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“Uniquely Celtic”


Celtic Football Club is special. It may not be surprising for a Celtic supporter to say that, but it is the truth nonetheless, and it is my aim to show you why this is the case. Indeed, to make such a brief statement is easy, but to adequately explain why it is accurate is a substantial challenge and requires much more than a solitary sentence. In the past I have discussed the effects that we the fans can have on our Football Club – attending matches and backing the team to the hilt – but now, please allow me the opportunity to consider the ways in which our Football Club can affect us, both on an individual and collective basis.


In order to be successful in this objective, let us compare the ways in which the Celtic support view their Club against the thoughts of somebody with no interest in football whatsoever. After all, if we are to dissect a topic of discussion so far reaching and of such a scale as Celtic Football Club, we must understand the basics first and foremost.


For example, to a footballing novice, a match is just a sporting endeavour contested on a piece of grass by twenty-two players, overseen by a referee and their assistants. Yet, to a Celtic supporter, it is so much more. Combining elements of gladiatorial blood and guts style combat (figuratively speaking) and the pantomime duels between good and evil, each football match tells its own unique story in one way or another. No two fixtures are ever wholly identical, and in that unpredictability lies much of the wonder of the beautiful game. These tussles give people the opportunity to come together and share a common bond, laughing and cheering as their side vanquishes a foe or commiserating as one whenever they themselves are defeated.


Equally a goal, logically speaking, appears to be nothing more than a ball passing between a set of upright pillars connected by a crossbar before making contact with some netting. Yet, to a Celtic supporter, it is so much more. It can be the source of ecstasy or despair; acclaim or criticism; marvel or controversy. Goals can make heroes and villains almost instantaneously, and given the correct scenario, they can be life changing, sending people to distant countries or keeping them stuck at home. For example, had Henrik Larsson not scored in the second leg of the UEFA Cup semi-final against Boavista, our mass pilgrimage to Seville may never have occurred, and this is just one of an almost endless plethora of examples which could be cited. Although, having said that, neither matches nor goals alone can account for my opening assertion.


Continuing in this line of thought, one could observe that managers and players are simply human beings, just like the rest of us, and that they do not automatically deserve the adulation often directed their way. Indeed, on one level this assertion is correct. Yet, to a Celtic supporter, they are so much more. At the present moment, we have a fine team in possession of substantial potential, led forth by a talented and passionate manager. Certainly, there is an affinity between him, his playing squad and the supporters, and this is of critical importance if future successes are to be attained.


Finally, to the untrained eye, the Celtic shirt is just green and white fabric stitched together to form a garment of clothing. Yet, to a Celtic supporter, it is so much more. Indeed, it is the pre-eminent symbol of “a people and a cause” as the great Tommy Burns once said. Other clubs from all around the world – England (Yeovil Town), Germany (Greuther Fürth), Ireland (Shamrock Rovers), Kenya (Kibera Celtic), Mexico (Santos Laguna), Portugal (Sporting Clube de Portugal), South Africa (Bloemfontein Celtic), Spain (Eibar and Racing Santander), Switzerland (St. Gallen), Turkey (Bursaspor) and many others besides – have worn their interpretation of the green and white Hoops at some point or another, but if one were to ask a selection of football fans from across the globe whom a similarly Hooped shirt represents, I have no doubt in my mind that the majority would say it was the colours of Celtic Football Club. Instantly recognisable, portraying not only a football team but the common ethics and values of the people who wear it, the Celtic shirt is much more than a simple sports top. Yet, despite all of this neither the coaching staff, their playing squad nor the Celtic shirt alone can justify my opening statement.


Now, please do not think that I am casting aside all of the factors which I have previously mentioned, for I wholeheartedly believe that they constitute integral parts of Celtic Football Club, but unlike the two areas which I am set to discuss momentarily, they could be mimicked by anyone with enough determination and the correct means. All football clubs host matches and score goals; some clubs could buy our players or tempt our manager away should they wish; and a few have taken our iconic shirt as an inspiration for their own, but that is where the imitable factors end. Whilst our sport, manager, players and shirt are all important, they do not represent the be all and end all of Celtic Football Club – only the soul of our supporters and the spirit of our history do this – and neither of these traits can be manufactured or bought. Indeed if they could be, they would be tremendously valuable commodities in the modern game, which has become increasingly corporate and devoid of passion in some instances.


Ironically, these particular factors which make Celtic so special are generally the most difficult to sufficiently describe in words and yet, they are undoubtedly of the utmost importance. Our supporters are the lifeblood of our Club, representing it with incredible faith and infectious enthusiasm. Without them, Celtic Football Club would not be what it is today, and in each and every one of them, there is proof that the legendary Jock Stein was correct when he said: “Football without the fans in nothing.” Equally, the history of Celtic Football Club sets it apart from the rest of the footballing world. Formed in a time of widespread social division and exclusion, “for the maintenance of dinner tables for the children and the unemployed”, charity and equality have been central to Celtic’s success from day one. Again, in this sense, the words of another managerial giant from the Club’s past, Willie Maley, continue to ring true over a century and a quarter on from its foundation: “It’s not his creed nor his nationality that counts, it’s the man himself.”


Make no mistake about it, Celtic Football Club and its supporters, are special. Though our financial clout may be restricted in the modern day and some media outlets malign or vilify us with apparent regularity, none of this – nor anything else – should diminish this point.


The fact that Celtic are supported by men and women of every age, every ethnicity, every religion and none from all over the world is something of which we should be tremendously proud and hold dear to our hearts, as it is the envy of many other clubs. The impact which Celtic can have in people’s daily lives must never be underestimated, nor that which any individual can have on the Club, and it is my hope that in these pages, I will give you an expanded insight into how and why this is so.


Celtic Football Club is that feeling when time seems to slow down as you realise a goal bound effort is going to find its target; Celtic Football Club is that reaction as the net bulges and vast swathes of humanity explode with jubilation; Celtic Football Club is the emotion as we bid farewell to a departed idol, whose achievements have attained immortality; Celtic Football Club is the belief that a mighty foe such as Barcelona or Real Madrid can be toppled midweek, despite the fact that a disappointing domestic loss was suffered the preceding weekend; Celtic Football Club is the mantra which says charity must always be our objective, even as the generations pass; Celtic Football Club is the joy on a young child’s face as they gaze in wonder at the modern day magnificence of Celtic Park for the first time; and yet above all else, Celtic Football Club is as much about the support’s hope for our next match, regardless of what it may be, as it is about our unparalleled history which blends sporting and social aspects together like no other.


The people, stories and triumphs discussed within this book are “Uniquely Celtic”.




“The Man with the Iron Chest”


Born in the tiny mining village of Woodside, Ayrshire, on the ninth of February of 1881, James Hay would not have had the easiest of starts in life. The youngest of nine siblings, James would never meet his older brother and namesake, born in 1869, who passed away a little after his first birthday. Also, it appears another one of Hay’s elder siblings died very young.


According to the evidence submitted by representatives of the Ayrshire Miners’ Union to the “Royal Commission on Housing (Scotland)” towards the end of 1913 – over three decades on from Hay’s birth – Woodside was “a village of thirty-six houses”, which were “very small” (with many the same size, if not smaller, than most modern day living rooms) and “of a poor type”. The individuals who penned this evidence, James Brown and Thomas McKerrell, claimed the outside toilets referred to as “closets” were “unspeakably dirty”, something “the womenfolk complained bitterly against.” “Open sewers” are then mentioned, before a brief reference is made to the “keen interest” and pride the men of the village had in looking after their gardens. Finally, in summation, the report states “The people here are of a good type, and deserve better accommodation.”


Now, to reiterate the point which I have made above, it is clear that the living conditions in Woodside – just as they were in many other such villages, and not simply those within the realms of Ayrshire – were very poor indeed. One wonders then, with some justification, just how bad matters must have been over thirty years previously, upon the birth of James Hay. Yet, as has been the case now and again across the course of history, such difficult upbringings can on occasion produce some of the finest, most industrious, and toughest sportsmen of a generation – all categories into which Hay fits comfortably when one casts an eye over his career with the benefit of hindsight. After all, the small village of Glenbuck in East Ayrshire also produced the Shankly brothers, the most famous of whom, Bill, was born in the same year that Brown and McKerrell handed over their report to the Royal Commission. Perhaps it is of no wonder then that James Hay was made of stern stuff, particularly when one considers that he, following in his father’s footsteps, first ventured into the depths of a local coal pit at ten or eleven years old.


Described by one writer as “a mere boy in years but a man in stature” at the age of just fifteen, James opted to sign for Derbyshire side Glossop sometime around the turn of the century, but due to the intervention of family members, he was forbidden to go and as such reneged on his agreement. Spending his early footballing days with Woodside Annbank Juniors, Hay was given a trial at Celtic in the May of 1900, but as he returned to Annbank (the senior side) about a week later, one can surmise that the folk at Parkhead did not think he was up to their standards – not yet, at least – as it is well known that the Celts kept a keen eye on several young men whom they once had on trial, often signing them a matter of years later.


Thereafter, during a goalless Scottish Cup match against Dundee on the eleventh of January 1902, Ayr’s regular inside-left William Aitken suffered a bad injury which would rule him out for the foreseeable future. As such, the men in control of the club were left with no choice but to attempt to secure a suitable replacement as quickly and efficiently as possible. With their knowledge of local players, Hay was quickly identified as their target, but they would first have to trudge through miles of snow in order to reach his home and present him with their offer. This did not put them off however and after agreeing terms, James Hay would sign for Ayr Football Club (one of the two clubs which would merge together to form Ayr United only eight years later) for the princely sum of two pounds.


Somewhat ironically, James would make his debut only days later versus the team against whom his predecessor had sustained the injury. The fixture was contested at Dens Park in front of the biggest crowd any Ayr side had ever played before at that point in time, with over eleven thousand spectators in attendance (some six or seven hundred are said to have been away fans). Ayr would lose the replay by two goals to nil, with one football journalist reflecting that Hay “was timid and uncertain in his movements”. However, the same correspondent also latterly praised the debutant’s work once he was forced to move from inside-left to left-half when one of his new teammates retired due to injury. Nobody would have known it at the time, but it is clear this would bode well for Hay habituating defensive roles on the field of play.


In the months which followed, James would enjoy some success in the crimson and gold colours of the old occupants of Somerset Park, as Ayr finished eighth in the second flight of Scottish Football at the end of the 1901-02 season, before surging forward to jointly hold the third position at the end of the following campaign, only two points off promotion to Division One.


Having signed for Celtic on the nineteenth of March 1903, there is some contention as to whether the Parkhead side paid fifty pounds or one hundred pounds to attain their new player’s services. However, according to Hay himself in a series of newspaper articles which he would write many years later for the “Dundee, Perth, Forfar and Fife’s People’s Journal”, it appears to have been the former of the two, although a caveat was attached as he jokingly recalled. “There was a…proviso when I went from Ayr to Celtic. My club got £50 down, and there was a suggestion that they would get an extra £25 if I should turn out to be a success in the team. It was only quite recently that I heard this story and was also informed that the extra £25 had not come to hand. I am still wondering if this means I was not a success, but I think it will be unwise for me to offer further comment.”


Standing at five feet and seven and a half inches in height and weighing twelve stones, James would make his senior debut as the Celts kicked off their league campaign by welcoming Partick Thistle to Celtic Park. Amidst a heavy autumnal shower and before a crowd numbering only five thousand or so, the home side edged out their opponents by two goals to one. The media coverage surrounding this game, published both before and after the fixture itself, may prove to be of some interest to you. Beginning with the former, an article contained within the “Edinburgh Evening News” on the Friday immediately preceding the tie was not overly kind to Celtic, nor its recent intake of youth players, saying “Celtic Park will be opened by Partick Thistle. Last year in the corresponding game, Celtic won rather easily. Comparing the teams for tomorrow, there is less certainty about a repeat victory. There does not seem to be anything impressive in the following list: McPherson; Battles, Strang or McLeod; Moir, Young (late Bristol City), and Hay; Muir, Somers, Bennett (late Rutherglen Glencairn), McMenemy and Quinn.”


Now, without going off on a tangent, I do hope the author of the previous piece lived long enough to have been proven wrong by many of the players listed in that squad, several of whom went on to form the backbone of the greatest Celtic side ever up until that point which, of course, proceeded to win an unprecedented six domestic league titles in a row as well as several Scottish Cups and other trophies before a decade had passed. James Hay would prove an integral part of this footballing force also, as I shall discuss in more detail shortly.


Returning to the media coverage of the opening day of the 1903-04 season, the gentleman writing for the “Dundee Evening Courier” earlier in the week was of a much more optimistic nature. “Too much attention need not be paid to the collapse of the Celtic in March and April last. Then the competitions as far as honours were concerned were closed to them, and apathy reigned. When they put forth a fresh team in the Charity ties a difference was seen, and on that showing alone we are justified in predicting bright things of the Celts this season. From goal to centre there is more youth about the eleven than usual, and there has been retained just a sufficiency of older blood to infuse discretion. McPherson has Junior Internationalist Adams to share the goal with him, and at the back figures Battles and Watson, the old firm, with two young ones in Strang and D. McLeod, of Dunfermline. At half Moir, Loney and Orr are reinforced by P. Watson from Dykehead; James Hay – a real good one this – from Ayr; and Young, from Bristol Rovers…”


Equally, as for the actual match itself, very little is said of Hay – who was ironically missed out of the Celtic line-up (which featured only ten players) in the match report published subsequently by the “Glasgow Herald”. Regardless, James Hay, both as an individual and as a member of a team of the rise, would soon be making himself such a well-known and much-loved figure that nobody could forget about him.


Celtic began the 1903-04 league season brightly, winning six of their first eight games, but two unexpected losses against Third Lanark (both coming by virtue of a three-one scoreline), meant that as Celtic travelled to Ibrox midway through October, they trailed their opponents by a point whilst sharing second spot with the impressive Cathkin Park outfit. However, although the Celts had already amassed almost half the points which they did the previous year, a quick glance at the league table of the time indicated that they faced an uphill task if they wished to become the champions of Scotland again. Yes, Rangers only led the table by a solitary point, but the Ibrox club had already scored twenty-eight goals in their eight fixtures played thus far, whilst their closest competitors at this point – Celtic and Third Lanark – had scored only fifteen and fourteen respectively. As such, Rangers were considered to be the favourites for the first derby match of the season, but this would be to no avail as the tie finished goalless.


Subsequently, a run of six victories and one loss from the seven fixtures interceded before Rangers travelled to Celtic Park for the return tie on New Year’s Day. This saw Celtic do their best to keep pace with the teams above them – particularly the Ibrox side – who had played a few games more than they had at this stage. Again, Celtic would hold their opponents to a draw – two-all on this occasion – but both sides would squander chances to assert any sort of stranglehold on the league the following week as they were each defeated in high-scoring visits to opposing grounds. Whilst Rangers fell by five goals to four at St. Mirren, Celtic dropped points thanks to a four-three loss against Airdrieonians. James Hay scored his second goal in only three matches from the penalty spot that day, but Celtic were fighting against a home side with a numerical advantage, for poor Hugh Watson, a young man on the verge of winning his first Scotland cap, suffered a horrendous leg break in the first half of proceedings. Regrettably, Hugh never did play for Scotland, with Celtic supporters reflecting he never looked the same upon his return from injury. In time, he would fall out of the reckoning at Parkhead and eventually move across the water to join Belfast Celtic.


Eventually, when the season came to a close, some of you may be surprised to discover it was neither Celtic nor Rangers who were crowned as the champions of Scotland, but rather – for the one and only time – it was Third Lanark. Having quietly gone about their business picking up remarkable victories and crucial points here and there, they topped the table at the end of proceedings by four points from Hearts in second, with Celtic and Rangers tied for third place a further point behind. Ironically, had Celtic’s two league defeats against Third Lanark gone the other way, it would have been the Celts who would have earned the right to call themselves champions.


Regardless, whilst Third Lanark did overcome Celtic in both league ties, the Celts won a crucial Scottish Cup semi-final fixture against the Cathkin Park side to set up a mouth-watering final tie with Rangers – the day upon which Jimmy Quinn would immortalise his name by scoring a hat-trick after Celtic had gone two down to bring the trophy back to Parkhead. Therefore, it will come as no shock when I say the majority of the newspapers which covered the Final spent the majority of their column inches gushing with praise for the Bhoy from Croy – and rightly so. Other Celts were complimented though, with the “Dundee Courier” saying “McLeod and Orr at the back were quite invincible…Lonie [spelt incorrectly as was often the case early in his career] and Hay were also good.” Coincidentally, for a matter of record, it is perhaps worthy of note that the “Edinburgh Evening News”, the newspaper which had been relatively scathing in its criticism of the young Celtic side preseason, said the following: “Months ago for some reason…the Celtic were set down by some of their not over-friendly critics as a poor lot…well the Celtic have by their final triumph shown the fallacy of all that. They have proved themselves to be…a set of gritty players with a touch of football genius here and there.”


As James Hay’s first season at Celtic Park came to a close, one would presume he would have been rather happy with how things had gone thus far. One season previous, he had been playing in the second tier and yet now, at the age of just twenty-three, he had a Scottish Cup winners’ medal to his name. Equally, he should have taken much pride in the fact that as a newcomer to the squad, he had featured in all but two of Celtic’s twenty-six league matches and each of their six Scottish Cup ties, cementing a place in the side for himself for seasons to come in the process. Also, as I have made reference to, when one considers that this was a team on the up, with some very good players competing for starting places, it is a testament to Hay’s ability and attitude that he held his spot with a firm grip during that first season. Also, it is notable that due to a change of kits near to the start of the 1903-04, James Hay was one of the first eleven Celtic players ever to wear the green and white Hoops, a great honour indeed.


The following league campaign, that of 1904-05, would start well for Celtic and James Hay, as he was one of the five men who scored on the opening day of the season as the Hoops eased past Partick Thistle by five goals to nil at Meadowside Park, Thistle’s last home before their eventual move to Firhill in 1909. Only a few weeks later, Hay would double his goalscoring tally for the season by netting the winning goal in a hotly contested three-two victory away at St. Mirren. As the autumn turned to winter, he would find himself being asked to play out of position on several occasions by Celtic manager Willie Maley, as cover for veteran full-back Willie Orr, who had signed for the Parkhead Club when James Hay was sixteen. Operating at full-back on an erratic basis, James watched William Black, a new signing from Queen’s Park, do his best to cover his usual position.


Here, Black would enjoy some success, before eventually moving on to Everton at the end of the campaign, but it must be said that although Black was a Celtic player for just one season, making only a handful of appearances, he was involved in controversy in that time. Having won the aforementioned away tie against Partick Thistle with some ease, Celtic welcomed their guests to the East End of Glasgow on the seventeenth of December, 1904. On a day upon which the weather was recounted by the “Glasgow Herald” as “conditions of the worst possible description – a drizzling rain falling during the entire game”, the tie went ahead on a pitch which was “greasy” and “muddy” according to the same newspaper.


Celtic took the lead thanks to a counterattacking move wonderfully finished off by the great Peter Somers, but allowed their opponents, who debatably had the better of the first half, to equalise prior to the break. In the moments following the interval, the visitors again asserted their unexpected dominance and, thanks to a mistake from Hay, described as follows, Partick Thistle took the lead: “On resuming, the Thistle at once attacked, and Hay stopping the ball instead of clearing, Kennedy rushed in and scored.”


From here on in, the Celts took the initiative in the match and for the first time that day, laid consistent siege to the Partick Thistle goal. Eventually, this pressure told as a foul committed in the box gave the Hoops a penalty kick, which James Hay dispatched calmly to redeem his earlier error. However, it was then, in the final minutes of the match when both teams were giving their all in search of an elusive winning goal that controversy flared. William Black was the unfortunate subject of an overly aggressive tackle from James Sommen, and the injury which Black received forced him to be carried from the field on a stretcher. As such, Celtic carried on with ten men, but so incensed by the previous tackle was “Sunny” Jim Young that he flatted Sommen almost as soon as play had resumed, and was subsequently sent off, leaving the Celts will only nine men come the final whistle. However, it is noteworthy that Partick themselves finished the match – which ended in a two-all draw – a man down, for Sommen too had to retire from the tie and be carried to the pavilion after Young avenged his fellow half-back William Black, who would not reappear in the starting line-up for approximately six weeks thereafter. Somewhat bizarrely, a brief snippet contained within the “Nottingham Evening Post” in the days which followed this match, revealed the following: “A director of the Partick Thistle Club presented each member of the team with a gold watch for having drawn the match with the Celtic on Saturday.”


As for James Hay, although he was forced to play out of position every so often that season, he did achieve the prestigious feat of appearing in every match which Celtic contested, both in league and cup competitions, throughout the entirety of the 1904-05 season. During that league campaign, Celtic lost fewer matches than they had done for three years and as such, come the final whistles on the last round of fixtures that year, jointly topped the league standings with Rangers. Of course, none of this would have been the case had it not been for a stunning Celtic victory at Ibrox in what was to be the Celts’ penultimate league encounter of the season, as the visitors not only dominated the match but also the scoreline, running out four-one winners and giving rise to an rare possibility referred to by the “Edinburgh Evening News” on the Monday following Celtic’s triumph at Ibrox Park.


“Our Glasgow correspondent writes: The possibility of a tie for the League Championship is now a probability. Rangers have three games to go, Celtic one, and success in these will work out at a total of forty-one points each.”


Subsequently, before turning our collective attention to the play-off itself, allow me to highlight the following passage from the same newspaper which discusses the remarkable determination and desire which Celtic displayed whilst sealing their victory at Ibrox Park: “On Saturday, Celtic did play the only game that is possible to beat the Rangers present team; an untiring, worrying sort of a game. It is a long time since we had football under such stormy conditions as prevailed at Ibrox, and the clubs may wait long enough ere [before] they have a similar experience. More against the Rangers’ nappy style was the footing, and when they attempted the open style they were not in it with Celtic, who seemed to be playing for even a bigger stake than the championship, so courageously and strenuously did they force matters.”


Thus, thanks in part to Rangers winning all three of their remaining matches, and also to a six-two victory for Celtic over Motherwell at Fir Park, there would be a play-off for the Scottish League Championship title for the second and final time (the first involved Dumbarton and Rangers at the end of the inaugural 1890-91 Scottish League season, but after the play-off was drawn both sides were declared joint champions).


The build-up to this play-off tie, coming only a year after the gargantuan Scottish Cup Final between the two clubs, was rather intense. Yet, whilst there was the inevitable anticipation present within both sets of supporters, some consternation and controversy also surrounded the fixture from the fans of both Third Lanark and Queen’s Park, as well as some within the Scottish press. Essentially, the two aforementioned clubs were set to play a Glasgow League tie at Cathkin Park on the sixth of May 1905, the day upon which it was agreed the Scottish League play-off would take place at Hampden Park just across the road. It is not surprising then to note that both clubs, particularly Third Lanark, were unhappy as they felt the presence of such an important fixture nearby would seriously hamper their attendance (and more importantly, their gate receipts). A journalist from the “Edinburgh Evening News” explains:


“Our Glasgow Correspondent writes: In selecting Hampden Park for the venue of the deciding game for the League Championship the clubs concerned acted wisely. That the game, however, should be played on Saturday in opposition of the Glasgow League match at Cathkin Park between Third Lanark and Queen’s Park has created some [bad] feeling and straight talking. The former club especially, resent the counter attraction, an effort – to modify the effect which will result as the clashing of the games – made by their representative at the League meeting on Monday being futile. The influence of the present League Championship clubs is too great, and now those who have, in the past been gracious to and patient with them, cry out. It is needless at this time of day to ask why the League meetings are not open to the Press…Third Lanark have a decided grievance, more so than Queen’s Park, who will share to a certain extent in the profits accruing from the Scottish League match on their own ground at Hampden.”


Focusing on the play-off match itself, the same correspondent continues his article, making particular note not only of the importance of the tie, but of the fact nobody was sure at the time quite how many fans would attend.


“For the second time in the history of the Scottish League a deciding game for the championship is necessary, and the meeting of the Celtic and Rangers tomorrow will be akin to a national cup final. It remains to be seen whether, in spite of its attractive nature, the patronage will be in keeping with that which has graced former meetings on special occasions, of the clubs interested. I fancy it will, but may be mistaken. We have had a lot of Celtic-Rangers this season, but the appetite of the football patron seems insatiable.”


The match proceeded as planned and Celtic edged what was considered not to be a particularly great footballing spectacle by two goals to one. The “Glasgow Herald”, one of the few newspapers to cover the event in any significant detail (and even then it received far less attention than a Scottish Cup Final would have at the time), reported the match as follows: “Celtic’s League Triumph – The tie for the League Championship, which was decided on New Hampden on Saturday, drew a crowd of about thirty thousand, which was much in excess of what could have been expected in view of the prolongation of the competition beyond the limits of public interest, and certainly the game provided was not at all in keeping with the attendance. Play in the first half showed the Rangers a cleverer combination than their opponents…However, the second half saw matters reversed, for they abandoned their fine open game for the less profitable one of close passing, and this proved their undoing, for the Celts halves were able to checkmate their every move, and kept them out of shooting range. Twice in a couple of minutes Celts broke through and scored, goals which with ordinary care could have been saved, and for the rest of the game Rangers were seldom dangerous, unless when Robertson got their only goal. Celtic thoroughly deserve the championship if for nothing else than their plucky, uphill fight in the far end of the season, a season which has been remarkable for the vacillating promises of Airdrieonians, Partick Thistle and Rangers for leading position.”


Therefore, Celtic were the champions of Scotland for the first time in seven years, and with a young and improving team at his disposal, blending a potent mixture of flare and strength, Willie Maley and his side began a period of dominance which Celtic Park would not witness again until the glorious days of the Lisbon Lions.


The spring of 1905 would also see James Hay selected to play for his country for the first time, as the Scots welcomed Ireland to Celtic Park for their second fixture of the British Home Championship. Having lost their previous match by three goals to one against Wales in Wrexham – with one of the Welsh goals coming from the legendary Billy Meredith – Scotland would have known all too well that they would require a win if they were to have any hope of winning the Championship outright for the first time since 1902. Ireland had managed a one-all draw with England in Middlesbrough prior to their encounter with the Scots, so could not be considered pushovers by any means.


Briefly returning to Hay’s newspaper series previously mentioned, we are given a brief insight into what his first call-up to the Scotland squad meant to the young man. “This brings me to the subject of internationals. How well I remember the first for which I was chosen. There is a thrill about the first game for which a man is chosen for his country which cannot be repeated. He may get the big game after having figured for a number of years in the less important events, and this certainly brings a big amount of satisfaction, but it is not to be compared with the rapture which comes with the first.”


As was often the case at this point in time, the international selectors had a habit of picking more players from the club whose ground upon which the tie was going to be played than they perhaps would otherwise. As such, five Celts – James Hay, Donald McLeod (the great full-back destined to die on the battlefields of World War One), Jimmy McMenemy (a man who would go on to become an undisputable Celtic legend in his own right), Peter Somers (the clever inside-forward a couple of years James’ senior) and Jimmy Quinn (the sensational striker who remains Celtic’s fifth highest goalscorer) were chosen to make their international debuts in this tie. The rest of the side was made up of several representatives from Heart of Midlothian, with members of the Partick Thistle and Third Lanark clubs also included.


Scotland would ultimately go on to win the fixture by a scoreline which would suggest a relative amount of ease was involved – four goals to nil – but that is not to say it was a breeze for the home side, nor that all of the Scots on show were thought to have enjoyed good performances, as the following extract from the “Dundee Courier” in the days succeeding the match shows: “The Scots forwards took a long time to settle down, due principally to the weakness of Peter Somers and the masterly way Connor, the flaxen-haired Glentoran centre half, was stopping Quinn, while the slovenly way the home half-backs gave the ball to the forwards had not a little to do with the ineffective form shown. Hay and Gibson were great sinners in this respect, especially the latter, who found the Tottenham pair much too clever for him and was left little time to make up his mind what to do with the ball when it came his way…Hay never touched his club form, and preferred banging the ball to placing it.”


Whilst a few of the Celtic players who featured that day would enjoy some level of praise from the sporting press, only Peter Somers would retain his place for the crunch tie with England in London, which would see the English secure the British Home Championship after a one-nil win. James Hay would have to wait until almost four years had passed until he would be chosen to pull on a Scotland jersey once more, but even after a relatively poor debut, he would win over his international detractors in time.


As 1905 turned to 1906 and the Celts cemented their position as league winners for the second time running, James Hay repeated his achievement of the previous year by featuring yet again in every single one of Celtic’s league and cup matches, playing all but one in his familiar half-back role. Coincidentally, the only occasion upon which he reverted to full-back saw the Hoops suffer one of their few defeats that season, going down by a single goal to nil away against Aberdeen.


Thereafter, as the Celts prepared for the 1906-07 season and full-back William Orr turned thirty-three over the course of the summer, James Hay was selected by Willie Maley to take on the role of Club captain, undoubtedly as great an honour then as it is widely considered to be in the modern day. It marked another significant moment in the rise of Hay, who had still been playing second tier football a little over three years prior to taking up the captaincy at Celtic Park. When one takes a moment to think of the style of play personified by James Hay – a hard tackling, unforgiving man when it came to defence but a determined, quick moving and on occasion rather skilful figure when driving his side forward – it is rather apt that during his first six league games as Celtic captain, the Hoops kept six clean sheets whilst scoring a cumulative total of twenty goals themselves, with Hay netting one of these himself on the first day of the season away at Motherwell. It has also been said that James Hay was the first protestant captain of Celtic Football Club, although personally I have my doubts about this owing to the fact that his predecessor was married in a Methodist wedding ceremony. Regardless, this point may appear to be of little practical significance – as, of course, it was considered by the Celtic support of the time – but when one casts an eye back across history and the sectarian policies employed across the city for many years, the relative importance of this decision becomes clearer to behold.


It was then, with Celtic’s 1906-07 league record thus far reading seven wins from seven matches, with twenty-two goals scored and only one conceded, that misfortune would befall both Celtic and, in particular, their captain. One week prior to Rangers’ league visit to Parkhead, the Hoops travelled to Dens Park to take part in a fixture which would be significantly hindered within the first few moments of play. According to the “Glasgow Herald”, who first recounted how this tie had drawn the largest ever crowd to the stadium, with no less than twenty-five thousand paying spectators in attendance: “The match had an unfortunate beginning, both teams playing ten men practically from the outset. Fraser, the Dundee outside-left, was the first victim, being so badly injured about the head in a collision with McLeod that he had to be conveyed unconscious off the field, while a few minutes later Hay, in a passage with Webb, had the misfortune to get his collarbone fractured. These mishaps robbed the game of a part of its interest.”


Latterly, in a piece clearly tacked on to the bottom of the previous quoted article, the same newspaper provided an update of Hay’s condition two days after the incident, as well as offering a rough estimate of how long the Parkhead faithful would have to wait to see him in the Hoops once more.


“James Hay, the captain of the Celtic, who was injured at Dundee on Saturday in the course of the football match…was temporarily attended to in the Infirmary there. He was afterwards taken to Glasgow by train and conveyed to the Royal Infirmary. In that Institution he was placed under the charge of Dr. Fitzwilliam – who, by the way – was some years ago a well-known rugby player. Dr. Fitzwilliam found Hay to be suffering from a fractured collarbone. However, he will be able to leave the Infirmary this afternoon, though it is expected it will be fully six weeks before he is able to again play for Celtic.”


In fact, it would be eight weeks before James Hay would return to the Celtic line-up, as they beat Port Glasgow Athletic by four goals to nil at Celtic Park a few days shy of Christmas 1906. During his absence, the rest of the squad continued their fine form, firstly defeating Rangers by two goals to one, before victories against the likes of Hibernian and Falkirk followed. Only a three-all home draw with Clyde caused the champions to drop points without the presence of Hay, who held his place in the squad for all but two matches upon his return.


Throughout the remainder of the league season, Hay would make several appearances once more at full-back, covering at both left and right-back, as Celtic strode forward to secure another Scottish League title by seven points, even whilst drawing four of their final five matches. However, the fact that the destination of the league flag looked virtually certain in the closing months of the campaign did have its benefits for the Celts, who were able to focus their attentions on attempting to capture the Scottish Cup for the first time in three years. Despite the Hoops playing a total of eight matches in the competition that season en route to the final – four of which were replays and second replays, it must be said – Maley rarely tinkered with his chosen eleven for these affairs. The rear-guard six of Adams in goal, McLeod and Orr at full-back, and Young, McNair and Hay at half-back went entirely unchanged throughout this period, conceding only three goals in total.


Of course, whilst every player most certainly played their part in Celtic’s Scottish Cup run of 1907, I must give special credit to the newly installed captain. Two consecutive draws with Morton, a hardworking if somewhat average top flight side, led to a second replay being held at Celtic Park in an effort to finally decide the tie one way or another. Played before thirty thousand spectators, this game came a fortnight after the first encounter between the teams, and as Jimmy McMenemy opened the scoring amidst a relatively dominant first half display from the home side, some present may have expected the Hoops to finally pull away from their opponents. However, this was not to be the case, as after the interval Morton appeared resurgent, eventually equalising through Lindsay. Yet, as another draw appeared ever more likely, it would be none other than James Hay who would score a vital header (only his second goal of the season) two minutes before the cessation of play to drag his team through to the next round of the Scottish Cup.


Having dispatched Clyde and Morton in the early rounds, the Celts would face Rangers – a side whom they had lost to a little over two months before at Ibrox on league duty – at the quarter final stage. Although Celtic would go on to win this cup tie by three goals to nil, a more comfortable scoreline than many would have predicted, the “Dundee Evening Telegraph” published on the following Monday tells there was far more to the fixture than the game itself.


“The competitions for the national Cups are nearing a close, and with excitement at fever heat in those districts still represented it is little wonder that the financial returns are big. Comment has been made that the drawings at English ties are always far in excess of those realised in Scotland. There was an exception to the rule on Saturday, when Rangers and Celtic played before a crowd which paid more to witness the game than has been paid in any tie in England this season. A new record for the sixpenny gate was established at Ibrox. The official total was £1,910 – gate, £1,370; stands, £540. The crowd was so dense that one of the exit gates was burst open, and, before order could be obtained, large numbers had gained free admission. In the rush several persons were crushed, and had it not been for the admirable service rendered by the mounted police the disorder might have had more serious consequences. It may be mentioned that the largest sum netted in any one English Cup tie this season was £1,831 at the replay between Bolton Wanderers and Everton.”


Continuing along similar lines, the same newspaper then turns its attention to the contest itself:


“There were big crowds at the four English matches on Saturday. The biggest was at Sheffield, where 37,830 saw the Wednesday defeat Liverpool by 1-0. This was little more than half, however, than that which went into the enclosure at Ibrox to see Celtic soundly whack the Rangers – the extent of the victory, 3-0, was as surprising as the financial returns – many thousands could not be accommodated…The prevailing excitement did not in the slightest affect the Parkheaders, who early settled down to a telling game. The Rangers were weak in comparison, and only seven minutes had gone when Bennett, getting the better of May, centred nicely, and Somers, cleverly catching the ball up, hooked it into the net. This reverse fairly roused the Rangers, but somehow, even allowing that Adams got some nice ticklish shots to hold, they were not such a dangerous side as the Celts, whose halves were ahead of the Rangers’ trio. The Celtic inside three played the game to perfection, despite the fact that the Celtic centre was badly winded by Hendry, and as time wore on the Rangers’ prospects did not improve. They might, however, have survived the one goal, but another put on by Hay just on the interval proved the turning point, and when early in the second half Hamilton notched a third goal for Parkhead the result was settled.”


A hard fought trio of semi-final clashes with Hibernian would follow, the first two of which would end in goalless draws, but eventually another three-nil success would see the Celts progress into the Scottish Cup Final. There, they were set to face Heart of Midlothian, the current holders of the tournament and the side who last eliminated the Celts from the competition.


Almost fourteen months on from that disappointment though, the Celts would make amends at Hampden Park, racking up another victory with a three-nil scoreline. Yet, although in the end it would turn out to be a rather simple win for Celtic, that was not the feeling held by many as the half-time whistle sounded. Having had the wind blowing in their favour, the Parkhead side had seemingly thrown all they could at the Hearts’ defence without scoring. Therefore, as was the way in the early days of football, before the landscape and construction of stadia nullified the wind factor to a large degree, some expected a much stronger, more offensive looking Hearts performance in the second half. However, they would be disappointed (and those supporting the Celts elated), as the “Dundee Evening Telegraph” relays:


“The less said about the last half-hour so far as Hearts are concerned the better. In the most remarkable fashion they “snuffed out.” It was a complete collapse. That a side should have striven so successfully against such strong forward and half-back ranks as possessed by the Celtic aided by the breeze in the first half, and then gone under to the extent of three goals when everything had turned in their favour seems incomprehensible. Yet so it was, Celtic in the end triumphed in easier fashion than even the most rabid Irishman had any cause to expect at the interval.”


Unsurprisingly, there was much praise dished out in the direction of Celtic’s forward line, but for the rest of the Celtic side and the Hearts’ goalkeeper also, as the same newspaper article describes: “Beaten three times, yet the hero of the Hearts’ side! Allan, the goalkeeper, was without doubt the best player afield. He was tested and not found wanting in the initial period – that, too, notwithstanding that the ball was wet and slippery, the footing none too secure, and Celtic’s shooting of the low, swift, along-the-ground type…Had the Hearts’ halves been in keeping with the backs, or in the same line with Celtic less work would have been thrown on Reid and Collins but save for McLaren at centre half, who was Quinn’s watchdog, the Hearts’ trio were a long way behind Young, McNair and Hay.”


Therefore, as the Scottish Cup Final of 1907 made its way into the annals of history, so would Willie Maley, James Hay, and the rest of the Celtic side soon after, for it would be the first occasion upon which the Football Club won both the Scottish League Championship title and the Scottish Cup in the same season – the first of many modern day “doubles”. Notably, although the Celts did not officially win the League title until the days following the Cup Final, this was all but a formality. Earlier victory in the Glasgow Cup meant that as the previous Dundee newspaper phrased it, a treble of trophies would soon “adorn the sideboard of the club President; and all that is required is the securing of the Glasgow Charity Cup to establish a record without equal in the history of any Scottish Club.”


Emphasising this point, one correspondent writing for the “Scottish Referee” around that time said: “To be captain of a team which has won this season the Scottish Cup, the Glasgow Cup, the Scottish League Championship and played itself into the final of the Glasgow Charity Cup…is, I boldly submit to you, the greatest captaincy ever held in Scottish Association football; in fact, I might venture to make it British, if you please. The qualities of captaincy are, in my opinion, ability, tact, and geniality. All three James Hay has in judicious measure.”


Sadly, a narrow one-nil defeat to Rangers in the final of the Glasgow Charity Cup (or the Glasgow Merchants’ Charity Cup, to give the competition its full title) denied the Celts – and James Hay in his first season as captain – a clean sweep of silverware, but good things come to those who wait, and only a season later, Celtic would win every tournament they contested, a feat they would not replicate until the time of the Lisbon Lions.


Stability in terms of playing position did not accompany the start of the new season for James Hay, who again found himself being moved along the half-back line or retreating to full-back here and there in order to cover for other players who were unavailable for selection. Before continuing, it is perhaps worthy of note that such dexterity was of great assistance to the side as a whole, and it is clear Mr. Maley must have trusted his captain’s ability to play away from his usual position of choice, such was the regularity with which he was deployed to different areas of the field. The early part of the season also saw Hay score two goals in one match (a rare event) – albeit both from the penalty spot – as the Celts beat Third Lanark by three goals to one at Cathkin Park. This was a crucial victory improving the morale of the side if nothing else, for having started the league season with five consecutive victories, two draws followed by an away loss against Aberdeen meant they had gone three matches without a win as they travelled to the South Side of the city. Eight wins from their next nine matches, kick-started by this triumph against Third Lanark, would see the champions heading in the right direction once again. In saying that, they were still four points behind surprise league leaders Falkirk at this point, but the Bairns had played two games more than the Celts and therefore two victories in their ties in hand would see the Parkhead side join them atop the standings.


Regardless, the last of these nine fixtures, coming only days before Christmas at home against Kilmarnock, saw the Hoops run out the victors by four goals to one. However, it would also signal the last time upon which James Hay, who missed a penalty that foggy afternoon, would appear in a starting line-up until a few days before St. Patrick’s Day, approximately eleven weeks later. Initially, the reason for this – certainly with regards the first tie he would miss, a goalless draw against Airdrieonians – was seemingly unknown, as several newspapers published the day before quoted him in the starting elevens which they expected to be selected. It was only Hay’s absence from the Celtic side for the New Year’s Day Glasgow derby with Rangers which appears to have forced some clarification on the matter.


The “Dundee Courier”, published on the day following Celtic’s two-one victory over their rivals explains the situation, beginning with the headline “Serious Illness of Celtic’s Captain”: “I learn with regret that Hay, the popular captain of Celtic, is threatened with appendicitis, and yesterday his place was taken again by Mitchell. We all wish the Celt skipper a speedy recovery.”


A little over a week later, another newspaper said Hay “is to enter a private nursing home to be treated. It is not likely that he will be available to help his club for some time”. Yet, despite the inevitable blow which losing their captain for a prolonged period would have struck on the Celtic team, they continued to go about their duties in admirable fashion. The fact that, a few draws aside, the Celts won the rest of the matches they played during Hay’s absence, progressing from the early rounds to the semi-finals of the Scottish Cup (knocking out Rangers at Ibrox in the process) is a testament not only to their individual skills, but to their collective character.


Upon the return of Hay in mid-March, Celtic continued their drive towards retaining the Scottish Cup and winning another Scottish League Championship to boot. Firstly, a comfortable five-one victory in the Scottish Cup Final against St. Mirren would take place on the eighteenth of April before a crowd of approximately sixty thousand spectators at Hampden Park. This would be the last occasion upon which the Celts would lift the famous old trophy at the national stadium for fifteen years thanks to the infamous riot which would occur at the 1909 Cup Final. Interestingly, before delving into any detail regarding the tie between Celtic and St. Mirren, the “Glasgow Herald” made particular note of the people who helped to make up the crowd that day.


“The day has arrived when the Final Tie of the Cup, no matter the contestants, will draw forth the eager thousands as no other match, barring the English International, will. That was proved on Saturday. The purely partisan element would not account for the enormous attendance, and it was evident that not only was the spectatorate drawn in the main from the great unattached, but that the majority of this class came to swell a St. Mirren triumph. They were disappointed, and took no pains to conceal their disappointment, but none denied the merit evident in the victorious eleven.”


Clearly then, Celtic were not everyone’s team of choice in 1908, although it must be said that some of this feeling may genuinely simply have been attributable to the fact that they seemed to be winning almost everything at that point. Anyway, as for the match itself, the same newspaper as quoted previously said: “Opening with a confidence that showed the practiced foot and head, Celtic, by delightful forward play and grand backing up from the halves, took a very decided grip of the game early on. To the rabid enthusiast there was possibly too much elaboration, too much clever play without real result, but judged critically and viewed from the usual standard of play of the Parkhead club the very fact of the grace and intricacy of movement being indulged in bespoke a win. Final or no final, the eleven played their usual game and won without being unduly stretched…Weir’s dash and McNair’s calm made a happy blend. Loney and Hay were untiring and resourceful to a degree at half, and it was a pleasure to watch how their assiduous feeding was appreciated by the forwards…”


Celtic would go on to win it all that season, making that of 1907-08 debatably the greatest in the Club’s history until that of 1966-67. The following year, James Hay was back to his imperious best, playing in all but a couple of matches over the course of the entire league and cup campaign, leading his side to a fifth consecutive championship title and what may well have been a third successive Scottish Cup victory, had the trophy not been withheld by the Scottish Football Association following the trouble which ensued after Celtic and Rangers drew the replay of the 1909 Final. Undoubtedly, this event was great both in terms of scale on the day and significance thereafter, but having covered it in some detail in my previous work, I shall refrain from doing so herein so as not to tread the same ground again.


Of all the seasons during Celtic’s “six in a row”, ignoring the first of these titles which was decided by the much discussed play-off, it would be the season of 1908-09 when the Celts would be pushed closest by any other side, with Dundee ultimately finishing only one point behind them in second place. The importance attached to results early on in league calendars can often be much maligned, particularly in the modern day when three points are awarded for a victory, but as with James Hay’s first season at Celtic Park, in which Third Lanark’s early wins over the Parkhead side proved crucial come the end of proceedings, similar events were to occur in 1908. Only six matches into the domestic campaign, Celtic had lost by two goals to one at Dens Park before they won the reverse fixture around five weeks later by two goals to nil. At first glance, the two results essentially cancelled each other out, and with twenty-eight matches still to be played after the latter result, few would have thought them to be of vital importance at that stage, but in time they would be proven to have been so, as Dundee would have won the championship had they been victorious in the return tie.


The following season, that of 1909-10, would not only see James Hay pick up the last of his six Scottish League Championship winners’ medals, but the Ayrshire man would also score his final goal for the Celts, which would come only five minutes into a three-one away win at Fir Park a week before Christmas, a Saturday upon which the Hoops were the only top flight side to win away from home. This would not quite be his last hurrah, but sadly that time was gradually beginning to draw near. On the international front, however, matters were looking decidedly more positive, as after having been called up to the Scotland squad for the first time in four years in 1909, Hay found himself captaining the side as Wales visited Rugby Park in 1910. The Scots won this fixture by a single goal to nil, but would fall to a reverse of this scoreline upon their visit to Belfast for their next international – Hay’s second as captain. The last time upon which James Hay would lead his country out onto the field of play would come a year later in the spring of 1911, as Scotland faced England at Goodison Park, equalising with only moments left in the tie to secure a one-all draw. Of course, it is a great honour for any Scot to captain their country, but to do so in an international match against England, particularly during the period in question, must have made Hay proud indeed. Although he would not lead any Scotland side thereafter, James Hay did register another five outings for his country in the years which followed, culminating in a three-one victory over England at Hampden Park in 1914.


Focusing on domestic matters once more, as with all runs of consecutive titles, Celtic’s historic succession of league flags in the early part of the twentieth century had to come to an end at some point. This would be the case in the 1910-11 campaign, where the Celts finished a disappointing fifth, eleven points behind champions Rangers, with Aberdeen, Falkirk and Partick Thistle occupying the intervening positions. Despite opening the season with a three-nil win over Airdrieonians at Celtic Park, the Hoops would lose their next three league matches, crippling their chances from the outset. In all, Celtic suffered eight league defeats that season, with six coming prior to New Year. To contextualise this somewhat, during Celtic’s “six in a row” era, the Club only lost a total of twenty-three league matches in six seasons, indicating there had been a notable slump in form. This was unsurprising and in footballing terms, debatably somewhat inevitable, but there was still one piece of silverware to be celebrated, as the Celts brought home yet another Scottish Cup. Before briefly turning our focus to that and the end of Hay’s time as a Celtic player, it is noteworthy that although it took a couple of years to reach the heady heights of League Championship glory once more, it was not long before Maley replaced some of the cogs which made up his side and got them firing on all cylinders again. Between 1913-14 and 1918-19, Celtic would win another five domestic titles, four of which came in successive seasons.


Returning to the matter at hand, James Hay would win the Scottish Cup for the third and final time as the captain of Celtic Football Club after he and his side overcame Hamilton Academicals in a two-nil replay win in the middle of April, 1911. A fortnight later, Hay would make his final senior appearance in the green and white Hoops as the Celts rounded off their season with a goalless draw against Aberdeen at Pittodrie. It is of credit to Hay and the rest of the defensive unit that despite their fifth place finish, Celtic conceded sixteen fewer goals than any other side in the Scottish top flight that season – but it was their lack of goals scored which predominantly came back to haunt them.


As for James Hay, having made a request to the Celtic board for a new contract with improved terms, it was made abundantly clear to him that this would not be forthcoming. Therefore, in rather sad and acrimonious circumstances, the captain, still with a few years of top class play in him yet, left Parkhead behind for Newcastle United. James’ counterparts in the famous half-back line of Jim Young, Willie Loney and James Hay continued to appear as a duo for a couple of seasons yet, and whilst nobody can say for sure how long Hay could have remained a fixture in the starting eleven at Parkhead, it is certain his departure would have been felt by his former teammates and also the Celtic support.


Of course, what was Celtic’s loss was to be Newcastle’s gain, as Hay quickly set about establishing himself as a first team regular in a side which had won three English First Division titles during the last six years and had also lifted their first F.A. Cup only a year earlier (in fact, they had appeared in five of the previous seven F.A. Cup Finals). In his first season at St. James’ Park, Hay and his new teammates would rise up the league table once more to finish a very respectable third. As a point of note, the following piece of information may well highlight the competitiveness of the English league at that point in time. During the 1911-12 season, Newcastle United won eighteen of their thirty-eight matches and finished third from twenty teams. Preston North End, who ended the season nineteenth and were relegated, won thirteen of their thirty-eight fixtures. Only eleven points separated the sides, despite the latter finishing sixteen places lower in the league standings. No club won more than twenty league ties that season.


Over the next few years, the great Newcastle team of the previous decade began to fade away, as did their performances, finishing fourteenth at the end of the 1912-13 campaign. At this stage, James Hay – still a relative newcomer in the north-east – was given the prestigious honour of being named the new captain of Newcastle United Football Club. Indeed, Hay was held in such high regard by the black and white faithful that they soon dubbed him “The Man with the Iron Chest”, in respect of the remarkable thrust and endeavour with which he approached the game. During the two seasons in which he would hold this position, his side finished eleventh and then fifteenth in the league table, latterly only avoiding relegation by four points.


However, it is worth remembering that this was a very different footballing England to the one which we know in the modern era. Chelsea and Tottenham Hotspur were the only two London clubs present in the top flight of the domestic game, and nobody could deny the real powerhouses of the sport in England were then the north and midlands with the majority of clubs clustered there. Everton were the league champions, with Oldham Athletic finishing only a point behind them in second. One cannot help but feel a tinge of regret when casting an eye back to history, for nowadays not even Everton, undeniably a big club with a large following, have any hope of ever winning such an honour again without either a notable change in the footballing landscape or an incredible injection of financial resources. As it happens, the bottom three in the table that year were Manchester United, Chelsea and Tottenham Hotspur.


With the outbreak of World War One, domestic football in England – unlike that north of the border – was halted after the end of the 1914-15 campaign, and would not resume against until the 1919-20 season. Undoubtedly, James Hay would have gone on to record many more appearances for Newcastle United had external factors not stood in his way, but regardless of this, he remains a well-loved figure in the proud history of that football club. Subsequently, Hay was allowed to leave English Football behind him and he returned to his roots, as one may have expected only a few months shy of his thirty-fifth birthday, joining Ayr United. This venture did not go well initially, with Hay’s first two matches in December resulting in defeats away at Falkirk and at home to Celtic. Of the latter tie, the “Glasgow Herald” said the following: “Ayr Disunited – At full strength and under normal conditions Ayr United would have made the Celts’ task much more difficult, though on the season’s form victory would have been the champions just the same. But the absence of Getgood and Niven had an unsettling effect on the home team which Hay’s presence did not allay.”


However, in the New Year and beyond, Ayr’s form would improve markedly, and to the surprise of many, they eventually concluded the season in fourth place – their highest ever league finish – having won more than half of their matches played. When one considers that they had only won five from fifteen prior to the aforementioned loss against Celtic, this fightback becomes all the more remarkable. Sadly though, a downward spiral for Ayr and Hay would follow, as they finished the next campaign in fifteenth before ultimately coming bottom the following year. Perhaps unsurprisingly, one newspaper reported that “Hay was barracked mercilessly by the Rangers support” on a trip to Ibrox with Ayr in the early part of 1917. Clearly his reputation as one of the finest Celts of his era had not been forgotten.


In the years thereafter, having been called up to fight in the ongoing war, Hay joined the Royal Field Artillery in France, serving as a gunner, whilst also returning to the coal pits during his time back in Scotland. In footballing terms, a loan spell with Hearts followed before James Hay moved to Clydebank, where he would eventually hang up his boots for good and progress into a managerial role. During this time, finding himself in dire need of personnel, Hay turned to his old friend and mentor Willie Maley in search of assistance. As one would expect, Maley happily obliged, and loaned Hay three players. I shall leave it to the words of one of those men, a certain James Edward McGrory, to recall his memories of this period. The following excerpt is from McGrory’s own book, “A Lifetime in Paradise”.


“Jimmy Hay, the immortal from the Celtic half-back line of Young, Loney and Hay, had around that time taken over as the manager of Clydebank and being short of players asked his old colleague Willie Maley for some help in young Celtic players on loan. He got me and two others. The biggest shock for me in joining Clydebank was a cut in wages. Celtic had been paying me £5 a week but the Bankies told me they could only afford to play me £4. Being an eternal sucker in the subject of wage negotiations, I accepted.”


Of course, Jimmy McGrory would famously go on to score at Celtic Park as Clydebank beat the home side there for the first time ever, but despite the young Jimmy’s best efforts, he couldn’t help his temporary team to avoid relegation that year. In the summer of 1924, with Ayr United’s present manager leaving them behind for the equivalent role at Cowdenbeath, a good side who would actually finish in fifth place only two points behind Celtic the following season, James Hay subsequently left Clydebank to manage his old side. It would be here that his football career, in all seriousness anyway, would come to a bitter end.


Sadly, he and Ayr United would struggle. With an interfering board who possessed a liking for picking the teams which the club would field, Hay was marginalised to some extent, doing his best to coach the players but never truly having the authority or control held by the likes of his old boss a few miles up the road in Glasgow. According to one member of his family, James was a nervous manager, and often retired to the recesses underneath the stand (or even out into the street beyond) during important matches, asking people to come and update him with relevant information at periodic intervals. This may come as a revelation of sorts to some of you – after all, Hay was as tough and fearless a man on the field of play as any other – but it does tell us two critical points about him as a manager. Firstly, he cared deeply about the performances and results achieved by his sides, and secondly, he was undoubtedly a man who felt as if he was under a lot of pressure.


The division between Hay and the Ayr United board would culminate in an incident which remains infamous to this day. With this in mind, I shall cut a long and complicated story short. Essentially, according to James Hay, prior to a vital match with fellow relegation candidates Third Lanark in March 1925, a director of Ayr United Football Club, Mr. Thomas Steen, attempted to bribe the man set to referee the upcoming fixture, Mr. Tom Dougray, in exchange for his assurance that the Ayrshire side would walk away from Cathkin Park with an important victory.


Undoubtedly, this was an incredibly serious allegation for any manager to make against the director of a Scottish football club, but particularly so against Mr. Steen, who had also been the Treasurer of the Scottish Football Association since 1907. However, by accusing Steen, James put himself on a collision course with the director which would culminate in the downfall of both men, but such prolonged conflicts often result in the destruction of the parties involved. Hay, refusing to withdraw his accusations and offer an apology, was suspended by the Scottish Football Association in January 1926 and subsequently left his job as the manager of Ayr United. Steen, despite some legal wrangling, eventually lost his roles with both the Scottish Football Association and Ayr United before the end of 1927. Late in the November of that same year, Hay would finally see his suspension from any involvement in the Scottish game lifted. However, with the exception of a scouting tenure with Newcastle United, he would never enjoy any further work in football, instead finding employment as an insurance agent.


James Hay died on the fourth of April 1940, aged fifty-nine, at his home in Marchfield Road in Ayr. Undoubtedly a famous figure within the footballing world despite his largely forced withdrawal from the game, his funeral was well-attended by the famous and anonymous alike. As his old teammates, Willie Loney, Jimmy Quinn and full-back pairing Joe Dodds and Alec McNair looked on, Willie Maley – who had only retired from his role as the manager of Celtic Football Club a little more than two months previously – rose to deliver the sort of speech for which he had become renowned, praising his departed friend and adding a dash of sentimentalism here and there as he did so. Later that day, Celtic welcomed Rangers to Celtic Park and, before a crowd of approximately thirty thousand spectators, the flag flew at half-mast in the East End of Glasgow for Ayrshire’s departed son. For the sake of recordkeeping, Rangers won the match by two goals to one, having been awarded the softest of penalties when they trailed the home side by a single goal. The spot kick was given by one Matthew Dale, a referee whose name I would ask you all to remember, for he shall be spoken about at some length in a later chapter.


I cannot finish a piece such as this with a veiled reference to a referee, particularly when the importance of the protagonist’s endeavours in the green and white of Celtic Football Club was so great. In all, James Hay played three hundred and twenty-four times for Celtic, scoring twenty-three goals whilst picking up eleven full international caps for Scotland. He also made one shy of one hundred and fifty appearances for Newcastle United and eighty-five for Ayr United. Critically, he captained each of the club sides mentioned in this paragraph, as well as leading his nation on to the field of play on three occasions. Whilst controversy will forever surround the name of James Hay, I believe it is his true legacy of skill, vision and fortitude which must be remembered as the years continue to pass. His ability to read the game before him was legendary, and the manner in which he conducted himself is worthy of much admiration also. An integral part of what remains one of the greatest Celtic sides ever James Hay, the lad from a tiny mining village in Ayrshire, is one of the few men who can truly be described as a Celtic legend.


In closing, I will leave you with the words of Mr. Gethin from Galashiels, who penned the following poem honouring James Hay in the style of another Ayrshire man, Robert Burns, and submitted it to a newspaper as so many others did a little over a century ago. Written when Hay was injured and unavailable for selection for the Hoops, it captures the love and respect the Celtic supporters of the time held for their captain.





“Long life tae ye, my trusty frien’


Prood leader o’ the White an’ Green;


In mony a hard-fought fight you’ve been,


An truth to tell,


Fu’ mony a trophy won ye’ve seen


An’ won right well.”





“An Ayrshire laddie bred and born,


In’ still as fresh as dewy morn,


O’ tricks that are o’ meanness shorn,


Ye’ve aye approved,


The Celts your loss wad fairly mourn,


Were ye removed.”





“A real hard-working honest player,


When the Celts are pressed ye’re always there;


Ye’er energies ye never spare


Tae see them through.


There’s mony a team wad prosper mair,


If led by you.”





“Ye’re upright conduct oft has earned


The highest praise frae a’ concerned;


Ye’re pluck and grit have often turned


A threatened fa’


Tae victory, an’ that well-earned


In spite o’ a’.”





“Long may ye strive, then, Jamie Hay,


Tae lead the Celts to victory,


An when ye’re time is up, we’ll say


(An wha’ll dispute),


‘Ye were a champion in yer day,


Without a dou’t’.”




“The Chronicles of Willie Maley:


“The First Instalment””


In this set of chapters, you will find excerpts from a series of articles written by Willie Maley during World War One for the “Weekly Mail and Record”. These are first-hand accounts of many of the stories and events which took place during our Football Club’s formative years, and as such, I hope you will find them both informative and enjoyable. Therefore, I shall leave you in the capable hands of Mr. Maley for short periods throughout this book.


“The Beginning of His Career in Sport”


“This week we give, as promised, the first instalment of the life story of Willie Maley, the Celtic F.C. manager. In the course of this series Mr. Maley will recall many thrilling incidents in the history of a club which has achieved wonderful success and created many records.”


“By Willie Maley, Celtic F.C. Manager”


“To give you a sketch of my career, and incidentally the rise and life of the Celtic club to date, is a big order, and means a delving back into the past. In this process it is quite possible that my memory may at times lead me astray on dates and figures but, as far as I can, I gladly give it to the football world which has known me and borne with me for the past twenty-six years.”


“I was born in the ranks of the 21st Royal Scots Fusiliers, of which my father was then an acting sergeant, in the barracks at Newry, Co. Down. My father was born in Ennis, Co. Clare, and my mother came of a Kerry family, so that I am “Irish”. My family, consisting of four brothers, are in their birthplaces emblematical of the British Empire, as the eldest, Charley, was born in Barbados, Tom in Portsmouth, myself in Ireland as I have stated, and Alick, the youngest, in Cathcart, Scotland.”


“My earliest recollections of football concern Cathcart. In the early 1880s there was a team there called the 23rd R.R.V. connected with the volunteer regiment of which my father was instructor for many years – till his death in 1896. In my mind I can see the big strong fellows who made up this team, and played the game in the kick and rush style of their day. Strength and dash were absolute necessities [then]. The games which counted most outside the Scottish Cup were the inter-village games, which were played home and away each year. Cathcart had a good team, and had many desperate fights with Thornliebank, Nitshill, and Barrhead in these far-away days.”


“Thornliebank’s Advance”


“In 1880 our village had been stirred tremendously by the fact of Thornliebank, the local rivals, having attained the honour of being finalists for the Scottish Cup against the then invincible Queen’s Park. Great hopes, I remember, were held out for a country victory, big expectations being built on the speed of one Anderson, the Thornliebank outside-right. He was a speedy man…It was not to be, however, and the Queen’s won the Cup by three to one.”


“I played some junior football at home with a team called Hazelbank, but we had neither funds nor conveniences to enable us to get into Cup-ties until about 1886, when we played in the Glasgow Junior Cup, going out in the semi-final to Govan Fairfield by three to one. In this game, we stripped at the side of the pitch, which was beside the railway in Kinning Park, near the old Rangers’ ground. Incidentally, one of our team, who had come straight from his work, had his pockets rifled as the game was going on. We also played in the Renfrewshire Junior ties, but here again we failed to achieve fame.”


“In these Junior ties I came across several men against whom I later on figured in Senior football, such as Billy Johnstone and the two Oswald’s, of Third Lanark, “Spriggy” Rae of Rutherglen, for which team, by the way, I played two or three games in 1886. Another man I met as a Junior was “Fisty” Britten of Clyde. He played for a team called, I think, the Carrick, and in a Junior tie we played against this team. I remember we played my brother Tom, home from college (and at that time a Senior playing for the London Caledonians), under an assumed name. Tom won us the game all right, to the consternation of the Brigtonians, who had reckoned on making us easy prey. They tried hard to discover Tom’s identity, but failed.”


“Tom, at this time, returning from Hammersmith College, where he had been studying, played occasionally for 3rd L.R.V. [Third Lanark], and latterly for the Hibs. I was asked to play for Second Third [their reserves], and did so on several occasions, and also played twice for the first eleven – once against Rangers. The team did not attract me, and I had really made up my mind to stop football and take to the Harriers [athletics] at this time. In the office in which I was employed I had as companion Andrew Dick, one of the most energetic men the Clydesdale Harriers ever had, and he induced me to take up his pet game. I tried it on several occasions, but sustained a very bad fall in the closing dash of a race at Busby, which laid me up for some days and really closed my Harriers career.”


“When Willie Maley Played For Third Lanark”


“After my short spell of track racing in 1887, I played some few games for Second Third Lanark [as I have said], in the first eleven of which my brother Tom had then taken a regular place, having finished his studies in London. But I never felt at home there. In their ranks, I had my first football “jaunt” as we termed it at home. It was to Dumfries, to play the Vale of Nith, and we won by three to one. I had to leave Cathcart about 6.45 a.m. to walk into town to catch the 8 a.m. train for Dumfries, and I was a proud boy setting off that morning in possession of my first football bag (a present from my mother). We had a fine time of it at Dumfries, driving to the Sweetheart Abbey, a place still fresh in my memory.”


“In 1887 I travelled with my brother Tom to Alexandria to see the village team, Netherlee, play the Levendale, the nursery at that time for the famous Vale of Leven. The game was a draw, but the Vale won the following Saturday at Kilmarnock.”


“What a big, hardy lot the two teams were! They gave and took their knocks quite cheerfully, and I can tell you they were demons to charge. It was fierce, and yet it did not look so bad as a similar exhibition would today, with all our restrictions and penalties, and I sometimes wish we could have a bit of the old days over again, if only for a variety to the tripping and ankle tapping of today.”


“It was at this time I first met Michael Dunbar, a Busby man, and therefore a serious rival to Cathcart. He played for Cartvale, who were at the time a real good team, Dunbar and Calderwood making a great left wing. They were both taken up by Cowlairs, who were the “country gleaners” of that day. My clubmate (in time to come), through friendship with my brother Tom, and with Johnnie Colman (destined later also to play for Celtic), who played at that time for Netherlee, played a few games for the Netherlee team, composed of Cathcart men. We four little dreamt of the football history we were all to make. Mr. Dunbar and I were, after that, particular chums, and in all our Celtic wanderings we were bedfellows.”


“Tom’s Temptation”


“In December 1887, the Celtic Club was getting underway, and Tom was approached to join the new Irish club. Previous to this, a few attempts had been made to form such a club, and the title of the Glasgow Hibs was proposed. It fell through, as did a later one of more anon. Tom was playing well for Third Lanark, and they were not inclined to let him slip.”


“My father, when in Dublin, just before his discharge from the army, had been friends with a Pat Welsh who [later] asked my father to come to Glasgow to settle down. This the family did, and strange to say their first home in Glasgow was in the parish of St Mary’s, Calton, where the Celtic sprang from. Pat Welsh, being a keen footballer, when he heard the Celts wanted Tom and myself to join, visited us at Cathcart in December, 1887. Along with him were the lamented Brother Walfrid, and the never to be forgotten John Glass (R.I.P.). Needless to say, the soft tones of Pat Welsh, aided by the blarney of Bro. Walfrid, and the wonderful promises and possibilities so ably at all times put forward by John Glass, earned for the Celtic the consent of both Tom and myself to do our little best for them; but I may honestly say that when our good friends had gone home we both thought that the club we had joined would have a short life, and go the way of many others started with almost as much enthusiasm.”




“Are You Okay Up There Wee Man?”


At times, writing can be a somewhat tedious pursuit, whilst at others, it has the potential to be exciting indeed. The long hours associated with the proofreading and editing processes are mediated by the characters whom you can be fortunate enough to meet along the way and the pride in a good job well done come release day. Gracefully, I have been incredibly lucky to spend time with some truly outstanding individuals (such as the late, great Bill Boland) in penning this book and its predecessor. Equally, I have become firm friends with many people – not only those featured in either work – but those I have met at functions and the like also. Now, allow me to begin this chapter by simply stating the following of its chief subject – he is a remarkable gentleman.


Born on the twenty-first of March 1962, Gerry Cleary was not your typical baby boy. Having suffered the harmful side effects of Distaval (Thalidomide), a so-called “wonder drug” which was targeted at – amongst others – pregnant women suffering from morning sickness, Gerry was born with severely deformed legs and a wasted left arm. In all, he had only one fully functional limb, his right arm. Having said that, it is indicative of the character of the man in question that he wholly considers himself to be one of the lucky ones. After all, many of the babies affected by the drug were stillborn or miscarried.


In the modern day, Gerry stands approximately three and a half feet tall, but whatever the man lacks in physical stature he most certainly compensates for with a wonderful, kind-hearted philosophy towards life. Born in Paisley, Gerry initially lived in Nitshill before a short time in Cathcart was followed by a move to East Kilbride, the town which he still calls home to this day.


As the eldest of four siblings (Diane, Louise and Michael), Gerry maintains that he was aware he was different to everybody else from a very early age. However, admirably, he quickly made the decision to accept this fact and move on as best he could, even as a child. Just as any small boy does, Gerry spent a significant portion of his early life out and about with his friends, using jumpers for goalposts and finding hours of entertainment where adults would only see, for example, a tree.


“As a kid I had two favourite pastimes above all others,” Gerry told me, “Playing football – you know, proper football, not that stuff on games consoles which they play now – and climbing trees. Strange though it might sound nowadays, collecting bird’s eggs was a rather popular hobby back then, so it was through that I discovered my talent. It turned out I was actually well suited to climbing. I had a lot of upper body strength, and because I was much lighter than all of my pals, I could climb up a lot of trees which they simply could not. It gave me a great sense of freedom then, I really enjoyed it.”


In retrospect, all of Gerry’s favoured childhood activities paled in comparison to his love of the sport of football and his unbridled adoration for one particular Football Club, Celtic. As I have previously mentioned, the young Cleary was not simply a spectator to the beautiful game, he was an active participant. In fact, for someone who might appear at first glance to have no legs at all, he gleefully recalled to me that not only was he a decent enough player, but also had certain attributes none of his friends could ever hope to replicate. At first, that could seem to be a rather bizarre statement, but when one considers it with an abstract mind, Gerry’s point becomes clear. For example, he was able to head home much lower driven crosses than most men, a feat he thoroughly enjoyed and memories of which continue to bring a smile to his face many years later.


As a young child, Gerry’s parents Mae and Jimmy fought fiercely so that he could be given the opportunity to attend a mainstream school as opposed to one for children with special needs. Such a tale may sound somewhat unlikely today, especially for a child who was not mentally handicapped in any way, but attitudes were very different in the sixties. After all, fifty years is a long time for progress to occur. Regardless, whilst some stereotypes and uninformed opinions suggested that those affected by a disability were not normal people, in reality nothing could be further from the truth.


Gerry’s parents won their battle with the help of some teachers, and the young man spent many years being educated at St Leonard’s Primary and St Bride’s Secondary in East Kilbride. In these surroundings, he would form friendships which would last a lifetime and meet a girl by the name of Karen who would one day become his wife, but he would face adversity also.


At the age of seven, Gerry was taken to Glasgow’s Victoria Infirmary where he was to be fitted with artificial legs. Of course, the prosthetic limbs of the time were of a much poorer quality than those which are available nowadays, and whilst Gerry respects the hospital staff for doing their best with him, it was apparent from early on in our discussions that the young boy did not like the end result one bit. “They were heavy, cumbersome wooden pieces”, Gerry told me, “which didn’t look remotely right or fit well. They were horrendous, but my parents made me wear them to school for a period regardless. I developed a habit of arriving home in at the end of a day and taking them off before I did anything else, so they eventually understood that I was far more comfortable just being me.”


Similarly, the artificial limbs which I have described previously formed a pivotal role in Gerry’s earliest trips to see Celtic. The sixth of March 1971 saw Raith Rovers travel to Celtic Park for a Scottish Cup quarter final tie and, for the first time, Gerry Cleary would be a spectator as the Hoops romped to a seven-one victory. As one would expect, such a performance was a spectacle to behold for a first timer in particular, and as Gerry openly admits, he was very fortunate to be able to watch the likes of Tommy Gemmell, Billy McNeill, Jimmy Johnstone and Bobby Lennox in the flesh. However, whilst everything seemed to go swimmingly well on the pitch that night, matters were not quite so positive off of it.


Gerry’s late father, Jimmy, was a regular follower of Celtic when his son was just a boy. He attended many matches with his best friend Tommy, and saw them not only as sporting ties, but as an excuse for a good day out with drink aplenty. Therefore, by Gerry’s own admission, he feels that his father believed his presence cramped his style. Stood unsteadily on his artificial legs that night against Raith Rovers, James had to pay extra for him and his son to access the main stand. After all, although he would make the odd trip to the terracing in future, such areas were not really fit for Gerry’s needs, particularly not in the months following the Ibrox disaster of 1971. Therefore, although he thoroughly enjoyed his first match at Celtic Park, it is fair to say the young Gerry became somewhat disillusioned in the weeks and months which came thereafter.


Perhaps naively, as many other boys have done in the past and some will do in the future also, he assumed that now he had attended one home match – overcoming the relative inaccessibility he faced climbing flights of stairs amongst other obstacles – that he would find himself accompanying his father to fixtures with an increasing regularity. This wasn’t to be the case, and in truth such occasions would be rarities in future, causing Gerry to feel strong levels of resentment towards his father at this point in his life. Nowadays, with Gerry himself a man in his fifties, such feelings have tempered somewhat, as he now says he can partly understand where his father was coming from.


However – and I doubt any of you will be surprised by this – Gerry soon found his own solution to this problem. Instead of going to many matches with his father, he would have none other than Celtic player Ronnie Glavin (who lived only a few streets away) and neighbour Tony McGuinness (a businessman who resided in the same street) to thank for arranging much of his transport to games in the years approaching the mid-1970s.


As Gerry reached his mid-teens, the Thalidomide Trust, an organisation set up to distribute compensation from the company which produced the drug, began to split up a total of over thirty million pounds in damages for those affected by the product’s side effects in the form of annual payments. The size of the sum which each individual received was directly linked to the severity of their respective disability, and once Gerry was granted his initial share of money, he bought himself his first car, had the relevant hand controls fitted and started driving lessons. Having subsequently passed his test, the young man predictably saw this as an opportunity to follow Celtic all over the country. As Gerry said himself, it might not have been the most exciting vehicle in the world – a brown Ford Escort estate – but it was functional, giving him a new found sense of independence, and finally allowing him to offer lifts to his friends and family, rather than having to rely on their assistance as he had done in the past.


From the start of the 1980s, Gerry and his friends found themselves following the Celts religiously in the Ford which I have just mentioned. Of course, this did mean that Gerry often played the role of the designated driver whilst his pals enjoyed a good drink, but he was happy enough. After all, he was watching his favourite football team on a regular basis, and that in itself is a blessing each and every time any of us do so (hard though that may be to accept after a poor result or performance).


Anyway, in the months and years which followed, Gerry would come to an arrangement with Jim Kennedy (an ex-Celtic player responsible for the distribution of away tickets prior to the days of an established ticket office) in order to access match tickets for him and his friends. At this point in time, the demand to follow Celtic was high, and therefore Supporters’ Clubs were often only granted a percentage of the tickets for which they had applied for any given fixture. As such, the “Sons of Warsaw Celtic Supporters’ Club” (the invention of Cleary and his companions), generally picked up seven or eight tickets for each tie. Their membership totalled over thirty people and in most similar situations, this would generally cause some levels of friction. Not for the “Sons of Warsaw” however, as the majority of their members had no desire to watch Celtic at all. Now, allow me to explain – for Gerry and his friends to be allocated tickets they needed to either join an existing Celtic Supporters’ Club or start their own and, as you can see, they chose the latter of the two options. New Supporters’ Clubs were required to have a minimum of thirty listed members at the time, but as there were only seven or eight individuals hoping to receive seven or eight tickets, the decision was made to register other people as members simply to fill numbers. These included Rangers supporting colleagues and family members who had no interest in football whatsoever, and as such this formula “worked a treat”.


Whilst interviewing Gerry, I had decided to hold off on what I considered to be an important question until I felt the time was right. My query, which concerned whether or not he had ever felt endangered whilst in a large football crowd – partly due to his size and relative lack of mobility – was not one I wanted to seem crass or provocative, but as the East Kilbride man sat in his armchair and began to recall his trip to the 1985 Scottish Cup Final, I felt an opportune moment had presented itself.


Gerry replied, “In all honesty Frank, it’s rarely been a great issue for me. Thanks to the help of Jim at Parkhead, I sat in the stand at home and away matches on the vast majority of occasions, but there were a few fixtures I had to go out on to the terracing for. The 1985 Scottish Cup Final was a prominent example of that, but I didn’t often feel scared at the football. My friends, as well as the rest of the Celtic support, were great with me. If we did find ourselves in the midst of a large crowd, they’d form a wee ring around me and become pretty vocal with those nearby if the situation warranted it, but most of the time there was no problem at all. Well, nothing other than the fact it’s not hellish easy to see the game from the terracing when you’re three and a half feet tall unless you happen to be down at the front.”


Of course, the 1985 Scottish Cup Final, the hundredth such occasion upon which the famous old trophy would be contested, was the subject of much interest. As Celtic prepared to take on Dundee United, Gerry knew that without a ticket for the stand, his only option to watch the match live would be from the open terracing. Due to the movement of turnstiles at the Celtic end from their traditional locations on the street up to the peak of some stairwells, there were many reports in the days which followed the match of crushing being an issue outside particular areas of the ground. This was not an all ticket affair, and as such Gerry and his friends, who were fortunate to avoid the overcrowding issues externally, paid at the gate in order to gain entry to the game. However, in the middle of such a large mass of people, the chances of Gerry finding his way down to the front of the terracing were slim. Undeterred, Cleary simply put the skills which he had mastered as a youth in practice, quickly and nimbly climbing one of Hampden’s famous floodlight pylons. As was the way of things at this point in time, the young Gerry was not the only one to have such an idea, although one would naturally assume that he may well have been the sole disabled fan to attempt to scale such a structure that day.


“The view was great”, recalled Gerry, “None of my pals seemed to be too worried that I had climbed away up the pylon, but a few other fans who didn’t know me offered shouts of concern. You know – “Are you okay up there wee man?” – that kind of thing, but they all meant well. Most people were shouting words of encouragement anyway, it was all good natured. When Celtic scored the equaliser through Davie Provan – my favourite player at that point – and then the winning goal thanks to Frank McGarvey, I naturally found myself celebrating and leaping about as best I could whilst up this pylon, but as I stopped and actually took in the sight of the Celtic fans below me, I couldn’t help but notice the entire structure swinging and swaying from side to side. Clearly, the combination of a few fans on the pylon and tens of thousands jumping around below made it move. Anyway, to sit there and watch so many people celebrating deliriously on the terracing was something special. It was a bird’s eye view of a great day for our Football Club, and I feel very lucky to have attended the game and been part of it all.”


In 1987, Gerry would marry his long term girlfriend, Karen. Two years later, the birth of twin sons Declan and Sean meant that their lives would never be the same again. Born on the twenty-sixth of October, Declan suffered from jaundice for a short time, and as a result of this he and his brother were only released from hospital on the fourth of November. Celtic were scheduled to face Rangers at Ibrox that afternoon, a match with an added degree of tension attached to it, as Maurice Johnston was set to line up against his former club for the first time. A conflict of interest therefore arose, as Gerry had a ticket for the fixture.


Having asked the boys’ doctor whether or not they would be allowed home as the days passed and the derby game approached, the proud new parents of two baby boys were finally allowed to take them home on the morning of the match. However, the true meaning of an apparently innocuous visit of Gerry’s two friends – supposedly popping in to see the kids – only a matter of moments after their arrival home soon became clear to Karen. Between ten and fifteen minutes after Gerry and Karen had pulled up at their house, with Declan and Sean in tow, Gerry and his friends would depart for Ibrox. To this day, Gerry has mixed feelings about his decision, something which Karen described as “pathetic” at the time and is still a minor bone of contention.


“It probably wasn’t my proudest moment”, he lamented, “We’d only just made it up the road. There was no milk or bread or anything of that sort in the house, and although I thought I was there for twenty minutes or more, Karen maintains I was only home for ten minutes at the most. I hadn’t really adjusted to the effects which parenthood would have upon my life at this point, and it was perhaps somewhat naïve of me to think I could go to the game without causing any problems. However, after missing our famous trip to Love Street in 1986 and the celebrations which followed, I was loath to not attend any Celtic game at that point in time. In truth, with the benefit of hindsight, I can see why Karen wasn’t pleased. I was maybe a bit out of order insisting that I went to that match at Ibrox, but to be fair, I’m sure most Celtic supporters could read this story and understand how something like this might come to pass. My two friends came in, held a twin each briefly, said they were “lovely”, and then a few seconds later I appeared at the bottom of the stairs. They then handed the kids to Karen, who had one twin in each arm, said “cheerio” and the three of us walked out. She still hasn’t forgiven me for that, but I think karma had its way of getting back at me that day, because Maurice Johnston scored the only goal of the game in the last minute of normal time and we lost one-nil. It was just as sickening then as it is now.”


Unsurprisingly, Gerry’s rate of attendance at away matches would plummet in the years following the birth of the twins, as he was occupied by more important matters. Bizarrely, due largely to a twist of fate, his involvement in football as a whole would actually experience an upsurge as the boys grew. Whilst they were still only five or six years of age, Gerry would take Sean and Declan to training sessions held by two older gentlemen with an affiliation to one of the local amateur sides, East Kilbride Burgh. At this point, there were training sessions but no actual team for the age group in question, and so the coaches looked to the parents of the boys for volunteers to take such a side.


Gerry, whose continuing absence from Celtic’s away matches was still causing a proverbial itch which he couldn’t seem to scratch, put his name forward and in time would find himself as the manager of the “Burgh Blacks”, the nickname given to his side to distinguish it from the other Burgh teams. Wearing blue and black vertical stripes and a kit not dissimilar to that worn by Inter Milan (whom we shall discuss later), Gerry developed a decent enough side initially, without enjoying any sort of spectacular success. However, the departure of one coach who was an ardent supporter of the team’s use of the four-four-two formation presented Gerry with an opportunity to change systems a few years later. This was something he had been considering for some time but had always met resistance when voiced.


“I’d been taking the boys for years at that stage and in the past few months I couldn’t help but shake the feeling that four-four-two wasn’t doing us justice”, he told me. “I didn’t believe we had the players to operate that system as it should be, but I did feel three-five-two, which at the time was a pretty unpopular formation, may have suited us better, so I decided to get the boys together and we agreed to give it a try. Of course, a couple of years after that Martin O’Neill would introduce the same system at Celtic also.”


Indeed, it was a bold move for Burgh, as they were the only side in their league to implement such a tactic in the late 1990s, but soon its respective worth became apparent as they started to accrue a collection of league and cup wins. It may sound clichéd, but for a significant period of time, the opposition sides just didn’t know how to deal with it. However, that was not to say it was all plain sailing, as whilst matters on the park improved Gerry came under pressure as a manager from his beloved wife of all people, as he would make the decision to leave the twins on the bench more often than not.


Gerry expanded on this point: “It would have been all too easy for me to make the boys the first two names on the team sheet every week, and a lot of other managers at that level of the game did that then and almost certainly do so now, but I couldn’t justify it as it wouldn’t have been fair on anyone involved. It was my job to put the best team on the park that I possibly could, and I’d like to think that nowadays, the twins can understand why I made the decisions that I did and respect me for them. In saying that though, it did cause a bit of friction at the time, particularly between me and Karen, but I had to stick by my choices.”


Gerry, his fellow coaches (John McDonald, Derek Strickland, Mick Cleary and Ricky McCrorie) and their East Kilbride Burgh side would experience some great highs and gut-wrenching lows during their time together, emotions which often directly conflicted with those personal feelings Gerry experienced as a Celtic supporter. For example, one morning in late May 2005, Burgh travelled to league rivals Broomhouse and returned not only with three points thanks to a four-one victory, but as league champions also. Gerry then watched Celtic’s final match of the league season on a big screen in East Kilbride, where two late goals from Motherwell striker Scott McDonald would turn his elation to despair as the Celts watched the title slip from their grasp. Yet, hugely disappointing though this was, Gerry recalled it was nothing compared to the few painful defeats endured by his Burgh side, with the most notable being a late equaliser and subsequent penalty shootout stealing a place in the Scottish Cup Final away from them: “I always felt awful when we lost a big match. Naturally, I considered myself responsible for the team, so it hurt me.”


Despite this, when asked to ponder his managerial experience as a whole – which came to an end after fifteen years on the sidelines – Gerry would not allow such results to overshadow the accolades which he and his sides achieved. He said: “When I look back on it all now, I have to say that I absolutely adored that era. It filled a huge hole in my life having stopped going to Celtic’s away games, but it was much more than that. I’ve always felt I’ve known my football, but having had such an involvement with youth players for so long I do believe it gave me an even better insight into the tactical realms of the game. However, as you might expect, the best thing about it was the boys – each and every one of them. Watching them all grow and develop together, making mistakes and learning from them, battling for each other, and more often than not playing some really impressive football gave me the greatest satisfaction of all. I suppose it’s perhaps those feelings of happiness and contentment with regards what we all accomplished which means I have no desire to ever go back to management. It was a fantastic time in my life and I wouldn’t change it for the world, but it’s over now.”


The late 1990s would also see the birth of Gerry and Karen’s third son, Aidan. Having focused on Gerry’s time managing a football team, allow us to return to his life as a Celtic supporter. Gerry would enjoy opportunities to again attend some of the most important away matches which Celtic had either enjoyed or endured (depending on whether or not you happen to be of a nervous disposition whilst watching the Celts), as we all followed the “Road To Seville” from living rooms, pubs and stadia across Europe. Early on in this run, Gerry travelled south to Blackburn to see the Hoops dispatch the Rovers by a two-nil scoreline which was actually a much more comprehensive victory than the result alone would suggest.
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