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FOREWORD BY SIR ALEX FERGUSON


Willie Miller is the best penalty-box defender I have ever seen. On the pitch he had that glazed, incredibly-focused look that I have only ever seen in the eyes of Bryan Robson and Roy Keane. Willie had marvellous concentration linked with an unerring instinct to make the right tackle at just the right time. He was a major force as captain of Aberdeen Football Club when I was manager, and had a personal drive that exceeded most other players I have ever come in contact with. He had a steely determination and a real will to win, and was a man who never gave up.


Yes, Willie had some shortcomings as a player, like everybody else, but he was still head and shoulders above most defenders in the game. In his case he did not have great pace, had no great height for a central defender and was not a great passer of the ball, although he was adequate in that department. For all of that, nobody, but nobody, could get past him!


As he developed his captaincy skills, he took on the stature and authority of figures such as John Greig and Billy McNeill who, with their tremendous presence, could influence everyone on the field. Considering the inbuilt advantage in this respect that Greig and McNeill had as captains of the Old Firm teams, it was an even greater achievement for an Aberdeen skipper to be able to dominate a game in this way.


In the summer of 1984, Gordon Strachan, Mark McGhee and Doug Rougvie all left Aberdeen Football Club. All three were great players and vital to my plans, but I felt they were replaceable. I brought in Frank Mc-Dougall to replace McGhee, and believe Frank went on to become the best striker to ever play for Aberdeen. I had signed Billy Stark to replace Strachan, and Billy scored more goals than he did, while Tommy McQueen proved an able replacement for Rougvie.


Although I could cope with such big players leaving, I was adamant that the one player I couldn’t do without was Willie Miller. I remember speaking to the chairman Dick Donald about Strachan, McGhee and Rougvie all leaving at the same time, and told him I could cope with that, but asked him to pray Willie Miller didn’t decide to leave as well! Willie was that important to me, and I knew that his leadership, his drive, his defensive skills and his influence would be impossible to replace. I was proved right in my assumption that we could cope without Strachan, McGhee and Rougvie, as with McDougall, Stark and McQueen in the side and with Willie once again as captain, we went on to win the 1984-85 Scottish League title.


Throughout his career, Willie brought self-belief to the other players, and helped me knock into the minds of the Aberdeen team that they could go to Parkhead and Ibrox and beat Celtic and Rangers on a regular basis. His partnership with Alex McLeish, in the centre of the Aberdeen defence, was the rock on which much of our success was built. Willie was the head of a great dressing-room where humour was a big part of our success. Most of the players I had at Aberdeen had come through the ranks together, and there was a real family atmosphere at the club. There were strong personalities in the dressing-room like Willie, and great humour from many others like our full-back Stuart Kennedy, whose acid assessments could suss out a person in ten seconds flat. However, the wind-ups and the banter were done without malice, and they all played and worked for each other, which was a vital part of our success.


The departure of Willie from Aberdeen Football Club, whenever it happens, and hopefully it won’t be for a very long time, will mark the close of a chapter in the club’s history, remarkable not only for the length of Willie’s association with the one club, but for the fact that it is almost certainly something that will never be duplicated in the future anywhere else.


With the Bosman ruling and the increasing financial hunger of players’ agents, there are a lot of disturbing points for me about modern football. However, I am thankful to have had such loyalty from players like Willie at Aberdeen, and others like Gary Neville, Paul Scholes and Ryan Giggs, who have been with me from the start at Manchester United.


The circumstances in present-day professional football are such that players are moving around more frequently, and a 20-year stay in a playing capacity at any one club, which happened with Willie at Aberdeen, is now an unheard-of occurrence. To head towards 30 years at Aberdeen, when you take in time as manager and director of football, is a remarkable achievement. In a personal message to Willie, I want to thank him for the role he played as captain at Aberdeen when I was manager and for everything he has done for the football club he has served so well, and for so long.


Good luck Willie, I wish you all the best for the future.


Sir Alex Ferguson.




1.


INSPIRED BY WORLD CUP WILLIE


‘Observing such violence close-up was one of the reasons I did not support either Old Firm team’


Glasgow is one of the world’s football-mad cities. Mention Celtic and Rangers anywhere on the planet, and you are likely to gain instant recognition from sports fans. Though it may be hard to believe, as a little boy growing up in a football hot-spot I had no real interest in the game or in the fortunes of either Old Firm club. The fact that I lived in Bridgeton, a Rangers stronghold situated near Celtic Park, makes it even more difficult for people to accept that, throughout my Glasgow childhood, I was one of the few kids who did not inevitably take an interest in football. Indeed, when my pals and their dads were heading off to matches, I would be mucking about in the street and would always refuse offers to join them. Sure, I sometimes took part in kick-abouts with friends, but I did so reluctantly. I was more interested in my school work, and up to the age of 11 the game held little appeal. An uncle did run the bingo nights at Dennistoun Waverley football team’s social club, and that was where my association with the game started, and ended, in those days. I suppose you could say that I came from a tough area, and certainly in the late 1950s and early 1960s the city of my birth was much different to the flourishing Glasgow of today. Then, it was blighted by gang violence, sectarianism and bad housing, and football and a good education were looked upon as escape routes. Now, I am proud to say that things are dramatically different, and whenever I return I am struck by the vibrancy of the city and by the great strides that are being made to end the religious bigotry.


I was born William Ferguson Miller in the maternity unit of Glasgow Royal Infirmary, Duke Street, on May 2, 1955, to mum Jean, who worked as a cleaner, and dad Bill, a toolmaker with Rolls-Royce. My middle name of Ferguson ran in the family, and little did I realize in my early years how much influence a man also bearing that name would wield upon my career. I had two younger brothers, Graham and Brian, a younger sister Jean and half-sister Mary, who was destined to captain the Scotland netball team. My brothers were worthwhile footballers, but did not perform at senior level.


I reckon it took some guts not to support a football team when you grew up in Bridgeton, an area that was home territory to some of the most fanatical Rangers supporters anywhere. The community would come alive after victories over Celtic. Flags would be flown from tenement windows, car horns would be sounded and naturally the pubs would be packed to overflowing. The proximity to the Parkhead stadium of such a Rangers stronghold led to some ugly scenes involving Old Firm supporters on match days. I would witness the fights between rival fans from my bedroom window, and these were certainly not spectacles that earned any credit for my home area. In fact, observing such violence close-up was one of the reasons that I did not support either Old Firm team: I just could not understand why the fans were kicking lumps out of each other. It had nothing to do with football and everything to do with bigotry, and I did not wish to be part of that scenario. Because I was not indoctrinated into supporting a football team, I didn’t really care who won matches between Celtic and Rangers, though obviously most of my Rangers-loving neighbours held rather stronger views. I did have some Old Firm favourites from that era, however, among them John Greig, Willie Henderson, Jimmy Johnstone and Billy McNeill. Each was superb, and each deserves his place in the annals of Scottish football.


Despite the negative points about Bridgeton, I always felt that it reflected a great sense of community. The area still tends to get a bad press, and at times some criticism is justified, but I associated with some good people there. I was brought up in Bernard Street, in a flat within a three-storey tenement which featured gas lights, a tin bath placed modestly behind a curtain and an outside toilet. The family were crammed together in just one room with a kitchen off it, and a bed built into the wall folded down when it was required at night-time. As the oldest child, it was just mum and dad and me to begin with, but when my brothers and sisters came along, the flat proved to be too small. In 1959, when I was four, we moved to Marquis Street and to a tenement flat that boasted two bedrooms. Sheer bloody luxury! We still had to make use of an outside toilet and a tin bath, and sometimes I took a trip to the ‘steamie’ to keep myself clean. Most people of a certain vintage will remember the Glasgow ‘steamie’ as a place for washing clothes, but you could take a bath there too, and I nipped down regularly. I may have grown up in cramped conditions and without the benefits of an inside toilet, but I recall my childhood as a sequence of happy days.


Though I was more interested in classroom studies, there was no lack of encouragement from staff at Dalmarnock Primary School to become involved in football. The people who spotted that I had potential were my teachers, Mr Taylor and Mr Wright, who had me down as a goalkeeper, but only in my final year at primary school did football start to take a hold. If asked what flicked my switch and turned me on, I would point to the 1966 World Cup competition that was contested at various venues in England. Let me make clear that I have always been a proud and patriotic Scot, who would always wish my country to win at any sporting activity – and I know that we were not involved in the final stages in 1966 – but the euphoria surrounding the event whetted my appetite for football. I did not have a television in the house, so I viewed highlights from every game that I could at my aunt’s home or listened to the radio commentaries. And I devoured newspaper coverage to find out all about the players. What also drew me in was the fact that the tournament mascot was a lion called World Cup Willie. Not named after me, of course, but as a youngster I was intrigued to share my name with the World Cup mascot. I ran around Bridgeton proudly sporting a World Cup Willie tracksuit, blissfully unaware that I would be scampering past some Scots who would gladly have seen England knocked out of the competition. I was oblivious to that, and didn’t even mind when England won the trophy, but I was young! Eusebio, the Portuguese wizard, Franz Beckenbauer of West Germany and England’s Bobby Charlton and Bobby Moore were my favourite players in the tournament, and who could forget the heroics of Gordon Banks in the England goals? Certainly not a young, would-be goalkeeper, like me. My favourite match from 1966 was not the Wembley final involving England and the West Germans, but the quarter-final between Portugal and North Korea at Goodison Park. Eusebio was magnificent that day. He hauled Portugal back into the game after they had gone 3-0 down, and thanks to him they won 5-3.


I found the World Cup to be such an inspiring experience that I decided there and then that I wanted to be a footballer. I told my mum of my new found ambition, and she gave me a little smile. I was completely hooked. I played at every opportunity, morning, noon and night, in the street or elsewhere, and sometimes on those dreaded red-blaes pitches which burned and scuffed your skin whenever you fell. I did not wish to be a goalkeeper despite the fact that my form between the goalposts was developing pretty well, but unfortunately my teachers were reluctant to play me anywhere else. Indeed, the only times that I played outfield was with my pals in bounce games at the back of the tenement flats in Bridgeton. Our pitch was the square area where the rubbish bins were kept in big concrete sheds, and I played long into the gathering dusk until my mum shouted me in for bed.


Despite my desire to operate elsewhere in the team line-up, I was asked to trial for goalkeeper for the Glasgow primary schools’ select, and if I was finally selected I would be heading off on an American tour. I had not been out of Scotland in my 11 years of existence, so the thought of crossing the Atlantic was pretty daunting for a lad. The trial match was staged on a pitch across from Ibrox, and the fact that we were beaten by 10 goals to one rather convinced me that I had no chance of making the squad. But then maybe the selectors thought my performance prevented a score of 20-1; whatever, I was the most surprised laddie in Glasgow when I received a letter confirming that I had been selected as one of three goalkeepers in the party. I was delighted, although still a bit apprehensive about travelling all that way without my parents. Flying from Glasgow to New York in 1966 so soon after the World Cup was an incredible journey, a big adventure. I didn’t know anybody in the Glasgow primaries’ select, but I became friendly with a young midfielder at the airport and we sat together on the outward flight. He went by the name of Jimmy Calderwood, and though we were pals on the ensuing tour, we lost touch after we returned home. I could not have predicted that the tousle-haired 11-year-old with whom I got on so well with in the USA would one day be my choice as the manager of Aberdeen Football Club .


I realize that football, or soccer as it known in North America, has come on leaps and bounds in recent years, but when I travelled there for the first time they had no proper grip on the rules. During a match in Trenton, New Jersey, the referee stopped the clock every time the ball went out of play, and re-started it when the ball was thrown back in, as in American football. That meant our game lasted for about 110 minutes, and all the outfield players were knackered at the end. It was the only time that I was pleased to be playing in goal. The family who looked after me in Trenton took a shine to the lad frae Bonnie Scotland. I don’t know what background they thought I had emerged from, but they seemed to consider that I was some sort of deprived little boy, which was nonsense. They even went so far as to write to my mother asking if they could adopt me, as they already had a little girl and thought that I would be the perfect brother for her. By the time the adoption request had been delivered from New Jersey, I was safely back in Scotland. Just as well, for if the letter had arrived while I was still on tour, I could have guaranteed that my mum would have been on the first available flight to the USA to bring me back to Glasgow – just in case the American hosts were of a mind to kidnap me. After I returned from the USA, I found that I had passed my 11-plus tests and would progress to John Street Senior Secondary School, and a major aim when I got there was to convince the teachers who ran the school team that I should play out of goals. I had made progress as an outfield player, but it was a struggle to convince others. I had been pigeon-holed because I had made the Glasgow primaries’ squad, and good goalies were hard to find.
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SEEING RED OVER BLAES


Now it occurs to me that Willie Miller playing in goal at any stage of his football career may seem faintly ridiculous, but I would argue that it made me tough. Any Glaswegian youngster who featured in goal in the 1960s was a brave young man because of the dreadful surfaces on which we were forced to compete. I played most of my schoolboy football on Glasgow Green, with its collection of red-blaes pitches, and for those lucky enough to have avoided performing on such grim and gritty surfaces, let me assure you that you missed nothing, except excruciating pain.


The red blaes – an evil concoction of ash and gravel spread on a firm, concrete base – made for dreadful experiences, and after my first match in goals on the blaes, I returned home with my legs covered in sores and bleeding because of the damage done by diving about to stop the ball. Indeed, on some occasions when I got back to the house, the wear and tear on my legs and arms was so painful that I had to try to sleep on one side, because rolling over on to my back would be too fretful. And if I did manage to get some rest while on my back, my lacerated legs would stick to the sheets, and I had to get peeled off the bedclothes come the morning.


There is absolutely nothing that I can offer in defence of red-blaes pitches. They were vicious, and still are, and they did nothing to develop individual skills, though in retrospect I suppose they did enhance my ability to balance. Good schoolboy footballers would endure playing anywhere, anytime just to get a game, but when I was growing up in the west of Scotland, I was obliged to risk serious injury for the dubious privilege of pursuing the sport that I had grown to love. Moreover, when I think back, I have to wonder how many promising performers stopped playing football because they were sickened by such bad surfaces.


Nowadays, the new generation of all-weather pitches allows youngsters to enjoy the game come rain or shine, but there is a long way to go before all young people in Scotland, particularly in urban areas, are given the chance to play on grass or all-weather facilities all year round. I am pleased that the Scottish Football Association and Scottish Executive are addressing the problem, and have invested £31 million in recent years towards improving facilities at the grass roots. The campaign must be kept up to offer good pitches and changing facilities, and red-blaes pitches must go, once and for all!
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While I’m on the vital subject of facilities, or the lack of them, playing in the street was not a pastime that deserves the romanticizing punted by some folk with selective memories. Yes, at times it was good fun, but it was a sad indictment of the times that I had to depend so much on street games to improve my skills, and it was downright dangerous in a busy place like Glasgow, as I can confirm from first-hand experience. One day I was playing with my mates when a car, which had been stolen, came speeding round the corner. I had my eye on the ball, and was warned by shouts from my pals only at the last moment. The side of the car struck me, and though I was lucky to avoid the full impact, the bruising certainly hurt like hell, and the mental shock of the incident meant that I did not play football in the street much after that. One exception was when my pals and I spotted Harry Hood, the well-known Celtic player, in the neighbourhood as he was on his way to meet a girlfriend at her dad’s pub, Tony’s Bar, on the corner of Bernard Street. Anyway, all the kids joined in an impromptu game with Harry, though he didn’t stay with us that long. This was Bridgeton and Rangers territory, after all.


It took a lot of moaning and groaning and a few notable performances playing outfield for my school team before I finally got my wish to leave goalkeeping forever. But don’t think for a minute that I settled into the role of a central defender straight away, for like every budding footballer with ambitions to be a star, I wanted to score lots of goals. I dreamed of becoming a top-class centre-forward, perhaps a mix of Bobby Charlton and Eusebio. I made the transition from goalkeeper to striker pretty well, to the extent that I was picked for the Glasgow secondary schools’ select in that position in my first year at the ‘big’ school. I remained in the team throughout my high-school years, operating through the middle or wide left. It was as a striker that I first caught the eye of the scouts from professional clubs, who were starting to keep a close eye on my progress. I had undergone a transformation from decent goalkeeper to decent striker, and from a youngster who had not bothered too much about football to one who was fanatical about it. I played for John Street Secondary School every Saturday morning, for Annfield Boys’ Club, who were based in the Gallowgate area of Glasgow, on Saturday afternoons, and for Morton Boys’ Club on Sunday afternoons. All three teams were pretty good, and in the age group above me at Morton Boys’ Club was Tommy Burns, who went on to enjoy a successful playing career with Celtic. John Street Secondary was one of the smallest schools in Glasgow, but we had some fine players and won the Glasgow under-14 cup, which was a fantastic achievement. I thought that lots of the players would progress to careers in the game, but apart from me, only Tommy Brannigan, who played for Leeds United, and John Docherty, who signed for Bury, took such a course. That statistic confirms how difficult it is to make the transition from promising schoolboy player to a top professional.


It is worth noting here the positive role played by the boys’ club movement in inspiring youngsters to develop their football, for industrial action by Scottish teachers during the 1970s undermined the input of the schools. Many teachers no longer supervised teams because of the dispute, and many kids missed out on football training in school. The boys’ clubs did a good job – and still do – instanced by the fact that I turned out for two of their teams at the weekend, but lack of provision in schools was bound to have a long-term negative effect on the national game. Tragedy is not too strong a word.


Around my 14th birthday, scouts from Aberdeen and from other clubs, Celtic included, started talking about signing me up. Aberdeen’s legendary scout, Bobby Calder, was first to get in touch with my parents, and Jimmy Carswell, who went on to become chief scout at Aberdeen, also helped to convince me that my future lay at Pittodrie. Bobby and Jimmy were a real double act: Jimmy did the ground-work by watching me play, highlighting my good and bad points and checking out my temperament, and Bobby, who invariably sported a trilby hat, was a great public-relations man, who could charm the birds from the tree. My mum was concerned that I was set to sign for a team based in faraway Aberdeen, but Bobby sweet-talked her superbly. It was interesting to note that my mum’s first and only concern was for her son’s wellbeing, and she did not inquire about how much money I would earn. I’m sure that nowadays the first priority of parents would still be their offspring’s welfare, but I’m certain too that they would ask about the financial deal on offer, such is the huge amount of money swilling about in the professional game.


I was delighted to sign schoolboy forms for Aberdeen because Eddie Turnbull was in charge, and the first team were doing well. During the 1950s, Eddie had been was one of the Famous Five, the inspirational Hibernian forward line, along with Gordon Smith, Bobby Johnstone, Lawrie Reilly and Willie Ormond, and he was a legend of Scottish football. I was signed in late 1969, four years into Eddie’s time as manager and the year before he led Aberdeen to a famous Scottish Cup win over Celtic. I knew I was joining a club on the up. Bury and Bristol City had been interested in taking me south of the Border, but my mind was made up to head to the north-east of Scotland. The first time that I visited Aberdeen for any length of time, I was a 15-year-old, and I trained with the other schoolboy signings. I was put up at the Brentwood Hotel in Crown Street, which I enjoyed, and I was obviously excited at the prospect of becoming a real football player.


All the practice that I was putting into my football was paying dividends, and a number of amateur clubs came to watch me perform for my school team and for the Glasgow secondary schools’ select. I was most impressed by the guys who ran Eastercraigs, and when I joined them they were starting to build an excellent reputation. Discipline, which is not an easy quality to instill in teenage Glaswegian footballers, was a vital part of their doctrine. They made us wear club blazers to matches, which took some doing as most of the squad did not wear such garments to school. If I did not train or turn up properly dressed, I did not play. These were important rules which helped to discipline me, and I have never forgotten the lessons that I learned. Ian Stevenson and Tommy Rowlands at Eastercraigs taught me the good habits, and encouraged me to be the best that I could. I trained at Shettleston with the team on two evenings each week. The training pitches were awkward to reach, as my family did not possess a car, and I was obliged to catch a bus from Bridgeton – dressed in my club blazer. Not many blazer-clad kids in Bridgeton travelled by bus, and at first I was a bit self-conscious. After a while, though, I was simply proud to wear the Eastercraigs blazer and to carry my kit.


On March 3, 1971, when I was still just 15, I played for Glasgow Boys against London Boys at White Hart Lane, the home of Tottenham Hotspur – a glamour tie that I will never forget. For someone so young to play at such a venue was quite fantastic, and I lined up just behind the strikers with orders to get forward as much as I could. Ian Hair, who was at Duncanrigg Secondary and who would join me at Aberdeen, was in the team, as was Jimmy Calderwood. I hadn’t seen Jimmy, who attended Grange Secondary, since we had visited the USA with Glasgow primary schools, and we were reunited to play against the English. It is interesting, though, to note how few made the grade from that game. Jimmy and me apart, no-one on either side remained in the game as professionals, and our team included useful youngsters such as Jim Scotland from Cranhill Secondary, Paul Feenan of Bellarmine High School and Fred Wright from Govan Secondary.


As football took a hold on my life, I let the academic side drift. At secondary I passed five of six O-Grades that I attempted, and felt that I could have done well if I had proceeded to take Highers. I enjoyed school and was extremely lucky eventually to make it in the world of football, but a career can be ended with one bad tackle, so I would advise any youngsters to take advantage of a sound education. The riches available to modern footballers are huge, but it is important to make plans in case your dreams don’t come true. Not everyone can earn on the scale of a Beckham or a Ronaldo, and salaries at the bottom end of the game are not brilliant. It is hard to get youngsters to listen when I stress the importance of a good education. I’m certainly not trying to suggest that players should not take the risk and give their all to make it in the game. However, I do think it is important that young footballers have some sort of profession or qualification to which they can tap into if things go awry.


In saying that I was lucky enough to make it in football, although my career at Pittodrie nearly did not happen because of an oversight with my registration. Aberdeen sat on my documents, and they were not processed properly for nearly two years. I thought that I had signed, coaches Bobby Calder and Jimmy Carswell were under the impression that they had signed me up, but someone left my forms in a drawer at Pittodrie, and they were not sent on to the SFA, as required. Apparently, I wasn’t the first or last youngster signed on a schoolboy form who found that his registration had not been officially recognised. It seems that clubs would collect players on S-forms rather like stamps, and sometimes they ended up with more than they were allowed by the SFA, thus the surplus youngsters could not be registered. That’s what happened to me, and Aberdeen’s indecision nearly saw me turn my back on the club and sign for Celtic instead. I was 16, and playing striker for the Glasgow secondary schools, when a Celtic scout approached me. This came two years after I thought I had signed up for Aberdeen, and he asked if I wanted to train at Parkhead with a view to possibly becoming an apprentice. I must say that I was tempted, and obviously my mum was keen on such a move, as the stadium was just up the road from our house rather than away up north. Tempted yes, but the persuasive double act of Bobby Calder and Jimmy Carswell had done such a great job in selling Aberdeen to me that I just couldn’t let them down.


The other reason that I did not sign for Celtic was the fact that I had made up my mind that I wanted to get away from Glasgow because of the religious bigotry which affected the city at that time. As I have related previously, I did not support either side of the Old Firm and attended few games. I went to Ibrox and Parkhead perhaps once or twice before the age of 16, and I played at both grounds as a professional far more often than I attended as a spectator. Much of what was going on in Glasgow at that time, it must be said, I just did not like, the gang fights and sectarianism bothered me, and I wanted out. Aberdeen suited me, and if any doubts lurked in my mind about my destination, they were swept away when I saw a picture in a newspaper of a chap who had attended my school – and he was brandishing an open razor at a police officer during an Orange Walk. More positively, there was something special about Aberdeen and its environs that I could not put my finger on. I had gone on a school trip to Rosehearty, Aberdeenshire, and I loved the place. Even back then before my football life was mapped out, I felt an affinity with the north-east. Some sort of force was driving me there, and I really did feel it was my destiny to sign for Aberdeen Football Club. On a long bus journey from Glasgow to Aberdeen, I promised myself that I would work as hard as I could, and make it into the first team. When my dream became a reality, it happened in a way that I could not have predicted.




2.


DRINKING ON DUTY: A DAFT IDEA


‘I wanted to play beside Joe Harper in the first team, rather than just shine his boots’


My Aberdeen career started officially in the summer of 1971. I arrived at Pittodrie bearing my packed suitcase and with £60 of the £250 apprentice’s signing-on fee in my pocket. My bed and board would cost £5 a week, with another £5 sent back to my mum in Glasgow. I wasn’t rich, but I was being paid to do a job that I loved. I was 16 years old, and though confident that I could make the grade as a striker, I possessed all the insecurities of a teenager who had been dispatched to live away from home for the first time. I had to settle down in an unfamiliar city, and the only people that I knew were a few individuals at the football club. On my first day as an apprentice at Pittodrie, Eddie Turnbull, the manager who had sanctioned my signing, welcomed me into his office, but any thoughts that I harboured of a glamorous life as a teenage footballer were quickly dispelled: I was asked to clean the boots and sweep the terraces. Thus, I realised straight away that, although I was part of a big club, it was up to me to get noticed and to force my way into the first team. I would receive expert coaching, but it was up to me to make my mark at Aberdeen Football Club. I liked the fact that my destiny was in my own hands.


I was put up at first in the Brentwood Hotel, where schoolboy signings were accommodated when they trained at Pittodrie during the summer holidays. I had done that a few times, but I was obliged to stay behind on this occasion when the rest of the lads left for home, and just as I was settling into my new life, there came a bolt from the blue. I wandered into the dressing-room on a morning three weeks into my career to be greeted with the disturbing news that Eddie Turnbull had handed in his resignation to take over at his old club Hibernian. I took it badly, for Eddie had signed me. What would the new manager think of me? Who would he be? To make things worse, on the day that Eddie departed I was wound up by the rest of the apprentices, who joked that it was all my fault that he had left, as he realised it was a huge mistake to bring me to the club.


I heard lots of stories about Eddie and how hard a man he was. Everybody rated him highly as a manager, and he was a very strong character. It did not matter if you were an apprentice or a first-team player: if you stepped out of line, he would be down on you like a ton of bricks. The day of Eddie’s departure, reserve team coach Teddy Scott revealed to me that the manager had been obliged to lay down the law at Aberdeen to deal with some strong characters present in the dressing-room during his time in charge. Teddy said that during one Christmas period, Derek Mackay, Ernie McGarr and Joe Harper couldn’t find a taxi after a night-out because all the cabs had been booked in the wintry weather. As they started to walk home, they noticed a road-gritting lorry with the keys in the ignition, so they ‘borrowed’ the vehicle in an attempt to get home. Police stopped them – grit was cascading from the back of the lorry – and duly took them to the station to help with their inquiries. Joe phoned Eddie seeking help. The manager blew his top, telling Joe and the rest that they had got themselves into trouble, and it was up to them to get themselves out of it. He would see them in his office first thing on Monday morning.


Obviously, I would have preferred Eddie to have stayed longer, as he was the man who had signed me. The club decided to promote from within, and Eddie’s assistant, Jimmy Bonthrone, took over. I would have to prove myself to Jimmy, but then I was so far down the pecking order at that stage that it took a while for him to turn his attention to evaluating the potential of the young players. By the time that he did so, I was more confident and had played a few games for the reserves, and felt that Jimmy was keen to keep me on. Eddie and Jimmy were like chalk and cheese, Eddie had been very animated at training sessions, while Jimmy was much more reserved and quiet.


After a few months in harness, I was given the responsibility of cleaning the boots of Joe Harper and other first-team players. However, growing confidence dictated that I wanted to play beside Joe in the first team, rather than just shine his boots. I moved from the Brentwood Hotel into digs close to Pittodrie. Bess and George Sharp had looked after hundreds of young Aberdeen football players through the years, and they warmly welcomed me into their home. I shared a room with another young player, Ian Hair, and we became close friends. After spending much of my childhood squeezed into a two-bedroom flat with two brothers and two sisters, it was great to be sharing a room with just one person, even if it had to be Ian Hair, who had played for Glasgow boys with me in that memorable visit to White Hart Lane. I felt as if I had all the space in the world, and Mr and Mrs Sharp acted like surrogate parents, always ensuring that I was safe in my room by ten o’clock at night. The club obviously wanted their young players to avoid any trouble and to stick to the straight and narrow, and if the regime seems rather restrictive, remember that I was still a wee bit wet behind the ears, and in need of a few helping hands while settling in Aberdeen. The club trusted my landlady and her husband implicitly, and there was no need for a club representative to come round to check on us. What made living in digs even better was the fact I had to drag myself only a few hundred yards to Pittodrie, which meant that I seldom arrived late for training – and enjoyed a longer sleep than many of my colleagues.


When not involved in training, I was expected to undertake all sorts of errands for first-team players, and was sent here, there and everywhere. It amounted to a heartless task, especially when things went wrong, for instance forgetting to pack George Murray’s boots for a match against Dundee. He went mad. Quite understandably. Still, I trained with the reserves under Teddy Scott, a huge influence on me and one of the most significant figures to be associated with Aberdeen Football Club. A great coach and a great man, he is a Pittodrie legend who devoted his working life to the club, and he richly deserves thanks and praise from every Dons fan. When I started in the reserves under Teddy, training facilities were dire, and invariably I found myself on a mini-bus with the rest of the apprentices trying to find a decent pitch on which to train or play. Sometimes we used grass pitches near a local golf course, and other times we had access to university playing fields.


Though I was full of the impetuosity of youth and had faith in my foot-balling abilities, I did realize that I would struggle to make the breakthrough into the first team at such a young age, and it was clear that I needed more tough matches under my belt to help my overall game. A few weeks after I turned 16, Jimmy Bonthrone called me into his office to offer me full-time professional terms. He felt that I had potential, but emphasized that I needed to play on a regular basis, and he wanted to send me on loan to Peterhead Football Club for season 1971-72. I accepted Jimmy’s thoughts on my progression. Aberdeen fielded a reserve team, but they did not play that many games, so it made sense to embrace regular football away from the club. Another young player, John McMaster, who would carve out a great career at Pittodrie, was assigned to Peterhead a year later. Although I had signed professional forms, my money did not improve much. I was getting £5 a week in my hand and £5 was still going back to my mum, and the only change was that I would get an extra £5 a week for going on loan to Peterhead. Jimmy considered that the change would help my game through my experiencing the rough and tumble of the Highland League, and he wasn’t kidding. From my first encounter to the last in that field of conflict, no prisoners were taken.


Aye, playing centre-forward in the Highland League was not for the faint-hearted. I was a tough teenager, and my years playing on those dreadful red-blaes pitches and in the street made me physically strong enough for anything that Highland League players could throw at me. And aim at me they certainly did. They kicked me, elbowed me, swore at me and made it clear they would give no quarter, especially to some upstart from Glasgow who thought he was a bit of a player. I was given a hard time, and opposition players did not flinch from any challenge. They certainly didn’t stand on ceremony, and I learned a lot from my season there. I also scored a lot of goals, which did me a power of good. In one match I came up against John ‘Tubby’ Ogston, who had played for Aberdeen and was a thoroughly-experienced goalkeeper. He knew every trick of the trade, and here was a raw 17-year-old trying to get the better of him. I wasn’t scared of him, and at every corner-kick I positioned myself as close to his goals as possible, so that I could challenge him and his defenders for the ball. Clearly, Tubby had had enough of my presence, and thought that I was a bit of an irritation and needed to be taught a lesson. Midway through the match, we went up for the ball from a corner-kick together, and once again I didn’t flinch in the challenge. As we both hit the ground, the experienced professional punched me in the ribs when the referee was looking the other way. It hurt, I stayed down and needed treatment, and I struggled for the rest of the game. Suffice to say, the ref saw nothing, and Tubby got off with his off-the-ball punch. It was his way of saying: ‘Stay out of my way, young man’, and if I learned anything from that incident, it was to make sure that if I ever did lose my temper, I would make sure it happened when the referee was not looking in my direction. Getting away with off-the-ball incidents like that is well-nigh impossible these days, particularly in big matches, because of all the cameras present, But back then, as I painfully recall, off-the-ball punches or kicks were seldom spotted by the officials.


The other significant lesson that I learned from my time with Peterhead was not to drink before a game. I did it once, but never again. It was Hogmanay 1972 and I was in Aberdeen with none of my family around me on a snow-covered evening, with revellers about to go out to the pubs to celebrate the New Year. Football games in many parts of the country had been called off because of bad weather, and I felt there was no chance of our match against Buckie, which was scheduled for the next day, going ahead. So I went out and got very, very drunk. But my assumption that I would not be playing was wrong. I was roused in the morning by Mrs Sharp, who knocked on the door of my room to tell me that I had a phone-call. On the line was a member of the Peterhead committee, and he confirmed that the game was on. I was horrified and wondered whether I could tell him that I did not feel well, but I was not thinking quickly or clearly enough, stunned as I was that the match against Buckie would go ahead. He probably would have seen through such an excuse, anyway. I dragged myself to the shower in the hope that cold water would bring me round. Not a chance. I put on my tracksuit, and went outside to find Aberdeen covered in snow. How could the game be on?


Five men from Aberdeen had to drive the 30-odd miles to Peterhead, and guess what? The other four, who had spent a quiet Hogmanay, were bright-eyed and bushy-tailed but I felt sick for the entire journey. We had to negotiate snowdrifts, and I was slumped in the back of the car hoping against hope that the game would be called off. Actually, I was praying, but when we arrived, the Peterhead officials said that the game was still on. I transferred to the team bus heading for Buckie, and another slog by road, this time of around 50 miles. Snow lay everywhere, but when we arrived in Buckie, a coastal fishing port like Peterhead, it looked as if a bad-weather exclusion zone had been set up round the burgh. The pitch was in decent condition and playable. I wanted to die.


By this stage, the committee-men had concluded that I was under the weather, though I had not admitted as much. Despite my feeble condition, they decided to play me from the start because I was scoring so many goals for Peterhead, though I might as well have remained on the bus for all that I contributed on the pitch. I could hardly run, my chest hurt, and every time I headed the ball I thought my brain was about to explode. I felt like an old man rather than a young striker, and we were beaten. I felt dreadful after one of my worst football experiences. It was also a good lesson: drinking alcohol on the night before a match is a bad idea and I did not make the same mistake again.


That, as you may have gathered, was the low point in what proved to be of a very productive season for me at Peterhead. I performed so well over the piece, netting 24 times, and remain very proud of that. During my stint at the club, we won the Aberdeenshire Cup by beating Huntly 2-1 in the final, and we had a good side. I made some great friends in the Blue Toon, and played with some fine players, including Johnny Anderson, Adrian Conell, Ally Christie and Louis Duncan. The success that I enjoyed with the Recreation Park outfit also brought a boost to my bank balance. I was still being paid an extra £5 by Aberdeen for being on loan, but I gained win-bonuses from the Peterhead committee. I must admit that I was meant to receive a £2 win-bonus when appropriate, and to collect the sum from one of three committee-men allotted to the task. Confusion often reigned over who had paid what and to whom, and I sometimes ended up with a total of £6. I was not the only player who benefited from such miscalculations, but when I pocketed £6 rather than £2 after a victory, I laughed it off, justifying the extra money to myself as a reward for scoring so many goals!


After my success in Peterhead’s campaigns, I honestly thought that I would make a go of performing as a centre-forward with Aberdeen when I returned to Pittodrie for the start of the 1972-73 season. I proudly took up my position in the reserve team, and thought that I could easily maintain my goal-scoring exploits. How wrong I was. I scored five times in my first 13 appearances for the reserve side, which was hardly a grand record for a centre-forward.


I shrugged it off as a blip in my scoring spree, and the first team had Joe Harper banging in the goals, so I had no complaints about being made to bide my time in the reserves. I kept plodding along upfront, but goals just did not materialize, and I started to drift out of the reserve team. This was simply disappointing at first, then very worrying. I found myself on the bench for the reserve team on several occasions, and that was not a place that I was willing to occupy. In all, concern mounted that my football career might be over before I had even played a first-team game, and I had visions of heading back to Glasgow with my tail between my legs, and of pursuing a career away from football. I was still confident in my ability as a player, but in retrospect the hard fact was that I was not sufficiently mobile to play upfront in a standard of football above that of the Highland League. The physical side of my play had gone down well at Peterhead, but I lacked the refined touches necessary to be a successful striker at Pittodrie. My fortunes had fallen back so much that by mid-December I was sometimes not even making the bench.


Just as I was nearing rock-bottom, fortunes took a turn for the better. Sometimes in life there comes a pivotal moment, an occasion you look back upon that changed your life. For me it happened in a match between Aberdeen and Rangers reserves at Pittodrie on December 16, 1972. A couple of hours before kick-off, reserve team coach Teddy Scott received a phone-call telling him that my pal Ian Hair, one of his central defenders, had gone down with a ’flu bug. Tommy Wilson, another young central defender, had been promoted to the first team, which left Teddy with a selection headache. He decided to move right-back Billy Williamson to the middle of defence and to bring me, the out-of-favour centre-forward who was struggling even to make the bench, into central defence! It was a move that I could not have predicted, but one that I welcomed, for there was no point in getting precious about being played out of position. Now I needed to grasp any chance to make an impression, so I swallowed my pride and pulled on my jersey and got on with the job, temporarily forgetting about my dreams of being a centre-forward. My new role in defence was just temporary, of course. Or so I thought.


As kick-off time approached, I was really looking forward to playing after spending so much time on the sidelines. I didn’t get much advice from Teddy about playing in defence, but I do remember him telling me not to do anything fancy. It was my first game as a defender, and I was not planning to do anything too clever, anyway. He did tell me to mark my man tightly, to win the ball early in the tackle and pass it forward. All good basic stuff. I stuck to the game plan, though initially I felt a bit uncomfortable playing at the back, and wanted to run forward to try to score. I managed to curb the temptation to move up for corners, however, and settled into my defensive role pretty well. As the game progressed, I started to shout instructions to other defenders, and my confidence was boosted. I actually quite enjoyed myself, and the fact that we beat Rangers reserves by 2-0 boosted my morale. Back in the dressing-room, Teddy Scott praised my performance, and gave me the impression that he was thinking of playing me in the centre of defence in the next reserve match. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, as I had been signed as a striker, and in my view I had not become a bad player in that position overnight.


In the next match, I was duly handed the Number 6 jersey. I played alongside Billy Williamson in the centre of defence, and when Billy was promoted to the first team later on, I was joined by Ian Hair, whose injury had led to me playing in defence in the first place. I was wearing my Aberdeen shirt with pride, regardless of position, but still felt this basic need to score goals. I had started the 1972-73 campaign with ambitions of becoming the next Aberdeen star centre-forward, but on the other hand the reserve side were fielding excellent players, many of whom would go on to play for the first team, and we were so effective that we won the Reserve League title and the Reserve League Cup. In the Scottish Second XI Cup, we lost to Hearts in the semi-final in a replay. Our outstanding team included Andy Geoghegan in goal, Billy Williamson, Chic McLelland, me and Ian Hair in defence, with Joe Smith, John Craig and Jimmy Miller in the middle of the park. Upfront – an indication of why I couldn’t get a game as a striker – we had Bertie Miller, Duncan Davidson, Bobby Street, Ian Purdie and Ian Taylor vying for places.


It was clear that my switch of position to defender and the success of the reserve team had got me noticed at the club. If I had been told that I would be knocking on the first-team door as a defender rather than a centre-forward, I would not have believed such a daft notion. The problem I faced now, though, was that the first team had some tremendous central defenders on the books. They included Willie Young, who went on to play for Tottenham Hotspur, and other established stars in George Murray, Tommy Wilson and Henning Boel. It would not be easy to break into a side that could call upon players such as those, but on the other hand one factor acting in my favour was that Martin Buchan, who had signed for Manchester United in February 1972, had not been adequately replaced as sweeper. I was a long way from filling Martin’s boots, but I was beginning to think that I at least had a chance of making the Number 6 jersey my very own.


When I started out as a defender, I did not look upon myself as a centre-half and did not enjoy being described as such. Alex McLeish was a centre-half, but I was a sweeper, the last man, and when Aberdeen played a four at the back, as we usually did, I was the final defender. I liked to think of myself as a thinker and a communicator on the park, and I took control when necessary. That came naturally, and though I am sometimes quiet off the field, I would be barking orders for the 90 minutes of every game. When the reserve campaign concluded, George Murray, who became an Aberdeen coach, suggested that I should train with the first team for their last few games of the 1972-73 season. He was one who saw me as a potential long-term replacement for Martin Buchan, and I am grateful for his support to this day. I thought being moved to the first-team squad was merely to extend my experience, and I did not contemplate making my debut by the end of the season, as only five games were left on the fixture list. Wrong again. Though the position I filled when my first-team opportunity arose came as another surprise.




3.


THE TOUR TO MAYHEM


‘As we kicked off, I could hear shooting coming from the mountains’


Making my Aberdeen first-team debut was an achievement I will remember with pride until my dying day. What made it even more special was the fact that my first game was significant for us, and not a meaningless friendly. My big moment came on April 28 in the last league game of the 1972-73 season against Morton at Cappielow. I had travelled with the first team on a few occasions, but was not even called upon as a substitute. Two days before the Morton game, however, Jimmy Bonthrone invited me into his office and said that he had been pleased with my attitude, and so he was putting me on the bench. To say that I was elated was an under-statement, though I didn’t think I had much chance of playing. Because I thought I was on the bench only to make up the numbers, I slept soundly on the Friday night without a care in the world. Another reason I did not consider that I would feature was because the encounter with Morton was so vital to Aberdeen’s fortunes. We were a point behind Dundee in the battle to secure the final UEFA Cup spot, which fourth place in the league would bring. We had to win and hope that Dundee failed to overcome Hearts at Tynecastle. Could we squeeze into Europe? Nerves were jangling in the dressing-room before kick-off.


I watched from the bench as Morton went in at half-time 1-0 up, and we heard that Dundee were drawing with Hearts. We were up against it, and our hopes of playing in the UEFA Cup the following season seemed to be slipping away. During the break I went through my paces out on the pitch with the rest of the Aberdeen substitutes, still thinking I would not get on after play resumed. In the second half we were struggling to break Morton down, and with 53 minutes gone the manager motioned to someone on the bench to get stripped, and I had to look around for a bit before realising that he meant me. I was excited but taken aback, and my heart sank slightly when he confirmed that I was to replace Arthur Graham. Now Arthur was one of the fastest players at the club, a pacey winger who left defenders standing, which was not one of the qualities that I possessed. I was extremely nervous as I stood on the touchline watching Arthur come off the pitch. The conundrum was that I now fulfilled the role of first-choice reserve-team defender, who had all but given up the notion of playing as a striker, and now that role was about to be reversed with me filling in up front. And not just up front, but in a wide position. Gulp! Not an easy situation for a young player to cope with on his debut in the top team. On the other hand, the chance to perform for Aberdeen was a great honour, and I was determined to make a real go of it, even if I was replacing one of the quickest and finest forwards in Scotland. I entered the fray with chest puffed out to play upfront with Barry Mitchell, and I felt that I put in a satisfactory shift for 37 minutes in what proved to be a successful conclusion for the team. I ran all over the place and chased every ball, and I like to think that I created space to allow Willie Young to equalise on the hour-mark, and that I contributed to the effective link-up play from which Drew Jarvie clinched the winner a few minutes later. Dundee drawing 2-2 with Hearts meant that we finished fourth in the league, ahead of the Dens Park club on goal difference. Aberdeen would play UEFA Cup football in the 1973-74 season.
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ZOLTAN: A LEGENDARY FIGURE?


Though I was unaware of the fact at the time, my debut coincided with Zoltan Varga’s last game for Aberdeen. Zoltan has taken on a legendary status among some followers, but I must admit that for the life of me, I don’t know why. I had watched him in training since he had joined us from Hertha Berlin in September 1972, and he was a skilful player without doubt, but I think the adulation that he received was way over the top.


He came to Aberdeen only after he was banned from German football following a bribes scandal, and he did not stay long. In my book, to be described as a great player for a club, you must show ability over a longer period than the 13 months that Zoltan served. I accept that he had great talent, and at training he could nutmeg an opponent at will, and perform all sorts of fancy tricks.


[image: ]


After the success at Morton, I asked Jimmy Bonthrone why he had played me up front, and he explained that he had agreed with George Murray, the coach who had been pressing my case for first-team inclusion that I had great potential. But the manager thought I was a bit too young and inexperienced to operate in defence, once I got my chance. He judged that the further up the park I was placed on my debut the better, as there would be less responsibility to deal with. When he realised that Arthur Graham was having an off-day, he took a risk and put me on as a striker. He had been delighted with my performance. I learned a salutary lesson from those last few games of the season until I ran on at Cappielow – I hated being stuck on the bench. Thereafter, I told every manager I played under not to put me there. I would rather not be at a game or in a squad if I was destined to languish on the bench. Not my scene. Before I departed for a summer break in 1973, Jimmy urged me to work hard so that I would have a chance of developing into a first-team regular the following season. The question in my mind was: would it be as a striker or a defender? In truth, I now felt more comfortable playing in defence, and I resolved to work hard on my defensive skills and to try to make the Number 6 jersey my own, casting aside my schoolboy dreams of becoming a star striker. I studied closely the skills of Willie Young, who was an out-and-out ball-winning centre-half, particularly the way he marked defenders, and the drills he undertook during training, although he was a very different player to me. Henning Boel also played centre-back at times, and I learned a lot from him. He reflected a smoother approach than Willie, and I liked his style.
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