maradona was a football legend but he hadn’t succeeded in management. Can you bring a football legend into Rangers and ask him to be manager at that time?


“This is where a little bit of a personal element comes into it for me. Being a huge Liverpool fan, I felt like I knew Steven in the sense that I had watched his debut under Gérard Houllier and I felt that I knew the man just from watching him play for Liverpool every week.


“I knew his character, I knew something about him that made me think that Steven would be the right person and that it would be a better risk, if you like, than going with one of the more experienced managers that hadn’t achieved major success. Mark said to me it was an interesting possibility and that we should think about that.”


While the wheels were coming off the season for Rangers, they were turning behind the scenes. A win over Hearts was sandwiched by those losses to Celtic and banners reading ‘No fight, no pride, nowhere to hide. Incompetent on & off the pitch. We deserve better’ and ‘Mindless behind the scenes, heartless on the pitch. We deserve better’ were unfurled before the match and at half-time by the Union Bears, the Ultras section located in the Broomloan Stand at Ibrox, as King’s board faced their most serious and significant moments.


Murty wouldn’t reach the end of the campaign as he was relieved of his duties following the Old Firm defeat at Parkhead, which came just a fortnight after a dressing room bust-up that saw Lee Wallace and Kenny Miller effectively forced out of the club as their proud Rangers careers came to an unsavoury end. It was symptomatic of a lack of leadership at Ibrox. Each party will have their view on whether a line was crossed as home truths were shared in the aftermath of a humiliating Scottish Cup semi-final defeat, but it was another example of Rangers being disjointed and another reason why Celtic seemed so out of sight as they lorded it over their Glasgow rivals.


Rangers would end the season with a third different boss as Jimmy Nicholl saw out the final fixtures. In a somewhat fitting manner, the campaign was brought to a close with a head-scratching, almost comical 5-5 draw with Hibernian at Easter Road.


The job that lay ahead was monumental for whoever was tasked with it. Allen had spent seven years with Manchester City before being appointed in 2017 and the then director of football was fully aware of the significance of Rangers’ decision.


“It all started with firstly identifying what I thought Rangers needed in a manager,” Allen said. “You can look at lots of different things, such as win ratios, but the challenge with that is that it is very difficult to compare leagues to leagues.


“How do you compare Eredivisie to La Liga to Bundesliga? How do you come up with a rationale when someone has a 40 per cent win ratio, someone has 70 per cent and someone has 50 per cent? Some leagues there are only two or three competing teams.


“So I said that we needed to take a step away from that and look at what we needed a manager at Rangers to be in terms of history, tradition, what we stand for and the supporters. That was someone who was a winner, a leader and someone who had the right character to cope with the adversity they were likely to encounter with the fans, media, etc, and that had the ability to work under high scrutiny.


“We were looking for someone to fit that criteria and Steven ticked all those boxes. He had those characteristics in abundance and the key then was to try and surround Steven with the team that would help support him on all the other areas – whether that be tactical, physical, mental, technical – and augment the skill set that he brought to the table.”


The light bulb that had flashed in King’s mind was now shining brightly in Allen’s. Rangers had their target, but they didn’t yet have their boss as supporters waited anxiously for news whilst deliberating their own preferences for the seventh man to take a seat in the dugout since regime change. It was Devlin who would give them the update that shook the support and his exclusive on Gerrard to Rangers would win him the Sports News Writer of the Year prize at the Scottish Press Awards.


There was no other suitable candidate in Scotland and Rangers couldn’t take the risk with another foreign appointment given the unadulterated failures of Paul Le Guen and Caixinha. The next boss would cross the border and one observation would stick with Devlin throughout his pursuit of a story that would ultimately see the history books rewritten.


“At the beginning of the process, I always remember somebody telling me that when I found out who it was, I would sit back and think ‘my goodness, what an appointment that is’ and I always had that in my mind,” Devlin said. “I started making calls, I had various guys I was talking to on the board, people outwith the board but that had strong connections to it and it really went quickly from there.


“Like every managerial appointment, there is an element of risk. I’ll be honest, the first time that Steven Gerrard’s name was put to me, it was in the context that he would be coming as an assistant to Neil Warnock. I had a number for Neil Warnock and people that represent Neil Warnock, so I had gone to them late afternoon.


“Neil had been at Ibrox a few times and been pictured there so it wasn’t outwith the realms of possibility, but during the course of two conversations that afternoon I was able to rule Neil Warnock out of the running and out of proceedings. But Steven Gerrard’s name had stuck in my head and through the course of the next 24 hours I hammered the phones, as you do, and was doing all I could to stand this up.


“It was such a leap of faith in a guy who was coaching Liverpool’s Under-18s and you are acutely aware of the need for Rangers to get this appointment absolutely bang on. Again, at the back of my mind, I had the bells ringing of what someone told me at the outset that when I found out who it was I would think ‘what an appointment’. I began to chase the Gerrard line and I took two calls, one around 8.00 p.m. and one again around 9.30 p.m. basically telling me that Gerrard was the man, he was the chosen one.”


There was one final call that Devlin had to take. When he did, it was a case of hold the back page as The Sun got the story that everyone in Scottish sports journalism had been chasing.


The pursuit of the man to replace Caixinha had lasted seven months and the decision that Rangers were about to make would shape the club and Scottish football for years to come. Gerrard’s name naturally carried significant weight, but his managerial experience amounted to nothing more than a stint back where it all began at Melwood, the Liverpool training centre, as he learned his trade whilst being tipped to eventually replace Jurgen Klopp at Anfield. The leap of faith from Rangers was sizeable, and The Sun had to take their own as well as they ran with what was the story of the season by some considerable distance.


“I spent the next hour-and-a-half frantically trying to stand this up and couldn’t get anyone to answer their phones,” Devlin said. “I had texted a couple of people and put the name out there and usually when you put a name to someone and it is a lot of rubbish you get a reply instantly to say forget it.


“This had gone on and on and it was maybe two days I had been pushing Gerrard because the Warnock thing was a non-starter. At 11.10 p.m. on the Wednesday night, I got a call from somebody saying ‘go with Gerrard’ and that was it. That was the extent of the conversation. It was just ‘go with Gerrard’. We did.


“I was up against it in terms of deadlines. I phoned the desk and rattled out a couple of hundred words for the back page. When you go with a story as big as that, you don’t get much sleep, so I had a restless night.


“I was 95 per cent certain that Steven Gerrard was the man, but I was aware that he had no real managerial experience and this was a huge task he was undertaking when you look at where Rangers had been and the state of the Rangers team that he inherited.


“There are always these nagging doubts but the following morning various news outlets had picked up on the story and obviously made calls themselves and, to my great relief, none of them were knocking it down. In fact, they were all endorsing it. When you come through that early morning, I knew it was right.”


By that stage, the deal was almost done. Steven Gerrard would be the next Rangers manager. King had appointed his hero and supporters had a legend to rally round as the quest for 55 began all over again.


King had been the driving force behind the move for Gerrard, while Allen had been tasked with making it happen. There was only one other man, close friend Dalglish, involved as King asked The King for advice on the way forward for Rangers and whether Gerrard was the boss to lead the revolution that would draw comparisons with another Ibrox and Anfield great, Graeme Souness.


Once contact was made with Liverpool and permission granted to speak with their legendary former captain, King would travel to Merseyside and he was a guest of Dalglish’s at the Champions League semi-final with Roma at Anfield. The following morning, King and Gerrard would meet once again at his house and Gerrard later appeared on BT Sport and confirmed he had held talks with Rangers. Within days, he was at Ibrox being paraded in front of 7,000 supporters and a new era dawned.


What had started with a chance conversation had become an opportunity that Rangers and Gerrard could not refuse. He had used his time in Major League Soccer with LA Galaxy to come to terms with leaving Liverpool, a place where he realised so many dreams and suffered the ultimate nightmare as he was denied the Premier League title that was so sought-after at Anfield. As he prepared to go down a different path, the lure of being a champion was the motivation once again.


“I organised it with Kenny that he would invite me to be his guest to Anfield and I would go there and spend the night with him and meet Steven the next day at his house,” King said. “I went to the game and I met with Steven.


“We had a very frank discussion about what I was expecting from Rangers and where we needed to go from where we were. Steven made it very clear what his ambitions were and the support that he would need from me and the board to get there and we ended up having a meeting of minds that resulted in us progressing to the point, fairly quickly, that we were able to sign a contract with Steven.”


The rest, as they say, is history. As King and Gerrard shook hands and the Liverpool legend put pen to paper, he embarked on the next stage of his career and assumed a responsibility and pressure he hadn’t felt since he removed the Reds armband for the final time three years previously.


The rush of competition, the thrill of winning and the desire to improve were like drugs to Gerrard. Without those natural highs that only elite sport can induce, his life felt different and he needed an environment to test and challenge him. In that regard, he and Rangers were perfect for each other at that time and one can only look back and ponder what would have happened had a series of events in the previous three seasons unfolded differently.


One thing is for certain, Rangers were right to go with Gerrard.




TWO


LET’S GO. Two words were uttered but a thousand received by those inside the Blue Room. In the Ibrox stands, the people that Steven Gerrard was addressing waited to welcome him to Rangers.


The final answer of Gerrard’s first press conference as manager was delivered with an assertive nod and a determined look. Asked what his message would be to supporters, Gerrard’s reply of ‘let’s go’ said it all. A marketing slogan was born in that instant, but Gerrard was there to win matches and to win trophies rather than sell jerseys and season tickets.


His previous statements had been eloquent and enlightening but that short, sharp response was evocative. It was time to get down to business and Gerrard, Dave King, Mark Allen, the Rangers director of football, and managing director, Stewart Robertson, would leave the press pack behind to return through the door to the Managers Office at Ibrox. A new era had begun and Scottish football had been changed forever.


The walls of the Blue Room celebrate and commemorate some of the finest names ever to pull on the famous Rangers jersey. High up, a series of murals pay tribute to former chairmen, managers and players and all would look down on Gerrard on the day that so many looked up to him for hope and inspiration. He was surrounded by history and now had a chance to make his own at Ibrox.


Created by artist Senga Murray, the first illustrations were commissioned three decades ago by then chairman David Holmes and they are a unique addition to a room that has hosted the great and the good of Scottish, European and world football. To set foot inside it is a special feeling, and those there for Gerrard’s unveiling knew that change was coming to Rangers. After years of abject failure, it felt like a turning point for the club.


Gerrard would have climbed the Marble Staircase and felt the tradition of Rangers. The bust of Bill Struth sits at the top of the first flight, while the Hall of Fame board comes into fuller view when you reach the landing and have the choice of entering the Managers Office, the Blue Room or the Trophy Room. The last time Gerrard was there, he was a youth coach at Liverpool. On that day, he was Rangers manager.


If the stomach was churning and the adrenaline was coursing through his veins, Gerrard didn’t show it. He was sharp and composed, completely undaunted by the flashbulbs that lit up his face or any question that was directed his way from a media pack that hung on his every word. Gerrard looked, sounded and acted like a Rangers manager should and those standards set on the very first day have been matched throughout his tenure.


When he spoke about the size and history of Rangers, it was through an appreciation and understanding rather than for the sake of PR point scoring. Gerrard had missed the buzz and pressure of competition and Rangers would give him that back three years after he left Liverpool. He had arrived at an empty Ibrox and walked up the tunnel just hours earlier. When he headed back down it, thousands were waiting for him as a concoction of emotions surged through him. Gerrard was back in the kind of environment where he belonged.


“We got him up to sign a contract and that day was actually quite phenomenal because Steven arrived and signed and the crowds built and built,” King said. “There was 50 people, 200 people, 1,000 people, 2,000 people and eventually Police Scotland got hold of our security guys and said we had to open the stadium and let people in. I think around 7,000 were there and we had the signing, did the media and then took Steven down and around.


“I tell you, that day, if Steven didn’t really understand, which I think he did, what Rangers meant to the supporters, then that day told him everything he needed to know. The welcome he got that day was just unbelievable. When he came back in, he said to me ‘Wow, what a buzz. Can I do that again?’ He was genuinely blown away.”


When he did do it again, there were more than 40,000 in attendance as a new era and Gerrard’s reign began with a friendly victory over Bury. The 6-0 win that night is as irrelevant now as it was then, but it marked a moment of real change for Rangers and Scottish football. Steps back have been taken, of course, but the strides forward have been hugely impressive and Rangers have now earned the rewards for their efforts.
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