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Praise for The Management



‘Scotland’s record as a producer of outstanding managers dwarfs that of any other country in the world. This excellent book provides vivid and fascinating insights into that remarkable distinction’


– Hugh McIlvanney


‘A superb book which examines the contribution Scottish managers have made to the global game’


– Scottish Daily Mail


‘A book that is already being viewed as a seminal tome’


– Daily Record


‘The Management will very likely provoke thought, inspire debate and perhaps even go as far as to ignite controversy. A monument to the impossibly impressive number of exceptional football managers produced by Scotland. [It] chronicles with admirable thoroughness their various degrees of greatness as well as their flaws. Discussions and comparisons will inevitably flow from even a quick scan of its contents. Get the book and wallow in the memories’


– The Scotsman


‘A brilliant study on this nation’s contribution to football management. The research and interviews of Grant and Robertson have produced a book bursting with ideas. The Management is a magisterial study in that it considers all evidence and calls an array of witnesses’


– The Herald


‘In a television series way back when, Hugh McIlvanney sought to explain the phenomenon of Jock Stein, Bill Shankly and Matt Busby, but now we have an immense study in print. The first, an outstanding piece of work about remarkable football men. The Management isn’t just a heavyweight football tome, it’s an important contribution to the history of this country covering, as it does, the pit and football park and why one is so inextricably linked to the other. The examination is forensic, the analysis of the miracle of the little nation and the big men utterly compelling. Some of the material that Grant and Robertson have produced on these extraordinary men is quite wonderful. The scale of the book is vast’


– Scotland on Sunday


‘Get your hands on The Management. A must read’


– Daily Star


‘A truly remarkable read’


– Birmingham Post


‘An insightful and diligent study of why Scots make such successful managers’


– The Independent


‘An absorbing study’


– The Telegraph


‘Endlessly diverting’


– Sunday Herald


‘Revealing and insightful’


– The Daily Express


‘A masterly book. Their labours never descend into dry historical analysis, nor mere hagiography. The authors quite literally mine a priceless vein of information. Grant and Robertson don’t overdo the romanticism. Some football books stultify the brain; others demand repeated perusal, and post genuine questions as the precursor to providing interesting, credible answers. The Management has already gained lavish praise and it amply justifies the plaudits’


– The Best Scottish Sports Books of the Year, STV online, December 2010


‘Some of the greatest managers in British football have been Scottish and this admirable book examines the careers of many of those key figures. The Management expertly sheds new light on their characters and is, by turns, inspiring and nostalgic’


– Scotland’s Sports Books of the Year, The Scotsman


‘Well researched. Takes a microscope to the careers of Scotland’s managerial greats without taking itself too seriously’


– News of the World


‘This is a serious work which demands your attention. For those who demand higher standards and a cerebral take on some huge personalities, it’s an essential volume’


– Aberdeen Voice


‘A great book – very entertaining and well-researched’


– David Moyes
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Foreword



Scotland is a country which has influenced what people are doing all over the world. Look through history: Scottish people keep popping up all over the place, whether as inventors, heading multinational companies, or in politics, science or engineering. Scotland always seems to produce leaders, people who do exceptional things. Especially when it comes to football management.


If Sir Matt Busby hadn’t been a football manager but had been, say, a captain in the army you just know that he would have been distinguished and would’ve come home with medals. If he’d been a politician he would have risen to a position of power. There is a quality to leadership that is hard to quantify, but part of it is all the little things that go into making a man and which end up radiating something that makes others think ‘wait a minute, this guy’s worth following’.


Players have to look at you and think you are invincible. They have to think that you believe 100 per cent in your own ability. You have to be able to pull people with you. If any of the great Scottish managers had been weak in any way, or there was a chink in their armour, the players would have been able to detect it. Players just get a sense of that from any leader. You have to show you are strong and you know what you are doing. The great Scottish managers gave off that aura.


I think a working-class background brings values and makes people understand what it means to achieve something. It makes you understand the value of winning. It’s not romanticising things to say many Scottish leaders and football managers have had to fight their way out of situations to improve themselves.


I’m from a working-class, council-house background in Fife. My grandfather was a blacksmith, my dad was an electrician in the dockyard at Rosyth. My wife’s father was a miner. Don’t get me wrong – I’m not saying we lived in a cardboard box in the middle of the road – but things weren’t easy. There wasn’t an awful lot of money. And when you’re a kid you want things. I think when you have that fire in your belly it can lead to great things. Our great managers had that, that real desire to prove themselves.


Think of Sir Alex Ferguson. He has leadership qualities that are tied into that idea of protecting ‘his’ people. He protects the people who do well for him, the people who represent him. It’s like trade unionism. Then look down in England at the teams that are punching above their weight. For me that is an indication of who is doing well in management. You look at Davie Moyes. He has that about him, the same sort of qualities as Sir Alex.


You would not say that most of the great managers were great players. They come to the fore more as managers than they did as players. It’s sometimes not about knowing the game, it’s about understanding the intricacies of people. To me, that’s management. Understanding people rather than understanding football. That’s what all our great managers could do.


There is no single stereotype of ‘the great Scottish manager’ but there are common themes. I think Scots are always trying to prove themselves, trying to prove they are better than people think they are. I don’t know where that comes from but, again, it’s about having that fire in the belly.


I don’t think there is a logical reason why Scottish managers should have all these ‘magical’ qualities which come together, but an inordinate amount of them have done well in English football. We haven’t done so well abroad. I’ve wondered about that in the past. Did they go to England and think that was the pinnacle? Are we reluctant to learn another language? Possibly. Or are we trying to prove something? It’s as though we have conquered England . . . but that’s as far as we’ve wanted to go.


I like listening to other managers after a game when they start talking about things. I’m always looking to find out who’s a threat to me. I think if you can get something over on another manager then your team’s got a chance of getting on top of them. You learn a lot from other managers before and after games, and you can use that down the line.


I aspire to be anywhere near where our great managers reached in the past. The Scotland manager’s job is not seen as the best job in the world. Some people might not even see it as the best job in Scotland. So it’s far removed from what Busby, Ferguson, Bill Shankly and Jock Stein have done. But only Shankly did not manage Scotland at some time during his career and I am sure he would have been hugely proud to do so.


In the history of football there are only so many people who have had the opportunity to manage their country. It is a burden at times; you do feel the weight of everyone’s expectations. But I have a real desire to improve things. And I felt enormously proud to have been given the chance.


Craig Levein





Chapter One



The Master Race
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How the pits, the shipyards and the mean streets created football’s great managers


Fear is one of the first things that comes to mind. The fear of being on the receiving end of a Fergie hairdryer. The fear, just as awful in its own way, of losing Busby’s approval and sensing you had disappointed him. The fear of being injured and knowing that you were no use to Shankly, to the point that he would ignore you if you passed him in the corridor. You didn’t exist to him until you were fit again. The fear of getting a Smith stare in the Rangers dressing room and feeling the temperature drop a few degrees. The fear of Stein, full stop.


The great Scottish football managers have never done hugs and kisses. They’ve never done touchy-feely, holistic, New Age or alternative therapies. Or, if they ever did, they frightened their players into keeping their traps shut so we didn’t find out about it. They’ve never shrugged their shoulders when their team’s been beaten. They’ve never put up with a player talking back to them. Never understood or sympathised when a referee made a mistake which hurt them. Never thought it was a fair point when a journalist criticised. Never written anything off as a bad day at the office. Never felt sorry for themselves. Never backed down. Never, ever, been good losers.


The great Scottish managers have come to represent something in football. They have become the epitome of the tough, aggressive, no-nonsense gaffer. Disciplined, strict and controlling. Hard as nails. Old school. Not to be messed with, not to be crossed, streetwise and armed with every trick in the book. They love hard graft. Their hair is short, their clothes neat, their shoes polished, their posture straight. Ready for anything, be it pinning a player against a dressing-room wall or psychological warfare against opponents, officials, the press or anyone who might constitute ‘them’ against ‘us’. They stand up for themselves, their players, their club and their supporters. They simmer after a setback. They boil. Their temper explodes. Around them, anger management has a different meaning entirely.


And all of that is only a part of the picture. The great ones also innovate. They inspire, they experiment, they take calculated risks. They can charm the birds from the trees or crack a line which makes a room dissolve into laughter. They know football inside out and are also informed by a wider, worldly intelligence. They have an eye for a player. Their judgement is as close to flawless as any managers can get. They see things that others don’t. They are knowing and well-connected, with armies of informants quick to lift a phone and whisper in their ear if one of their players is spotted in a pub or nightclub. But they aren’t always intimidating men who rule with an iron fist. Their genius has often graced the game with the lightest of touches.


For the greatest of them all, genius is not too strong a description. In 2007 The Times published a comprehensive article on the all-time top 50 managers in world football. These sorts of lists are great newspaper material: highly subjective and guaranteed to provoke a row and a reaction from readers. This one was better than most: impressively researched and confidently presented. The top 20 made for compelling reading. It comprised a couple of Englishmen, a couple of Italians, two Dutchmen, two Spaniards, two Brazilians, and one representative each from Germany, France, Argentina, Austria, Portugal and Hungary. That accounted for 16 of the 20.


And then there was the country which made up the rest. The country which produced the most managers of all, twice as many as any other. The country with the smallest population of any of the nations represented on the list. No prizes for guessing which one. Four of their twenty greatest football managers were Scots.


Neglecting to include Sir Matt Busby, Bill Shankly, Jock Stein and Sir Alex Ferguson would have reduced the poll to a comedy item. Those four head a field of Scottish managers who have shaped, dictated and dominated football – occasionally in Europe and almost continually in Britain – since day one. It goes without saying that along the way they collected a mountainous haul of trophies in Scotland, England and Europe.


The volume of silverware gathered by Scottish bosses at club level is breathtaking. The European Cup has been lifted by a Scottish manager’s hands four times. Stein was the first from Britain to hold it with Celtic in 1967, and a year later it came into the possession of Busby at Manchester United. Ferguson brought it back to United in 1999 and then became the only Scot to win it twice, with another triumph for the club in 2008.


Ferguson, this colossal personality, is the most successful manager in the history of the European club competitions. He also has two European Cup Winners’ Cups and two Super Cups to his name (winning each trophy with both Aberdeen and United). Europe has not limited him: he has an Intercontinental Cup and a FIFA Club World Cup success too.


Ferguson, Stein and Busby are among six Scottish managers to have won the big European trophies. Willie Waddell and George Graham took the European Cup Winners’ Cup for Rangers and Arsenal respectively and Shankly delivered the UEFA Cup for Liverpool.


For a country with a production line of managerial excellence it was predictable that there would be these spikes of high achievement on the continent. But it is the hold Scots have had on British football which has confirmed a mastery of the skills required to assemble, organise and inspire hugely successful teams. For decades the domestic trophies within Scotland itself were harvested only by home-grown managers. Men like Celtic’s Willie Maley (who was born in Northern Ireland but moved to Glasgow at the age of one and played at international level for Scotland) and Rangers’ Bill Struth ruled Scottish football from the 1890s to the 1950s. These two giant figures of Old Firm history won 60 leagues and major cups between them.


With Maley, Struth and other natural, charismatic leaders who emerged at clubs like Hearts, Hibs, Aberdeen, Dundee United, and Motherwell, it was little wonder that for almost a century Scottish club chairmen hardly saw the need to appoint an English manager, let alone one from overseas. Few non-Scots have managed in Scottish football. Only in the 1990s did it become fashionable to begin appointing men like Liam Brady, Wim Jansen, Dick Advocaat, John Barnes and Martin O’Neill. Up until then the frequent conquering of England by Scottish managers seemed to amount to compelling evidence that there wasn’t much to learn from anyone else. The country has always regarded management as a serious business. It was a Scot who invented the manager’s dugout, an idea which spread around the world.


Scooping up all the trophies in their own back yard could never have given Scottish managers worldwide respect. The country is too small for its domestic scene to be regarded as a major stage or proving ground. Scottish managers had to broaden their horizons and follow the money. That meant moving south of the border. They did so at the very beginnings of the professional game – the first paid ‘manager’ in the world was a Scot, George Ramsay, appointed by Aston Villa in 1886 – and the drain of talent became relentless. It continues to this day. Oddly, the migration usually extended only as far as England: with only a few notable exceptions, Scots have tended not to take charge of European clubs. Of the four giant figures, Busby and Shankly never served Scottish clubs as either a player or a manager and Ferguson gained full recognition only when he began to deliver trophies for Manchester United. Stein is the exception to the rule: the one manager who achieved full international respect and status for what he accomplished while working only in Scotland.


It is what Scots achieved in charge of English clubs that truly marked them out. By the end of the 2010–11 season England’s top division had been won 65 times by an Englishman and 40 times by a Scot. Given that the population of England is ten times greater, that is a mighty level of overachievement for the wee country.


The most successful manager in English league history is a Scot. The most successful manager in FA Cup history is a Scot. No Englishman has won their League Cup more times than its most successful Scot. The big four clubs in English football were all shaped to varying extents by Scottish managers. The only managerial legends in Manchester United’s history are Busby and Ferguson. Shankly is the most popular and iconic boss Liverpool has ever had. Arsenal’s first manager was a Scot. So was Chelsea’s.


When the 2009–10 season ended the Champions League was 18 years old and only three men born in England had ever been the manager of a club in its group stages: Ray Harford, Sir Bobby Robson and Stuart Baxter (who is the son of a Glaswegian, spent much of his childhood in Scotland and doesn’t mind being described as a Scot). Three managers in 18 years? In the 2008–09 tournament Scotland had three managers in a single Champions League group: Ferguson, Gordon Strachan and Bruce Rioch.


These statistics are trotted out not to belittle the achievements of English managers – men like Herbert Chapman, Bob Paisley and Brian Clough were outstanding leaders who stood comparison with anyone – but to provide a context for the staggering contribution Scots have made in their own country and in the more demanding arena of their larger neighbour. Busby, Shankly, Stein, Ferguson and a supporting cast including George Ramsay, Tom Mitchell, Maley, Struth, Scot Symon, Tommy Docherty, Eddie Turnbull, Jim McLean, Kenny Dalglish, George Graham, Walter Smith, Gordon Strachan, Alex McLeish and David Moyes amount to a remarkable concentration of managerial talent to emerge from a country with roughly the same population as Eritrea or Singapore.


Why the Scots? Why should a small country previously respected for its excellence in finance, engineering, medicine and science turn out to be such a cradle for football managers? How did four of the greatest the sport has seen – Busby, Shankly, Stein and Ferguson – come to be born within 44 miles of each other?


One approach is to consider the qualities and character traits which are found in all of the great football bosses. What makes a manager? No two are exactly alike. There is no textbook for managerial excellence. All that can be said is that there are shared characteristics. All of the greats possess a formidable combination of presence, authority, charisma and toughness. Every one of them enjoys a certain streetwise intelligence and imagination. Most have excellent communication skills and a way with words. They show a fanatical attention to detail. Their thirst for success is unquenchable.


Scotland has a limitless resource of another quality found in the greats, namely a deep-rooted obsession with football itself. The game has held Scotland’s imagination for more than 125 years and the deteriorating quality of her footballers has not weakened the infatuation. ‘In Scotland, football is the game,’ said former Scotland national manager Craig Brown. ‘In England there can be the distraction of cricket and maybe rugby. In Scotland it’s only football.’ His predecessor, Andy Roxburgh, held the same view: ‘We have had an environment in Scotland, a breeding ground, which almost encouraged an obsession with football. Football has been the lifeblood.’


If all great managers have to be football obsessives then a few are bound to emerge from a country which is populated with fanatics. ‘Football is the number one sport in Scotland by a country mile,’ said Tony Higgins, the former Hibs player who became the Scottish representative of FIFPro, the international players’ union, ‘The country as a whole is obsessed with it. Eddie Turnbull used to talk football, football, football. All day long. The best managers I’ve known are obsessive characters. Completely obsessed by football. I remember once having the chance to go into management and a couple of jobs came up. I spoke to the likes of Alex Ferguson and Alex Smith for advice and they said: “If you’re going to do it you have to forget your family.” They were quite clear. To be a successful manager was a 24–hour-a-day job.’


Jim McLean has said that when he was at the peak of his powers with Dundee United in the 1980s he used to set aside only one hour a week to spend with his wife and two sons. He would meet them at a steakhouse at 4 p.m. on a Thursday and return to work at 5 p.m. A man prepared to make that level of personal sacrifice could not be anything other than a formidable opponent.


For almost a century in Scotland professional football was one of the few realistic means of escaping from a hard, unforgiving, dirty life working down coal mines, in shipyards, or in other forms of heavy engineering. Hundreds of thousands of working-class men left school at 14 or 15 years old without a complete formal education. The majority used football as an exciting way to spend their Saturday afternoons and expose themselves to some rare fresh air with friends. For some it was more than that. For those with the talent, it was their lifeline to social improvement. A better life.


Busby, Stein and Shankly all worked down the pits before earning full-time contracts to play football. The game was Ferguson’s way out of a career as a Clydeside toolmaker in the shadow of the shipyards. Each of them was determined that he was never going back. It was the same story in England. Nearly all of England’s great managerial figures were hewn from the same mining or heavy industry backgrounds as the Scots. Paisley was a miner. Chapman and Sir Bobby Robson were the sons of miners. Clough and Don Revie were from industrial Middlesbrough.


Every truly exceptional managerial achiever from Britain has emerged from Scotland or the north of England, with the exception of Sir Alf Ramsey from Dagenham. This suggests a correlation between the creation of outstanding leaders and their formative years being spent in the hard, tight, interdependent communities found in coalmining regions or other areas reliant on heavy industry. Why no great sporting managers from the mining heart-land of Wales, then? Well, some argue that the greatest of them all was Welsh: Carwyn James, another miner’s son from a pit village. Wales had all the ingredients seemingly required to create great dugout leaders except for the essential obsession with football itself. Her game was rugby union, so James blossomed as the legendary coach of the 1971 British Lions.


It seems that the qualities often found in Scottish people are conducive to creating great football men. Others often portray Scots as being dour, joyless and thrifty, fuelled by hard graft and self-denial. Dundee United beat Motherwell 6–1 in a 1981 Scottish Cup tie and manager McLean withheld the bonus they were due for an exceptional performance. ‘There were times when we were sluggish,’ he said, ‘We might have gone out of the cup.’ That appeals to people’s perception of the Scots.


The American satirist P.J. O’Rourke thought the whole of Scotland saw its glass as half empty. He wrote: ‘Racial characteristics: sour, stingy, depressing beggars who parade around in schoolgirls’ skirts with nothing on underneath. Their fumbled attempt at speaking the English language has been a source of amusement for five centuries, and their idiot music has been dreaded by those not blessed with deafness for at least as long.’ P.G. Wodehouse was more succinct: ‘It is never difficult to distinguish between a Scotsman with a grievance and a ray of sunshine.’ Scots would be a sorry bunch if there were no more to them than that. But the satirists are having a laugh. They know the bigger picture.


Many of the great football bosses were shaped by a Scottish upbringing which seemed to arm them with the necessary psychological equipment to cope and excel in the job. ‘Think about the Scottish psyche,’ said Roxburgh, ‘Hard-working, conscientious about what they’re doing, obsessive about what they’re doing, with a winning mentality and real competitiveness. Alex Ferguson has always wanted to win at absolutely everything he’s ever done. It’s like seeing a ten-year-old Scottish kid crying if he doesn’t win at a game of cards. There is a whole chemistry of the environment, of where we’re brought up, the passion for football, the hard-working mentality. We’re not alone in having these qualities. The Italians, the English and so on have these qualities and produce great coaches too. But there are 50 million of them. There are only five million of us.’


So, obsessed with football, hard, competitive and driven by an unremitting work ethic. But what else is in Scotland’s favour? The peerless sports writer Hugh McIlvanney, who himself moved from Scotland to conquer his field in England, pointed to a sense of collective self-assurance and the Scots’ refusal to be belittled or taken for granted.


‘I don’t think it’s silly to suggest that part of the explanation of Scotland’s production of strong, successful managers is the Scots’ ingrained inclination to refuse to think that anyone is superior to us,’ he said, ‘I don’t mean the “wha’s like us” rubbish. That belongs to another section of our collective personality, and it’s a pest. What I’m talking about is the idea that you don’t let anyone shit on your head. You don’t see any reason to let people be presumptuous towards you and you believe that you will be even money with the best of them. If you are aware of having certain talents you are never going to be intimidated about trying to apply them. It may seem less plausible to mention a profound gift for promoting teamwork as another strength the Scots bring to football management, given that whenever we get together, even in twos and threes, our fondness for argument is liable to come to the fore. But we’re also pretty good at sticking together under pressure and nobody can doubt that the lessons in interdependence Busby, Shankly and Stein learned in the pits, and that Ferguson absorbed in his factory days as a trade union activist, gave them a fundamental understanding of the value of teamwork. It was reflected in the teams they fielded.’


Teamwork was certainly prominent among the qualities championed by those Scottish missionaries who helped popularise football around the world a century ago. Scots were at the forefront of the British Empire. Her sailors, engineers, bankers, teachers, scientists and ministers fanned out across the world and that provided a platform to spread education, capitalism, the Bible . . . and football.


‘Successful Scottish football managers are part of a much wider trend,’ said the leading Scottish historian, Professor Tom Devine, ‘It is easy to fall into what I call an “ethnic conceit”, but there’s no doubt that globally the Scots have punched above their weight in a whole variety of areas, and football management is one of them. It’s the same in medicine, in science, in engineering. They played a pre-eminent role, for better and for worse, in the empire. And remember the line “Beam me up, Scotty”? There’s significance to that. In Star Trek the only ethnic groups on Starship Enterprise, apart from the Americans, were a Russian, a Japanese and a Scot.’ If there had been an Enterprise XI, Scotty would have been the manager.


In the late 19th and early 20th centuries Scots arrived in South America, Asia and mainland Europe and taught the innovative ‘Scottish’ football style of short passing and teamwork. At that time the game in England revolved around long kicking or players simply dribbling with the ball until they were dispossessed.


The world was receptive to Scottish ideas. They were hugely significant in establishing football as the sport of the masses in Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay, three countries which would go on to win many World Cups between them. Modern football was introduced to China by a Scot in 1879. Other Scottish coaches worked in Holland, Italy, Hungary and Czechoslovakia. And they flooded into England.


Long before the era of ‘tracksuit managers’ like Shankly and Stein, men with suits, bowler hats and Scottish accents were in charge of clubs such as Aston Villa (George Ramsay) and Blackburn Rovers (Tom Mitchell). Between 1894 and 1920 Ramsay, a Glaswegian, won six league titles and six FA Cups and Mitchell, from Dumfries, won five FA Cups. Scotland’s managerial stamp was on English football from the very beginning.


The early success of Ramsay and Mitchell and the frequency of Scotland’s victories over England in the annual international fixture meant that Scots were seen as having knowledge and understanding of the game. Over the following decades the contribution of Busby, Shankly, Stein, Ferguson and others set that reputation in stone. The modern deterioration of Scotland’s playing standards has not affected the common perception that Scots ‘know the game’.


‘In an odd way the English love the idea of “the Scottish manager”,’ said the broadcaster, cultural commentator and St Johnstone fan, Stuart Cosgrove, ‘That might be to do with national stereotypes and myths. A friend of mine is a Blackpool fan. He once said to me “What Blackpool need is a disciplinarian in charge, they need a hard taskmaster, they need a Scottish manager!” He was just grabbing an available stereotype but he wasn’t associating a Scottish manager with talking about diets or psychology or iced baths or whatever. They see the Scottish manager as the solution when players need to be reeled in and disciplined. They see the gnarled, grizzly Jock.’


It is true that Scottish managers are usually perceived as all being gruff, unyielding and pugnacious. Able to handle themselves. ‘Even real hard men would not challenge them,’ said Hugh McIlvanney, ‘Take Paddy Crerand, a real Gorbals guy. Denis Law used to say, “When Paddy starts, put out the lights and lie on the floor . . .” But one glance from Busby could have Paddy quaking, because he didn’t want to embarrass himself in Busby’s eyes.’


The sense of being a crew of formidable characters has resulted in comparisons being drawn between Scotland’s great managers and her most powerful politicians, those at home in the adversarial bearpit of Commons debates. ‘All Scottish managers I meet seem to be frustrated politicians,’ said spin doctor Alastair Campbell after Ferguson, his friend, gave a 2007 speech about Labour Party values.


Scotland’s First Minister, Alex Salmond, could understand what he meant. ‘There are certain similarities in character traits between our managers and our politicians,’ he said, ‘Scottish politicans often come from a debating background, they are disputatious. It would be difficult not to recognise a Scottish debater, and it would be difficult not to recognise a Scottish football manager. Neither of whom would you probably wish to meet on a dark night . . .’


In his autobiography the broadcaster Alan Green devoted a chapter to his fractured relationship with Ferguson and compared him to his predecessors: ‘I’m told that Bill Shankly and Jock Stein were both men it was best not to cross. And Matt Busby’s withering silences disguised a cut-throat manner when he deemed it necessary. You’ll notice, all of them Scots.’


Whatever their field of expertise, leading Scots know how to look after themselves. The author William McIlvanney, the brother of Hugh, once saw a flash of Busby’s understated but intimidating power when he somehow struck the wrong note with a question during an interview. ‘I still don’t know what I said, it was totally innocent, but I must have tread on a toe somehow because he said “But we’ll no’ be talking about that.” He had such strongly fixed parameters. He must have thought I was angling to ask him about something. I don’t know what it was. I never got to find out, either. I knew instantly I had to back off. I don’t know anyone who would have been keen to take on Bill Shankly, or big Jock, or Alex, and certainly not Matt Busby.’


How could they be anything other than hard men, given the upbringings they had? Their formative years were moulded by tragedy or danger, gnawing hardship, or their parents’ worries about money or ill health. They also shouldered heavy responsibility at a young age. Busby was six years old when his father was killed in the First World War. By age twelve he was walking five miles every morning to get to school. He left at fifteen and went down the pits at sixteen. His mother also took a job at the pit head to supplement her widow’s pension. Shankly was born within five years and thirty miles of Busby. One of ten children, he left school at fourteen and spent two years as a miner until the pit closed and he was unemployed. Stein was only nine years younger than Shankly and born five-and-a-half miles from Busby. Stein was in the mines by sixteen, working in a pit where a three-month sequence of accidents claimed the lives of seven of his colleagues.


Mining united those three. In 1913 there were 140,000 miners in Scotland and 200 pits in Lanarkshire alone. The industry – this fertile source of great football managers – was gradually wiped out by various factors including the rise of alternative fuels. The last deep mine in Scotland closed in 2002, ending the miner-to-manager route.


‘The hardness of their existence and their environment made them challenge and be challenging figures,’ said Archie Macpherson, the broadcaster and biographer of Stein, ‘It’s so obvious, isn’t it? They were brought up hard, they remained hard, and their focal point was being able to transmit that hardness in a sport that they knew inside out. That’s why all of these men seemed to be able to reach the heights.’


It’s no coincidence that Busby, Shankly, Stein and Paisley served time in the dirty, dark and dangerous world of coalmining. The sense of solidarity and comradeship among miners was unsurpassed in any other workforce. Men effectively placed their lives in the hands of their colleagues every time they entered a cage and were lowered down the shaft to the seam. They might be suffocated, crushed by a pit collapse, trapped in an underground fire or killed or injured some other way. The unity of purpose, the shared exposure to death and danger, hardened the miners and enabled them to deal with any other difficulty life might present to them. When they emerged blinking into the daylight at the pit head they rejoined a local community entirely united by reliance on the mine.


‘We all know that, without any desire to over-romanticise mining communities, there is no question at all that they had a great spirit and an imposed spirit of togetherness,’ said Hugh McIlvanney, ‘Men underground had to believe in teamwork of the most basic kind because their lives could depend upon it. I don’t think it’s too fanciful to suggest that the values of mining contributed seriously to the approach that men such as Stein, Shankly and Busby had to their later work in football. A lot of people would possibly sneer at the connection I’m making, but I think they would be foolish to do so. These are not the only men who drew their wisdom for working in football from a background in mining. Jock worked underground until he was 27. He once said to me that he knew that when he was working in the pit that wherever he went, and whatever he did, he would never work with better men.’


The McIlvanney brothers, journalist Hugh and author William, can talk with some authority about miners given that their father spent part of his working life down the pits. ‘Jock once said “If you’ve been down a pit you’re not going to worry too much about a wee kerfuffle in a football club”,’ said Hugh, ‘It gave them terrific perspective on life. They had that experience in the wider world. So when it came right down to it was a football player ever going to bother them that much? Not only had they had to confront real physical danger, but there was the fact they had dealt with really hard men who would be hard with them if they didn’t handle themselves properly. So if a football player might have tried to act the goat with them it really didn’t have much of an effect.’


Archie Macpherson used to detect an attitude when he saw his friend, Stein, engage some adversary or other in an argument. ‘When you saw Stein taking swipes at people he gave a sense that he was thinking “You don’t know what you’re talking about, you haven’t had to face the challenges that I’ve had”. That mining background bred self-confidence bordering almost on arrogance, as it did in Shankly’s case, albeit a pleasant, almost comedic arrogance. It’s maybe too obvious to pick up the mining community thing and dismiss it, say it can’t be that which shaped the great managers, but there is little doubt that Stein spent the early part of his life feeding the rats his piece down the mines. He also had men die beside him in an accident down Bothwell pit. I don’t think miners went down consciously thinking that they might not get out alive, but I think the awareness existed. Life was about survival, making ends meet, and with it an aspiration to get out of that. Anything else in life is probably relatively easier to cope with after that.’


Given the aspects of trust, loyalty, solidarity, resilience and pragmatism required to survive life in the pits, or the shipyards, Tom Devine has said that great human qualities were forged there. ‘These places were universities.’


Ferguson’s upbringing was steeped in shipbuilding. His father and brother worked in the Govan yards and although Ferguson himself did not, the yards were on his doorstep. He was an apprentice toolmaker and the sense of community around the noisy, bustling Clydeside yards was a constant source of wonder to him. At the peak of production 100,000 men were employed in 33 yards on Clydeside. Today there are only three yards and fewer than 4000 workers. Ferguson has talked of the ‘intensity of shared experience’ found when a community is reliant on a single industry. He has left no one in any doubt that Govan made him. If he were born today he would be in a different Govan and he could not evolve as quite the same character.


‘I grew up accepting that shipbuilding was part of the fabric of my existence,’ Ferguson has said. ‘It has been said that the values great managers like Jock Stein, Sir Matt Busby, Bill Shankly and Bob Paisley brought to their jobs in football were rooted in their mining background. I have no doubt it is true and I am sure, too, that any success I have had in handling men, and especially in creating a culture of loyalty and commitment in teams I have managed, owes much to my upbringing among the working men of Clydeside.’


William McIlvanney has admired Ferguson’s sense of ‘Don’t forget where ye come fae’. He said: ‘I was at a game at Old Trafford once and the match programme had small biographies of the two managers. It said “Alex Ferguson, born Govan”. Not “born Glasgow”, but Govan. It was that precision of knowing where he really came from. Not a Glasgwegian, but a Govanite.’


Football became Ferguson’s lifeline to escape. Not to escape Govan – never that – but to escape the uncertainty, monotony and limitations of life as a toolmaker. The lives of working-class Scottish males seemed predetermined and unalterable in the first half of the 20th century. The sons of miners became miners themselves. The sons of shipyard workers became shipyard workers. Further education was all but closed to the majority of the working-class population and there was an accepted inevitability about leaving school, taking a place in the prevailing industry of the region, and settling into the same hard, subsistence existence their parents had gone through.


Professional sport offered the prospect of a better life for the precious view with the talent to merit full-time status. Boxing became a doorway for some but many more used football. Imagine how precious a footballer’s contract would be to someone whose alternative was the darkness, dirt and danger of a life down the pits . . .


‘For unskilled, semi-skilled and skilled labour in Scotland, as Shankly said, football is much wider and deeper than simply a game,’ said Tom Devine. ‘Almost all of these guys left school at 14 or 15. Their aspirations in their particular cultural or social milieu were to excel in the area or areas they knew best, and one of those areas was football.’


Busby left the pits behind when he joined Manchester City, aged 18. Shankly signed for Carlisle United when he was the same age. Stein once said ‘You don’t want to be underground all your life’. A less talented player than the other two, he had to wait until he was 27 before Llanelli became the first club to offer him full-time professional status. When the Welsh club ran into financial difficulties Stein feared losing his full-time status and having to go back down the pits. He was spared that when Celtic offered a contract to return and play in Scotland.


‘People would not have thought that men coming from those areas could become successful businessmen or successful football managers,’ said Macpherson. ‘But they did. I think they cared less about the consequences of their actions. They took chances, and taking those chances was part of the gamble that they took in life. They took chances that perhaps someone from a more protected, or middle-class or even upper working-class environment wouldn’t take, because there the taking of chances simply wasn’t necessary. Nobody cushioned them or mothered them. Some might have gone on to boxing but the sensible and athletic ones saw football as an opportunity to show what they were capable of doing.’


Serving time in ‘real’ jobs before entering football was enormously significant in determining the attitudes, priorities and sense of perspective that men like Busby, Shankly and Stein brought into management. Footballers tend to emerge from the working class, even today, and here were men who knew what it meant to graft for a living.


Ferguson was cut from a similar cloth, born during the Second World War and now the last of his kind in top-class British football management. ‘Alex does represent much the same background and much the same values as the great managers of previous generations, especially those three ex-miners, Stein, Busby and Shankly,’ said Hugh McIlvanney, ‘Having served his full apprenticeship as a toolmaker he knows about earning a living outside football. That’s pretty rare for managers now. These days they usually come through from within the insular world of football and they are not directly acquainted with what goes on in more ordinary workplaces. I’m not suggesting they don’t have enough imagination to realise what it is like to make a living elsewhere, but they don’t have the personal experience of “earning your keep” in any area other than football. And a narrower background tends to mean narrower perspectives.’


Mining and the yards were universities which produced a handful of extraordinary football managers and hundreds of thousands of socialists. Labour was the default party of the Scottish working class for decades. The political sympathies of men like Busby, Shankly, Stein and Ferguson were left-wing, aware and supportive of the issues and concerns affecting the common man. Even a younger manager such as David Moyes has talked of being ‘dead against’ private schools. There was a minute’s silence at the Labour Party conference in 1981 when Shankly’s death was announced. Busby and Stein were interested in miners’ issues for decades after they left the pits.


Stein and Ferguson walked together to a game at Hibs’ Easter Road Stadium during the 1984 miners’ strike. There were collection buckets outside for the striking miners. Ferguson, his thoughts occupied by the game he was about to see, walked past. Stein stopped, flashed his younger friend a challenging stare and asked ‘Here, are you not forgetting something?’. Ferguson had forgotten himself, no more than that. He was as sympathetic to the miners as Stein was and quickly dug out a fiver for the bucket.


‘The miners have been crucial in the evolution of socialism,’ said William McIlvanney, ‘They needed communal values. If you didn’t have a cup of sugar you’d be given a cup of sugar. If you didn’t have a suit for a funeral you’d be lent a suit for a funeral. There was that sense of mutual deprivation that led to a sense of mutual sharing. Remember Shankly saying “If you get them [footballers] to pool all the things they can do for each other, it’s a form of socialism: without the politics, of course . . .” That giving of respect and demanding of respect would be crucial in a managerial position. Now you have players with manic self-esteem because of the money they get. If you have someone like Ashley Cole crying in his car because he thought Arsenal were offering him “only” 50 grand a week, I just find that pathetic. If values have been distorted to such an extent that you are emotionally distraught at not getting the other 30 grand a week they should also be giving you, it’s time to forget it. Abdicate the species.’


The four pre-eminent managers were instinctively drawn to the charismatic Govan trade union leader Jimmy Reid, and vice-versa. Here was a gruff, strong, articulate, hugely impressive man cut from the same cloth as themselves. When Reid led a work-in in a proud attempt to spare the Upper Clyde Shipbuilders (UCS) yards from government closure in the early 1970s the great football figures supported his cause financially and emotionally. ‘They were all of the left, insofar as they had any politics in them at all,’ said Reid, talking to the authors in one of his last interviews before his death in August 2010. ‘They were proud of their origins, they identified with the Scottish working class and that never changed, no matter how successful they were. They were good guys. If you knew them they were very open and if they could help in any way they would do so. I know you have to be able to be a bit of a bastard to be a good football manager, but these guys were all good working-class men and proud of that. Shankly talked about football being a form of socialism. You could argue that in the Scottish working class a huge proportion of men you might call “natural leaders” went into trade unionism or football.’


It is an intriguing idea, that fate might have delivered Shankly or Ferguson into a career in trade unionism or politics, or a charismatic leader like Reid into football management. Ferguson quickly became the representative of the players’ union at whichever club he joined. It was common for the union leader in any club’s dressing room to be a Scot.


‘There was the idea of that generation being inextricably linked to trade unionism, to the nationalised industries, to industry itself,’ said Stuart Cosgrove, ‘Just like today every player has an agent, in those days every player had a relationship to a place of work that wasn’t football. Because Scotland had the big ones – coal, shipyards, steel, all the big, physical industries – it had a culture of organised labour. I’m convinced if you look at any of the big English clubs it would have been Scots who were among the first players’ union leaders, whether it was Jimmy Sirrel or Shankly or whoever. I think the Scottish dressing-room leaders would also have been anti-“the system” or anti-the directors or whatever. Anti-establishment. Within a year of being at St Johnstone Alex Ferguson had already fallen out with the club. You get the feeling they would often be in a tense relationship with the directors. Ferguson at some of his clubs, Shankly at Preston, Docherty throughout his career.’


When Sir Alf Ramsey took over as manager of Birmingham City one of his first acts was to say: ‘There’s one thing in this dressing room I don’t like . . . there are too many Scots.’ This was not a criticism of the quality of players like Kenny Burns, Jimmy Calderwood and John Connolly. Ramsey was acknowledging that the Scots would be strong characters, unionised barrack-room lawyers who were liable to give him trouble if they thought he was taking liberties.


‘Mining and the shipyards developed a strong background of solidarity,’ said Salmond, ‘Us against the world. United we stand. Community. There’s that streak in our great football managers. Maybe a lot of great motivators have that in one way or another. I don’t think it’s necessarily the fact that they came from mining, it’s much more about the solidarity issue. A football manager has to be able to speak to a predominantly working-class group of football players. There are some very smart guys who made it as players – Davie Weir, Maurice Malpas, Alex McLeish are clever men – but even now the number of them who have degrees would be quite low. Craig Levein is an intellectual guy but he also knocked out Graeme Hogg with a punch in a game at Stark’s Park. So intellectual or not, you’ve got to be able to communicate in a language the squad understands. We know that Sir Alex Ferguson does – often with some force – and we know that Jock Stein did. We also know that both of these men and others have the ability to control the uncontrollable. Who else could have managed Jimmy Johnstone?’


Shankly made endless connections between football and socialism. Stein had been a pit delegate representing the concerns of his fellow miners. During his apprenticeship as a toolmaker Ferguson served as a shop steward in the Amalgamated Engineering Union and was actively involved in two Clydeside strikes in 1960 and 1964.


Busby’s leanings were similarly left-wing. ‘Any time I went to Manchester, if there were any posters up saying “Jimmy Reid speaking” or whatever it was, Matt would be on the phone saying I’d to come down to Old Trafford on the Saturday and be a guest of the club,’ said Reid. ‘It was like being part of a Clydeside Mafia! They looked after their ain. In my experience they were very supportive and sympathetic towards whatever problems were affecting the men of the yards. I got to know them all very well. Walter Smith is cut from similar cloth. He has a kind of Scottish working-class character. Although they don’t make a song and dance about it, they are proud of it and they hold on to it. They are principled guys. They represent values that the Scottish working class used to hold quite dear. The funny thing was that when they became managers they would all have their wee fall-outs with the players’ unions!’


Stein and Shankly were teetotal, in defiance of the heavy-drinking environments in which they were brought up. Busby drank in moderation but saw his greatest playing talent, George Best, reduced by the bottle. Ferguson likes a fine wine and owned a pub while he was manager of St Mirren. Perhaps Bryan Robson, Norman Whiteside and Paul McGrath believed that would mean he would turn a blind eye to their drinking when he arrived at Manchester United. Instead, Ferguson identified the ‘drinking club’ as a massive problem and obliterated it by getting rid of Whiteside and McGrath. Robson would have gone too, but his skills were indispensable.


Busby, Stein, Shankly and Ferguson were all spared the predisposition towards heavy drinking which grips so many working-class Scots. At the level they reached, drunkenness and hangovers would be incompatible with the energy, drive and focus required to deliver relentless achievement.


Ferguson brings sharpness, vitality, commitment and competitiveness to all his passions. His 1999 autobiography, Managing My Life, was an enormous undertaking and he went about it with the ambition and thoroughness that he has brought to management itself. At almost 500 pages it was far larger than most sports biographies, albeit he had rather more to fit in than most. It won the 2000 British Book Awards book of the year. The pages reveal the intelligence, the hunger for knowledge, and the range of interests that Ferguson shares with all the truly exceptional managers.


Leaving school early or missing out on further education was no impediment to them. They could hold their own in any company. It can be no coincidence that every one has been refreshingly free from the curse of religious prejudice which still pollutes the west of Scotland. Stein, Shankly, Ferguson, McLean, Graham, Smith, Dalglish, McLeish and Moyes all emerged from Rangers-supporting families, of varying passion, and Busby and Docherty from Celtic ones. All were blessed with wise, principled parents who drummed it into them that there was no place for sectarianism in their lives. That open-mindedness was the intellectual equivalent of having a goal of a start.


‘A lot of the Scottish managers are self-taught,’ said Tony Higgins, ‘It’s like the days of the old Communist Party in Scotland, the Jimmy Reid thing of being self-taught, self-educated. Guys like Fergie read books on being managers and tried to understand it, not from attending a course in university but by reading books about leaders and things like that. He would read about Fidel Castro, or whoever, to absorb lessons about leadership.’


The football historian, broadcaster and journalist Bob Crampsey – a former ‘Brain of Britain’ and semi-finalist on Mastermind – described Stein as having ‘the most powerful intelligence’ he had ever encountered.


Hugh McIlvanney described Stein as a sort of ‘uneducated intellectual’. ‘Many Scots are quick to develop a certain worldliness, a useful freedom from naiveté,’ he said, ‘Along with an alertness to human foibles, there’s often the sense of keen intelligence applied in a practical way. Jock Stein had those advantages, and lot of others. He had a very special mind. Nothing about the game could fool him. He was a complex man, capable of being melancholic, of sinking into moods that took him to depths of introspection. And, naturally, he was too thoughtful not to have serious interests beyond the game. But his passion for football was immense and when he committed himself to it the quality of his mind meant he was a master of team management.’


This form of street intelligence, gained in the rough-and-tumble of their neighbourhoods or the mines or the yards, gave the great managers the priceless advantage of understanding what made men tick. Alex McLeish said, ‘A lot of us have tried to copy big Jock and Fergie and might think it’s about making up fancy words and bamboozling our players with tactical stuff and making long-winded speeches. But then you hear them and you remember that they made it really simple.’


The greats have always been able to strike the balance between encouragement and intimidation. They could sense which of their men responded to an arm around the shoulder and which needed a kick up the backside. Ferguson has always been selective about who was on the receiving end of ‘The Hairdryer’, the ferocious, nose-to-nose bawling he administers to a player who has displeased him.


‘You have to look at the forthright honesty and integrity of these guys,’ said Craig Brown, ‘The blunt truth from the Shanklys and Steins of the world. If you speak from the heart and you know the game it’s impossible for anyone to dispute those qualities. Davie Moyes embodies those qualities right now: straightforward, right down the line, no flannel. There’s an awful lot of bullshit in English management but the Scottish guys are right down the line. They are complimentary when required, critical when required. And there’s a wee touch of humour about them all too. I think a wee sense of humour is useful in a dressing room.’


It has been said that all Scots have a great sense of humour because it is a free gift. Very droll. What’s certainly true is that men like Shankly, Tommy Docherty and Gordon Strachan have enriched football with some great lines over the years. Scottish managers as a whole are seen as having the gift-of-the-gab and being more than capable of holding their own if a rival or journalist tries to put one over on them.


Shankly once claimed that the fact continental Europe was on different time zones to Britain was a conspiracy to inconvenience Liverpool Football Club in the European and UEFA Cups. He once told his players that Manchester United’s Paddy Crerand, whom they were about to face, was ‘slower than steam rising off a dog turd’. When United’s players arrived at Anfield before a game he emerged in their way holding a raffle ticket and told them: ‘Guess what, boys? I’ve had a go on the tickets that give the time when the away team will score. And it says here “in a fortnight”.’


On what it felt like to play for Scotland, he said: ‘You look at your dark blue shirt, and the wee lion looks up at you and says “Get out after those English bastards!” ’


No manager has ever delivered a line like Shankly could, although there have been others who knew how to produce quite a quote. Docherty used to craft and rehearse some of his one-liners before delivery. When a reporter once asked Strachan what he took from the game, he got the reply: ‘I’ve got more important things to think about. I’ve got a yoghurt to finish, the expiry date is today.’ The charismatic former Partick Thistle manager John Lambie produced one of football’s greatest quips when his physio told him during a match that their concussed player, Colin McGlashan, didn’t know who he was. ‘Tell him he’s Pele and get him back on.’


It helped that all of these lines were delivered in that rich, resonant accent. The accent is one of Scotland’s great little gifts. Though Scots may be mocked for being incomprehensible to others, in fact the ability to communicate has taken many to the highest positions in broadcasting and, it seems, has been an advantage in management. ‘I’ve said this to people at the BBC,’ said Gordon Strachan, an occasional pundit himself, ‘There’s something about the accent that sounds authoritative.’ Players know that their Scottish manager’s seductive burr can switch, instantly, to a deep and rumbling sense of menace.


Salmond will always remember the power of McLeish’s voice – and his deliberately sparing use of it – as he spoke to the Scotland players before the final, all-or-nothing Euro 2008 qualifier against Italy at Hampden in 2007. ‘One of the privileges of being First Minister was that I was in the dressing room before that Scotland–Italy game. I was just watching Alex. I was very impressed by his non-verbal motivational techniques before they went out. It wasn’t King Henry at Agincourt, or Robert the Bruce at Bannockburn, or William Wallace/Mel Gibson in Braveheart, but it was very effective. It was just “The folk are here, let’s go and do it”. Very short, staccato, very effective. That was just before kick-off.’


Attaching some significance to the accent is not as flippant as it may seem. ‘I think people hear the Scottish accent and they associate that with someone who won’t be fucked around in the dressing room,’ said Cosgrove.


‘Maybe the gruff accent frightens people,’ said Jimmy Sinclair, the SFA’s former head of youth development who later joined Rangers, ‘Even now I listen to Scottish accents down in England and they are so different. A Scottish accent brings its own football authority. You often hear Scottish pundits on television or radio and so the accent is associated with opinions on the game and – more importantly – knowledge of the game. Fergie sets the tone right away. With the pundits you have Alan Hansen, Gordon Strachan, Andy Gray. There is an association between knowledge of football and Scottishness. The perception is that a Scottish guy is going to know his football.’


In the end there can be no single explanation for Scotland punching above its weight in the production of excellent football managers. Management, like the men themselves, is too complex for that. If it was as simple as saying ‘great managers used to work as miners’ then there would be tens of thousands of them, not a handful. The great forces of background, upbringing, hardship and discipline which shaped them were also be found in cities and regions which created no exceptional managers. Over the past century and more there have been millions of intelligent men who were obsessed with football and devoted endless time and energy to it. None of them became great managers. Hundreds of hardworking, streetwise, former players have tried management and found they couldn’t do it to any noteworthy level.


No two great managers are entirely alike. In terms of their friendship Busby and Shankly were as thick as thieves but in some respects their personalities were polar opposites. There is a vast archive of fantastic, funny, imaginative Shankly quotes; Busby did not trade in quotes. Shankly’s brother, Bob, was a successful manager who said even less. Docherty was a showman who buzzed with life in front of cameras and microphones; Dalglish would have enjoyed his career even more if he had never had to do a press conference. There is no textbook for managerial excellence, at least not one in which the entire checklist must be completed. It is each to his own.


The inescapable fact is that these Scots – Busby, Shankly, Stein, Ferguson, all the others – surely would have been strong, impressive and successful in any walk of life. The influence of mining or the shipyards or poverty or natural empathy with others or an obsession with football simply added more layers to formidable personalities who always had the potential for greatness.


It just so happened that Scotland could offer the perfect brew of conditions for these charismatic figures to blossom into natural leaders. Scotland’s obsession with football meant that talented men were channelled towards the game. Working-class poverty gave them a ferocious drive to better themselves socially and economically. Exposure to danger in traditional Scottish industries like mining or the shipyards hardened them, made them fearless about comparatively trivial decisions, and it made them ferociously disciplined. Socialism – the prevailing political ethos of the Scottish working class – gave them a precious affinity with supporters and their own hungry young players. They instinctively gave and commanded respect.


Stuart Cosgrove has an amusing theory that the quintessential Scottish manager once popped up in a context which had nothing to do with football. ‘Look at the prison warden in the sitcom Porridge. Prison Officer Mackay, played by Fulton Mackay. He looks the part, he comes in, he cuts through the shit, he knows Ronnie Barker’s Fletch is at it, he knows who the jokers are, and it always feels like he’s walked into the equivalent of a dressing room. He’s got the accent, the gnarled looks, the disciplinarian style. He’s the greatest manager Scotland never had . . . And the thing is, that character couldn’t have been in Porridge unless it was recognisable to an English audience as a stereotype – and actually quite a positive one – of Scots. I think there are still a lot of English people who see exactly that sort of guy when they think of a Scottish manager.’


Strachan took the idea one step further. ‘I think Prison Officer Mackay is based on Shankly. Think about it. Disciplined. Everything about him was spotless. Fergie was always like that, his shoes were always spotless. They look the part. We like that. When my players are training I do the running with them. I’m asking players to be disciplined. So they won’t see me carrying fat, they won’t see me smoking or taking a drink. Never. Because it isn’t good for you.’


The greatest Scottish manager of them all is Ferguson. There is a phrase he comes out with now and again which is delivered with a satisfied grin to an audience, usually, of English football journalists. It is a joke intended only to put them in their place, but in the context of management few would entirely dismiss it as a hollow description. He calls Scots ‘the master race’.





Chapter Two



The Pioneers


[image: image]


How Scottish managers have won in England for 100 years


It all began one summer’s day in 1886. What seemed like a small, unremarkable advertisement appeared in the pages of a local newspaper in the English Midlands. ‘Wanted: manager for Aston Villa Football Club, who will be required to devote his whole time under direction of committee. Salary £100 per annum. Applications with reference must be made not later than June 23 to Chairman of Committee, Aston Villa Club House, 6 Witton Road, Aston.’


Readers of the Birmingham Daily Gazette might have been slightly puzzled about what it meant. Football clubs were still quite new and unfamiliar in those days but those that did exist were led by a secretary. Why did they need ‘a manager’? More to the point, what was a manager? The job description in their advertisement was unusual, but Aston Villa then did something which was to become very familiar indeed. They gave the position to a Scot, a Glaswegian called George Ramsay. The decision made a minor piece of history. It meant that technically the first paid ‘manager’ anywhere in world football was Scottish.


This was no leap into the unknown for Aston Villa. Ramsay had been in with the bricks at the club long before the formality of applying for and receiving the position of manager. He had been living in Birmingham since 1871, having arrived to work as a clerk in an iron merchant’s. Some years later he was out for a stroll when he saw some men thrashing a football around Aston Park with enthusiasm and strength but little skill. Ramsay asked if he could play – at first the group strained to understand his Scottish accent – and when they agreed they were immediately startled by his ability. He could control the ball, dribble it and pass far more skilfully than any of them. Here was precisely the sort of fusion of English and Scottish styles which was happening all over Britain. The unskilled group was connected with Villa Cross Wesleyan Chapel and when the kickabout was over they surrounded Ramsay, bombarding him with questions, one of which was ‘Will you join our club?’. They became Aston Villa.


Ramsay soon became Villa’s captain and, as word spread about how fine a player he was, spectators began turning up to watch the little man nicknamed ‘Scotty’. He helped identify an area of ground in the city where it would be possible to charge people a small admission fee. That contributed to the club’s growth, as did his organisational skills and ability to coach the other players in training. Soon Villa were fine exponents of the ‘passing game’.


The club converted from amateurism to professionalism in 1885 and the newspaper advertisement to which Ramsay responded was placed in June of the following year. Although the wording of the advertisement described the position as ‘manager’ the convention of the time was followed and Ramsay was generally referred to as the club’s secretary.


Villa’s teams were picked each week by their committee – including another Scot, William McGregor, the founder of the English Football League in 1888 – but as the secretary of that committee Ramsay’s contribution was immense. He looked after the players, coached and trained them, and was the primary figure in recruitment and transfers. Archie Hunter, the famous Villa centre forward and Ayrshireman, said: ‘It was in the 1886–87 season that Mr George Ramsay, the first Villa captain, became our manager. In that season we practically carried everything before us.’


It was the start of what is still known as Aston Villa’s ‘Golden Age’, a period so influenced by their Scots – Ramsay, Hunter, McGregor et al – that they adopted a Lion Rampant on their club badge. Under Ramsay Villa won the FA Cup in his first season, 1887, and did so again in 1895, 1897, 1905, 1913 and 1920. With six victories (from eight cup finals) Ramsay remains the most successful manager in the history of the FA Cup.


There were league titles, too. Villa proved themselves to be the finest team in England in 1894, 1896, 1897 (making them only the second club to win the league and cup double), 1899, 1900 and 1910. These days football does not know or recognise Ramsay. But in terms of winning the major English trophies his haul is second only to Sir Alex Ferguson. His chairman, McGregor, described him as ‘The little, dapper, well-built laddie.’ Ramsay held his position as secretary (ie, de facto manager) of Villa until 1926, when he was 71, and then became an advisor and vice-president. Nine years later he passed away, ending a fifty-nine-year association with a football club that he came across by chance during a stroll in a Birmingham park. On his headstone he is described as ‘Founder of Aston Villa’.


The evolution of the football ‘manager’ was a vague and unscientific business. Some clubs appointed a manager, essentially in the form that we would recognise them today, years or even decades ahead of their rivals. Others were slower to adapt, or even resistant to change. In the early 1870s all football clubs existed on amateur terms as a vehicle for youths and men to play the game as a pastime. Matters such as fitness, training, organisation, coaching and the trading of players seemed much too trivial for any club to go to the bother of employing someone to deal with them.


As football’s popularity increased and the clubs grew in size, their owners and directors began to find more and more of their own personal business time being occupied by what they had intended to treat as an enjoyable hobby. As the day-to-day running of clubs became too onerous, these chairmen and directors appointed secretaries to deal with the administration and eventually secretary-managers who could also take charge of team affairs. The process was accelerated by the widespread change from amateurism to professionalism in the 1880s. Eventually the directors’ selection committees relinquished control of picking the team at all. At last the role of manager was distinct and established. This chain of events happened at every club, although for some it was well into the 20th century before the manager actually picked the team.


There was no mystery as to why some of the first secretary-managers and managers at English clubs were Scottish. From as early as the 1870s English clubs had offered inducements to sign the leading Scottish players, whose intricate passing, movement and teamwork elevated the game to a level which was not evident elsewhere. It was seen as a sophisticated approach and they were nicknamed ‘The Scotch Professors’. When England accepted professionalism in 1885 Scottish players flooded south to earn from football. Villa, Sheffield Wednesday, Arsenal, Liverpool, Bolton, Newcastle United, Sunderland, Middlesbrough and especially Preston North End had significant Scottish representations. And so did Blackburn Rovers.


Tom Mitchell was born in Dumfries and moved to England in his 20s. What became a glorious relationship with Blackburn began soon after they were formed in 1875 and he was appointed as their secretary-manager in 1884. They won the FA Cup that year, the first of five occasions in which they would do so over the next eight seasons under Mitchell. It was no coincidence: the best players of the day were Scottish, and appointing a Scot in charge gave Blackburn an advantage when it came to recruitment.


Mitchell, an imposing, formidable man who had been a highly respected referee, resigned from Blackburn late in 1896. Twelve years was enough. His reputation was such that the following year he moved to Arsenal to become the great London club’s first professional manager. He resigned there early in 1898, without adding to his haul of trophies, and returned to Blackburn.


Others followed Ramsay and Mitchell. In 1901 John Cameron, from Ayr, did something no other manager has ever achieved. Tottenham’s victory in the FA Cup final that year remains the only time a club from outwith the English League has won that trophy. Spurs were in the Southern League at the time. Cameron began as their player/manager in 1899 – he scored in their FA Cup final replay win over Sheffield United – and remained in charge until 1907. He was a cool customer. He was the last Spurs player to walk onto the field for the cup final and did so nonchalantly, his hands in his pockets.


Cameron had what would later seem like typical Scottish socialist instincts: he was the first secretary of the Association Footballers’ Union, aimed at improving footballers’ terms. But he was also aware of a manager’s place in the social order. ‘The manager is not the sole governing authority,’ he once said. ‘As regards his status, he is indubitably the servant of the club directors.’


Scots were everywhere, represented extensively at almost every major club and occupying many of the positions of power in English football. Sunderland were the champions of England in 1902 under the management of Alex Mackie, from Banff. They scored only 50 times in 34 games but their defence was excellent. In 1904 there was the unique distinction of the Scottish and English FA Cups being won by a pair of brothers. After Willie Maley had harvested one of his multiple Scottish Cup wins with Celtic, seven days later his brother, Tom, delivered the first major trophy in Manchester City’s history by lifting the FA Cup with a final win over Bolton. The following year, 1905, John Robertson, from Dumbarton, was appointed as the first manager of Chelsea.


Official records show that Newcastle United teams were picked by a selection committee until 1930. The club secretary, though, was Frank Watt, another Scot, and most ‘Toon’ historians would recognise and appreciate his primary role in the organisation, coaching and selection of the sides which won the English title in 1905, 1907, 1909 and 1927, and the FA Cup in 1910 and 1924. Officially Watt was not the manager, because he did not pick the team, but unofficially he is acknowledged as the longest-serving and most successful the club has ever had. Newcastle were in the old Second Division when he joined in 1895 and he served them for 36 years. He was replaced as the man in charge of team affairs by another Scot, Ayrshireman Andy Cunningham, who won another FA Cup for Newcastle in 1932.


The only major trophy in Bradford City’s history was the 1911 FA Cup, won under the management of Peter O’Rourke, another Ayrshireman, who was in charge for 16 years. Lengthy spells at the helm of a club were by no means unusual at the time. Peter McWilliam, from Inverness, took charge of Tottenham in 1912 and did not leave until 1927. During that period he led them to promotion, won the 1921 FA Cup, and finished second in the championship the following season. A quiet but popular figure, he was said to be so trusting of his players that he did not bother to explain the revised offside law to them. He figured that they could work it out for themselves.


Matt McQueen was only three months short of his 60th birthday, and a member of Liverpool’s board of directors with no previous experience of management, when he was asked to take over on a temporary basis in February, 1923. He had previously played for the club, as well as for Hearts and Scotland, and had subsequently served as a qualified referee. Liverpool were defending English champions and top of the league when previous manager David Ashworth surprisingly resigned, but McQueen saw them over the line to win the 1923 title and he remained in charge for another five years.


Johnny Cochrane was a character. He had won the Scottish Cup for St Mirren, his home-town club, in 1926 before taking over at Sunderland two years later. In more than 500 games over 11 years on Wearside he made them champions of England in 1936 and won the FA Cup for the first time in their history the following season. Short, round, dapper, fond of a bowler hat, a cigar and a dram, Cochrane had a singular attitude to preparation. The Sunderland and England star of the day, Raich Carter, once fondly recalled: ‘Team talk? Johnny used to stick his head around the door at five to three and, in a cloud of cigar smoke, ask: “Who are we playing today, lads?” We’d chorus: “Arsenal, boss”. And he would just say: “Oh well, we’ll piss that lot”. Then he’d close the door and be gone. The manager’s job in those days was to assemble a good team and then let it play.’


It worked. Cochrane was the last Scottish manager to win major trophies in England before the outbreak of the Second World War. But the art of management was changing. Cochrane’s charming, laissez-faire attitude could not succeed when football resumed after the war. By the time Scottish managers Doug Livingstone and Les McDowall were winning the FA Cup for Newcastle United and Manchester City respectively in the mid-1950s the game was beginning to fall under the spell of a new breed of manager; hard, powerful figures who would stand up to interfering directors, insist on total authority, and impose their will and force of personality on a club from top to bottom.


The great Yorkshireman Herbert Chapman had shown elements of this with his meticulous, innovative, open-minded and highly-successful approach to managing Huddersfield and Arsenal in the 1920s and ’30s. Now society as a whole was changing. The old class divisions were being broken down and football was on the brink of its next step.


It would be taken by a Scot, from the wreckage of a bombed-out ground in the southwest of Manchester.





Chapter Three



The Four Kings


[image: image]


Sir Matt Busby


‘Let the angels help him make a team that will give divine pleasure to all the souls in heaven, just as his boys gave joy here on earth.’


Busby said he would be waiting in a car outside Manchester Airport. Over the phone the voice had been heavy, strong, familiar: ‘What time are you due to get down from Glasgow, son? Twelve? That’ll be fine. I’ll be there, son.’ He had been kind enough to agree to a rare interview about his upbringing, his family, and all those wonderful years around Manchester United. At twelve he called again to say he was parked outside the airport in a black Mercedes, bang on time. Busby was a polite, busy, sociable man in his mid-70s. The first thing you noticed about him was the top of his head and its thick covering of wild grey hair. Momentarily it seemed wrong, but then this was another Busby. The son, not the father.


Sandy Busby led an enormous army of mourners when his dad died in 1994. It was Manchester’s equivalent of a state funeral. The people braved a cold wind and lined the streets in their thousands to pay their last respects as Sir Matt Busby’s funeral cortege drove from Chorlton to Old Trafford and finally on to the city’s Southern Cemetery. They began arriving three hours early to claim a good vantage point along the route. United colours hung from lamp-posts and railings. A scarf was draped across the coffin. Men, women and children stood in silence, watching the hearse or briefly bowing their heads. For the older ones, who saw Busby and his football in the flesh as well as in vibrant television footage, there were tears.


Busby’s funeral was a re-enactment of one aspect of his extraordinary life. Men had always fallen silent around him. The defining characteristic of this enormous football figure was an effortless authority. No manager has ever exuded such stature and aura, and he had it long before he won a league or the European Cup. Any who came close – Jock Stein being the most obvious candidate – did so with the help of some occasional demonstrations of black temper. Busby commanded a room without uttering a word. A blethering group would hush and look towards him as soon as he walked through a door. He was not a bully and he didn’t swear. It was unusual for him to even raise his voice. A glance was enough. He controlled a vast football club in a way that no other manager has ever done. Being around Busby was like being in the presence of a good and popular king.


Players dreaded his disapproval. Even the greatest and the hardest of them got a knot in their stomach if they felt they had let him down. They wanted to please him. He quietly understood that and used it. He was able to transmit confidence and belief to his men. All through his life Busby somehow exuded a sense of force and power behind an unchanging façade of genial composure. Everyone knew the toughness which lay beneath that gentle exterior. There was never any need for him to prove it. Anyone who didn’t instinctively respect Matt Busby needed their head examined.


‘It wasn’t a physical thing with me dad,’ said Sandy, ‘He did it with his tongue. I was on the receiving end a couple of times. He was always right, in the end. I knew that I hadn’t to get into trouble with him. If I did it was his tongue that did the damage, he didn’t do it physically. He looked after his lads, the players, and he looked after me.’


Physically he was strong and imposing, with large features and a kind, intelligent face. He treated people as his equal even when they knew that it was not the case. Others were made to feel as though they mattered around Busby. He was modest and humble, a man of humanity and warmth. That amounted to an array of attributes which would have elevated him to greatness in any walk of life. But he had more than that. He possessed an exceptional knowledge and understanding of football and an imaginative and innovative approach to how it should be coached. And so he became the first true giant of post-war management. He could be cunning and he was a formidable and unyielding adversary for foes inside the club and out, but he built Manchester United and established them on the purest of football principles. ‘The old man always told us that football is more than a game,’ said Sir Bobby Charlton, ‘It has the power to bring happiness to ordinary people.’


There is no mystery to why Busby thought footballers dancing across a pitch could illuminate a working man’s life or provide a temporary escape from the humdrum grind of his existence. The game had lit up his own, and Busby had experienced deprivation and tragedy in his early years
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