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INTRODUCTION


 


 


It’s an everyday story of media monsters. It’s the furthest TV’s depiction of family has travelled from Walton’s Mountain. But there’s a moment in the American drama Succession, in the eyes of many the show of this age, when youngest son Roman Roy does something perfectly sweet. Rounding off a visit by the entire clan to his father Logan’s native Scotland, he buys the old man a football club.


Roman: ‘The Hearts, Dad, it’s your team.’


Logan, simmering with dynastic disappointment like he’s done a thousand times before: ‘I’m Hibs.’


Roman: ‘Hibs? You sure? I thought you were Hearts.’


Logan, about to spontaneously combust: ‘Uh, maybe you’re right. How would I know what team I supported ALL MY FUCKIN’ LIFE?’


Still, it’s the thought that counts, yes? And would you just look at Scottish football, getting itself namechecked in such hip and zeitgeisty circles. And what is it Roman says, wandering into a pub in Dundee and seeing a match in progress on TV? ‘Scottish kicky-ball. Looks like two eunuchs trying to fuck a letter box. Do some magic!’


Well, let’s ignore that. Just like we’ll ignore those English news-papers and periodicals which every now and again despatch a journalist to ‘investigate’ our kicky-ball, and on the fastest train out of Glasgow’s Central Station this fearless truth-seeker will report back that it’s ‘uncompetitive’ because almost without fail the same teams win.


Although it should be admitted that one such thesis partly inspired this book. For a brief moment doubt stirred. Had I spent – gulp, wasted – more than half a century being obsessed with eunuchs and letter boxes? …


This isn’t a history of Scottish football and, regarding the title, I’m not putting out a contract on Arthur Montford’s blazer with its unerringly right-angled checks and nor do I covet it. Rather, I want it saved for the nation in a museum display next to Archie Macpherson’s sheepskin.


The book is not an odyssey but hopefully not an idiocy either. I don’t want to call it a journey because everybody’s on one of them right now, so: more of a dauner.


Along the way, from Alloa to Albania, from Brechin’s hedge to Gullane’s sand dunes, the aim is to shine an army surplus field torch, or at the very least an indoor fireworks sparkler, on some of the moments when Scottish football has been quirky, questing, bold, different, special, scallywagish, eccentric, crafty and – yes – beautiful and – of course – daft as a bottle of crisps.


Food is mentioned a lot. Oh, and bevvy. If a psychoanalyst were to lie me down on the couch then, mere minutes into the highly expensive session, he might aver: ‘You don’t actually like football, do you? When you were young, going to games, you were preoccupied with the eating and drinking happening around you and the halftime scoreboard and how funny Tiny Wharton looked in shorts.


‘Now, you’re obsessed with players who are birdwatchers, players who read books, players who are politically minded, players who became teachers and were more fulfilled, players who boycotted World Cup finals because they couldn’t bear the thought of the ancient rivals winning, players who sold ice cream on the side, from the side window, players who gave it all up for erotic art, players who romanced pop sex bombs. I mean, do you even know how many times you mention music in the book?’


Okay, but is that not all of us?


Some of these musings date from my first-ever match – 19 August 1967, old League Cup sections, Hibs 3 Clyde 1 – and, hooked for life, the games which quickly followed. (But not that quickly. I hang around the 1970s quite a lot.) Others come from interviews with footballers, usually retired so they can’t do anything about perceived present-day ills, but they were characters when they played and remain so in their reminiscences, free from the media training which produces such anodyne guff now.


There are quite a few goalies in the book, perhaps a subconscious riposte to critics and comedians who insist we can’t produce any good ones. One thing we can produce is the small but perfectly formed midfielder. We used to be as renowned for bauchly playmakers as we were big ships and some of John McGinn’s progenitors are celebrated here.


Am I over the top – a bit prog rock – in some of my enthusiasms? Quite possibly. Is there a running theme? Try as I might, I can’t think of a single thing which connects Scarlett Johansson to East Fife. But if I have randomly stitched together what might be called a Bayview Tapestry of personalities and incidents, then one word pops up regularly: indomitable.


It may have been overused but regarding my cast – the nae-luck custodians, the nae-hair inside-forwards, the nae-seamanship winger (nae prizes for guessing his identity), the fans in desperate need of a goal or an upturn in fortune or just a drink, the games which changed minds and saved lives – indomitable just seemed the best fit. The Oxford Dictionary meaning is ‘impossible to subdue or defeat’. Impossible, too, in the case of these guys, to show themselves to be anything other than 100 per cent Scottish.


There isn’t a chapter on Real Madrid 7 Eintracht Frankfurt 3; instead, there’s one about the black sheep of our Hampden show-pieces, the European Cup final of 1976. No chapters either on Kenny Dalglish or the Lisbon Lions or other Euro winners. No offence, legends, but your stories don’t want for exposure and celebration, and instead, for a change, some other characters get a look-in. Call this wilful perversity, call it snatching defeat from the jaws of victory, but what are these if not certifiable Scottish traits?


Oh, and one last thing, Roman Roy: our football contains plenty of magic. Always has done, always will.
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‘The strolling narrator of the dark blue saga’



ARTHUR MONTFORD: HOW IT ALL BEGAN


The Yankee Clipper. For years this child’s sledge had fascinated me, and given that a sled was the great quest in Citizen Kane, the greatest movie ever made, you could almost say it was my Rosebud.


But the Yankee Clipper didn’t belong to me, it was Arthur Montford’s, and the day when I could quiz him about the precious plaything had finally arrived. ‘Sen-say-shun!’ as our man would have it.


This was the most poignant of tales, which began some years before with an anonymous ‘Wanted’ notice in the newspaper small ads. The appeal was spotted by a keen-eyed journalist who turned it into a yarn telling how Montford was trying to source a substitute for the toboggan he cherished as a boy. His marriage had recently broken up and he wanted to be able to pass it on to the grandchildren.


But the search wasn’t going well, conjuring up sad images of Montford trudging round junk shops, perpetually disappointed. Here was a man we all cared deeply about: the Voice of Fitba, the commentator-fan, the strolling narrator of the dark blue saga, elucidating mournful laments of non-qualification on repeat, so he had suffered plenty already.


Really, my Rosebud was getting to meet Montford, not long before he died in 2014. Apart from Dan Rowan and Dick Martin from Laugh-In and Fyfe Robertson and Alan Whicker and James Burke from the Moon missions and, okay, quite a number of cathode-ray colossi including of course Arthur’s friendly rival Archie Macpherson, I can’t think of anyone beyond family who was more present in my life and more comforting, especially on a dank, dead Sunday afternoon.


Our get-together took place at Glasgow Golf Club where Montford was a member. By then quite frail, he asked if I could help him off with his jacket. But the mind was still sharp. And the jacket was still a cracker.


‘Fancy you remembering the sledge,’ he said. ‘It was given to me by my father who was against bicycles which he thought were far too dangerous. It was a rare thing, American-made with proper steering – the front third moved – and underneath I’d painted the name of my father’s ship during the war: Eglinton. Unfortunately, in the melee that followed the divorce, two items disappeared which I’d dearly wanted to keep. One was my stamp album and the other was the Yankee Clipper.’


‘Melee’. That’s an interesting word, and especially when recited in Montford’s educated, kindly tones, but notice how he didn’t use ‘stramash’. I hesitate to call this his catchphrase. If he had been an oleaginous frontman for an American game show rather than the host of Scotsport, he’d have been blurting ‘Stramash!’ during every state fair opening, demented grin to the fore, and handing out calling cards with ‘Stramash!’ in zazzy comic-strip lettering. And the jacket would have been superseded by an exaggerated version of his famous checks, bigging up his celebrity.


Was Arthur without ego? Surely that’s impossible in TV. Well, maybe he pulled this off. Maybe he didn’t throw a temper-tantrum when the can of film containing the only goal of a dreich game got lost down a well or was flattened by an errant road compressor of the kind always being reported stolen on Crime Desk.* Hissy fits didn’t sound like Arthur, did they? This sounded more like him, keeping impeccably cool in the face of a fire in the STV studio, just out of shot: ‘… Greyhound racing now, and it’s the Scottish Derby in three weeks’ time. I hear there’s a very good dog in Bothwell …’


Or this from commentary: ‘And Denis Law implores the ballboy – quite correctly in my view – to carry out his duties a little bit quicker.’ The lad was dithering, with Montford regarding it as his duty to ensure propriety for any grannies watching, hoping they couldn’t lip-read the Lawman’s actual instruction: ‘Gie us the fuckin’ ball, ya wee basket!’


The two most famous greetings on Caledonia TV are Andy Stewart on The White Heather Club warbling, ‘Come in, come in, it’s good to see you …’ and Arthur’s ‘Good afternoon, and a very warm welcome to Scotsport …’ But only one of them didn’t presage dreadful heedrum-hodrum where diminutive gas board clerks prancing in patent-leather pumps were semi-asphyxiated in the Dunlopillo bosoms of stout women wearing tartan tents.


I have brought along a book for Montford to sign. The Scotsport Football Annual, 1965 edition. With the possible exception of issue No. 5 of The Beatles Monthly, long since lost, this publication says more about me than anything in my possession. It says: ‘I love Scottish football, loved it most when Arthur was keeper of the gallery.’


Regarding the sledge, he may have been surprised by my recall but such was the power he wielded across 2,000 editions of Scotsport, albeit benignly. Those jacket checks were hypnotic. If you didn’t quickly adjust the contrast button on your TV – ask your dad what one of them was – you could end up falling under his spell and following him anywhere. (Most likely, this would be anywhere his beloved Morton were playing, and if not them then the reserves.)


Any appraisal of Arthur will always require Archie’s presence. In the style of those battle-of-the-bands face-offs – Beatles vs Stones or, more relevantly for my peer group, David Bowie vs Roxy Music – we wondered if the world could be divided up into Montford-ites and Macpherson-aholics. Then we quickly realised this was a spurious argument for we loved them both. Archie on BBC Scotland’s Sportscene sometimes liked to pronounce or strive for lyricism; Arthur was more couthie. In our abiding image of Archie he’s standing – indeed, bestriding – a scaffolding gantry, tarpaulin flapping and seagulls dive-bombing as he delivers his Cronkite-ian postscripts. Arthur on the other hand we always see behind his desk, like he’s manning the counter of a well-stocked hardware store, a genial smile inviting us to help ourselves to 15 raggedy minutes of St Johnstone vs Clyde enacted in a Muirton monsoon. Yes, the love was strong.


And these two loved, or certainly liked and unquestionably respected, each other. In England, David Coleman may have been haughty towards Barry Davies who was envious of John Motson being awarded more cup finals than him, but Arthur didn’t stick pins in a tiny effigy of Archie nor vice versa.


The great, lost marketing opportunity – doll replicas with teeny-tiny microphones and teeny-tiny clothes rails of stout commentary clobber?


Not required. One set of highlights per show was all that was needed from this Bing ’n’ Bob-style double act, stars of the long-running feature, Road to Dreamland.*


Any more than that would have been the kind of decadence that causes empires to crumble. None of us demanded every match covered from every conceivable angle, then over-analysed by man-spreading ex-pros in too-tight trousers. If the action disappeared behind a Rugby Park pillar, as it always did, then Arthur could tell us what was going on. If Gordon McQueen on Scotland duty was dawdling on the ball, as he often was, we could trust Arthur to shout: ‘Watch your back!’ This modest amount of televised football might sound like a deprived existence but it was glorious.


So where did Arthur get that jacket? ‘Hector Powe in Gordon Street, Glasgow.’ His best-ever goal? ‘Joe Jordan’s winner in the World Cup qualifier against Czechoslovakia – and do you know he used to play for Morton?’ The cruellest game he had to describe was England 9 Scotland 3. His most difficult interviewee was Scot Symon (‘A nice man but he always froze’). The greatest-ever Scottish player was Gordon Smith. The interview which got away was the same Smith (‘I popped into his post office many times: “Please, Gordon, just a sentence on each of the three clubs where you won championship badges …”’). His biggest blooper was calling Billy Ritchie in the Rangers goal George Niven for 45 mist-shrouded minutes. The most difficult camera position, down near a corner flag, was Third Lanark’s Cathkin Park. The coldest eyrie was Tannadice.


The only piece of televisual advice Montford received came from the Canadian-born host of The Carroll Levis Discoveries Show, the Britain’s Got Talent of the 1950s: ‘Levis told me: “Be nice to the camera.”’ And Arthur was.


He was first in front of it on STV’s opening night in August 1957. Then, in his test-card tweeds, he brought the excitement of the big match to our living rooms, such as for that best-ever goal: ‘Still dangerous … the ball’s flicked across … the keeper can’t reach it … it’s there! Jordan scores! Superb header, the ball’s in the net and it’s 2–1! Magnificent, Scotland. Magnificent!’


At the end of our chat, I helped him back on with his jacket. What an honour. Arthur never found another Yankee Clipper and sadly we’ve never found another Arthur.





* Scottish Television’s second-greatest contribution to the tartan telly tapestry, a round-up of thefts and coshings from a real polisman, Bill Knox, stern of sermon and bristling of braid, as he issued what seemed like the same description of the suspects every time: bunch of toerags, brown anoraks. Not a smart sports jacket among them.


* David Coleman, 1978 World Cup, commentating on Archie Gemmill putting Scotland 3–1 up against the Netherlands: ‘A brilliant individual goal by this hard little professional has put Scotland in Dreamland.’ (See chapter 46)
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‘The pan loaf-fed, ginger-haired, bandy-legged exemplar of Scottish gallusness’



JIMMY JOHNSTONE ALL AT SEA


The brochure for the Queens Hotel in Largs describes comfortable rooms with their own TVs, trouser presses and fine views of the islands of Arran, Cumbrae and Bute.


Well, of course this is the vista. As Basil Fawlty once almost spluttered, what would you expect to see out of a hotel window on the Ayrshire coast? Sydney Opera House? The Hanging Gardens of Babylon? Herds of wildebeest sweeping majestically …?


In the early hours of 15 May 1974, however, insomniacs and all-night lovers opening the curtains would have been presented with an astonishing piece of theatre: the pride of the Scotland team standing up in a small boat, waving an oar above his head like a broadsword or medieval banner, serenading the fishes and bound for goodness knows where.


Was Jimmy Johnstone re-enacting, almost to the day of its fourth anniversary, the transatlantic crossing of Thor Heyerdahl by papyrus craft, which itself was a re-enactment of the journeys made by the Egyptians 5,000 years before?


But a far more momentous date was fast approaching – the Scots were playing England at Hampden. So shouldn’t the imp imperial of the dark blue right wing have been tucked up in bed?


Yes, Heyerdahl ventured by grass hull and Johnstone’s vessel was of more solid construction, but the latter’s expedition had its own challenges. Johnstone wasn’t a celebrated adventurer like Heyerdahl. He wasn’t named after the mighty Norse god who governed thunder and lightning; he was known to one and all as Jinky. While he might have been in possession of oars, there were no rowlocks so piloting the vessel would have been virtually impossible.


Plus, he was well and truly blootered.


The Queens was Scotland’s base for the British Home Championship, and after they’d beaten Wales, manager Willie Ormond allowed the players to step out for a few drinks. Ormond was no disciplinarian ogre and, given enough rope, these guys were never going to use it to moor an entire flotilla in neat rows. Thus it was gone 4 a.m. when they emerged from their lock-in, feeling miraculous.


Here the tale gets a bit fuzzy. As the thistle-breasted braves sashayed along the seafront, David Harvey was supposed to have climbed on to the roof of a beach hut and chucked pebbles at the stragglers who included dribble demon Johnstone.


Martin Buchan, though, insisted he threw the stones, along with Donald Ford. You’d have to listen to Buchan’s version, not least because this pair of swots would surely have been the most clearheaded in the party. But Ford when I spoke to him couldn’t corroborate, couldn’t remember a bloody thing.


Did the hail of pellets send Johnstone scurrying towards the upturned boats and that’s when his bold plan was devised? Or had Jinky already determined that, with night fast turning into morning, what was really needed was ‘a wee sail to clear the heid’? This stacks up. Johnstone’s relationship with transport was far from casual. Terrified of flying, he’d try and win two-legged European ties at home for his club Celtic, to perform literally as if his little life depended on it, as this was his best hope of being excused the away match.


In Largs, he thought he’d mustered a willing crew and, after clambering on to the chosen boat, held out a hand for them to come aboard, only for three right feet – among the most cunningly accurate and deadly in British football – to launch him into the estuary solo with a choreographed dunt.


At first Johnstone thought this was a good laugh and played to the gallery on the shore. What song did he sing? Some were sure it was Rod Stewart’s ‘Sailing’, which would have been perfect, but the bombastic ballad wasn’t released until the following year. Here I trust the recollection of Buchan, the biggest muso I’ve met in football, who identified the track as ‘The Man Who Sold the World’. And I won’t easily forget the Aberdeen and Manchester United defender’s impersonation – essentially him mimicking Jinky mimicking Lulu mimicking David Bowie – complete with slinky-vagabond gyrations indicating that the ship’s skipper had been standing less than serenely on the bridge.


‘Oh no, not me, I never lost control,’ goes the song, but Johnstone was being sucked out by the tide. Davie Hay and Erich Schaedler mounted a rescue mission only the dinghy they selected wasn’t seaworthy. ‘It had so many holes in the bottom the two of them could have had a game of putting,’ said Tommy Hutchison.


No longer comical, the situation had become desperate. Johnstone was in trouble. The quintessential tanner ba’ tyke, the pan loaf-fed, ginger-haired, bandy-legged exemplar of Scottish gallusness, was about to become the man who fell off the edge of the world. His worried team-mates were roaring at him and the commotion woke local residents who raised the alarm.


The police and coastguard raced to the scene but it was two elderly brothers, John and Tam Halliday, who were the heroes of the hour. With intimate knowledge of the water, or watter, amassed over a lifetime’s ploutering, they steered their launch at the pimple on the horizon and rescued the lucky mascot of a nation’s grand, semi-delusional sporting schemes and dreams, the proprietor of JJ’s nightspot in swinging, downtown Uddingston, the smallest, funniest Bash Street Kid, roll-neck jersey hiding half his face.


Relieved to see Johnstone back on dry land and quick to throw their team blazers round shivering shoulders, his chums needed less than three seconds to start tormenting him about the likely fallout from the escapade. What would his wife Agnes say? What would Celtic manager Jock Stein, definitely of the disciplinarian school, say? What would the press say?


The first condemnation came in the foyer of the Queens. ‘Jinky was still chittering under half a dozen jackets,’ said John Blackley. ‘And the proprietor was glowering at him. “Jimmy Johnstone,” she said. “What disgrace you’ve brought on your country and this place.” Jinky popped his head out and sighed: “Please, Mrs Ganley, haud yer wheesht.”’


Maybe compared with his wife, his club boss and the seething moralists of the press box, an inquiry instigated by the meek and mild Ormond should have been the least of Jinky’s worries. But wee Willie, who’d summoned the entire squad for a high-noon interrogation, was on the warpath. ‘He walked in, face like thunder,’ recalled Buchan. ‘The room went silent, but Jinky couldn’t stand the tension. “Christ, you’re giein’ me some looks, sir!” he said. Willie said: “Nae bloody wonder!”’


Johnstone was indeed slaughtered in the papers. The Scottish commentators were excoriating; the English ones dubbed him a clown. But he dried himself off, wrung himself out and made himself available for selection. By a curious coincidence Stan Bowles, England’s flair-packed flankman, also went missing in the build-up to the game, but he failed to show at Hampden and wouldn’t represent his country again. Part-timer.


And Jinky played a blinder. Subjected to his diabolical deedledawdle, it was the English defence that bore the groggy green pallor of men tossed and turned by the waves. Then, at the final whistle, the wee man directed his filthiest scowl towards the high press box for having keelhauled him, followed by the ‘Get it right up yez’ fraternal greeting.


Johnstone and his crew were not just indomitable but unsinkable, and the embarrassment and criticism riled them to great heights. Concluded The Scotsman: ‘The troubles brought a new spirit of fun to the team so that jokes were perpetrated, even on the field against the English. As skipper [Billy] Bremner threw his hands aloft in ecstasy when the game was won, he shouted: “Now we will all get boats.”’




3


‘Scarlett Johansson’s a Hibby’



THE ULTIMATE CELEBRITY FAN


Celebrity fans, who needs ’em? They can come to your club only to swan off to the hated rivals the way actors finish with one role and pick up another (Sean Connery did this, going from Celtic to Rangers). They can come to your club as much-loved children’s TV presenters only to turn into sex pests. They can embarrass you when they talk about your club, getting basic stuff hopelessly wrong, convincing you they didn’t attend the famous cup final and never saw the fabled, quixotic left-winger in the flesh.


But then Scarlett Johansson turns up from absolutely nowhere to express her devotion for Hibernian, and rather than scoff you say: ‘Respect. Love your work. Your biff-bang comic-book blockbusters and your languid art-house curios – oh, and your 2014 calendar, November especially. I’m running a bus to Cappielow on Saturday – well, a reconditioned invalid car from the cinder perimeters of yore, to be precise; it’ll be snug with only enough room for me and you and your impossible beauty – shall I put your name down?’


Admittedly Johansson expressing her devotion for Hearts might have got me swapping teams, doing a Sean, who as a son of Edinburgh’s Fountainbridge really should have been a Jambo himself. But it is with the emerald green that she’s smitten. Can’t resist a young man in durable, crease-free, quik-dri polyester the colour of a freshly mown park on a season’s opening day in a country of high-to-absolutely mingin’ average rainfall. As team liveries go, le couleur vert is oddly rare and almost exotic. The couleur, indeed, of Johansson’s eyes.


In her 2013 flick Under the Skin, Johansson fancies a Hibs fan so much that she eats him. Well, he gets swallowed up by a treacle sea which she seems to be controlling, like Moses in charge of a municipal swimming pool’s wave machine, but this amounts to pretty much the same thing.


Note: this fellow isn’t a follower of Barcelona or Real Madrid or Manchester United whose strips are worn around the globe and even in mud-hut villages lacking running water. He isn’t a fan of those unlovely English clubs nevertheless able to force a fat foot into the sparkly slipper of Premier League membership guaranteeing endless TV riches. He supports Hibs.


Johansson’s character is an extraterrestrial who drives around the West of Scotland in a knackered white van looking for men to seduce. In the original book she butchered and liquidated them into emergency fun-sized meat portions for her starving planet. The movie is slightly less concerned with being a satire on the food industry and slightly more interested in having weird, freaky fun with the idea of otherworldliness.


Underneath the coal-black wig, blood-red lipstick and fake fur, that really is Scarlett Johansson, this world’s most desirable woman – Scarlett flippin’ Johansson! I know actresses film in some highly unusual places but that really is Glasgow’s Argyle Street – the spiritual home of the disposable cigarette-lighter tycoon!


Either you’re an alien here or everything feels alien to you. The alien’s an alien, obviously, but so is Johansson, A-list glamour puss, when she’s surrounded by so many folk in grey jogging bottoms. Real people – real, bag-laden, sad-eyed people – wander into the action, unaware of the cameras hidden in the van’s dashboard and sunshades. And some of the blokes are enticed into the jalopy by the sci-fi femme fatale with a contender for the silver screen’s all-time greatest chat-up line: ‘Can you help me find the M8?’ Now, say the actress was recognised by one of the guys: would it feel any less alien to be getting the big come-on from Scarlett Johansson, sexy actress, on a typical Glasgow Tuesday than it would from a murderous visitor from another galaxy? More, I reckon.


A Hibs fan can feel like an alien on a typical Glasgow Saturday. You’re penned into the away end of one of the big grounds and everyone spits abuse at you, based on their city’s antipathy to your own. Either they’ll shout, ‘You’ll have had your tea ya snobby bastard!’ or, in easy-to-follow Play School mime, tighten an imaginary tourniquet round an arm and make to inject heroin.


Supporters of these other clubs are simply jealous. Yes, there’s been a cold turkey scene played out in a bedroom bedecked in Hibs posters in recent cinematic history, but, come on, the film in question was Trainspotting, just about the coolest and cultiest flick of the last 25 years. It definitely wasn’t Love Actually. When hip moviemakers need a football reference, the Hibees are the go-to club.
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