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INTRODUCTION





There is no other football club like Celtic. The point was proved when an estimated 80,000 supporters were so besotted that they made their way to Seville for the UEFA Cup final against Porto on 21 May 2003. It is considered the greatest mass migration between nations in the history of football for a single game. During the afternoon the mobile-phone network in Seville buckled under the sheer weight of calls as people tried to contact one another. There were greater frustrations than that, but half of the Celtic fans had accepted that they would not get into the Estadio Olímpico.


No arrests were made, although with the sort of embellishment that a well-loved tale deserves, there is a claim of a punch-up between two brothers who had been thumping one another since infancy. Celtic did not take the trophy, but awards would later be made by both UEFA and FIFA. The European and world ruling bodies wished to mark the miraculous serenity of an occasion when so many people were unable to be at the match. Those fans were content and even eager to make do with watching the final in bars or on giant screens, because their overarching purpose was to mount a celebration of Celtic football club.


It was a unique episode for a club that has also been a focus of controversy and antagonism. Celtic’s identity is still shaped by its origins. That can create an allure, and in recent years the club’s attractiveness has been recognised with invitations to pre-season competitions. Given the Irish roots, it was rational in 2011 that Celtic should face Internazionale in Dublin. All the same, it had not been so readily anticipated that the SkyDome in Toronto would draw its largest attendance for a soccer match when Celtic took on Roma in a friendly before a crowd of 50,108 in July 2004.


In some parts of the world, after all, it is fashionable to be Irish. One study reported that far more people in the US claimed such ancestry than could possibly be the case. There was no such popularity, however, in the Glasgow of the latter part of the nineteenth century, where Celtic was founded and where its identity was forged. Celtic is a Scottish club, but the opportunities it has had and the troubles it sometimes encounters also arise from the Irish aspect.


Despite that lineage, Glasgow has always been Celtic’s base and, famously, every member of the European Cup-winning side of 1967 was born within a thirty-mile radius of the city. The club appears to take strength from the belief that it is a maverick overcoming the odds, despite the fact that it draws the largest crowds in Scotland to its 60,000-capacity stadium. Celtic love to see themselves as outsiders. They have been wronged on occasion, with one episode bringing the downfall of Jim Farry, the then chief executive of the SFA. He was eventually dismissed after delaying the registration of the forward Jorge Cadete in 1996.


Farry, who died in 2010, never struck those of us who knew him as biased or bigoted, but he did seem to get locked into a struggle with the then owner of Celtic, Fergus McCann. In some senses the Celtic fans were comfortable with the notion that they were victimised. Many supporters who relish the slightest hint of outlaw chic would in any case shudder at the mere offer of a seat at the Establishment table. The standpoint, though, is a self-deludingly romantic one. Celtic’s sense of commercial imperatives was keen from the very start.


Immigrants and their children do tend to be in a hurry. It is significant that Celtic’s principal shareholder now is Dermot Desmond. He is an Irishman who epitomises the tensions between romance and ambition, between altruism and realism. Whatever meaning the club’s heritage holds for him, he has been adamant that Celtic will eventually play in the immensely more affluent English Premiership, if not in a yet to be created European League. His spirits would have lifted in 2011 when Karl-Heinz Rummenigge, Bayern Munich’s chief executive, revived talk of the latter concept coming into existence. It might have been just another bout of rhetoric, but Desmond has not abandoned hope.


In his perseverance he has an affinity with the people who founded Celtic. The heart-warming aspects of that event are genuine, but they are far from being the only truths. Brother Walfrid, a member of the Marist order, was indeed instrumental in forming the club, and he did intend that it should come to the aid of the Irish immigrant slum-dwellers in Glasgow. Charity, for all that, is often deployed to cultural and political effect. There are, to this day, Irish people who will mock someone suspected of disloyalty by saying he has ‘taken the soup’. The phrase harks back to the era of men such as Walfrid, who dreaded that Catholics would abandon their faith if offered help by the charities of the Protestant church. But there were people whose aims went even further than stopping the Catholic congregations from defecting.


They had in mind an assertion of their community’s worth. The immigrants were in a hostile environment, and a rallying point such as a football club was precious. Enmity to the newcomers had a variety of causes. A fiercely anti-Catholic disposition had been created by the Reformation in the sixteenth century, and it prevailed even when, before immigration, there were few Catholics in the country.


The arrival of the Irish in substantial numbers introduced more turmoil to the throes of the industrialisation of Scotland. As is the way with immigration, the new slum-dwellers were also loathed because, by working for a pittance, they were liable to drag down wage levels. They even sounded alien, and the reference to Celtic as the Bhoys, which crops up to the present day, was a clumsy nineteenth-century attempt to represent the Irish accent.


The men who were really behind the emergence of Celtic had no intention of cringing or currying favour. Other clubs were ransacked of their best players so that Celtic would have an outstanding team from the very start, in 1888. Scottish football was nominally amateur, and while that regulation was regularly infringed, Celtic broke the rules with more audacity than anyone else.


Rangers, formed in 1872, was the older club, but the brashness of Celtic quickened the metabolic rate of football in Scotland, raising crowds and nurturing the national fixation with the sport. The Old Firm rivalry was also forged. The very term ‘Old Firm’ is a sardonic reference to the mutual financial benefits that made them partners as well as antagonists. Little by little, however, sectarianism seeped into the relationship.


Gradually Rangers became identified by Protestants as the club best equipped to challenge a Celtic side that had won six consecutive League titles from 1905 to 1910, an achievement that prompted Rangers to sign a few Catholic players. They then reverted to the former policy of excluding such individuals, a practice that was not abandoned definitively until the landmark purchase in 1989 of Maurice Johnston, who had once been a Celtic player. Rangers could be seen to be mirroring the characteristics of Scottish society at large, where Catholics, until at least the 1950s, found their career paths blocked in many professions.


Discrimination of Rangers’ sort had never been adopted by Celtic, whose most revered figures have often been Protestants, and it is a lazy inaccuracy to claim that ‘one’s as bad as the other’. However, Celtic have been known to wallow in their supposed position as underdog and to attribute their failures to an anti-Catholic conspiracy. There have been injustices, but victimhood serves as a useful excuse as well. Some supporters have also been wilfully blind to their own provocativeness. There are still fans, particularly in the hard core that attend away matches, who will sing songs honouring the IRA.


This continues even in a period when the IRA has laid down its weapons. Some will argue disingenuously that they are commemorating the struggles for Irish independence, a process of disentanglement from the UK that in other countries, including the US, is a matter of pride and celebration. This, of course, deliberately ignores the revulsion felt for the IRA of recent decades, whose bombings in Northern Ireland and on the British mainland brought it scant popular support.


This matter was not confronted until the mid-1990s when Fergus McCann, a Scot who had emigrated to Canada, returned to win a takeover battle and depose the ruling families, the Kellys and the Whites. McCann radically altered the basis on which the club was run and also launched the Bhoys Against Bigotry campaign, which antagonised fans who felt that the Irish aspect of Celtic was being suppressed.


There was a period, particularly during the conflict that led to the creation of the Irish Free State in 1922, when Celtic were a worry to the authorities, who dreaded that violence in Ireland would be replicated in Scotland. In 1921 a policeman was killed in Glasgow during an attack aimed at releasing an IRA prisoner from a van. The Glaswegian version of the song ‘The Smashing of the Van’ is still well known in some quarters. It was in the same year that some Celtic supporters suspected of IRA sympathies were arrested at the club’s ground and accused of having concealed weapons inside egg crates.


The feuding of the Old Firm did not lead to a wider conflagration, but its effects can still be grave. In 1980 Celtic’s win over Rangers in the Scottish Cup final was followed by a pitched battle between the two sets of supporters on the field at Hampden Park. Mounted police drew batons to restore order.


In sporting terms, however, the Celtic experience is far more likely to be colourful, captivating and entrancingly erratic. There has always been a volatility that has no equivalent at Rangers. Considering the advantage that the scale of their following gives them, it was, for instance, exceedingly careless of Celtic to neglect to win a trophy for seven years from 1958 to 1965. In the 1950s the forward line, with a nod to Catholic theology, was referred to as the five sorrowful mysteries. In the early 1960s, as pop groups erupted across Britain, the satirists in the crowd mocked Celtic as Bob Kelly and the Easybeats. Robert Kelly was the crusty chairman of the club in that period.


Kelly did eventually come to see the need for the modernisation of Celtic, a club that had, for decades, lacked the dynamism and originality that had been the essence of its founders. Early in 1965 he appointed an ex-Celtic player and captain called Jock Stein as the first Protestant manager of the club, and allowed him complete power over all football matters.


Stein was to use that authority brilliantly. There was immense, untapped ability in the squad, and with a force of personality that complemented an acute understanding of the game, he created a side that made Celtic, in 1967, the first British club to win the European Cup. Nine of the line-up had emerged from the Celtic youth system.


The club would also contest the 1970 European Cup final. It was an era that went far towards purging Celtic of its insularity, and as the occupation of Seville in 2003 showed, supporters thereafter held onto the faith that the club belonged on the world stage. There had, however, been much to shake that confidence. It was Rangers, with the advent of Graeme Souness as manager in 1986, who were first to practise the commercialism that is the essence of contemporary football.


The Ibrox investment in players was large and, for several seasons, productive. The Celtic board, controlled by the Kelly and White families, did not possess the business acumen to react. When McCann took over in 1994, the club was on the brink of bankruptcy. He was combative, and enough fights were won to revive Celtic. By the time McCann sold up in 1999, the value of his shares had quintupled, which also showed that he had been correct in his appraisal of Celtic’s potential.


Visions of a great role on the international scene were stoked during the five years, from 2000 to 2005, in which the charismatic Martin O’Neill was manager. Celtic, however, lived beyond the means to be found in Scottish football and a period of retrenchment ensued. Much as any fan will pine for money to be spent on better players, Celtic have been circumspect. They are yet to pay more than £6 million for any player, and look disinclined to do so. The contrast is stark with the period when Rangers came up with £12 million for Tore André Flo.


Nowadays Celtic aims to control its finances while seeking, through youth development and shrewdly economical recruitment, to be a respected presence on the international scene. This strategy is far from proving itself, but there never has been a plodding simplicity to Celtic. Since 1888 its affairs have carried an erratic and sometimes explosive tendency. The tantalising global prospects are real, and so, too, are the barriers to realising them.


The magnetism of the club emanates from an emotional, picturesque and idiosyncratic history of immigration and aspiration. Further journeys are yet to be made. Celtic is a tale of adventure, success, failure, exasperation and hope that will never cease to unfold. 
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JOHN GLASS





Celtic were late. The notion of an immigrants’ team was already commonplace when the Glasgow club took the field for the first time in 1888. One account of the period groans about the ‘superfluity’ of teams in Scotland with an Irish identity. Celtic’s founders understood that there was not a moment to lose. These ruthless men ensured they would begin life with excellent players by pillaging their counterparts, Hibernian. The Edinburgh club came close to extinction then, but the Irish aspect never would be a guarantee of security: Dundee Harp went out of business in 1897 and Dundee Hibernian, chasing a broader appeal, renamed themselves Dundee United in 1923.


While Brother Walfrid, a member of the Marist order at work in the parish of St Mary’s, had the idea of forming Celtic, it was John Glass who set the club apart. He chaired the meeting at which Celtic came into existence and was the man whose efforts ensured it would not peter out. By 1894 Scottish Sport was referring to him as ‘the father of the club’. Glass was a Scot of Irish descent with a knack for persuasion that was indispensable to Celtic. He was committed to Home Rule for Ireland and remained active in the cause. A generation or two earlier, a person adopting such a stance would have cut themselves off from the mainstream. Times were changing and he was one of nine people of similar background who were made Justices of the Peace in 1902. The headline in one newspaper read: ‘Catholics added to the Glasgow magistracy.’


Much had altered since 1829, when the Home Secretary Robert Peel regarded it as a moral issue that Catholics be prevented from becoming MPs if possible. Only with reluctance did he and others accept that Daniel O’Connell must be allowed to take his seat in the House of Commons after twice winning a by-election in County Clare that Parliament had insisted on restaging. The Roman Catholic Relief Act allowing men of that faith to become MPs was passed during that period. Glass’s nomination as a Justice of the Peace was trifling by comparison, but it did confirm, as a single-minded Celtic had, that people of immigrant descent and their culture would have to be assimilated into society at large.


There was a greater, if informal, honour in the gratitude expressed to him for establishing Celtic so firmly. Willie Maley, player and then manager from the very first game until his forced retirement in 1940, wrote that Glass was ‘a working joiner to whom, in my estimation, the club owes its existence, as he never shirked from that time till the day of his death to further the project which to him appealed as his life work’. Glass did not bite his tongue after Celtic had lost the Glasgow Exhibition Cup final to Cowlairs in September 1888 before a crowd full of animosity. ‘Celtic will yet win to their proper position,’ he said at the post-match dinner, ‘and those who scoff today will one day have to applaud.’


Glass was entitled to such confidence since he had gone to great lengths in finding the type of footballers who would inevitably make their mark. Had he not accomplished a key task, Celtic might have been stifled at the very start. Virtually everything turned on the approach to James Kelly. Recruiting the Renton centre half was a challenge even for Glass, since other clubs had been rebuffed. Kelly had already won the Scottish Cup twice, and the latter victory in 1888 led to a challenge match with the FA Cup holders West Brom. Having beaten them, Renton, the team from the Dunbartonshire village, were deemed world champions, at least in the eye of the Scots. The player himself would still have appreciated that the era of smaller clubs such as his was coming to an end, as the economic forces in the well-populated cities generated far more money.


John O’Hara, the Celtic secretary, had been unable to lure Kelly. Glass, however, was indefatigable and said he had ‘camped on his doorstep’. The twenty-two-year-old was talked into taking part in Celtic’s first match, a 5–2 win over a Rangers XI. ‘No Kelly, no Keltic’ became a catchphrase summary of the centre half’s towering significance. ‘I knew that if I could get Kelly, the rest would follow,’ said Glass. That proved true, as the club signed other important players who accepted the credibility of Celtic once Kelly had joined them. The concept of an Old Firm had still to come into being and the first outing was simply a run-of-the-mill match, but the player remained thereafter. While football in Scotland was meant to be an amateur sport then, there were inducements. Considering that Kelly was soon the owner of a pub that would be worth around £150,000 nowadays, Glass had not depended solely on his silver tongue.


Resistance to a rather crass newcomer was to be expected, and Celtic were checked for a while. The club felt itself to be an outsider and encountered highly motivated opponents during the loss to Cowlairs that so irked Glass. The victors were said to have bolstered the line-up with guest players, but Celtic themselves were merciless. If they were treated as the enemy, it may have been for the ruthlessness with which financial muscle had been flexed in the search for immediate success. A hardened team had been put together in a hurry, but Celtic fans, free of any sense of irony, took exception to the opposition reinforcing its own side.


It was the losers that day who still had impetus. Those in charge did not pause. Glass barely missed a meeting in the years when the club was run by a committee, but Celtic was bound to become a limited company as the complexities and sums involved in football increased. In one newspaper report of the 5,000 £1 shares that were issued in 1897 the list is headed by Glass, who is termed a ‘builder’s manager’. He had been presented with a hundred of them and also an honorarium of £100. Glass gave up the presidency, although he still served as a director. He was the builder who laid the foundations of the club.


Celtic were not uniformly admired, and by 1890 there was indignation over the fact that in addition to Kelly several other players had pubs. ‘On the one hand’, declared Scottish Sport, ‘the club dispenses with the lily hand of charity succour to the sick and portion to the poor; on the other hand it watches indifferently, if it does not encourage, its young men throwing themselves recklessly into a business of which every tendency is towards moral ruin.’ Celtic, though, would have regarded it as essential to make the players financially secure if the club was not to wither. Amateurism became an absurdity once professionalism had been legalised south of the border in 1885, yet it took another eight years before Scottish football followed suit.


It had been a period in which individual ambition was entwined with a resolve to see Celtic thrive, and Glass had colleagues with the same outlook. There was a fluidity to the life of O’Hara. He had been little more than an infant when, in 1847, his family left County Derry during the famine. O’Hara grew up to be a shoemaker, but soon committed himself to being a trade union organiser and was to become secretary of the Operative Shoemakers’ Society. Willie Maley, with a good turn of phrase, numbered O’Hara among the ‘knowing novices’, because these men were quick to show an aptitude for whatever they undertook. The immigrant’s realisation that a chance may never come again underpinned the keen desire to embark on new projects.


The reproaches of publications like Scottish Sport were no deterrent. As with Glass and several others associated with Celtic, O’Hara was successful in the drinks trade and eventually bought himself an estate in Rothesay, on the Isle of Bute. He was to the fore among the business-minded people who went to considerable expense when piecing together a potent team. The club’s rapid move to so nakedly materialistic a footing outraged idealists, but when the sport was already being commercialised it would have been incongruous to go on operating in a homely manner. Even so, there was selflessness in the remarkable efforts of the volunteers largely responsible for building Celtic’s original ground over the course of the winter. Just two months after the club’s formation, a general meeting heard in January 1888 that ‘the pitch is finished, the paling well nigh up, and the grand stand – capable of accommodating from 800 to 1000 – would be begun in the course of the ensuing week’.


The completion of that project was impressive, but a far wider struggle for the betterment of the community has been sustained for centuries. St Mary’s contains the bodies of some who fell in that cause. ‘In 1847,’ according to the church’s website, ‘the crypt was opened no less than four or five times to receive the remains of assistant priests in the parish who had died in the fever epidemic of that year. There are fifteen coffins there. Typhus was known (somewhat unkindly) as Irish Fever. Several of the priests who died in Saint Mary’s in the 1847 outbreak had come here from Ireland to serve the people of Glasgow.’


Monsignor Peter Smith, the current parish priest, puts it even more poignantly: ‘We lost four priests during one of the epidemics. There was a wee fellow, Father Bradley, who’s down in the crypt here, and he was twenty-three when he died. Now, the youngest you could be ordained was twenty-three, so he arrived in the middle of a cholera epidemic and was dead from it within two or three months. That sort of cheapness of human life is beyond our thinking now. It’s something we might see in Africa or after a flood in another part of the world. We once had three or four baptisms a day, and they were all being baptised on the day they were born. The families had no security that their child would live. Now we look on the death of an infant, rightly, as a disaster.’


In the St Mary’s of the nineteenth century there was still a conviction that progress could come. There has been desperation and, against the odds, aspiration in the East End. Particular individuals, such as Glass, would have a far-reaching effect on Celtic, but the congregation genuinely was a community. While immigration might have been going on for generations, the Catholicism of these people set them apart to an extent, and they therefore formed many bonds with one another. A structure of mutual support allowed them to lead full lives, even if some maintained a certain distance from society at large. The zeal for self-improvement was obvious in the creation of a parish library. On another front, the craving for stability in the parish of St Mary’s brought the establishment of a Penny Savings Bank.


There was a measure of fun in the parish’s Total Abstinence Society, with people resisting the call of the pub to gather on Saturday night for a cup of tea and a sing-song. Behind all this was a communal urge to form a better society. Celtic itself was established with a charitable purpose, although it soon dwindled. Walfrid, born Andrew Kerins in County Sligo, reflected the Marists’ focus on education. He was part of the determination in St Mary’s to foster new initiatives. There was an ambition to the altruism of the parish that, to begin with, was not felt quite so keenly by others where sport was concerned.


Following Hibernian’s victory in the 1887 Scottish Cup final, John McFadden, the secretary of the Edinburgh team, had challenged the Irish community in Glasgow to produce a successful side of its own. He was addressing three parishes in the East End of Glasgow, but St Mary’s alone took the endeavour to fruition. Given the struggle that ensued for Hibernian, he may have well regretted the encouragement that helped bring Celtic into existence. Dynamism was already a habit in that area. Walfrid was headmaster at the Sacred Heart School, but his activities reached far beyond the classroom. His endeavours with the Poor Children’s Dinner Table attempted to stave off malnutrition and starvation. Such a project was also intended to parry the efforts of Protestant soup kitchens, which might have led people away from their Catholic faith. Walfrid was exceedingly busy, and it was a kindred project that brought Celtic into existence as, in his mind, a means of raising funds for charity. Some at the club would take only a token interest in good works and had other targets in mind. Celtic succeeded in setting themselves apart by making an impact in football, but it is not simple to affect the environment of the East End.


The club had been founded in the church hall of St Mary’s after Mass on Sunday 6 November 1887. The building has now been demolished and the site sold. Any development that eventually takes place in this gritty part of town would at least be a sign of urban regeneration, but bulldozing poverty or refurbishing lives running to ruin in the Calton area of Glasgow’s East End is far harder to achieve. It is not so long ago that a crowd of as many as forty addicts would build up at one of the tenement closes across the street from the church when a shipment of drugs was a little late in arriving. The trade is not so blatant at the moment, and the hard-pressed police have had some effect, but it is enough of a task for them merely to make the transactions less conspicuous.


Monsignor Smith feels sorry for them since they can scarcely be expected to cure society’s ills. Despite the monotony and despair, misery has its grotesque flourishes in the Calton. ‘There was one guy who wanted a loan and he was willing to give his glass eye as security,’ recalls Smith. ‘The only time you got peace from him was when he was in jail, which was probably nine months out of twelve. He’s so needy, but money’s the last thing he needs. He needs a mentor, he needs somebody in the prison system to guide him, to clean him up, to take him out of his situation. Now that’s a vast amount of money to deal with one guy. Society is not ready for that. Celtic’s founders would not have envisaged people so far out of the community.’


For players and many fans, the East End is an area they visit only on match days. The club left the old training ground near Celtic Park and, in 2007, opened its purpose-built and secluded facility to the north of Glasgow. None the less, the link with the traditional homeland is still strong for both footballers and the supporters who make their way to the stadium. The Calton itself is engrossing to sociologists, public-health researchers and journalists. In 2006 the Guardian was pointing out that the average male life expectancy of 53.9 years was ten years lower than that in Iraq. By 2008 the World Health Organisation was observing that in the village of Lenzie, half a dozen miles to the north of the Calton, the figure for a man is eighty-two. Smith’s survey is conducted in regretful close-up. He waves an arm and says, ‘It’s fifty-three on that side of the road and sixty-three on this. Far more people are addicted to drugs there, and they’re dying at thirty. That’s pulling the average down.’


Anecdotes are more unsettling than statistics. In a similar parish where he once worked, Smith remembers ‘a six-year-old girl who was being used to carry drugs in her schoolbag. That lack of respect for kids is endemic to drugs culture.’ The general situation is the same around St Mary’s. ‘Many children are brought up by their grandmother because both parents are addicts with no visitation rights,’ says Smith. ‘Effectively, as soon as the children are born they are given to the grandparents. How are these kids going to survive? It’s tragic if the parents die, but here the parents are very often still around, and they’re such a bad influence that the children can’t get near the parents. These grandparents are struggling to do the whole family thing again at an age when they should be sitting back and enjoying the grandchildren. There are layers of deprivation here that very often have nothing to do with money, except in the sense that the money has all gone on drugs and drink. Heart disease is another factor that pulls down life expectancy.’


Alcohol can be a bringer of havoc as well. The present is not a simple restaging of the past, but it is still easy to sense the circumstances that brought Celtic into being. As Smith emphasises, there continue to be resolute and idealistic people who are set on a better life for themselves and those around them. ‘Sometimes’, he says, ‘a child arrives and the parents suddenly seem to realise that “This kid matters to me.” They draw themselves up and become good parents. You see them rise and, for instance, become a nursery nurse when they’re thirty. They climb out and the goodness within them triumphs. So it’s not all doom and gloom, but the reality is that it’s very hard to triumph if they’ve not had the right sort of start.’


Celtic’s charitable work continues, but no substantial club has that as its main purpose. Even so, there is more attention paid to such initiatives now than there was in some earlier periods. Ambition has displaced idealism at times. The club was at its boldest and perhaps most materialistic towards the close of the nineteenth century. It did not fall into the trap of parochialism. Celtic, at an early stage, rejected the idea of fielding only Catholics. In 1895 a proposal that there should be a maximum of three Protestants in the team was voted down by the committee and it was decided instead that there would be no limit to the number of non-Catholics. Restrictions went against the grain. Three years earlier the club had moved a short distance from its original ground to the site of the current stadium. The motive was supposedly the rise in annual rent from £50 to £450 that they faced at their first home as the intensity of public interest, and the ensuing income, became obvious.


This was presented sentimentally as an example of a rapacious landlord exploiting the Irish. The parallel was dubious since the club was far from vulnerable and would have been foolish not to relocate to premises where they could make more money. There was hardship everywhere in Glasgow, yet an excitement over the times to come was also in the air, particularly when Celtic were settling into their first season. In August 1888 Queen Victoria came back to the city after an absence of thirty-nine years. The occasion was the Glasgow International Exhibition, which ran for six months and was reported to have attracted 5.75 million people to Kelvingrove Park in the west of the city. Its principal pavilion was in the shape of a huge mosque. Visitors were agog, too, at entertainments such as floodlit rugby, as well as the engineering prowess on display in the machinery hall. The monarch had also gone to George Square, in the centre of Glasgow, to see the City Chambers, the new municipal buildings, and accept the golden casket presented to her.


Hardship and suffering were in plain view in the city, but so, too, were enterprise and faith in a more affluent time to come. It made unarguable sense for Celtic to leave their original ground and build a far larger stadium near by. Having rented the land initially, the club spent £10,000 to buy it outright from Sir William Hozier in 1897. The ambition of Celtic in that era is striking even now. Many would have been discouraged even before they had so much as heard that high price. While the minor relocation had kept the club in its heartland, this was not an ideal site. There was, first of all, a hole full of water to a depth of forty feet that had to be filled with 100,000 cartloads of earth.


Celtic were seldom deterred. It was only by flouting the requirement for amateurism that clubs could hold on to their better players. The leading performers at Celtic did particularly well. They were paid around £3 a week at that time and knew that their value could rise further. After James Kelly had moved to the club, he was instrumental in talking the side out of its decision to go on strike at a time when payments were illicit in a sport that was supposedly amateur. Considering that he had such influence then, it was no surprise that he would eventually become chairman of Celtic, from 1909 to 1914, so initiating the role for his family in the boardroom that continued until the 1990s.


Hibernian had been one of the other contenders striving to add Kelly to their team, and he had appeared for them against Hearts earlier in 1888, but Celtic did far more than merely deny them a single player. The essential members of the Edinburgh club’s team were also enticed to Glasgow, where much greater earnings awaited them. There is little to be said in defence of Celtic. Hibernian had not appreciated the brutal and calculating aspect of a side they had mistaken for blood brothers. They had even shown benevolence towards a club with which they felt an affinity. Hibernian had played for charitable purposes before in the East End of the city, and the empathy was so marked that Brother Walfrid had to resist many of those around him who wanted the new team to be called Glasgow Hibernian. There should have been warmth towards the Edinburgh club. The official opening of Celtic’s first ground, on 8 May 1888, saw Hibernian play out a goalless draw with Cowlairs, and it was not until the 28th of the month that the tenants took the field there for the game with the Rangers XI.


Celtic would get on with the plundering of Hibernian regardless of any bond, and half a dozen of their players were soon on the books. The aggrieved club was unrealistic about the changing nature of football. Hibernian would have lost members of the side in any case, but it was galling to be the victim of friends who suddenly revealed themselves as predators. The new club had equipped itself with instant heroes such as Willie Groves, a fast and stirring centre forward who had scored the decisive goal when Hibernian beat Dumbarton in the Scottish Cup final of 1887. His defection would have caused the most virulent anger of all towards Celtic. ‘Weakened … and from the quarter least expected,’ said a football official in Edinburgh. ‘Better things might have been looked for from the club from which Hibernians received their blow.’


An open letter from an indignant Hibernian fan who styled himself ‘Easter Road’ was published by the Scottish Umpire in August 1888. ‘Could they really think that they had the same right as you to uphold the honour of Irish football?’ he asked. There is an irony to modern eyes in that charge since the Glasgow club has also been accused at times of being alien to the country in which it exists. That letter seethes over the deliberately inclusive term ‘Celtic’ because it is insufficiently Irish and ‘may cover Welsh, Highland, Scotch, French, and all the nations of that family’. Even the club’s strip was offensive to the anonymous correspondent. He was angry that Celtic had chosen then to wear ‘a white shirt and edge the collar with green so that it requires a microscope to detect the colour at all’.


That derision overlooks the fact that the Glasgow club had a degree of idealism when claiming a more diverse identity for itself. If Walfrid preferred the name Celtic, it was exactly because the term embraces both the Scot and the Irishman, even if the associations with the latter were far more marked in the public mind at that time. It was not long before the club donned a markedly Irish top of green and white stripes, with the switch to hoops made in 1903. Neither ‘Easter Road’ nor any other Hibernian supporter could be mollified by that when a supposedly kindred club had already preyed on them.


The teams faced one another at Celtic Park in August 1888, and it would be Groves who scored the winner against the visitors. It was to be expected that a return match in October at the original Easter Road would have a menacing mood, with hundreds of Hibernian supporters eventually invading the pitch. The referee blew for full time after eighty minutes. Two of the three unanswered goals for the visitors came from Michael Dunbar, and the other was scored by John Coleman. Both men had been enticed from Hibernian.


The losers that day would eventually go into suspended animation, and did not play any matches in the 1891/2 season. When Hibernian were revived in the autumn of 1892, the chairman announced that there would no longer be a sectarian policy in team selection. Regardless of the pettiness and discrimination, Hibernian had come to see, as Celtic knew from almost the start, that it was folly to impose handicaps on themselves. Unlike Hibernian, Rangers had the means to succeed in a prolonged period of discrimination that came to a complete end only after the appointment of Graeme Souness as manager in 1986. In addition, the Ibrox club, while shunning Catholics, had been drawing on the majority of the population.


Celtic’s approach was born of urgency. The conduct, admirable or otherwise, was that of people who knew there was no time to spare. They were late starters, considering that Queen’s Park had become the first Scottish club upon their formation a generation before, in 1867. Those associated with Celtic also appeared to be in a hurry. If not immigrants themselves, they were often the first generation of their family to be born in Scotland. Glasgow was a seething city whose population had approached 800,000 when the club was coming into existence. Famine in Ireland played a considerable part in the city’s growth. In 1841 there were six and a half million on the island. Thirty years later the figure was four million. Hunger made people flee, and projects such as the construction of the Loch Katrine reservoir in the latter part of the 1850s meant there was some work to be had in Scotland. Migrants typically rushed west to America or east to the ports of Liverpool and Glasgow. Those who are hungry and desperate cause at least as much fear as sympathy, and in Scotland there could be little enthusiasm for the vigorous revival of Catholicism in a country whose parliament had outlawed that faith after the Reformation in 1560.


The process of Catholic emancipation was not felt strongly there until the late eighteenth century. Differing interpretations of the Christian theology clashed severely in Scotland, where the French-born Mary of Guise had been regent until her death in June 1560. Papal power and the Catholic beliefs to which she had adhered were soon condemned by a Scottish parliament reflecting the Calvinism of John Knox. Some of the antagonism towards Irish immigrants was therefore a reaction to their faith, but newcomers are generally treated with suspicion and a theological issue such as transubstantiation would not in itself be the type of cause to keep a confrontation alive for centuries. People really dreaded, for instance, that the Irish would constitute cheap labour and so drag down wages even further in an era of hardship.


In 1931 Dr James Devon, who had been born in the Calton, gave an address to the Old Glasgow Club about his experiences of that area fifty years before, when incomers were very noticeable. The mood of a time and place are evoked wryly from the Protestant perspective. ‘The Irish were looked upon as an inferior race, hewers of wood and drawers of water, who should be treated with consideration but kept in their place,’ he said. ‘The less we had to do with them the better. Their religion was not our religion, which was the best; and their customs were different from ours, as was their speech. Doubtless there were good folk among them, but the unruly and turbulent ones showed us what we might become if we did not keep to our own people.’


The interweaving of sport and religion among the Irish immigrants gives the impression of a self-contained community, even if, in practice, there were bound to be many connections to the city at large. A correspondent for The Bailie, a Glasgow magazine of the time, reported on 20 April 1892 on Celtic’s success in winning the Scottish Cup, its first notable trophy: ‘I understand that the Cup captured on Saturday week now adorns the altar of a Roman Catholic chapel in the East End of the city. Of old, knights used to hang up the spoils of war in their churches and chapels. Other times, other trophies.’ The writer was almost certainly referring to St Mary’s. As late as 1949 the Glasgow Observer and Scottish Catholic Herald could still find a contemporary of Brother Walfrid’s to evoke the interweaving of sport and religion at Celtic in the last decade of the nineteenth century, although its pious account should be treated with a little scepticism. ‘In the early days,’ the writer announced, ‘the Celts used to go to mass and communion before major games, not to pray for victory, but because they were catholic sportsmen in the truest sense of the word and realised that the catholic concept of sportsmanship calls for health of soul and mind as well as of body.’


Community, with its bonds strengthened by church-going, was everything. In a crammed and suffering Glasgow it was otherwise a challenge for ordinary people to be at ease with one another. The conditions were appalling for those who lacked means, no matter which sort of church commanded their allegiance. Any mood of helplessness would have been aggravated by traumas such as the collapse of the City of Glasgow Bank in 1878. The institution, with 133 branches, had looked prosperous, but a general financial crisis exposed the truth and the bank closed its branches as account-holders gathered in the street. Ultimately it was the shareholders who suffered directly since they were liable for the losses. There were 1,819 of them, and only 254 escaped insolvency. The directors of the bank would be convicted of fraud, with jail sentences handed down of between eight and eighteen months. Many companies went out of business when the bank went under, and in general the late nineteenth century was insecure even by Glasgow’s standards.


It would appear, technically, that the circumstances did not amount to a depression as economists understand it, but working people knew they were experiencing hard times. The historian T. C. Smout records that the first systematic census of British wages in 1886 showed central Scotland to be a low-pay area. If the Irish, as immigrants or children of them, were seen as cheap labour, then they would be treated as a cause of the suffering to the Scottish and Protestant communities. Distinctions, whether of accent or theology, were certain to be emphasised. It was hard for a workman to find security and a good wage. A Scot often earned a fifth less than an Englishman in the same job south of the border. That contrast explained, too, why shipbuilding was then such a great industry in Glasgow. The US Congress judged in 1872 that the popularity of Clyde-built vessels depended on cheapness rather than quality. That, in turn, reflected the surfeit of skilled workers who had to accept whatever they were offered in various jobs in the economy at large. The wage for a shipyard job was 8 per cent less than in England. Clydeside, from some perspectives, could easily be taken for a swath of suffering.


In 1870 Glasgow University relocated from the High Street site it had occupied for 410 years in the old centre of the city to a leafy, healthy position on a hill three miles to the west. Wise as the university had been to consider its own interests, the people who remained would have been justified in feeling abandoned. There was, all the same, far more than that to concern them. The city’s Medical Officer of Health wrote a survey in 1888 of living conditions as recorded in a census seven years before, when the population was little more than 500,000. That had been bad enough. ‘If a man has any rights at all,’ he asserted, ‘one of them certainly is the right to enough of the area of the earth’s surface to afford him standing room, and enough of the cubic space thereon at least to crouch in.’ To put it in more prosaic terms, the average Glaswegian in that period lived eight yards from his neighbour. There were, again on average, eighty-four people to each acre. The figure for London was fifty-one, and in the whole country the one city with worse circumstances was Liverpool, with 106 inhabitants per acre. By the time Celtic came into being, Glasgow’s condition would have deteriorated further.


The rise in the population contributed to a more agreeable sort of congestion when people willingly crammed themselves into football grounds. That, in turn, accelerated the commercialisation of the game. As the sport took on a cut-throat character, money became essential. In the case of Celtic, that led to dismaying consequences. Once the Marists had moved Brother Walfrid to London in 1892, there was no one on the scene who might have been a living reproach to the new materialism. By the following year, when the club was committed to developing its stadium, Celtic could not have been diverted from their course. The Glasgow Observer supplied a lament, if not an obituary, for the original Celtic: ‘The thing is a mere business, in the hands of publicans and others. Catholic charities got nothing out of the thousands of pounds passing through the treasurer’s hands. Can we not get a club that will carry out the original idea of Brother Walfrid?’


The newspaper’s reference to publicans was acute. Their association with the running of Celtic was indisputable, and while alcohol was legal, its effect on many lives led it to being treated by some as if it should have been a banned substance. That interpretation had a solid founding in reality. A Catholic temperance body such as the League of the Cross existed so that people could help each other resist an apparent means of escape from grim circumstances that might easily make their plight all the greater. On the other hand, when it was hard for them to be accepted into the supposedly respectable professions the Irish people who owned those pubs were taking one of the few routes towards success. The St Mary’s branch of the League of the Cross adhered cleverly both to its principles and to the club. It had on its banner the image of the teetotal Tom Maley, who was in the first Celtic team with his brother Willie.


The issue of the club and the drinks trade lay behind disagreements at St Mary’s which were covered by the Glasgow Observer in December 1894. There was an effort to annul the election of Joseph Cosgrove as president of the parish’s branch of the League of the Cross. He was accused of having connections with the ‘liquor traffic’, and bad language at the meeting led to Father Murie ordering several people off the premises. The matter was then referred to Canon Carmichael, who recognised the peculiarity of someone such as Cosgrove being in such a position, even as he struggled to identify a regulation that prohibited it. Where the football club was concerned, some were clear that their stance in rejecting alcohol was untenable.


There was scant room for idealism if it barred publicans who might have the business acumen required in the sport. Football was already commercialised by the time Celtic became a limited company. It took cash to compete, and there was additional outlay on the construction of a cement track in 1897 so the World Cycling Championship could be staged at Celtic Park. That would be thoroughly outdone for oddity by the demonstration of trench warfare put on at the ground during the First World War, although it was a fundraising event for charity. Celtic, all the same, had initially been under financial strain when attempting to compete in the new environment of legalised professionalism. In the 1890s they became laden with debt because of stadium development and the growth of wages to glamorous players. The club could spare nothing for the Poor Children’s Dinner Table, a cause at the core of its being not so long before. People brooded over this.


At the half-yearly meeting in December 1894, it had been Tom Maley who pointed to the complete absence of any money for the charity associated with the departed Walfrid. He drew the contrast between a striking income of £7,000 and the complete neglect of good causes. This particular Maley has a tangential yet resonant role in Celtic’s history. John Glass and Walfrid, while putting together the first Celtic team, had gone to see Tom. It happened that he was out courting the girl who would become his wife. Willie was at home and, with this element of chance, embarked on his prolonged association with the club. Both brothers were well-versed in the game and had been together at Third Lanark. Willie had not achieved his aim of playing for Queen’s Park, but he and Tom were in the line-up for Celtic’s first game. There is no doubting that it was Willie who in every measurable way went on to make history at the club, but the relationship between the brothers was also a factor in itself. Tom drew attention readily. He, Willie and another brother, Alec, would all be managers in Scotland or England. Indeed, Alec was in charge of Clyde in 1912 and then Hibernian in 1923 when losing the Scottish Cup final to his brother Willie’s Celtic side on each occasion.


Despite the trophies won, it would have been only natural for Willie to be exasperated by Tom. The latter had an effortless air about him. He might as well have been created as an incitement to Willie. Proof of that is everywhere. Tom was naturally at ease and he was, for instance, the brother who went to London for his teacher training. Even simple drawings reveal the story. A little sketch of Tom in 1903 showed a dandyish, well-kept moustache. When Willie sported one, it was more apologetic. The contrasts are clearer still in 1931. In an overreaction, the Celtic director Tom Colgan sent a telegram asking Tom Maley to cross the Atlantic and assist with the summer tour of the US when his brother was merely unwell. A photograph from that trip presents one debonair brother living up to his nickname of ‘handsome Tom’, while Willie is dumpy and glum. The younger brother made the far deeper impression on the history of football, but perhaps Tom drove him to it unintentionally. Willie, incapable of outdoing his sibling in the usual course of events, was left with an obsessiveness that he put to good use at Celtic.


Tom’s mind did not work in that fashion. For most of his life, he was an idealist who could keep football in perspective. In 1892 Tom was put in charge of Slatefield Roman Catholic Industrial School. He was what we would now describe as the headmaster of an establishment about a third of a mile from Celtic Park. The school took on the challenge of helping street children who were homeless or found begging, with neither parents nor guardians to protect them. The school intended both to teach them and to introduce the youngsters to a trade that might set their lives on a new course. There was instruction in shoemaking and tailoring, with the goods sold to cover some of the school’s costs. When Tom was elected vice president of Celtic in June 1895, he declined the post because it would distract him from his labours in what were described as the ‘inadequate premises’ at Slatefield. Tom spent several years there, and when he did leave it was initially to work at St Mary’s RC Industrial School.


Tom was well-intentioned, if priggish. In 1897, for instance, he gave a paper to the annual Conference of the Catholic Young Men’s Society of Great Britain in which he identified ‘social influences, heretical unchristian life and pernicious literature’ as the main cause of irreligion among school leavers. He depicted the YMS as their protector. We can only guess how much this altruistic brother got on the nerves of the Celtic manager. Furthermore, Tom would not just make his mark in the same profession as Willie but do so in a broader football environment. When Manchester City took the first major honour in their history with the defeat of Bolton Wanderers in the 1904 FA Cup final, he was the manager. His side were also First Division runners-up that season. Football, however, has been tarnished for as long as it has been popular, and there might even have been some Schadenfreude mixed up with the filial concern in Willie’s heart when Tom got into terrible trouble the following year.


Billy Meredith, the winger who had scored the only goal of the FA Cup final, was found guilty of attempting to bribe the Aston Villa captain Alec Leake with an offer of £10 before a game in which victory might have made City League champions. They lost and the title went to Newcastle United, but it was the aftermath that devastated Tom Maley’s club. Meredith was insouciant about his suspension from football for a year and broke the terms of the ban by continuing to turn up at City’s Hyde Road ground. The FA got to hear of this and called on City to report Meredith for seeking to collect his wages while suspended. The Wales winger then turned on Maley, alleging that the manager had promised him £100 if he could bribe Leake. FA commissioners swarmed over City’s affairs and learned of irregularities such as the vast sum of £931 paid in bonuses to the FA Cup-winning side. Meredith, on £6 a week, was also among the players receiving more than the £4 maximum allowed by the FA. Inevitably, the club’s accounts were fraudulent. As City fell, Manchester United soared to their first championship a few months after signing Meredith in January 1907.


Tom Maley’s initial punishment for the wrongdoing was to be banned for life. The sentence was commuted and in 1911 he became manager of Bradford Park Avenue, a club he took to the First Division and sustained there for a time. Maley did not leave that job until March 1923, when the side was mid-table in the Third Division (North). It would be excessive to say Maley had been disgraced by the scandal at City. Managers did not normally dictate policy at a club in that era, and there is also the usual yet well-founded excuse that City’s main fault was to get caught when such practices were widespread. The club was fined £250, bans were imposed on the chairman as well as two directors, and the players were fined £900 in total. Despite not being alone in the scandal, Tom’s career was affected and Willie was no longer at risk of being overshadowed within his own family.


Even so, Tom was not tarnished irreparably and his death in 1935 brought an unqualified tribute from Celtic: ‘The club owes a great deal of gratitude to him as, in the earliest days, his personality and reputation did a tremendous lot in establishing the club. His promise to lend his aid … brought joy to the hearts of Brother Walfrid and John Glass.’ There was a euphemistic accolade, too, for his ransacking of Hibernian: ‘There is no doubt he was responsible for the immediate enlistment of a number of famous players who had hitherto been lukewarm in their attitude towards the venture.’ Tom had been a Hibernian player for part of 1887, the year of Celtic’s formation.


Despite the allure and means that Celtic had, football was not so deep-rooted as to constitute the sole possibility for the club to prosper. Various activities were tried in the hope that they might attract a crowd. If the overwhelming aim was for immigrants to make an impact, it did not matter how this was achieved. There would have been no intention of abandoning football, but efforts were made to see what other ventures might lure spectators. Motorcyclists, for instance, drew the crowds for quite a while. In his book, Willie Maley relished the memory of Harry Martin getting back on his motorbike at Celtic Park soon after a burst tyre had sent him somersaulting onto the track at Northampton and into hospital.


It was Willie who seemed to be connected to everything that had or could take place at Celtic. Tom was not consumed by the club to that extent. Willie had an obsessiveness that nobody else had or indeed wished to have. While he was distinctive, there should also be an appreciation of the sheer number of effective people to be found in the congregation of St Mary’s. The importance it had to the community is reflected in its size: Glasgow’s Catholic cathedral is St Andrew’s, on the banks of the Clyde near the city centre, but when it was closed for renovation in 2009 its duties were taken over by St Mary’s until the spring of 2011. Father Forbes, who would become the first parish priest there, had spent three years touring Ireland to raise the money for a church that opened in 1842.


The men who occupied the pews of St Mary’s in the latter part of the nineteenth century were every bit as resolute, if more devoted in some cases to the personal accumulation of wealth. While John Glass died at the age of fifty-nine in 1906, there were already others in the parish who had shown the same mettle. The capable John O’Hara became a director when Celtic was turned into a limited company. By 1894 the club was bragging that its income of £10,142 surpassed all others in England or Scotland.


O’Hara had also been the secretary of the steering committee that brought Celtic into being. There were no particularly resonant deeds, but he busied himself going from house to house while collecting subscriptions for the club in early 1888. O’Hara was an example of self-transformation. He had begun his working life as a shoemaker. While the connection with the drinks trade put him amongst a group of people thought dubious by the idealists, there was an impetus about O’Hara that had taken him far. Such men were outsiders of a kind, but it would be romantic to speak solely of the club’s leaders as revolutionaries.


John H. McLaughlin, unusually for a Celtic figure, was on good terms with the football authorities, and became the first chairman of the club. The sport itself grew more complicated and someone like him, at ease with the Establishment, seemed alien to certain people. ‘He never held power such as did John Glass,’ said a cantankerous Willie Maley, ‘and never was the aid to the club the cheery East End joiner was all his days.’ The manager may have been grouchily indifferent to the fact that football was becoming tortuous and there was a need for someone who could be trusted not to get lost in the corridors of power. All the same, Maley could not entirely disregard the sort of skills that he had: ‘Mr McLaughlin did much work in the SFA and League, where his strong silent manner made him a very useful member when much thinking was to be done.’ Even so, Maley declined to see the sociability in a man who had accompanied the Rangers Glee Club on the piano.


The SFA initially rejected McLaughlin’s argument that professionalism must be sanctioned, and that ought to have reinforced Maley’s sense of solidarity with someone who was supposedly an outsider in the Establishment. In practice, McLaughlin, a wine and spirits merchant, did make his presence felt and was never more vigorous than when challenging those who pretended that the old order could continue. ‘You might as well attempt to stop the flow of Niagara with a kitchen chair,’ he famously said, before making a prediction that was less than impeccable in the long term. ‘With veiled professionalism players are masters of the clubs’, he pronounced, ‘and can go and debauch themselves without being called to account. Under the new system the clubs will be masters of the players.’


McLaughlin was determined to have his say, but free expression by others offended him on at least one occasion. He assumed the chairmanship only after the uproar caused by the club becoming a limited company. While McLaughlin was ready to deride those opposed to that change ‘as corner boys and loafers’, he sued Frank Havelin, a labourer who had opposed him with similar frankness. Havelin would have been ruined if the case had gone against him, but the court was contemptuous of McLaughlin, threw out the claim and awarded costs against the Celtic office-bearer. There is not much to be said on behalf of the president when he conducted himself like that, but the club was taking on a new identity as football became a commercial concern as much as a sporting pursuit. Havelin had sought to preserve Celtic in its original form. While that was unrealistic in the long term, the principled Havelin had no sooner become a committee member than he attempted to sustain the charitable purpose by moving that £50 be donated to the St Vincent de Paul Society. The proposal was defeated, but embarrassment led the club that day to give money to other good causes.


Celtic’s conversion to a limited company was supposedly triggered by the costs incurred while adapting their ground for an international cycling event, despite a suspicion that this may have been a useful pretext. Although the press was banned when the members debated the issue, it was not really so great a test for a club that understood football to be an emerging business and wished to drive it further in that direction. The path would have had to be taken sooner or later. Celtic were clear-sighted if hard-hearted. Many years after the event, Tom Maley set down his memories of the meeting at which the issue of becoming a limited company was debated. The exchanges had their lighter moments. Ned McGinn was, after all, participating.


This particular supporter had secured a little fame in 1892, after Celtic took the Scottish Cup, Glasgow Cup and Charity Cup. He sent a telegram informing Pope Leo XIII of this landmark and, with no reply received, had to be talked out of demanding a vote of censure for the pontiff at a meeting of the Home Government branch of the Irish National League. At this distance, it is hard to tell whether there was a little of the humorous extrovert in this apparent hothead. Tom Maley wrote of him in his account of the inflamed meeting over the limited company issue:




There had been mention of ‘quid pro quo’ and Ned, who had a great regard for good old John Glass, would not be quietened until he had his say, which was to the effect that no ‘quids’ would be given from the club, unless to the proper charities in the proper way. To hear and see John Glass, as he called out ‘Order, order!’ in his high-pitched voice was to have become infected with the laughter that he tried but couldn’t suppress.





Celtic, in that era, had few moments of whimsy. There was a desire to make their opinions known on almost any topic. The practical McLaughlin also talked the SFA into using goal nets so there would be no further arguments as to whether the ball had gone between the posts, even if such newfangled technology was only permitted originally for the semi-finals and final of the Scottish Cup. Nets were an adjunct to the professionalism that Celtic epitomised, but the forcefulness of the club could cause tension within the ranks of the Irish community. Hibernian and other sides of that nature had not been as brash as Celtic. A wariness towards the club is sensed from the beginning, although there is little or no overt antagonism. People were trying to decide what to make of Celtic. After the side had lost to Queen’s Park in the semi-final of the Glasgow Cup in November 1888, the Scottish Umpire inched towards an expression of disquiet: ‘Their main objective appears to have been to get together a strong team and leave time to do the rest. Short as the season has been, during which the Celts have stood before the public, they have made a reputation and enjoy a respect which any club might envy, and while they have secured many friends their first success has also brought them enemies.’


Celtic, as moneyed opponents, had to be prepared for the craving other teams had to beat them. The club would take the League title four times in the 1890s with an efficiency that reflected the sums spent on creating a side. The first trophy that still registers now came when Celtic won the Scottish Cup in 1892. That final pitted materialism against traditionalism. Celtic beat hallowed Queen’s Park at a recently expanded Ibrox, whose gates were opened four hours before kick-off as a crowd of 40,000 assembled. There was bedlam in the air and a bid to steal the proceeds had been thwarted, but no one could stop the fans from spilling onto the pitch repeatedly. After twenty minutes, the two captains told the referee that they wanted the game to be deemed a friendly.


Celtic won that day, and did so again four weeks later, with Johnny Campbell scoring a hat-trick in a 5–1 victory. The delay in staging the replay was due to the fact that improvements had to be made to Ibrox. The SFA also took the precaution of doubling the ticket prices and so halving the attendance. There had been fears that football in Scotland was losing its attraction, but a brash Celtic renewed the magnetism.
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