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Prologue



‘There was never a genius without a tincture of madness.’


– Aristotle


As the straggling foot battalions of the Tartan Army trudged doggedly through the streets of Glasgow’s south side on a November evening in 2008, the autumnal gloom was lifted briefly by a thundering commotion. Scotland v Argentina had never threatened to be the standard, soporific fare of the typical international friendly match. The presence of a bona fide wayward superstar ensured as much. The clamour to be in the same stratosphere as such a man occupied the minds of those traipsing past the boarded up shops on Cathcart Road, Tam O’Shanters perched precariously on their heads.


Suddenly, a police motorcycle, lights flashing urgently, commanded the attention. Squinting their eyes at the plush coach trailing close behind, supporters craned their necks to seek out the source of the persistent thumping that was discernible above a blaring siren.


In a rush to reach the sanctity of Scotland’s National Stadium, the bus driver granted little time for sightseeing. Those with the best vantage points would testify later, however, to the bizarre spectacle of Diego Armando Maradona banging the roof and the windows of the vehicle as he led his players and backroom staff in an impromptu rendering of the Argentine National Anthem.


For three days, this maverick maestro of world football had held court in a city centre hotel. A media scrum had accompanied his arrival at Glasgow Airport as the most unlikely coach since Cherie Lunghi decorated our television screens in The Manageress. The headlines and recounted tales of excess went on for a week, dominating sports pages. Hardened old hacks who normally reserve little more than scorn for Scottish football were suddenly booking business-class seats on the British Airways shuttle from Heathrow. When Maradona indulged in some England-baiting in his pre-match press conference, it was clear he knew how to play an audience. Shameless barely covers it.


That Scotland and Hampden adopted a starring role in the coaching induction of one of the twentieth century’s greatest, most contentious and divisive players was entirely fitting.


It had been here in another friendly match, on an unforgivingly hot June afternoon in 1979, that Maradona announced his arrival on the international stage.


Before 61,918 well-refreshed Scots on the hottest day Glasgow had witnessed in 30 years, Maradona sizzled as he claimed his first goal for his country at the tender age of 18. A Scotland team featuring European Cup winners such as Kenny Dalglish and Alan Hansen, as well as future national coach George Burley, was left tracking shadows in a breathless exercise in futility. To this day, Paul Hegarty, then a Dundee United defender, remains almost scarred by the experience.


‘It was the first time Europe had seen Maradona,’ he recalls. ‘Straight away, you knew he’d very soon be mentioned in the same breath as Pele, Franz Beckenbauer and Johan Cruyff. He was just head and shoulders above everyone else.’


His balance and strength on the ball peerless, Maradona scored the third goal in a 3–1 triumph, flummoxing Scotland’s substitute goal-keeper George Wood with an audacious dummy. Not since the European Cup final of 1960, when Real Madrid outclassed Eintracht Frankfurt in winning 7–3, had the old arena witnessed the likes.


The standing ovation afterwards was deserved, the hype predictable and drawn out.


What came next, as word spread, serves as a cursory tale of the dangers of fame and fortune for the impressionable footballer from the wrong side of the tracks. A life begun in the shanty town of Villa Fiorito spiralled from triumph to turmoil at a dizzying pace.


In the years which followed, Maradona’s fame created a monster. He would go on to win the World Cup almost single-handedly in 1986, suffer the ignominy of being expelled from the greatest show on earth when he was sent home from the 1994 World Cup in the USA after being caught using the banned substance ephedrine (adrenaline), overcome a cocaine addiction, swap cigars with Fidel Castro and utilise the ‘hand of God’ to the collective anger of the English nation, when he punched the ball into the England goal during Argentina’s 2–1 win in the 1986 World Cup quarter-final. All of which was guaranteed to bring a warm welcome from the Scottish nation when he was appointed the coach of Argentina the month before the friendly at Hampden.


The reason for that was simple. In this country, sports fans adhere to an old truth: brilliance and individual application may be admirable, but a sportsman often garners greater appeal when he reveals his darker side. Sir Chris Hoy and Andy Murray might one day sit comparing honours from the queen, reflecting on the glories earned from a life of selfless dedication and commitment. The contrast between these men and Maradona could hardly be starker. Give a child in Wester Hailes, Easterhouse, Lochee or Torry the choice between emulating Murray by lifting a racket at Flushing Meadows, or Hoy by donning latex cycle shorts or becoming a maverick World Cup winner, however, and the chances are they will opt for the Argentine every time. In this country, we like our heroes to come with a health warning.


Our football, like our boxing, has thrown up some tragic figures. In Scotland, we have witnessed all too many footballers who, allowed half an opportunity, will find the most contrived method by which to waste their privileged lifestyles. When the gods of sport bestow greatness upon footballers like Jim Baxter, George Best and Hughie Gallacher, they also hand them great fame and responsibility. The headlines, the adulation, the champagne, the sponsorship deals and the glory suddenly find them, rather than the reverse. And some soon become the victims rather than victors.


Deciding who to omit from any list of Scottish football’s self-destructive mavericks will always be a difficult task. To this observer, there is no shortage of bad boys in a sport with a magnetic attraction for working-class kids on the make, or of players who felt everything was fine even as their lives slowly unravelled.


Those featured here are magicians who under-achieved in some way, either on a short-term basis or by failing to win the honours they might have achieved had they been blessed with the professionalism of Sir Bobby Charlton or Billy McNeill.


There is, for example, no place for the incomparable Jimmy Johnstone. The Celtic winger was as errant as they come, yet you have to draw the line somewhere and one European Cup, nine Scottish League championships, four Scottish Cups and five League Cups hardly represented a career in freefall for the most part, even if Jinky owed his longevity to the firm hand of Jock Stein. Towards the end of his career, at Sheffield United, the drink may have taken a firm grip, but he had already proven himself Celtic’s greatest ever player. The statue standing outside the main stand at Parkhead in his honour hardly hints at a talent cast down a man-hole.


On those grounds Hughie Gallacher, the prolific Wembley Wizard, might also have been omitted. The last man to captain Newcastle to the English Division One Championship was unquestionably a legendary footballer with a love of the good life. But his infamy extended beyond a taste for liquor. In a contentious career, Gallacher pushed Newcastle to the limit with his quick temper and found himself implicated in allegations of accepting illegal payments at Derby. All this before he tragically took his own life.


Amongst other considerations came the thought of including only those born in Scotland. At a time when alcohol abuse is a live political issue, the examples of Barry Ferguson and Allan McGregor, who were banned from playing for Scotland in the aftermath of an extended drinking session while on international duty, prompted the question of whether Scots are particularly prone to stray off the rails.


And yet to omit some of the notorious figures who passed through our game, such as Paul Gascoigne, George Best, Paolo Di Canio and Pierre van Hooijdonk, would have been a great shame. Not all of them were boozers, but they were most certainly frayed at the edges. The mavericks of Scotland’s national game have come in many shapes and nationalities, and with many temperamental make-ups.


Amongst the Scots featured, the chapters on Andy Goram and Chic Charnley encountered unfortunate timing. Both men were working on their autobiographies when I approached them and politely indicated an understandable inability to assist with this book as a result. Where George Connelly was concerned, the reasons for non-cooperation will be clear enough to those familiar with the man’s long-standing problems.


To those I did meet, I explained that the aim is not to find fault or pass judgment. The English, Scottish, Northern Irish, Dutch, Portuguese and Italian superstars featured in this book illuminated Scottish football in their own unique ways, whilst displaying a frightening capacity for self-destruction. Each was blessed with brilliant ability, a genius for the unexpected and the kind of charisma which divides the leg men from the legends. Some, like Best and Celtic’s Three Amigos, were merely passing through. Others rose on a bed of adulation from their kitchen sink estates to become very real heroes. And, very occasionally, villains. Most were loved – or loathed – as much for their failings as their flair.


As this book will seek to demonstrate, aspiring football superstars should be careful what they wish for. Fame and fortune can be fickle mistresses.
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Slim Jim


JIM BAXTER


‘I shall cherish for a long time the memory of Baxter slowing the game down to almost walking pace, insouciantly juggling the ball with instep, forehead and knees while Stiles, no more than a couple of yards away, bobbed up and down, unsure whether to make his challenge at knee or head level.’


– Glyn Edwards, Glasgow Herald


It remains an iconic image; a grainy snapshot of a gloriously black and white past.


On Saturday, 15 April 1967, Scotland’s national team overcame the world champions, England, under the shadow of Wembley’s old Twin Towers. They did so playing beautiful, inventive football. And, in the gleeful words of the late James Curran Baxter, midfielder extraordinaire, by ‘extracting the urine’.


As Baxter observed before his death at the age of 61 in April 2001, victory in itself was never enough. ‘I wanted to show the English how easily we could beat them,’ he said. ‘The manner of winning meant a lot to me.’


Recorded in his many obituaries was the suggestion that the hero of the hour sat reading the Sporting Post in the dressing room until 10 minutes before kick-off. Invited by the team’s management to do some warm-up exercises, the wayward star stretched out his right leg and then his left, all the while his eyes remaining fixed on the newspaper.


‘That’s me warmed up,’ he announced.


Here was a man with the capacity to make a day become one hell of a long night. Every moment, be it with a ball at his feet, a drink in hand, tearing up a betting slip or holding court in the St Enoch Hotel, was for the living. And the less effort required to live it, the more rewarding the moment.


On the pitch, he brimmed with industrial quantities of vision and imagination, if not defensive graft. The instant Baxter juggled the ball in the air, socks around the ankles and shirt half hanging out in trademark fashion that fateful 1967 day, he created a memory which has acquired a legend of its own in the Scots psyche.


What few realise, however, is that Wembley was akin to a last stand, the football death throes of a fading emperor. The drinking and socialising had spiralled out of control, exacting a heavy price in physical terms.


The outline of greatness was diminishing amid a lifestyle of hedonistic chaos. In the home of Scotland’s Auld Enemy, fortified by a pre-match nip of whisky, his feet danced their last great waltz. The demise had already begun.


‘Jim was between Sunderland and Nottingham Forest when he played at Wembley and his reputation went before him,’ recalls Rodger Baillie, the ghost-writer of Baxter’s lucrative 1960s Sunday Mirror column and best man at his wedding. ‘Wembley was his last great hoorah.’


For some, Wembley 1967 remains the national team’s finest hour-and-a-half. England had been 4/7 odds on favourites, Scotland no shorter than 4/1. Baxter’s showboating appealed to a land where little-country syndrome is a national condition. With a chip on both shoulders and a frustrated desire to match a southern neighbour’s size and world influence, ridicule and taking the piss has become Scotland’s default setting. Even if not everyone shared in the joie de vivre of Scotland’s number six.


‘Jim wanted to play to the crowd at 3–1 when we might have scored five or six,’ Denis Law recalls. ‘When I screamed, “Let’s give them a doing!” Jim would smile that infuriating smile of his and reply, “Naw, let’s take the piss out of them . . .” But he was magnificent that day, and you could never stay angry with him for long.’


Sir Alf Ramsay’s England team had captured the Jules Rimet trophy in sterile fashion in the summer of 1966. The team’s lack of wingers and the dearth of any great flourish stood in stark contrast to Baxter’s fast and loose concept of how football should be played. Like Law, the Manchester United striker who had suffered 11 months of triumphalist coverage in the media, this was some form of payback; a victory for style over pragmatism.


The epitome of the ’60s in a Scottish context, Baxter was the forerunner of George Best. The only Caledonian celebrity with the profile and status to match Twiggy or the Kray Twins, pork-pie hats and snazzy ties were his calling card as the staid 1950s came to an end. He celebrated the Wembley victory by swaggering into Piccadilly’s Café Royale in the company of Law.


‘[That] was almost as much fun as playing England off the park,’ he would later recall. ‘There was this big, round table in the middle with 12 hairy-legged Highlanders sitting round it in kilts. Instead of a tablecloth, the table was covered in this huge swatch of lush Wembley turf. They had the kitty in the middle and their drinks all lined up on top.’


The son of a Fife miner, Jim Baxter started out earning £7 a week working underground, but had always marked himself out as distinct from the rest. Before joining Raith Rovers in 1957, he regularly travelled to Edinburgh to spend his earnings on the kind of clothes which added colour to a grimy spit and coal dust community.


Baxter’s football ability did likewise, covering a multitude of sins. Yet as a teenager he had been a slow burner. Moving from Halbeath Boys’ Club to junior side Crossgates Primrose, Baxter played left-half and believed he was heading for a free transfer until Crossgates Secretary Bill Butchart decided his future lay on the left flank of midfield and switched him. Six games later, Raith were impressed enough to make their move.


As Christmas 1959 twinkled on the horizon, his glittering star was in the ascendancy. The young Fifer had witnessed a £12,000 move to Rangers flounder as the Kirkcaldy club held firm in their desire to elicit a higher price from their more illustrious Glasgow rivals. Yet within the pages of a local newspaper, the 20-year-old protégé confidently plotted out his future in an interview.


‘I hate to hear, “Boot the ball! Get rid of it!” ’ he revealed. ‘There are times when there’s no alternative, but when there is no emergency it’s silly to do so.’ No one would ever accuse Baxter of breaking from his personal manifesto.


Revealing that his favoured post-match meal was soup, grilled steak, egg and chips, rounded off with peach Melba, and that Hibs were his boyhood idols, Hill of Beath’s prodigal son also divulged his address at the time to be 93 Sinclair Drive, Cowdenbeath. This was a different, more innocent age of player interrogation. Few of the pampered, high-profile footballers of the current era, cosseted behind high security electronic gates, would dare to divulge that kind of detail.


Neither would they expect to be asked how long they might last in the professional game. Baxter’s interviewer had inadvertently stumbled upon the million-dollar question where this particular player was concerned.


‘If I get 10 more seasons out of the game, I’ll be satisfied,’ he responded. ‘But I like to think that I’ll be able to play a bit longer than that. With my build, I should manage to keep pretty fit, even after 30.’


How poignant those words would prove. Baxter made his final appearance as a Rangers player on 29 December 1969 in a 3–2 triumph over Aberdeen at Pittodrie – 10 years and two weeks after the Sporting Post interview appeared. As predicted, he had indeed made it to 30 as a professional footballer – but only just.


An unsatisfactory spell of National Service in June 1960 had already hinted at an incompatibility with discipline. Baxter flouted convention by socialising with Celtic players – rather than his own teammates. Reared on Scotland’s east coast, where bigotry was in remission, the Fifer saw nothing wrong with his choice of afternoon companions. As Paddy Crerand recalls, however, there were raised eyebrows elsewhere.


‘Myself, Billy McNeill, Mick Jackson and John Colrain would all hang out at Ferrari’s restaurant at the top of Buchanan Street every day,’ recalls Crerand. ‘We would have a nice lunch and Jimmy would travel up from Ibrox and join us. Was that unusual in the Glasgow of those days? It was worse than that, it was crazy. But Jimmy was from Fife, where the bigotry was more remote than it is in Glasgow. He didn’t care a damn what people thought.


‘There was no drinking culture amongst our wee group at that time. We would spend most of the day together, just hanging out. Then, at night, Jim would go his separate way and we’d go ours.


‘The fact was that there was nowhere else to go. It was our equivalent of hanging about the streets. And if we did have somewhere to go we had no money to go there; footballers were maybe paid a bit more than the ordinary working man in the yards, but not much.’


Crerand and Baxter had become friends through serving their country on Scotland duty. Their kinship reached across Glasgow’s great divide to a degree where rumours persisted that Baxter had begun dating Crerand’s (Catholic) sister. With Rangers being a club where outdated traditions meant everything, and marrying Roman Catholics was taboo, this was another early sign of the rebellious streak which could not be tamed.


That Baxter was creating leeway for himself through outstanding performances on the field helped substantially. His arrival transformed a functional team into a great one; with three league championships, three Scottish Cups and four League Cups in a startling five-year spell. A European final defeat to Fiorentina over two legs and two quarter-final appearances added to the team’s aura of greatness.


To supporters, he was a figure of mythical quality. Walter Smith, a Rangers fan who later managed the club, became entranced by his brilliance at a young age:


‘When I was a supporter growing up, Jim Baxter was, without a doubt, the man. On a personal basis, Jimmy Millar was my favourite Rangers player,’ Smith smiles, ‘but Baxter was the best player ability-wise in a team which had so much of it. He stood out as one who had a kind of arrogance about him – but in a good way. It was all, “I’m the best player on the pitch, like it or lump it.” That was the first time I ever became aware of a player with that kind of persona.’


Dubbed Slim Jim, Baxter’s contribution to Symon’s side in this spell was full-bodied. ‘You would have thought his legs had no flesh on them at all,’ smiles former teammate Davie Wilson. ‘He came in a slim boy from a miner’s village in Fife, but Jimmy Baxter was the ingredient we needed at that time.’


Scott Symon was a manager of the old school, his distant approach being exposed in clinical fashion by Jock Stein’s arrival at Celtic in 1965. Yet for all that he would warn younger players such as Willie Johnston to stay away from the devil incarnate in the corner, he himself had been hypnotised by Baxter’s brilliance, prompting a degree of tolerance and indulgence few could conceive of.


Baxter would turn up for training hungover and down a pack of Alka Seltzer before regaling teammates with tales of his carousing in the St Enoch Hotel – the venue which would become his own personal nightclub.


‘Jimmy didn’t give a damn,’ concedes Crerand. ‘He was George Best before George Best arrived on the scene. He began to like a drink and a laugh, but he was so likeable with it. He was carefree. If he couldn’t do you any good then he certainly wouldn’t do you any harm, that’s how I’d describe Jim.


‘We respected each other’s ability and he had that devil-may-care approach to his life until the day he died. What harm was he doing anyone other than himself? But I’m not so sure the Rangers directors saw it that way. Bob Kelly, the Celtic chairman, loved the fact that he came and ate with us rather than his own teammates. It was good, old-fashioned one-upmanship Old Firm style. I don’t think the Rangers board knew what to do with him – or about him.’


That was how Baxter liked it. Rodger Baillie quickly identified a trait in Baxter’s make-up which would explain at least some of the controversies which would blight the great man’s career. Not least when the midfielder had a friend drive him up and down Edmiston Drive, in full public view of the elegant main stand at Ibrox, whilst engaging in amorous activities with a female journalist in the back seat of the car.


‘Jim was fond of gestures against figures in authority. Gestures always appealed to him. Right to the end, he had a devotion towards Scott Symon because he was granted so much latitude. Others didn’t impress him so much.’


Rangers chairman Baillie Wilson provoked grunts of derision from this talismanic man-child, yet the greatest contempt was invariably reserved for SFA secretary Willie Allan, a man Baxter regarded as the epitome of pompous, self-regarding bureaucracy. Their mutual loathing would come to a head twice in the course of 1963, most notably after Rangers, in their Baxter-inspired pomp, destroyed a hapless Celtic 3–0 in a Scottish Cup final replay to secure a domestic double.


An increasingly nocturnal animal, Baxter had been up all night playing roulette in a Fife gambling club before returning to the parental home at 9.30 a.m. with £1,700 burning a hole in his back pocket – a quite phenomenal sum at the time. With a feeling of invincibility based on league results over Celtic that season – and his flawless night at the tables – the playmaker had the Parkhead team chasing shadows, easing off the gas to take the mickey when others in the ranks favoured a more direct approach to avenge the 7–1 hammering sustained in the 1957 League Cup final.


Triumphant at time up, Baxter claimed the match ball and stuffed it up his shirt to adopt the appearance of a heavily pregnant woman. The ball in question was earmarked as a gift for Ian McMillan, the man known reverentially in the Rangers changing room as the Wee Prime Minister. When match referee Tom Wharton approached him to request the return of the ball, the response was in the negative. Hearing of this, Willie Allan, spoiling for a fight with Scottish football’s enfant terrible, took matters into his own hands – marching to the Rangers dressing room to demand the ball’s return. He was informed in no uncertain terms that the ball was a souvenir for Ian McMillan and would remain that way.


The SFA had their revenge of sorts when they sent Baxter a bill for the ball. Whether he paid it or not remains unrecorded. Few would bet on it.


Cheek, rebellion, defiance and sheer bloody-mindedness were becoming a way of life. As Baxter evolved into a Scots celebrity and the integral component of a dominant Rangers team, however, his earnings were steadfastly failing to keep pace with his profile or with players of a similar stature down south.


With Rangers unwilling to significantly up the ante – despite grudging annual concessions of a sort – the rising star of Ibrox accepted the offer of a newspaper column with the Sunday Mirror, which would effectively double his earnings.


Rodger Baillie had already forged a relationship with Baxter on Scotland international trips and took care of ghost-writing the column on a weekly basis. The two men had become acquainted on a trip to Norway in 1963, which also saw Baxter’s first run-in with the officious Willie Allan. Returning to the team hotel inebriated, Baxter marched over to where the SFA blazers sat and threatened to walk out on the team. Already scandalised by this behaviour, the Park Gardens officials were further outraged the next day when a hungover Baxter vomited violently out of an open window on the team coach. Regrettably, the wind did the rest, blowing much of the debris in the direction of SFA selector Bob Thyne.


‘That was quite an impression,’ smiles Baillie in understated fashion. ‘But while Jim could be a desperado in all kinds of ways, he had two sides to him. When we signed him up to do the Sunday Mirror column it raised eyebrows, but he was intensely professional and serious about it.


‘We would run a competition whereby one lucky reader would win the prize of a lunchtime meal with the great man himself. It didn’t matter who won, Jim would be incredibly charming company. They would bring their children or brothers and sisters along and he would go out of his way to pose for pictures and accommodate them. He really was fantastic that way.


‘Jim would turn up for our meetings full of ideas and snippets, because he was the manager Scott Symon’s golden child and he could get away with saying and doing things others wouldn’t have dreamed of.’


His growing reputation was also attracting new friends, some of the superstar variety. Sean Connery, a former Edinburgh milkman, had played Ian Fleming’s James Bond for the first time in Dr No in 1963. His star was rising at a similar rate to Baxter’s and when Rangers faced Red Star Belgrade in a Cup Winners’ Cup play-off at Arsenal’s Highbury Stadium, the two men arranged to meet at the main entrance to the old arena, after Connery had sent a telegram signed simply ‘007’. The Sunday Mirror was delighted when the telegram found its way onto their pages as a showbiz exclusive.


Like Connery, Baxter had emerged from humble, working-class beginnings on the east coast of Scotland. As the movie star earned exorbitant sums from his acting career, however, Baxter was living on an income more in keeping with his Fife roots. Nevertheless, he went to great lengths to look the part of the minted celebrity in the way he dressed.


At Rangers, a collar and tie was the minimum standard required, even for training. For Baxter, however, it was important to set trends rather than follow them. In the working-class environs of the west of Scotland, male fashion was an alien concept in the 1960s. And yet colleagues would enter the Rangers dressing room and find themselves admiring Baxter’s attire.


To teammates, the cut and style of Baxter’s suits were invariably superior to their own high street fashions. The ties, in particular, would be that bit louder than the rest. On away trips in Europe, he was fastidious in the lengths to which he would go to find the trendiest clothing store in town, and the more fashionable and outlandish the garments, the better.


‘It was a statement to him,’ states Henderson, ‘a way of spelling out his personality.’


Discretion was never a word likely to be attached to the extrovert Baxter. In his dress sense, he was asserting his individuality to the world, firmly in keeping with his football swagger.


‘Let’s just say he never suffered from anything resembling an inferiority complex,’ laughs Baillie. ‘He had a remarkable level of self-belief, which never left him.’


The lot of so many modern-day top-flight footballers is to retreat into a world of aloof unreality, exchanging normal life and conversation for a sullen demeanour and an obsessive attention to materialism. Yet Baxter never surrendered his sense of humour or humanity. On a distant, grainy video of a victorious Ibrox side recording a version of the Rangers Song in the early ’60s – a rendering reminiscent, it should be said, of the heather and whisky offerings of New Year television – Baxter can be seen centre screen, laughing almost uncontrollably into the microphone at the sheer absurdity of it all.


On the field, he was more comfortable, enjoying the kind of Top of the Pops billing he preferred. And yet behind the scenes, teammates became disillusioned and concerned by the level of indiscipline being flaunted off it. Symon was reluctant to call the bluff of his star man so long as he was being courted to play for a star-studded Rest of the World team against England at Wembley. Or serving as the fulcrum of the team which stormed to a domestic treble in 1963/64. In the end, Baxter would be cut down to size, not by Symon, but by a combination of swaggering arrogance and an incensed Austrian defender.


In December 1964, Scotland’s champions and treble winners had overcome Red Star Belgrade in the aforementioned Highbury playoff to earn a third-round meeting with Rapid Vienna. Baxter’s assist teed up the only goal of the first leg at Ibrox and, travelling to a snow-bound Austrian capital, Rangers believed they were on their way to the last eight.


Storming to a 2–0 lead, 3–0 on aggregate, Baxter played what most – though not the man himself – believed to be his finest game in a light blue jersey. Right-back Walter Skocik endured a truly miserable evening, lunging bullishly into forlorn tackles and wasteful challenges against his imperious left-sided matador all evening. In the dying stages of the match, Rapid supporters had begun lobbing snowballs at their own team in derision when Baxter beat Skocik once, twice, but not a third time. Tired of the Rangers star man’s grandstanding, the defender lost his composure; the crack could be heard by Baxter’s teammates, including Davie Wilson.


‘In the last minute of the game he was being arrogant,’ Wilson states. ‘I remember shouting to him, “Give it to me, I’ll go to the byline with the ball.” The game was finished, we were winning 2–0. But, no, Jimmy decides to nutmeg him – and the boy clobbered him.’


As Baxter’s right leg was encased in plaster and the Rangers team had their flight diverted to Salzburg, the true implications of the break were slow to dawn. Typically, Baxter marked the evening by organising a party with two friends and some hired female company in his hotel room, cleaning out the minibar in the process. The bill, needless to say, went to Rangers.


‘That broken leg was a real disaster for Rangers Football Club and for Jimmy Baxter,’ claims Henderson. ‘He was a huge presence in the team; he was playing superbly at that point. For me, that season had been his best in a Rangers jersey and this was a huge setback. I know others have said it and I believe it – he was never quite the same player again.


‘I don’t know the reasons for that. There were lots of players who broke legs at that time and recovered well. Dave Mackay, if memory serves, broke his three times and played on at the top level. Willie Ormond and Gordon Smith also overcame it to bounce back – maybe they were better trainers throughout their career. But what happened in Vienna damaged Jimmy psychologically as well as physically.’


Baxter had hitherto regarded himself as almost untouchable to defenders and Rodger Baillie agrees with Henderson’s assessment of the impact the fracture had on Baxter’s air of gliding, aerodynamic invincibility.


‘I was in Vienna that night and his display was as good as you will ever see – especially when you consider the icy conditions. He admitted himself that he had taunted the defender and that, by and large, the tackle was his own fault. He was never quite the same player afterwards. Oh, he produced the flashes of course – most obviously for Scotland at Wembley.


‘But [Rangers] rushed him back from that injury as quickly as they could. He must have worked harder than anyone gave him credit for because he returned to action within four months.’


When he came back in March 1965, Baxter would play only another eight games for Rangers before his annual cash tango with the Ibrox board. This time, the men at the top of the marble staircase decided enough was enough. Earning £45 a week plus a further £42 from his Sunday Mirror column, Baxter had a forthcoming wedding to Jean Ferguson to pay for and believed he should have parity with the top players in England. Scott Symon and Rangers had frowned upon newspaper tie-ups as a rule, but had been happy to make an exception in order to keep the club’s star player content. And yet such tactics could only delay the final reckoning so long. The order came from the Rangers chairman, Baillie Wilson, to sell their prize asset, with the caveat that the blame be shifted onto the ‘disloyal’ agitator Baxter.


If teammates sensed there was always one disciplinary book for the errant Fifer and another for them, most accepted his right to be paid top dollar. When Baxter told them as much on a near daily basis, it was difficult to think otherwise – and yet his conceit was well founded.


‘One of my best memories was when Jimmy and I were picked to play in a Rest of Europe XI against a Great Britain XI in Stoke in Stanley Matthews’ last game in April 1965,’ recalls Henderson. ‘We were at a hotel before the game and in the company of Lev Yashin, the legendary Russian keeper, Ferenc Puskas, one of the finest players ever, and Alfredo Di Stefano. These were the best players in Europe.


‘I was only 19, I was a young kid and I was so excited. We were going to get on the bus to go to the game when Jimmy shouted to me, “Willie, you go on ahead, keep a seat for us, I’m hanging back because Puskas and Di Stefano want my autograph.” Not many folk have the self-belief to even joke about that.’


That Baxter was mixing in such company as he prepared for his final showdown with the Rangers board merely strengthened his resolve to seek a spectacular deal. At Ibrox, however, players were expected to be seen and not heard.


‘One thing football clubs and other walks of life have in common is that people don’t like you rocking the boat,’ adds Henderson, ‘that’s the case throughout society. It unsettles them. Jimmy Baxter and myself were being asked to play beside the best players in the world. So why wouldn’t we ask for a pay-rise? Now, that didn’t make us very popular with the directors of Rangers or with some supporters, because the club were very good at playing the loyalty card. It was frowned upon to ask for a pay rise, it was very uncommon. The reaction when you went up the marble staircase would be along the lines of, “What about the cheek of him?” But there were other clubs who were willing to pay us the money, so why shouldn’t we ask?’


Sunderland were a wealthy, if unfashionable, English club with big ambitions. Baxter’s former Scotland manager, Ian McColl, himself a one-time Rangers player, believed that luring his fellow countryman to Roker Park would send a message of intent well beyond the north-east.


That Baxter’s nocturnal activities had become an open secret in football circles was effectively confirmed by his choice of new club. McColl himself could have been under no illusions after witnessing Baxter’s antics at close range as manager of Scotland.


‘Sadly, there’s no doubt that Jimmy’s reputation went before him in England,’ states Crerand. ‘He had a reputation all right, but it wasn’t a great one. As a footballer, yes, but not as a professional.


‘There were a lot of managers put off by his drinking. Ian McColl knew Jimmy from Ibrox and he probably felt he could change him. You do, don’t you? For years we all tried at Man United to change George Best, and we couldn’t do it. I even took him into my family home.


‘But I knew George and Jimmy well and they were similar in one respect. They would listen to your well-meaning advice for sure, but then they would ignore it. You were banging your head off a brick wall.’


The bigger English clubs had been made aware of Baxter’s talent in 1963 when he first destroyed their national team at Wembley in a virtuoso performance. Yet few were willing to gamble money on a loose cannon with dubious vices.


Even one capable of attracting thousands to Glasgow city centre for a glimpse of the wedding of the year.


‘Jim asked me to be his best man and I asked him, why me?’ Rodger Baillie recalls. ‘I knew Jim on a superficial, professional level and had been in his company in the St Enoch lair once or twice, but I wouldn’t say I was one of his circle as such. His answer was to the point: “You’re the only one I know who can write a f******* speech.”


‘There were hundreds of people at the wedding itself in Jean’s native Coatbridge and hundreds, maybe even thousands, outside the St Enoch Hotel for the reception. It really was like having the Beatles in town.


‘The St Enoch stood on the site of the shopping centre today and there was an incline which allowed people to crowd up to the doors. In that era, Jim was a symbol of the ’60s in Scotland. Reo Stakis, the hotelier and entrepreneur, who had a huge presence at the time in Scotland, wanted to set him up with his own place with Jim’s name above the door. But for all that he was always on the lookout for more money from Rangers, he had a strangely cavalier attitude to making it. He could have earned absolute fortunes at that time from endorsements and so on, but he never took them up.’


Signing for Sunderland in the North British Hotel in Edinburgh, there were plenty who felt Baxter had reached another cavalier decision at the age of 26, when he accepted an £11,000 signing-on fee and a weekly wage of £80 a week – whilst still retaining his Sunday Mirror column earnings. Friends and colleagues held severe reservations about the move.


‘People definitely felt Jimmy could have done better than Sunderland,’ Willie Henderson admits. ‘But you have to remember that Sunderland paid him a huge signing-on fee. Even so, at that stage of his career, you might have thought that a bigger club would come in. The fact is that Sunderland were spending a lot of money then and Ian McColl being the manager was a big influence for Jimmy.’


For some, the move was a source of near funereal mourning. When Baxter scored a wonder goal against Sheffield United in his first home game at Roker Park, a raft of Rangers supporters had made the journey to the north-east of England for the occasion, ignoring the fact that there was a game at Ibrox the same day.


One of the spectators was a young Jimmy Calderwood, who went on to manage Dunfermline and Aberdeen.


‘My father thought Jim Baxter was everything and I agreed. When Jim was at Rangers, my old man took me everywhere to the games. So when he went to Sunderland, we did our usual and followed him. We weren’t alone – there were a load of Rangers supporters there that day. I would say as many as four figures, and the atmosphere was fantastic.


‘The fans just wanted to pay tribute to an absolute legend of his day. After the game, it was like mass hysteria as people crowded him for autographs. In retrospect, they were probably too small a club for his talents.’


The warm welcome was short-lived. A bitter feud with Roker Park legend Charlie Hurley came close to blows being exchanged when Baxter inexplicably arrived on a mission to challenge the defender’s position as club king-pin. ‘There’s only room for one king here, and it’s not going to be you’, was the Scot’s opening gambit. In time, Hurley was far from the only player to be put out by Baxter’s high-profile arrival – or his flagrant disregard for the defensive or disciplinary side of the game.


Len Ashurst played 458 times for the club and would later go on to serve as manager, but retains a sense of grievance at the level of managerial protection afforded to Baxter.


‘I’d have got 550 or maybe 600 (appearances) but for McColl,’ he insists. ‘He bombed me out. It all dated back to him signing Baxter, who was well over the hill when he joined us. He scored twice on his Sunderland debut – but the winger I was marking also scored two and I’d never had that done to me in my career.


‘I went to see McColl afterwards and told him the way Baxter played I was being left with two players bearing down on me. I couldn’t see how the team could survive with Baxter’s non-existent defensive cover. McColl just looked up and said: “Baxter stays in the team – isn’t that right Jim?” And out came Baxter from behind the filing cabinets. I was doomed as long as McColl remained.’


McColl served as Baxter’s champion and protector. He had been prepared to overlook the midfielder’s foibles at a time when others wouldn’t touch him.


‘Sunderland were a big club at that time,’ recalls Crerand, by then already at the start of a hugely successful career with Sir Matt Busby’s Manchester United. ‘Whether they were the club for Jimmy or not is another matter. The truly big clubs were Man United, Liverpool, Tottenham and Arsenal. Once Jim Baxter left Rangers for the first time, it was over as far as I was concerned. I still ask myself, why did he go?


‘I know the answer is probably money, that’s always been the case, but some things are more important that that. He was God Almighty at Rangers, the Messiah. He might have doubled his pay at Sunderland, but was he happy? I don’t think so. In fact, I don’t think he was ever happy during his time in England.’


Whether things might have been any different for Baxter or not in a team where colleagues were more tuned in to his creative abilities is a moot point.


‘It might have been better at Man United,’ argues Crerand. ‘There is more pressure on you at Old Trafford, you had to perform or else, Sir Matt demanded it.


‘I actually remember Jim coming to Old Trafford for a game and absolutely dominating the first 45 minutes, he ran the show. He was nothing less than brilliant. But in the second half he faded because he didn’t keep himself as fit as he should have done. That was the story of his career so far as I could see.’


The reasons for that were familiar; a ready-made replacement for the St Enoch Hotel had quickly emerged. Rodger Baillie no longer took care of Baxter’s newspaper interests, yet kept in touch from time to time.


‘I went down to stay with him once or twice when he was down there and he introduced me to a club called Weatheralls,’ Baillie recalls. ‘He was the king in there all right, whatever was happening at the football club. He took to that aspect of the move fine. But there were better clubs for his talents on the field. Dave Mackay, the legendary midfielder, once told me that Bill Nicholson at Spurs had toyed with the idea of signing Jim, but was scared away in the end.’


Most were. At Roker Park, Baxter’s club career finally reached breaking point during a close season venture in North America, just weeks after his Indian summer at Wembley, his demise triggered by an arrest in another ignominious episode.


In an ill-fated and mildly bizarre venture, the FIFA-backed United States Soccer Association imported 12 overseas clubs to lend some short-term glamour by temporarily adopting the mantle of a state-side franchise. Sunderland became the Vancouver Royal Canadians for the summer, with Scottish clubs Hibernian (Toronto City), Dundee United (Dallas Tornado) and Aberdeen (Washington Whips) also paid $250,000 to grab a slice of the action. In tow with his teammate and cousin Bobby Kinnell, Baxter embarked upon a kamikaze regime of wild living during his stay in Canada.


Along the way there was the occasional football match, providing a young Walter Smith with the biggest thrill of his early career. Smith had ventured from his Carmyle home to watch Baxter’s halcyon days and now, at the age of 18, was presented with the chance to take to the same field as him, when Dundee United – or Dallas Tornado – faced Sunderland – Vancouver – in the round robin competition.


‘I had been aware at the age of 14 or 15 that Jim was a bit of a lad – but then he moved to another club,’ states Smith. ‘And here I was on the same pitch as him in North America. Not only the same pitch, but the same hotel, and it was a bit surreal. Even on a close season tour, playing against United, he still had that arrogance about him. I watched him carefully in that game and the supreme confidence was there. But then it occurred to me that he was purely a brilliant football player, so much better than everyone else. The arrogance maybe wasn’t a contrived or a conscious thing. That was just the way he played his football – it just came to him. I was only 18 and came on as a substitute, and to be playing against this fella who had produced the kind of football I had never seen before was quite something for me.
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