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“The Celtic Effect”


“If I have seen further, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.” – Sir Isaac Newton


“Celtic.”


There are few individual words in the sporting world which mean so much to so many, and there are perhaps even less which continue to spawn countless others to be written about them throughout the generations. Without “Celtic”, then it is almost certain that I would have written none of the following one hundred and sixty-eight thousand words. Without “Celtic”, the very fabrics of not only Glasgow but Scotland, Europe and even the world as a whole would not be quite as they are today. Yes, the differences without “Celtic” would be most pronounced in Glasgow, particularly in the East End of the city, but nonetheless, the point stands. Without Celtic Football Club, our world would not be the same.


Now, that may sound like a rather grand and extravagant statement to make, but I stand by it resolutely. To consider “Celtic” to be the name of “just another Football Club” would be an incidence not only of underestimation of the highest order, but also of a general lack of knowledge. Presumably, the vast majority of you reading this will be Celtic supporters, and therefore you are likely to agree with the above sentiments more than someone who has no affiliation with the Club. Regardless, whether you haven’t missed a Celtic game in decades or whether you’ve never seen a football match in your life, I hope that by the time you finish reading this book, you will be able to understand this strong belief, which is held by thousands, if not millions, of people across the globe.


Presently, many of you will establish that I possess an interest in science. After all, the name of this book is derived from a famous quote of Sir Isaac Newton (previously mentioned), the man who famously discovered gravity, amongst many other wonderful things. Much later, as you read the final pages of this piece, I shall discuss my decision to give the book its particular title. However, for now, I shall simply highlight the fact that I have always held an interest in physics and science as a whole.


Please, relax. In a couple of paragraphs time my focus will be firmly on football, but indulge me for a moment. Now, we all know that life can be chaotic. Whether you’re running late for work, trying to get the kids ready for another day at school or frantically searching for your season ticket when the new campaign’s kick-off is only hours away, we’ve all felt frazzled at times.


During my school life and a relatively short time at university, one particular matter which caught my attention above most others was “Chaos Theory”. Essentially, this states that even minute changes within a given situation, whether it happens to be an experiment in a laboratory or an incident in your day to day life, can lead to massively different outcomes. Such events have been widely popularised in all forms of media in the modern day, with this being more commonly referred to as “The Butterfly Effect.” In fact, novels such as “Harry Potter” and television series like “Doctor Who” have based entire storylines around this.


Anyway, the idea for this stems from an example whereby a butterfly flaps its wings, causing the air around it to move just a little bit in doing so. On its own, such a movement is seen by the vast majority as negligible, but in reality every little motion or change in our lives can, and often do, make a difference. For example, when a defender receives the ball whilst he is under pressure from an opponent, he can often simply clear the ball into touch, handing possession back to the other team, or try to pass to a teammate. Now, as it is impossible to predict the future, the defender cannot foresee which scenario will follow his choice – he can only use his best judgement to do what he thinks is correct. However, his decision, or any of the countless others involved in any football match, could ultimately determine the eventual result of the game. After all, attempting to pass the ball out from the back could backfire and lead to the concession of a goal, or equally well, it could have quite the opposite effect – and therefore we have chaos.


Of course, nobody can fully embrace the idea of “The Butterfly Effect” and base their lives around it – otherwise they would most likely lose their minds. I am merely trying to highlight the fact that, without the presence of a particular person, group or action, regardless of whoever or whatever they may be, the world we live in, which is innately chaotic, could be a very different place.


Returning to the topic of this book (I assure you that is the physics lesson done), I ask you to consider it for a moment – a world without Celtic.


From the earliest days of the Football Club, the much needed funds raised by Brother Walfrid, John Glass and several other important figures would not have been provided to various charities without the presence of Celtic. With this in mind, it is almost certain that some of the people they did assist would have perished without them. Had this been the case, family trees would read differently and in all likelihood some of the people in Glasgow today would never have been born. In all seriousness, I know it may sound like a somewhat pedantic point, but I believe it to be a critically important one. I feel James E. Handley, the author of “The Celtic Story” (published several decades ago now), summed it up perfectly when he began his book with the following line: “The Celtic Football and Athletic Club had its origin in the cause of charity.”


Without Celtic, the poor children’s dinner tables of the East End of Glasgow would never have been able to help as many people as they eventually did. For example, in the Club’s first year in existence, it donated a little over four hundred and twenty pounds to charitable causes, the equivalent of almost fifty thousand pounds in today’s money. Now, extrapolate that figure over the long history of the Football Club and you will likely conclude that Celtic’s influence, on charity alone for the moment, has played an integral part in many people’s lives.


Without Celtic, it is likely that, whilst some of the men now regarded as sporting icons may have gone on to become involved with football in some manner, there is no way they could have all achieved the levels of success they did at Celtic Park. Equally, some of those who wore the Hoops may never have become professional footballers if Celtic had not been there to give them the opportunity. After all, without Celtic, nobody can know for certain whether the names of Jock Stein and many others would have become famous and lived on, long beyond the men themselves.


Without Celtic, a factory, industrial unit or supermarket may now occupy the sacred ground we regard as “Paradise” – if it hadn’t simply been left to rot over the years like many other large pieces of ground in the inner city of course – a dreadful thought yes, but a valid one nonetheless.


Without Celtic, throughout the course of one hundred and twenty-five years, countless individuals would have supported other football teams, and many would have developed no interest in the game at all. An infinite number of cherished memories would not exist, and endless friendships and romances would never have taken root and prospered. People would never have met, and therefore the world would be a different place.


Without Celtic, the game of football in Scotland would likely never have reached its pinnacle, with a home-grown side being crowned the Champions of Europe.


And, without Celtic, my life would not be the same – I am certain of that. Equally, I don’t think it would be an unreasonable presumption on my part that neither would many of your lives.


It was Celtic’s first manager, Willie Maley (a man whom, unsurprisingly, I haven’t taken too long to mention) who said:


“The Club has been my life, and I feel without it, my existence would be empty indeed.”


And now, even in the modern era, that point will still resonate with thousands upon thousands of people, and undoubtedly it shall continue to do so long into the future. From a personal point of view, it speaks to me with a stark clarity. I am all too aware of the fact that Celtic Football Club has always been there for me, throughout the highs and lows of my life, like a much loved relative, with the potential to bring unbridled joy but also occasional bouts of frustration and even, at times, despair.


For the record, as of this book’s publication towards the end of 2013, I am only twenty-three years of age. I have been a season ticket holder at Celtic Park for almost a decade, and even from my earliest days on this Earth, Celtic have been a notable presence in my life. Born and bred in the west of Scotland, I have witnessed the great and the good that associations with the Football Club can bring to my life, as well as the uglier side of things too.


I have met countless fantastic people in my time as a Celtic supporter, both those who only entered my life for a brief moment, perhaps amongst a chaotic goal celebration, and those who have gone on to become firm, much loved friends of mine. Equally, I have had sectarian slurs directed towards me from others because I happen to support a particular football team, and therefore I am perceived to come from a particular background. I have also learned the many unwritten rules of life in and around Glasgow. In my early years, these tended to involve things such as being told to cover up my Celtic shirt by my parents if I was going to be out and about, whilst in more recent times, I have become aware that certain places and particular pubs are simply considered to be “no-go areas”.


Away from football for a moment, whilst I cannot say that my life so far has been perfect, I feel I must acknowledge the fact that, on the whole, I have many reasons to feel tremendously lucky. I am blessed with a family whom I love fiercely, and several good friends whom I have known for many years. I have never gone hungry, and there has always been a roof over my head, thanks largely to hard work of my parents, whom I cannot thank enough for what they have done for me.


However, as tends to be the case for many people, there have been times in my life when I have felt far from lucky. My own personal battles with depression and anxiety have taken me to places which I hope and pray I shall never return to. At points, in times gone by, I have been truly miserable – I am not concerned about highlighting that. However, I was fortunate enough to have wonderful support around me which enabled me to recover and, more recently, to overcome the challenges posed when writing this book also.


I have seen beloved relatives die and new family members born. I have watched my father overcome cancer, and, as I have alluded to, I have faced my own personal battles. I have experienced immense highs and sickening lows, but such is life. If there were no bad times for any of us, we would likely take the good times for granted. And yet, all of these experiences have shaped me into the man I am at this point in my life and, critically, Celtic Football Club has always played its own role too.


Regardless of whether times were tough or not, the thought of the next match, potential signings, different tactics, exciting youth players, and the memories of victories long gone by have always been there to take my mind off things. To support Celtic is to have an escape, and to be part of a larger family. Yes, there are disagreements from time to time within the family but, fundamentally, the family unit holds firm. Whenever one of us is faced with adversity, the rest will rally to protect and support them, whether it is our manager or an impoverished child in a distant land.


And so, returning to my initial point, through this book, I intend to examine not only the history of Celtic, but how its presence has affected individuals, ranging from legendary players to average supporters, as well as collective groups. You will read not only of the giants of our Club’s past, but of the people who stand on their shoulders in the present day. My hope is that as you travel through these pages, you may all learn something, not only about Celtic Football Club, but perhaps about life as well.


Whilst the air displaced by the flap of a butterfly’s wings may not make much of a difference on the grand scheme of things, I wholeheartedly believe that the existence of a living, breathing entity such as Celtic Football Club has, and continues to have, a tremendous impact on the lives of so, so many people. This belief, ladies and gentlemen, is what I consider to be “The Celtic Effect”.




“My First Steps”


Sunday, April 20th 1997


Celtic 3, Aberdeen 0


(Cadete 24, 63, Donnelly 51)


Perhaps the match detailed above isn’t a game that many people will remember. In fact, I would go so far to say that relatively few folk will have any significant recollection of it, despite over forty-seven thousand packing themselves inside an ever-changing Celtic Park to see it at the time. After all, it was then, and remains to this day, a virtually meaningless affair, at least on the surface. Rangers had all but officially sealed their ninth league title in a row only days earlier, equalling Celtic’s long cherished record from the 1960’s and 1970’s, and whilst the mood may have been defiant at Parkhead, it was far from jubilant. Celtic had not won the Championship since 1988, and every solitary one of the Club’s supporters was all too aware that the Bhoys only had one more chance to stop their rivals. Equalling Celtic’s record was one thing, but the prospect of it being bettered by the Ibrox side was unthinkable, and yet, for a while, it was a terrifying possibility.


However, ignoring the previously mentioned apathy regarding the match against Aberdeen, I can say with certainty that the twentieth of April 1997 is a date that I shall never forget. There is, of course, a very good reason for that, as on that day, this six year old was lucky enough to have his first taste of the place we call “Paradise”. I sat with my dad in the South Stand, where he had his seat for some sixteen years prior to my first visit, and where he continues sit, week in, week out, to this very day.


I remember being overawed by the whole experience; the people, the noise, the sights, the sounds, the smells – everything – and that was before the game had even started. As I stood there prior to kick-off, I can still recall gazing up at the relatively newly constructed North Stand and being truly staggered by its size and colouring. For the record, whilst I was a child I automatically loved anything green and white or anything with the word “Celtic” emblazoned upon it, so to find myself staring at what seemed to be an utterly enormous green stand with six giant white letters spelling out my favourite word was like a vision of heaven for me. Little did I know then that less than ten years later, I would become a season ticket holder and sit within ten rows of the top of the upper tier at every home game.


Anyway, returning to 1997, whilst many people may not have been too excited that day, I was, as I’m sure you can imagine, absolutely ecstatic. The prospect of seeing the team I already adored so much in person was truly mind-blowing. As the sides emerged from the tunnel, I stood on the seat next to my father, holding onto his arm to balance myself, all to catch my first glimpse of the famous Glasgow Celtic, as they strolled out into the spring sunshine before me.


Looking back on it, one of my most enduring impressions of that day was that everything seemed larger then than it does now. At the age of twenty-three, I now stand somewhere around the six feet and three inches mark in terms of height, but then I was, of course, much smaller. The partially completed stadium seemed vast, and yet the atmosphere somehow felt intimate, and oddly, it still feels similar today.


Focusing on the match itself, my memories of the first goal are as follows – Tosh McKinlay played a long ball forwards through the air towards Jorge Cadete, who proceeded to sprint after it, with his hair bouncing behind him in a sight not dissimilar to the modern day Georgios Samaras. Anyway, as he chased down the ball before him, I remember everyone around me leaping to their feet in anticipation, staring towards the far end of the ground where the action was unfolding. Whilst this occurred, time seemed to slow down, and I found myself straining my neck in all directions in search of a gap large enough to see through the crowd of bodies in front of me. Eventually, as if by some incidence of destiny or fate, a small opening appeared just in time for me to watch the Portuguese striker run on to the pass and coolly chip the ball over the oncoming Aberdeen goalkeeper Derek Stillie.


To this day, I can still close my eyes and see the aftermath, as my dad picked me up and hugged me, amidst what I recall as one of the craziest goal celebrations I have ever been a part of. In reality, it was a good, but otherwise ‘normal’ goal, and did not spark anything like the scenes I have witnessed against sides such as AC Milan, Manchester United, Porto and, of course, Rangers. However, to a small Bhoy, it seemed as if the place had just erupted. Only moments later, for the first time, I was treated to a live rendition of one of my favourite songs:





“There’s only one Jorge Cadete,


He puts the ball in the netty,


He’s Portuguese, and he scores with ease,


Walking in a Cadete wonderland.”


In all honesty, it was simply magnificent. As the match continued, Simon Donnelly made it two-nil to Celtic, before Jorge Cadete scored once again midway through the second half to put the icing on the cake for the victorious Hoops. As I walked out of Celtic Park for the first time, I felt certain that I would return – I was hooked. In truth, I have loved Celtic for as long as I can remember, but I believe (from personal experience at least) that the first time you see them live is something truly special, regardless of what age you happen to be when you have the pleasure of doing so.


In truth, when I shut my eyes and remember that day in 1997, there is a little part of me that wants to well up with a tear or two, and I’m not entirely sure as to why. Perhaps the raw emotion involved has stuck with me, or perhaps it is simply because the entire experience retains a special place as one of my happiest memories. To wander up Kerrydale Street and watch Celtic play was a tremendous privilege – and it still is. If I am ever blessed with the opportunity to repeat this feat not only with my father beside me, but with a child (or children) of my own in tow then I will, for those few moments, hold a place as one of the happiest people on the face of the Earth, because it will mean more to me than I can express with mere words. People with no love of football or Celtic Football Club may, understandably, find this idea somewhat difficult to grasp. However, I have no doubts that the vast majority of you reading this will know exactly what I mean.


Anyway, from that day onwards, I have always held a particular liking for matches against Aberdeen. I suppose the sight of the two side’s kits takes me back on every occasion upon which I see the two teams face each other, although I must confess that the feeling isn’t quite so nice whenever they beat us.


In hindsight, I imagined I bored both my mum and my late gran to tears by talking endlessly about my first steps at Paradise in the days following my trip to Parkhead. Hell, it’s more than fifteen years later as I write this, and yet here I am, still talking about it, albeit with a slightly larger vocabulary and an audience who haven’t heard this story before.


However, one thing I had always regretted was the fact I did not have a copy of the programme from my first game. I imagine my dad bought me one, but either it got thrown away over the years or simply lost to the family’s ‘land that time forgot’ – the loft. Regardless, a few months after I started the “Maley’s Bhoys” website I put a request out on Twitter to see if, by any chance, someone still had that programme. Amazingly, it didn’t take long before one kind hearted soul contacted me and posted it through from his personal collection, entirely free of charge. Rest assured, I treasure that programme to this day, and will continue to do so as long as I live, having read it from cover to cover on several occasions.


As I have said, most supporters won’t remember that day in 1997, and in the vast majority of history books it will be classed as nothing more than an average game. However, it will remain forever sacred to me, for it was a day when I had the privilege of combining two of my favourite things in life, watching the world renowned Celtic play, and spending a bit of quality time with the greatest fans on Earth.




“What A Side That Would Have Been”


Eleven years ago, in 2002, the members of the Celtic support were given the opportunity to vote not only for their greatest Celtic team, but for their greatest player (Jimmy Johnstone), greatest foreign player (Henrik Larsson), and greatest Club captain (Billy McNeill) respectively. By this reckoning, the greatest ever Celtic side was as follows: Ronnie Simpson, Danny McGrain, Billy McNeill, Tommy Gemmell, Bobby Murdoch, Paul McStay, Bertie Auld, Jimmy Johnstone, Henrik Larsson, Kenny Dalglish and Bobby Lennox.


Immediately, several thoughts will undoubtedly stir in many of your minds. Some of you will remember great goals, mesmerising pieces of skill and men who utterly adored all things Celtic; others will ponder the selections, perhaps feeling that an unnamed player would have been more worthy of a place than one of the individuals listed above; whilst others will simply think, “what a side that would have been” – and they would be right to do so.


However, whilst all of these thoughts and more stirred in my head as I considered the possibility of writing this book, three words stood out in my mind – “The Lisbon Lions”. This is not because I am about to tell you that the greatest eleven should have been made up entirely by the men who took to the field in Lisbon that day, although they were very possibly the greatest eleven to have ever played at the same time. No, my thoughts of the Lisbon Lions were somewhat broader than that, as I immediately realised that there was not a single member of the greatest Celtic team listed above who was a member of any side prior to that of the Lisbon Lions. This meant that over half of the Football Club’s history, and therefore hundreds of the players to have pulled on a Celtic jersey during that time were wholly unrepresented.


Now, there are, of course, several contributory factors to this, with perhaps the most notable being found in the sands of time. As the years and decades pass, fewer and fewer of the supporters of old, who had the pleasure of enjoying some of the incredible footballing talent of their times, live to tell their fantastic tales. This loss, combined with the significant lack of recording technology until fairly recently, has allowed some of the true greats to slip through the proverbial net. This is not to say they are forgotten, as the names of men like Willie Maley continue to be sung at Celtic Park to this day, but because only a small number of us (if any in some cases) have any direct experience of watching them.


However, it did prompt me to consider a simple, yet intriguing question. Ignoring the men mentioned above, and only focusing on the players who plied their trade prior to the era of the Lisbon Lions, who would have made the greatest Celtic team of that time? And so, with this in mind, I set myself a cut-off point in the form of the year of 1960, and decided that all of those who would feature in my greatest eleven could only have stayed with the Club until that point and no later, before the Lions truly began to take shape.


Therefore, ladies and gentlemen, allow me to present my take on the greatest Celtic team ever (1888–1960).




“Our Bright And Shining Star”


“A young lad named John Thomson,


From the west of Fife he came,


To play for Glasgow Celtic,


And to build himself a name.”





“On the fifth day of September,


‘gainst the Rangers club he played,


From defeat he saved the Celtic,


Ah but what a price he paid.”





“The ball rolled out from centre,


Young John ran out and dived,


The ball rolled by; young John lay still,


For his club this hero died.”


John Thomson was born on the twenty-eighth of January 1909, in the small town of Kirkcaldy, Fife. The son of John and Jean, he attended Denend Primary School and Auchterderran High School, and would go on to become a legendary figure in the world of Scottish Football, although no one knew that at the time he grasped his first trophy. Auchterderran High School won the Lochgelly Times Cup with John between the posts as a young teenager, and even at this stage, his talent was clear to see, with one teacher, Mr Lawton, describing him as “a born goalkeeper”.


He spent his early life, from the age of only fourteen years old, working in his local coal pit – Bowhill Colliery near Cardendan – alongside his father. John spent much of this time coupling and uncoupling carts several hundred feet below ground level, assisting the transit of coal around the mine to operate as smoothly as possible in the process. Of course, John was not alone in this regard, as so many other young men of the time who lived in the area found similar employment. Away from the mine though, John continued with his favourite pastime, playing for junior sides Bowhill Rovers in 1924 and mid-1925, and latterly, Wellesley Juniors between mid-1925 and 1927.


Nowadays, with young goalkeepers such as David De Gea being transferred for tens of millions of pounds, it may surprise you to hear that one of, if not the, greatest goalkeeper to ever pull on a Celtic strip was purchased for the mammoth figure of just ten pounds sterling.


Having heard the talk of a great young goalkeeper playing with a junior side in Fife, Willie Maley dispatched his chief scout at the time, Steve Callaghan, to watch a tie in which Wellesley went up against Denbeath Star in October 1926. Remarkably, Mr Callaghan’s initial instructions were to watch Denbeath’s goalkeeper and report back on his performance. However, it is clear that John must have impressed Mr Callaghan, as Celtic quickly altered their transfer target and pounced to sign the then seventeen year old boy, before any other professional side could take an interest or make him a counter offer.


In February 1927, after an unimpressive performance from then first choice goalkeeper Peter Shevlin against Brechin City, Willie Maley made one his famously radical changes to his team selection for the Celts’ next match, by handing the eighteen year old John Thomson his Celtic debut. Clearly, it was a wise decision, as Celtic won by two goals to one at Dens Park, in front of a little under twenty thousand spectators.


Only forty minutes into his senior Celtic career, John conceded his first goal, but there was no shame in this. Dundee were a good side at the time, and newspaper reports from the time described the goal as “having an element of luck in it, as the ball struck the bar before passing into the net.” By this reckoning, there was likely little that John could have done to prevent the goal. However, he kept the ball out of his net for the remainder of the match, and helped the Celts to an important victory.


Interestingly, whilst John Thomson attempted to prevent the ball from going in at one end, his teammate Alec Thomson, who had signed from Wellesley Juniors (just like John, but five years previous), was trying to put the ball in the back of the net at the other, and he was successful in this regard, scoring the equaliser, before Jimmy McGrory scored the winning goal.


By the time John kept his first senior clean sheet, he had played six matches with the Hoops, conceding eleven goals, before a goalless draw against Aberdeen at Celtic Park put an end to that run. This is not to say that John was playing badly – far from it, in fact. Newspaper correspondents speak of him “saving in clever fashion” and, when speaking of certain goals he conceded, claim “Thomson was powerless to save.” However, he was not incapable of making an error, for even during the aforementioned goalless draw, John dropped the ball when stopping a shot, and it was only thanks to his defenders quick thinking that the threat to his goal was nullified. With time though, John would gain experience, and such errors would become an increasingly rare sight.


Over the remainder of the 1926–27 season, John made what is now colloquially known as the “number one jersey” his own, by playing in every single match throughout the campaign. He suffered his first defeat as a Celtic player at the hands of Cowdenbeath, who were then a mid-table side. This was the first time the Hoops had lost in Thomson’s eight matches as goalkeeper. Comparing this with the latter stewardship of Peter Shevlin, when Celtic lost three times in nine outings, Maley would have noted the difference in the team’s fortunes, although it would be unfair of me to pin the blame for those defeats solely on Shevlin, as the Hoops’ defence was not exactly watertight in those days.


This would become clear when Celtic travelled to Tynecastle at the end of March, where they lost by three goals to nil. Had it not been for Thomson, as well as a missed penalty which was blazed over high over his crossbar, Celtic could have been on the receiving end of a rather hefty defeat. In the following weeks, another loss against Falkirk and a three-all draw with Dundee United meant that Celtic had conceded eleven goals in their last four games, as the Scottish Cup Final grew closer by the day. Their opponents at Hampden were to be second tier East Fife, and whilst Celtic were, unsurprisingly, heavy favourites, their defensive record of late would have undoubtedly concerned a few of their supporters.


Thankfully, their fears were to remain unrealised, as Thomson and Celtic defeated East Fife by three goals to one in the end, in front of approximately eighty thousand fans. However, Celtic were given a fright by the Second Division side, who took the lead only seven minutes into the match. A minute later though, Celtic were somewhat fortunate as a shot from winger Patrick Connolly struck an East Fife man and bounced past their helpless goalkeeper into the net to level the scores.


It is often said that mental toughness matters a great deal with regards to sporting success, and whilst this may not always be the case, it certainly seems to have been a factor in the Scottish Cup Final of 1927. East Fife, the massive underdogs, had scored early. By all accounts, it was a dream start for them. However, the elation of an early goal (and all of the hard work they put in to achieve it) was lost after only a moment or two, through nothing other than bad luck. Whilst many great teams throughout history could have recovered from this unlucky turn of events, East Fife, who were caught in the heat of the moment, became rattled, and never truly recovered, despite it still being early in the tie, as the following newspaper report from the time explains:


“Misfortune, however, befell East Fife the next minute with Robertson, their right back, inadvertently turning a shot from Connolly, the Celtic outside-right, past his own goalkeeper. This mistake was not only disastrous in its immediate consequences, but practically disintegrated the East Fife team, who abandoned their own style of play and sought vainly to rival the artistry of opponents superior to them in experience and skill.”


Despite the generally one-sided nature of the play from that point onwards, East Fife continued to mount counter attacks on a few occasions, forcing Thomson into action, as he “saved brilliantly” when called upon. The following passage, taken from the same article in “The Glasgow Herald” as the previous quote, alludes not only to the physical performance of Thomson, but also to his remarkable mental toughness. At the age of only eighteen, and only months after emerging from the junior game, he found himself in the biggest match in the whole of Scottish Football. Not only that, but he had conceded to a lower league side after less than ten minutes. Many would have crumbled in John’s position, knowing that the hopes and dreams of thousands rested upon their shoulders, but he took it in his stride, and allowed it only to motivate him to improve and show the world just how good he could be.


“East Fife’s virtues were their energy and indomitable spirit, which enabled them to turn the run of play for a brief period, during which they harassed the Celtic backs and succeeded twice through Weir and Wood in seriously testing the Celtic goalkeeper, a youth recently recruited from the junior ranks and whose display in this nerve-testing event proved him a custodian of distinction.”


In the following season, 1927–28, John went on to establish himself as the best goalkeeper in Scotland in the minds of many football fans. As the season progressed, newspaper plaudits such as this, written after Celtic had won three-nil away at Raith Rovers after a nervy start to the game, began to become increasingly common reading: “The Rovers were the more aggressive side in the first half, and only good goalkeeping [from Thomson] prevented them from taking the lead in the early stages.”


In the autumn of 1927, John was selected as the goalkeeper for a combined Glasgow team which would travel to Sheffield for the traditional match between the best players plying their trade in the two cities, held annually. Initially, John was only set to be joined by one teammate for this match, Adam McLean, but Francis Doyle would soon accompany the two Celts when the revised line-up was released closer to match day.


For those of you who may not know, Adam McLean was a Celtic great often forgotten by some of the support. In fact, McLean could well have featured in this imaginary side of mine. An incredibly talented winger, with feet which could mesmerise defenders from the first minute of a match to the last, McLean was regularly the supplier of crosses for the Club’s all time leading goalscorer, Jimmy McGrory. McLean spent eleven years of his life with Celtic, before leaving for Sunderland, after scoring one hundred and thirty-eight times in four hundred and eight appearances – certainly a not bad ratio for a winger!


As for Francis Doyle, he was, well, somewhat less memorable. He spent the majority of his time playing with the reserves during his relatively short spell at the Club. In truth, it was difficult for him to break into the first team, when wingers of the standard of Gallacher and McLean were his rivals for places in the first team. In saying that, he did play twenty-one times in all, scoring three goals, which is something most of us will never achieve, and is therefore rather admirable.


Moving on to the match in Sheffield, Glasgow had not lost the annual fixture since 1914. However, in the driving autumnal rain of the Steel City, a stagnant looking Glasgow side would succumb to a determined home team playing to their strengths. The match ended four-one in favour of the hosts, and despite the scoreline (it was the first time Sheffield had put four goals past their rivals since 1896), Thomson was largely praised by the media both north and south of the border as having had “a cool, confident game.”


In one newspapers’ description of the first Sheffield goal, we have the opportunity to attain a rare glimpse of Thomson’s fearless goalkeeping style; a fearlessness which would, one day, tragically, conspire with fate to cost him his young life.


“The first came after thirty seven minutes play, when Tunstall lunged the ball forwards, and into the goal area. Trotter dashed forward and, with great daring, Thomson ran out to thwart him. However, the goalkeeper came a cropper for his pains, and the forward drove the ball home – a good goal. Thomson was slightly hurt.”


Another continued, “Thomson in the Glasgow goal reminded one of the old Wednesday favourite, Davison, by his nimbleness and pluck.”


Having returned to Scotland, Thomson featured again as Celtic annihilated Third Lanark by seven goals to nil in the semi-finals of the Glasgow Cup. The Hoops would soon meet rivals Rangers in the final, who defeated Clyde by the same scoreline at Ibrox Park.


And so, the sides ran out in front of approximately eighty-four thousand people at Hampden Park, on the eighth of October 1927. In the first half, Celtic would rely heavily on Thomson as Rangers pushed strongly for the opening goal. One sports column reported: “...but for the superlative goalkeeping of Thomson, Rangers powerful and accurate shooting must have had reward.”


Celtic then scored twice, somewhat against the run of play, through Jimmy McGrory and Patrick Connolly. The report continues: “Rangers restarted strongly, but were again baffled and discouraged by the very fine goalkeeping of Thomson.”


Despite the fact the Ibrox side eventually managed to pull one goal back, the final whistle soon signalled that it was Celtic’s day, as they won the Glasgow Cup for the fifteenth time.


“The personality of the match was undoubtedly Thomson, the Celtic goalkeeper, whose judgement, ability, and agility can scarcely be over praised.”


Over the coming years, the plaudits would fly in for Celtic’s young goalkeeper, whose hands would come to be described by the immortal Jimmy McGrory as “artist’s hands”. Celtic conceded sixteen less goals in the league campaign of 1927–28 than that of the previous year, as Thomson made numerous vital saves which kept their season alive. This included heaps of praise for John’s performance against Queen’s Park in the Glasgow Cup Final of 1928. Celtic won two-nil, but reports from the time tell us that, without Thomson, it would have been simply impossible for Celtic to have triumphed.


“It was a game in which all the honours lay with the losers. It is scarcely too much to say that Celtic were never so thoroughly outplayed by opponents as they were in the first half. The play of the Amateurs’ half-backs and forwards in that period was beyond all criticism in clever ball control, shooting, and general all round excellence, and only phenomenal goalkeeping by the youthful Celtic custodian, Thomson, denied Queen’s Park a lead...the final will be recalled primarily as a goalkeeper’s triumph.”


Early in 1930, John would suffer his first serious injury as a professional goalkeeper, breaking his jaw and a few ribs, as well as damaging his collarbone and losing a couple of teeth, during a loss against Airdrieonians. He did this whilst making one his characteristic diving saves, where he would throw himself at the feet of an opposing player. Sadly, this would not be the last time John would suffer a serious injury playing the game he adored, for the Club he loved. A newspaper report described the incident as follows:


“Airdrieonians beat Celtic by two goals to one in a very ordinary game at Parkhead yesterday. Play never at any time reached a high level, but perhaps this can be attributed to the unfortunate accident which befell John Thomson, the Celtic goalkeeper, seven minutes after the start. The goalkeeper was assisted from the field after being injured in a collision with the Airdrie outside-right, and it was afterwards learned that a jawbone had been fractured. The Celtic team had to be rearranged, and Hughes was brought back to partner Barrie (the former Queen’s Park player), while McGonagle went in goal. The deputy goalkeeper gave a good display, and was congratulated by Paterson, the Airdrie keeper, as the teams retired at the interval.”


Only a couple of months later, John returned to the Celtic squad as the Hoops defeated St Johnstone by six goals to two at Celtic Park. During his absence, back up goalkeeper John Kelly made eight of the ten appearances he would eventually make as a Celtic player and, to his credit, he kept a clean sheet on five of those eight outings. However, in only his second match of that eight game run, Celtic disappointingly crashed out of the Scottish Cup to St Mirren by virtue of a three-one home defeat. Whilst he was not the only one who had to shoulder some degree of blame for the defeat, the differences between himself and Celtic’s regular keeper were clear to see: “...when he was beaten it was apparent that he lacked the agility and anticipation which can only be acquired from experience.”


In saying that, Kelly was generally reliable and calm, for he was a competent enough goalkeeper, and somewhat unfortunate to find a truly special individual in the form of Thomson keeping him out of the senior side. He left for Carlisle United at the end of the season in search of more regular senior appearances, after he came to the realisation that John would likely be Celtic’s main goalkeeper for many years to come.


Returning to the match against St Johnstone, Jimmy McGrory was also returning from injury, and thus the Celtic supporters were in a buoyant mood that day, as the goals flew in and two of their heroes re-established themselves in the Celtic line-up after notable absences. One newspaper report read: “Both received a great welcome, which was renewed at intervals when each demonstrated his complete recovery by masterly play.”


On the eighteenth of May 1930, John Thomson made his international debut against France, and kept a clean sheet, as Scotland won by two goals to nil. John played his part, as one article written regarding the match describes: “At the other end it was Thomson’s turn to distinguish himself when, from a free kick near the corner flag, a Frenchman banged the ball in from only eight yards. Thomson, however, leaped high up to punch the ball out with both hands.”


John would go on to make three more appearances for his country, against each of the home nations, keeping two more clean sheets, against Ireland and, famously, against England, as goals from George Stevenson and Jimmy McGrory propelled Scotland to a two-nil win, and a share of the British Home Championship title. Regarding that legendary victory over the English opposition, one newspaper columnist wrote: “Over the whole game Thomson, the goal-keeper, had an easy time of it so well was he covered by his colleagues. On the occasions when he was called into action, however, he cleared in a style which justified the selectors’ confidence in him.”


Interestingly, “The Glasgow Herald” goes on not only to list the teams, but the respective height and weight of each player also. In modern times, we have Fraser Forster in goal at Celtic Park, who is not only the tallest goalkeeper, but the tallest player to have played for the Football Club, standing at an impressive six feet and seven inches in height. In 2012–13, Forster was also the tallest goalkeeper to feature in the UEFA Champions League that season. His sterling performances, particularly against Barcelona, earned him the nickname of “La Gran Muralla” in the Catalan newspapers, a phrase meaning “The Great Wall” – I have no doubts that John Thomson would have admired the acquisition of such an accolade in a great footballing city like Barcelona.


Nowadays, with the benefit of hindsight, it is often intriguing to consider how the game of football has changed. One notable difference is that, generally, footballers (especially defenders and goalkeepers) have become taller. Of course, whilst the average height of human beings on Earth has increased, it has not risen as dramatically as the average height of many professional footballers. In the modern era, there are certainly coaches who believe that bigger players are better players when it comes to the issues of protecting one’s goalmouth. However, had John Thomson played in the Champions League in the aforementioned season of 2012–13, he would have been the smallest of all of the goalkeepers by some distance, standing at only five feet and eight inches tall, almost a foot short of Fraser Forster. Statistics such as these highlight that the game of football is continuously changing and adapting, developing by the day, and this is no bad thing – it is like a dynamic organism – no two seasons are the same, and nor should they be.


Returning to the tale of John Thomson, at the end of 1930–31, which would be his last full season, John helped Celtic to win their second major trophy of his time at the Club, as the Celts defeated Motherwell by four goals to two in the replay which followed the Scottish Cup Final of 1931. Despite his handling error allowing Motherwell to equalise midway through the first half, Thomson had a relatively good game, throwing himself across his goalmouth and courageously diving at the feet of his opponents in order to defend the lead Celtic would go on to build. It is perhaps a fitting tribute that eighty years later, in 2011, Celtic would repeat the feat against the Steelmen, albeit by a different scoreline.


Interestingly, had Celtic lost to Motherwell in 1931, then the Club, incredibly, would have found itself in breach of contract – or so the popular joke of the time went, as it is described here in one Glaswegian newspaper.


“Mr Tom White, who accepted the Cup on behalf of Celtic, humorously explained that it was necessary for Celtic to have the Cup, since it was part of a contract into which they had entered. Their American tour had been arranged on the assumption that they would take either the Cup or the League flag across the Atlantic with them. They had, therefore, made sure of the first thing down for decision.”


At the start of the 1931–32 campaign, there was only one thing on the minds of those at Celtic Football Club. Rivals Rangers had now won the past five league Championships, and were aiming to make this a record equalling ‘six in a row’ (remember Celtic had previously become the first and only Club to achieve this feat, at that point in time, between 1904–05 and 1909–10). As between seventy-five and eighty thousand supporters travelled to Ibrox on the fifth of September 1931 for the first Glasgow derby of the new season, many predicted it would be a match to remember, and they were right – but tragically, not for any enjoyable reason. As the following quotes highlight, the match itself turned out to be a fairly haphazard affair in the first half, with the importance of the game being personified by the anxious style of football on display.


“Nervousness was obvious in every movement. Free kicks were numerous, and the number of throw-ins in the early stages was phenomenal. The teams were as boxers trying to “size up” each other, and then when they tried to land blows they struck air.”


“And so the game went on for half an hour in wild bursts with science thrown to the winds. Yet the crowd with their partisanship to buoy them up seemed to be enjoying themselves; they howled loudly enough anyway.”


“Some idea of the drabness of the play may be gathered from the fact that the first decent shot to trouble either of the goalkeepers came after thirty-five minutes play...”


Early in the second half of the game, with the tight match still goalless, a ball played through the Celtic defence was chased down by Rangers striker Sam English. However, English was not the only player determined to make the ball his own, as the Celtic goalkeeper Thomson rushed forward in an attempt to quell the threat to his goalmouth. John then made the last of his famous saves at the feet of an opponent, stopping Rangers from taking the lead, but paying the ultimate sacrifice in the process.


As both players stretched for the ball, John’s head collided with English’s knee, dealing a fatal blow to the young goalkeeper. This was, of course, a horrific accident. In a sense it was football at its purest; a striker chasing down a pass as an athletic goalkeeper hurled himself at the ball, as the crowd drew breath with excitement and anticipation. However, it was also luck at its most terrible.


One Glaswegian newspaper reported the incident as follows: “Shortly after the interval, the Rangers centre-forward, English, worked past the Celtic backs, and in a desperate and daring effort to save his goal from imminent downfall, John Thomson, the brilliant young Celtic goalkeeper, threw himself at the forward’s feet as the latter delivered his shot, and received the impact of the kick as both players fell to the ground.”


There was nothing either player, nor any of medical staff present, could do. Once the collision had occurred, John Thomson was left with a fractured skull and a ruptured artery. His colleagues and friends in the Celtic team found him unconscious with blood escaping from his head wound. He was stretchered from the field with some of the crowd unaware of the fact such a serious injury had just occurred before their very eyes.


Another newspaper journalist wrote: “The ball curled past the far post, but Thomson lay limp, while English, who had also fallen, rose and bent over him. Trainers immediately rushed onto the field, followed by doctors and the managers of both teams.”


“Behind the goals were massed the followers of Rangers, and a section of these commenced to cheer. Meiklejohn [the famous Rangers captain, David Meiklejohn] left the group round the stricken player, and, with arms outstretched, made a mute appeal. It was effective, and amid tense silence, Thomson was carried off the pitch on a stretcher.”


However, as John left a football pitch for the last time, it is said that “a single piercing scream” emanating from a woman in the main stand broke the awkward silence that had descended soon after the collision. Tragically, this was not the scream of a random woman as she saw the severity of Thomson’s injuries, but that of John’s fiancée, Margaret Findlay, whom he was set to marry later that year.


John was swiftly taken to the Victoria Infirmary in Glasgow’s Southside where, despite the valiant efforts of surgeons there to lessen the pressure being imposed upon the brain by severe swelling, he died at around twenty-five minutes past nine in the evening. Upon the reception of his injury, word was quickly sent from Glasgow to Cardendan for John’s parents. They arrived at his bedside only moments before John passed away. The match itself finished goalless, with John Thomson’s final clean sheet remaining intact – and, in time, Rangers would fail to equal Celtic’s run of six consecutive titles, as Motherwell won the League Championship for the one and only time in their history.





“I took a trip to Parkhead,


To the dear old Paradise,


And as the players came out,


Sure the tears fell from my eyes.”





“For a famous face was missing,


From the Green and White Brigade,


And they told me Johnny Thomson,


His last game he had played.”


And so Celtic Football Club, Scotland, and the game of football as a whole had lost one of the most promising goalkeepers they had ever seen. When he died, twenty-two year old John Thomson had already played over two hundred times for Celtic, picking up two Scottish Cup winners medals along the way, having also featured four times for his country, keeping three clean sheets. More importantly though, a young woman had lost her fiancé, two parents had lost their child, siblings had lost their brother, others had lost their friend, and thousands had lost their idol.


Reflecting on the tragedy, one journalist wrote of his personal memories of the incident:


“Perched away up on the roof of the grandstand, away from the immediate touch of the crowd and it’s enthusiasms, pressmen are apt to become cold and cynical, they get a bird’s eye view and see many petty actions that escape the eyes of the crowd – and the referee.”


“Yet the news that John Thomson had received a depressed fracture of the skull caused sadness; the end of a great, if somewhat short, career had come, and Thomson had always played the game the way it should be played – keenly and cleanly.”


It is believed that somewhere between thirty and forty thousand people attended John’s funeral in Fife. Not only did special trains have to be scheduled to meet demand, but it is reported that many people who could not afford the railway fares felt it necessary to walk the whole way (some fifty-five miles) from Glasgow to Cardendan just to be there. As Thomson’s coffin was carried through the village streets by his teammates, people stood not only on the pavements, but also on walls and rooftops to pay their final respects.


One week on from the match at Ibrox, Celtic took to the field for the first time hence to face Queen’s Park at Celtic Park. Prior to the beginning of sporting proceedings, everybody in attendance, players and spectators alike, took a few moments to remember their fallen goalkeeper, as the following exert from “The Glasgow Herald” describes:


“Impressive tribute was paid to John Thomson at Celtic Park on Saturday. The flags were at half-mast, and all round the ground there was a subdued air. Celtic came out first filing slowly from the pavilion, followed by Queen’s Park, the 22 players forming an unbroken line as they walked to the field and took up their positions. All wore black armlets.”


“The crowd did not know how to welcome the players – there was a moment’s hesitation, and then a half-hearted cheer rippled round the field. Players and spectators stood while a lament, the Last Post, and “Lead, Kindly Light” were played. There was silence for a moment, then a cheer for the teams and another for Falconer as he ran towards the west goal. Then play began.”


A few weeks later, as the Scottish Football Association held its first meeting since the accident, all of the members conveyed their sympathies officially, as can be found in the minutes of the meeting at Hampden Park. They said:


“61. Sympathy. Desired to record the loss which the game sustained by the tragic death of John Thomson (Celtic F.C.) on the 5th September, 1931, following an accidental injury sustained by him at Ibrox Park, Glasgow, on that day, and to extend the deep sympathy of this Association to the parents of John Thomson, and to the Celtic and Rangers Clubs.”


Perhaps the best way to honour the memory and legacy of John Thomson is through the words of those close to him and to the world of Scottish Football:


“He was the best keeper I had ever seen.” – Desmond White, future Celtic chairman


“Graceful, athletic, very brave and courageous.” – Robert McElroy, Historian


“A great player who came to the game as a boy and left it still a boy; he had no predecessor, no successor, he was unique.” – John Arlott, Journalist


“Among the galaxy of talented goalkeepers whom Celtic have had, the late lamented Thomson was the greatest...A most likable lad, modest and unassuming, he was popular wherever he went...Never was there a keeper who caught and held the fastest shots with such grace and ease...Among the great Celts who have passed over, he has an honoured place.” – Willie Maley, Celtic Manager


However, this was not the end of the John Thomson story, for in 2008, he was posthumously inducted into the Scottish Football Hall of Fame. He is still remembered to this day by the Celtic support, and the people of Cardendan, with football tournaments, charity walks, and even a play at the King’s Theatre in Glasgow taking place in his honour.


Finally, let us also remember the other man tragically involved in this accident, a figure whom the incident seemingly had a tremendous impact on. Sam English, a striker originally from Aghadowey across the Irish Sea, was forced to leave Scotland not long after the death of John, as football crowds around the country regularly subjected him to abuse which was entirely unfounded. After a spell with Liverpool, English retired, telling a friend that since the death of Thomson, he had experienced “seven years of joyless sport”. Sam died in April 1967, still haunted by the events of that day at Ibrox Park.





“Farewell my darling Johnny,


Prince of players we must part,


No more we’ll stand and cheer you,


On the slopes of Celtic Park.”





“Now the fans they all are silent,


As they travel near and far,


No more they’ll cheer John Thomson,


Our bright and shining star.”





“So come all you Glasgow Celtic,


Stand up and play the game,


For between your posts, there stands a ghost,


Johnny Thomson is his name.”




“We Have No Intention of Stopping”


The stretch of Glasgow’s Gallowgate outside the famous Barrowland Ballroom has always been one of my favourite places in the city. Yes, there are nicer areas and yes, there are most certainly more affluent areas, but nonetheless I’ve always enjoyed my time there, regardless of whether it consisted of a few pints in one of the local bars, or a stroll around the Barras Market at the weekend, picking up everything from dodgy DVD’s to some fantastic doughnuts. However, I suppose the main reason for my liking of the area is a simple case of identity.


Anyone who has ever lived in Greater Glasgow will know that there are certain areas which are far friendlier to Celtic supporters than others, as a lack of wealth often combined with blatant socio-religious stigma forced many of the communities which possessed a natural affinity towards Celtic Football Club into the same areas or towns as each other in decades long gone by – many of which remain green and white strongholds to this day. The belief that there is strength in numbers has been held by many downtrodden people across the world throughout the sands of time, as such groups naturally polarise towards each other when they perceive a threat to themselves and/or their families.


The area of the Gallowgate which I alluded to earlier is one of the most visible strongholds to a passer-by, with Irish tricolours fluttering above bars and shops often painted with the colours of Celtic Football Club and many of which have names referencing the Club or a moment in its history – “Hoops Bar”, “Tim Land” etc. However, earlier this summer I was not destined for either of the two aforementioned examples but for “Bar 67”, aptly named after the year of Celtic’s greatest triumph.


Inside, I was set to meet two gentlemen who travelled to Lithuania in early October 2002 to see Celtic finish off their hosts F.K. Suduva before progressing to the second round of the UEFA Cup competition. Having spoken to one of the two men, Frank Mullen, on the phone and arranged the meeting, I had been told to simply ask for him at the bar when I arrived. And so, as I entered the pub on a Thursday afternoon, I was not overly surprised to find that it was rather quiet. Perhaps that sounds somewhat obvious, but as someone who had only ever been in “Bar 67” in the hours before big matches at Celtic Park previously, it allowed me a new view of the premises. For example, whilst I’d seen the large mural painting of several Celtic greats (many of which are featured in this book) on prior visits, I’d never really had the time to truly appreciate it. Likewise, the array of old programmes, photographs and scarves covering not only the other walls but also the ceiling took my interest. Anyway, as I stood there at the bar waiting to be served, a man in a suit jacket and tie finished his phone call in the corner and quickly introduced himself as Frank, or “Wee Franny” as he is more commonly known.


Having sat down at a table in the corner of the bar, we were soon joined by Franny’s pal (and one of his many travelling companions over the years), Hughie Connolly, who set a large bag down on the table beside him. Previously, Franny had said that he believed Hughie still had his ticket from that night in Lithuania and, having opened his bag and pulled out a folder which was literally bursting full of old programmes and tickets enclosed in plastic pockets, Hughie produced it in utterly pristine condition, alongside programmes, tickets and newspapers from every European match Celtic played that season. As he did so, I couldn’t help but notice an original programme from the European Cup Final in 1967 flick by – something I had never seen previously in the flesh, but was privileged enough to that day.


Before proceeding any further, I should highlight that these two gentlemen were unique characters, and I’m sure neither of them would dispute the fact that once they start talking about Celtic Football Club and trips of old, they could talk for Scotland. Of course, as a young man, I found this all to be tremendously interesting, but after extensive tangents and stories of days gone by, one of us, whether it was myself, Franny or Hughie would be forced to say “Anyway, back to Suduva!” If we had not, then we would have likely still been sitting there discussing Celtic upon closing time at the pub – I kid you not.


Franny and Hughie first travelled to an away European game in 1966, as Celtic narrowly lost to Liverpool in the semi-finals of the European Cup Winners’ Cup at Anfield, and even now, almost fifty years on, the late away goal which was disallowed that would have set up a European Final with Borussia Dortmund at Hampden still grates with the two men (I expect I may feel somewhat similar about Seville in my later life, but that’s another story entirely). Anyway, ever since then, they have travelled across the length and breadth of Europe, taking in not only the “popular destinations” but also many of the others, some of which lay behind the “Iron Curtain”. In truth, an author could likely write a book on these two men and their experiences alone.


Returning to 2002, both men had travelled to Switzerland where they had seen Celtic crash out of the UEFA Champions League on away goals after a disappointing three-all aggregate draw with F.C. Basel. Unfazed by this, only hours after Celtic had drawn F.K. Suduva; Franny received a phone call from a friend chartering a plane to Lithuania, a country with a far bigger interest in basketball than any other sport, asking if he would be able to fill a batch of seats for him. Despite the fact the plane was set to fly from Gatwick International Airport, a little under thirty miles south of Central London, Franny had no problems with regards to filling the spaces with regular European travellers from both Scotland and Ireland – in fact, he eventually asked for extra places to accommodate demand, as the deal on offer (excluding return travel to Gatwick) came in at half of what was being charged for the official away trip. Having gathered in the money, Franny chuckled slightly as he recalled walking down the Gallowgate with all of the cash inside a carrier bag, within which he estimated there would have been several thousand pounds in total.


And so, as supporters from both Scotland and Ireland headed for Gatwick one day prior to Celtic’s tie with F.K. Suduva, they felt safe in the knowledge that their side had all but officially secured their place in the next round thanks to an emphatic first leg victory which saw them run out eight-one winners at Celtic Park (meaning Suduva would need to produce an utterly miraculous, nigh on impossible result such as a seven-nil scoreline to cause an upset). Having travelled down to Gatwick on the train, Franny and the rest of the Scottish party had arrived at the airport in plenty of time, without any incident of note. However, as the deadline for check-in drew closer, a group of Irish supporters, who had initially flown into Luton International Airport, some seventy miles away, were yet to arrive.


Across London, members of the aforementioned Irish group were looking at their watches with increasingly anxious expressions on their faces. They had just discovered that due to an ongoing strike, no trains were running between the two airports, meaning they would need to find an alternative means of traversing the seventy miles or face the prospect of missing their flight – and they would need to be fast. With this in mind, they dashed outside the front of the arrivals hall, with one of them jumping in front of a Black Hackney Cab that was just pulling away from the kerb, placing his hands on the bonnet as he did so. Within seconds, they all struck up a conversation with the initially irate driver, whom they believed to be of Turkish origin. Having explained the seriousness of their situation, they offered the man one hundred pounds if he could get them to Gatwick on time, and he duly accepted.


Now, that may sound as if that was that. However, the more observant among you will have noted that the taxi was pulling away from the kerb when they Irish lads halted its progress, meaning that the driver already had a fare in the back of the vehicle. The individual in question, an English gentleman in a pinstripe suit with a briefcase, was left rather stunned as, only moments later, the driver virtually hauled him out of the cab as his new Hooped passengers leapt in, before returning to the driver’s seat and speeding off as if he was destined for Silverstone rather than Gatwick. Incredibly, the group made their check-in deadline with only moments to spare, and the Turkish taxi driver received his large reward for his valiant efforts.


That incident aside, it was a smooth trip to Lithuania for all involved, as the group, including Franny and Hughie, touched down at Vilnius Airport, just outside of Lithuania’s capital city. Having arrived at their hotel and dropped off their bags, Franny and Hughie went out for a meal along with a few others, before retiring to bed.


The next day, the pair awoke and wandered around the city, before spending some time with the larger party at a local bar. Now, some of you may have noticed that whilst the party were staying in Vilnius, the match itself was actually played in Kaunas, Lithuania’s second largest city, some sixty miles away. F.K. Suduva actually ply their trade in the town of Marijampolé, a settlement with a population of less than fifty thousand people, but whilst their new stadium (opened in 2008) is occasionally the host of international matches, their old home was not deemed fit for the first round of the UEFA Cup.


For this reason, Celtic’s tie against the Lithuanian side was held at the Darius and Girènas Stadium, the ground named after two pilots, Steponas Darius and Stasys Girènas, who were killed as they attempted to become the first people to fly directly from New York to Kaunas. The stadium remains the home of F.B.K. Kaunas and with a maximum capacity of a little over eight thousand spectators, it is situated almost exactly one thousand, one hundred miles away from Celtic Park.


Returning to the tale of Franny and Hughie, they still had to make their way from Vilnius to Kaunas, with a few hours left to go before kick-off. Whilst they had initially considered the use of public transport, they instead asked a taxi driver how much it would cost them to be driven there, knowing that many things were fairly cheap in the country (between ten and fifteen pence for a pint of lager, for example) and that it would, potentially, save them a lot of hassle. Incredibly, the answer given to the men was that it would cost them the equivalent of only four or five pounds for a sixty mile journey down the Lithuanian motorway. Of course, they accepted this offer and once they arrived at the stadium, they asked their driver where they could find a bus or a cab for a return journey, and were amazed when he subsequently offered to wait for them for several hours before driving them back personally – all for the relatively measly sum of only another fifteen pounds.


With that organised, the attention of Franny, Hughie and all the rest of the travelling supporters turned to the match itself. According to Hughie, there were a little less than one hundred and twenty Celtic fans in total that made the journey, and, with the greatest respect to the Lithuanian people, whom they described as friendly and jovial, it appears none of the travelling support were particularly impressed with the stadium they visited. “It was like a public park”, reflected Franny, “I’d say it was like a junior ground, but in all honesty I thought it was worse than a junior ground – the playing surface was terrible.”


“Of course, the tie was over and done with at Celtic Park, so when I found there was a bar underneath our little stand with televisions, a fair amount of our supporters simply headed down there to watch the match and have a drink,” continued Franny.


By the time the game was over, Franny and Hughie returned to their taxi along with a couple of mates after witnessing Celtic win a fairly drab encounter by two goals to nil. As promised, the driver was still there, and soon they were on the road back to Vilnius. However, sometime into the journey, one of the other men announced that he desperately needed the toilet, and so the taxi slowed to a halt on the hard shoulder of the motorway in order to allow nature to take its course.


The individual in question, who shall remain nameless, had perhaps had one too many drinks by this point, and proceeded to fall into a drainage ditch which he had failed to spot by the roadside. However, this went unnoticed by the others until they returned to their vehicle and realised they were a man short. As they turned around, the whole group (the driver included) saw a set of legs flailing up from the drainage ditch a short distance away. Of course, this incident provided great hilarity for everyone other than the victim himself, but this emotional high would soon take a notable downturn, once the men finally left their driver, having handed him his fee, and headed back to the restaurant which Franny and Hughie had eaten in the night before, simply hoping for a quick meal before bed.


Upon entering the building, the bouncer (yes, the restaurant had a bouncer) seized Franny by the throat, forcing him up against the doorway wall and demanding, via broken English, that he told him about the counterfeit dollars which had appeared in the restaurant last night. As Franny and Hughie had previously explained to me, they always took a mixture of Pounds Sterling, U.S. Dollars and German Deutsche Marks whenever they had travelled to the Eastern Block in the past, rather than using the local currency. With relatively few tourists in town, and none more memorable than the green and white clad Celtic supporters, the restaurant staff clearly presumed it had been the two Glaswegians who had paid them with counterfeit money, although they both strenuously denied this. Eventually, after an exchange of views and, notably, an exchange of cash, Franny was set free and they found somewhere else to eat instead.


However, the Celtic supporters in Vilnius would soon be the subject of more scrutiny, as later, a bar full of supporters would be visited by a group of Lithuanian police who, by all accounts, looked like they would have been right at home in a James Bond movie, with long leather coats, matching gloves, traditional fur hats and shiny black boots which made a distinctive sound as they struck the floor of the bar. In Franny’s own words: “It was a very frightening experience. These guys looked like they had come straight from an old film where they played members of the K.G.B., with the hats and the gloves and everything else. They began to ask about fake money and, because I was one of the guys who hadn’t been drinking, I did my best to act as one of the spokesmen for the group. They produced a few notes of varying currencies and then compared them closely with some of those we had on us, and for a time we were all awfully nervous.”


Thankfully, after around half an hour of questioning, the Celtic support were vindicated as no evidence of any wrongdoing (or any counterfeit money for that matter) was ever found, and they were left to enjoy what remained of their trip to the country.


Finally, I suppose I should conclude this chapter with the pair’s reflections on Lithuania, a country which regrettably boasts the highest homicide rate in the European Union and also the third highest suicide rate on the face of the Earth. Of course, there are a plethora of reasons for this, and in all honesty, one could probably pen a university dissertation regarding this. However, one thing is clear – poverty plays a role.


Whilst Hughie recalled that Lithuania was not as poor as some of the countries they had visited previously when Europe was truly divided, it was clear that many of the people there were very poor. However, over the last ten years, the gross domestic product of the country has quadrupled, and gradually, this prosperity appears to be seeping down to the average Lithuanian. Whether this ties in with Franny’s feeling that the country was “a bit more westernised than he had expected” is up for debate, but both men said they would “have no hesitations about returning to the country.”


“The majority of the people were lovely,” reflected Franny, “stereotypes can say whatever they like about countries like Lithuania, but in my opinion, you can never truly appreciate a place or the people who live there until you have visited it and spoken to them in person. Yes, the country had its problems – but show me a country which does not. I thought things were changing for the better and I hope that continues.”


As for football, the sport remains in the long shadow of basketball in Lithuania, but it appears to be on the right track and perhaps, one day, Celtic shall see F.K. Suduva again. One thing is certain though, Franny and Hughie have lived long and interesting lives following Celtic Football Club, making many friends both foreign and domestic in the process, and I hope they’ll continue to follow the team around Scotland and Europe for many years to come – “we have no intention of stopping,” the pair told me. They are both incredibly friendly gentlemen, and if you ever happen to meet either of them, be sure to put some time aside and take an opportunity to listen to some fantastic stories.




“Don’t Judge A Book By Its Cover”


Flurries of snow in late March – ah, Scotland at its finest.


Unsurprisingly, in the midst of one of the coldest March’s on record, the sight of a boiling hot cup of tea was a welcome one, as I sat down for a ‘face to face’ discussion with a very interesting man. In all likelihood, very few of you will know Kevin, but because of his name alone, most would, correctly, predict that he is a Celtic supporter (admittedly, the fact he is featured in this book probably suggested that in itself, but you know what I mean). However, if I were to use Kevin’s full working title instead, which is “Sergeant McAuley”, then many of you may have made another prediction.


In truth, by making such a presumption either way, we would have all been somewhat guilty of stereotyping. It’s the sort of thing people’s mothers tend to say: “Don’t judge a book by its cover”. And so, in the case of Kevin McAuley, the book you are currently reading and life in general, it’s just another situation when mums are proven to be correct. Kevin is an avid Celtic supporter, and a member of the British Armed Forces, and whilst that should not be a contradiction in terms, there will be some who feel it is. They are, of course, entirely entitled to their opinion, but on a personal level I would have to strongly disagree with them.


Born in the late 1970’s, Kevin grew up in Motherwell before an eventual move to Hamilton. In respect of this, the first football matches he ever took in were at Fir Park in the early 1980’s, as his father’s friend was the Head of Security for Motherwell Football Club, and he would often allow them to take any empty seats in the stand on match days free of charge. Kevin’s family were all diehard Celtic fans themselves, but decided to “try him out” in a local stadium before dragging him all the way into Glasgow on the off chance that he couldn’t sit still for ninety minutes to watch a game. On one occasion, Celtic travelled to Fir Park, and, as was so often the case, Kevin’s father’s friend allowed the pair access to the players’ lounge after the match. And so, with his treasured autograph book in hand, Kevin – still a child – began to wander around the visiting team asking for their respective signatures.


Soon, he approached Maurice Johnston, who proceeded to flick through the pages of Kevin’s book, laugh, and hand it back to him unsigned before returning to his conversation as if nothing had happened. Naturally, this upset Kevin, but it is probably fair to say that it upset Kevin’s father more, who was incensed by the Celtic striker’s reaction. As he remonstrated with Johnston, the disagreement led to an argument, which in turn led them to the verge of a physical altercation.


Thankfully though, the peace was quickly restored before things got too out of hand by none other than the Celtic captain, Roy Aitken. Despite his tough characteristics on the field of play, “The Bear” showed off his famously nice nature that day, and was incredibly apologetic to both Kevin and his father – so much so that he led the pair over to the table filled with the other Celtic players, and sat them down. As Kevin’s autograph book worked its way around the table, more and more signatures were added to it, as, some distance away, the Celtic captain had a quiet word in Maurice Johnston’s ear regarding his conduct. Regardless, the main thing Kevin took from that day was not the ignorance of one player, but the kindness and respect shown to him by the Celtic captain, and the group as a whole. “From then on in I knew I truly was a Celtic supporter,” said Kevin, “Obviously, that was the first time I’d seen Celtic, and despite the incident with Johnston, I was hooked. I knew there was something special about them”.


Not long after that, he saw his “first proper Celtic game” (i.e. one away from Fir Park) as Celtic won by five goals to nil at Clydebank in March 1986, thanks to a hat-trick from Brian McClair as well as a goal each from Tommy Burns and Alan McInally. Within a couple of years, Kevin and his late uncle were travelling to matches regularly. Initially he did so with the “Motherwell Nine-In-A-Row Celtic Supporters Club” (out of the Railway Tavern, Motherwell), before his move to Hamilton where he travelled in by train for home games and jumped on whichever supporters bus would take him to away games.


Over the years, as with most supporters, he has watched some better Celtic sides than others, but regardless of the results and the performances, Kevin was often there to support his team. When he rejoined the British Army in 2001 (having previously served during the 1990’s), he was, of course, unable to attend as many matches, but he still did all he could to keep updated with the team news and results. This determination to remain “in the loop” with all things Celtic led to a few incidents of note during his military career, some of which I will describe to you now.


As Celtic progressed through the rounds of the UEFA Cup as 2002 became 2003, Kevin was based in Kuwait, awaiting the increasingly likely order to move over the border into Iraq. As an electrical engineer, he had been sent to the country around the turn of the year in order to become accustomed with how the combination of searing heat and endless drifting sand affected the technology being used by his colleagues. For this reason, as the Hoops ran out against Stuttgart on the twentieth of February, Kevin wasn’t expecting to have any opportunity to watch the game. Anyway, on his route back from the mess hall that night, he decided to check the book which logged all the electrical faults in need of repair for the following day, and in doing so, he passed the control room of the American command centre at the base. As he glanced through a large window, he spotted a familiar shirt on one of the countless televisions attached to the opposite wall, which were broadcasting various channels from around the globe.


Now, as the room was the American command centre at the Kuwaiti base, Kevin wasn’t allowed to simply wander in and sit down in front of his chosen screen. However, as he was an electrical engineer, he was allowed access to that room if any of the numerous electrical components within required his services. Having relayed his situation to his fellow engineers, suddenly a plethora of things required “checked” and “fixed” in the command room that night, and Kevin was sent to do the jobs, and do them he did – albeit rather slowly. This allowed him to see a large part of the Hoops’ three-one victory – I suppose it makes a change from a pub in Hamilton, eh?


Around a fortnight later, Celtic and Rangers faced each other at Parkhead as the battle for the Scottish Premier League title heated up. Without Henrik Larsson, Celtic weren’t as strong as they could be, but they did manage to grind out a one-nil victory nonetheless thanks to a strike from a Welshman, John Hartson, who would go on to write his name into the history books of Celtic Football Club only weeks later. Unable to watch the match live, Kevin had been saving up his allotted minutes of satellite phone usage, and booked himself in for a call to coincide with the end of the game. Upon saying “Hello” to his father for the first time in weeks, Kevin’s first questions were “What was the score?” and “Who scored?” – it was only after this that he went on to ask how his son, daughter and the rest of the family were doing, but such was life on the days of the old Glasgow derbies between Celtic and Rangers, regardless of whether you were in Kilmarnock, Kilsyth or Kuwait.


The remainder of spring would be eventful not only for Celtic, who smashed their way past Liverpool at Anfield thanks partly to John Hartson’s wonder goal, but also for Kevin. On the same day as the second leg against the Merseyside Club, Kevin crossed the border into Iraq. A little over a month later, he joined several hundred colleagues in the outdoor cookhouse where they were based, and began to stare at the big screen which was set up there intently. Celtic, the team whom he had supported since he was a child, found themselves in the second leg of a UEFA Cup semi-final. All that stood in the Hoops’ way were Boavista, and as the game kicked off and wore on, Kevin’s emotions began to run higher and higher. Being the only Celtic fan there, he was as much a focus of attention as the match itself for his colleagues, who watched his nervous agony as it inevitably turned into absolute elation. Seconds after Henrik Larsson found the back of the net, the Celtic supporting world was in bedlam, and in the early hours of the morning in the Middle East, it was no different, as Kevin celebrated like he had never celebrated before.


“I was jumping around like a lunatic while everyone else just sat there looking at me! I couldn’t have cared less, mind. It was amazing, a European final, I could barely believe it! All of these folk who supported English teams were left staring at a Scottish team in the UEFA Cup Final. It was magnificent,” said Kevin. Continuing on from this, Kevin then described the somewhat nasty events of the week which followed:


“A few days later, a lot of the lads, including me, were struck down with D&V [that’s diarrhoea and vomiting to the rest of us], so we weren’t allowed anywhere near the cookhouse. Now, that was a problem for me considering Celtic were set to play Rangers at Ibrox, and the only television screen was in the aforementioned cookhouse. I wasn’t allowed anywhere near the big screen, so I ended up having to use a pair of ‘bino’s’ [binoculars] to try and see it from our quarantine area. I could hear the commentary easily since the sound was funnelled out of the three sided hangar, but I couldn’t see anything. Still, a win was a win. It certainly made me feel a bit better for the first time in days!”


And so, on the twenty-first of May 2003, as thousands of Celtic fans completed their journeys to Seville, Kevin completed his own trip – his trip home to Scotland, that is. Arriving back in Hamilton, he went home, threw his bags in the house, got changed, and headed to the local pub to meet his mates following a “Hi mum! Bye mum!” style conversation. Having gone without a drink for months, he openly admits that the alcohol had more of an effect on him than it usually had and, sober or not, I know he wasn’t the only grown man (or woman) who cried at full time that night.


Later that year, as autumn turned to winter, Celtic travelled to Ibrox once more as they looked to reclaim the Scottish Premier League title from their rivals. Due to injuries, Chris Sutton made one of his famous appearances at centre half, and Liam Miller featured in the midfield line. Of course, whilst this wasn’t ideal, Rangers clearly did not benefit from “any unfair competitive advantage” (yes, I can be a tad sarcastic at times, you’ll need to forgive me), as a single goal from John Hartson once again meant the points would return to Parkhead with the visitors.


Now, at this point a few of you are probably thinking, “Ok, so where was Kevin this time?” and you’d be right to do so, but I doubt many of you (if any), would have guessed correctly. As the Glasgow derby kicked off, Kevin was absolutely Baltic, and there’s a good reason for that, because he found himself on a yacht in the middle of the Baltic Sea on “Adventure Training”.


Prior to leaving the port of Kiel (which is, coincidentally, the host of the biggest annual sailing event in the world, “Kiel Week”), Kevin and his colleagues were given a briefing by their civilian instructor for the voyage. During this talk, all of the important pieces of kit on the yacht that they would be sailing on were pointed out to the lads, and Kevin, who was already so concerned about the upcoming Glasgow derby that he had asked if there would be any stopovers along the way to their destination in Denmark, took particular note of the vessel’s emergency radio.


As the group set sail onto the Baltic in late October, Kevin watched his mobile phone signal waning before it disappeared entirely when they finally lost sight of land. He knew this would happen, and was therefore unperturbed by it. However, as kick-off approached, Kevin saw his instructor enjoying an “herbal cigarette” on the deck of the yacht. Presuming he would be preoccupied for some time, Kevin couldn’t help himself, and he began to fiddle about with the emergency radio, hoping that, with his history as an electrical engineer (albeit unfamiliar with the frequency range), he could find some coverage of the match.


As he scanned the airwaves, desperately hoping for a report from Ibrox, a booming voice thundered out from behind him: “McAuley! What the fuck are you doing touching that emergency radio?!” cried the instructor. Unsurprisingly, he wasn’t too impressed when he discovered Kevin had been using the emergency technology in order to attempt to hear the commentary of a football match, and after giving “McAuley” a “right royal roasting” in front of his mates, he sent the guilty party outside onto the deck, to steer the yacht for the next stage of the voyage.


“I sat there in a huff,” recalled Kevin, “he’d just ripped right into me in front of the boys so I felt pretty crap. In desperation I pulled my phone out of my pocket to see if there was a signal but there wasn’t even a hint of it. I’d virtually given up, until I spotted some land away off to my side some time later. By this stage, the instructor was away up the other end of the yacht enjoying one of his “herbal cigarettes” again, and although I knew I was meant to keep a steady heading, I began to wonder...”


“I nudged the boat slightly off course so we could head a bit closer to the land, hoping I could pick up enough of a mobile phone signal for a text to come through. I had the Celtic score updates system set up on my phone at that point, so the Club always messaged me with any goals and the final score. I knew the civvy [again, that’s a civilian to you and me] leading us wouldn’t be happy with me if I got caught, but I couldn’t help chancing my arm...”


And so, as the vessel began to creep gradually closer and closer to the land in the distance, Kevin kept one eye on his phone, and another on the instructor whom he’d angered earlier. Eventually, the distinctive buzz of his mobile told him that not only had he got a signal, but he had a text. As he opened it, he saw that Celtic had beaten Rangers at Ibrox, and let out a whoop of delight. This was to be a mistake on Kevin’s part, as it drew the attention of his colleagues, and critically, the attention of his instructor.


“We won! One-nil! We won!” Kevin told his mates, before the instructor appeared demanding to know what all the noise was about. A moment later, as he awaited an answer, the instructor exclaimed, “Wait! Why the hell are we so close to land? McAuley?!” He paused as he realised what Kevin had done, and to say he was unhappy would have been an understatement.


“He would have made me walk the plank there and then if he could have gotten away with it,” said Kevin, “and he went on to make my life a misery for the rest of the trip, but it was well worth it just to know that the Bhoys back home had went to Ibrox and done the business. Not even a raging instructor with a vendetta could wipe the smile off my face, although having to stay onboard and guard the yacht that night whilst my mates were allowed ashore for a beer almost did.”


In more recent years, Kevin has qualified as a nurse and studied “Battlefield Advanced Trauma and Life Support”, whilst working in the Accident and Emergency departments at a few hospitals during his time back on home soil. When I first met him, Kevin was considering his future in the military. However, having now been promoted to Sergeant and selected to study specialist Accident and Emergency training, he has no plans to leave the services at this point in time. Whilst at home, Kevin does all he can to spend time with his teenage son and daughter, however, he reflected that apparently it’s “not cool” for teenagers to be seen hanging around with their dad nowadays – the wry smile on his face perhaps alluding to some of his escapades in his younger years. Having said all of this though, it doesn’t mean that there isn’t time for one last story from Kevin’s past, as we recall the occasion upon which he visited the Andes Mountains in Peru.


Having already visited what claims to be the “highest Irish bar in the world” (“Paddy Flaherty’s”, which I’m reliably informed sits at ten thousand, seven hundred and thirty-nine feet above sea level in Cusco) whilst on exercise in the country, Kevin found himself with some time off on the day that Manchester United were set to welcome Gordon Strachan’s Celtic to Old Trafford for the first time. Obviously, Kevin was willing to go to great lengths to see the match as ever, and began to wander aimlessly around the town of Cusco in search of somewhere to watch it.


Having shown me a picture of the street he eventually found the game on, my suspicions that his story may turn out to be somewhat surreal were confirmed. Many of the structures were pieced together with a mixture of scrap metal and brick. With no windows in sight and no lighting switched on as it was the afternoon in Peru, every building appeared to be nothing other than a darkened doorway from street level.


“I was wandering up and down these streets, looking into all the wee bars, but I couldn’t find anywhere with any customers, let alone the match on the television,” said Kevin. “I was roasting, fed up and just about to give up when this local bar owner, who had clearly caught sight of my Celtic top, shouted from the dark opening to one building and motioned to me to come inside. Once my eyes adjusted to the lighting, low and behold, there was this lad, in his Manchester United shirt, with this wee television in the corner. We were the only ones there, and as the game kicked off, we both started drinking shots of this clear local stuff. To be honest, I still don’t know what it was, but it was lethal. By the end of the game, which we lost three-two, I reckon we were both pretty hammered. The altitude didn’t help me!”


And so, presumably, Kevin stumbled back to his station and awoke with a nasty hangover – a hangover similar to those suffered by thousands of Celtic fans on such occasions, regardless of who they are or where they live. To this day, Kevin McAuley remains a passionate Celtic supporter, and, in my mind at least, he is just as welcome at Celtic Park as anyone else. Proverbially speaking, this military and civilian medic “bleeds green and white”.




“The Wild Rover”


As I write this, Celtic are fortunate to have a few incredible talents playing at full-back for the Football Club, with an enthusiastic little Honduran (Emilio Izaguirre), a determined young Welshman (Adam Matthews), and an increasingly experienced Swede (Mikael Lustig) regularly flying up and down the wings across Scotland and Europe. In young Joe Chalmers and Darnell Fisher too, we may see other gifted players emerge onto the big stage in the years to come. However, they are far from the first Celts to play in the full-back position and become well loved amongst the Club’s supporters. Thankfully, they are also much less controversial figures than one of their earliest predecessors; the man who was the first player to truly become a ‘Celtic star’, Daniel Doyle.


Dan was born in Paisley on the sixteenth of September 1864, almost a century and a half ago, to parents Allan and Janet. In his younger life, I doubt Dan, nor the majority of other young men growing up in the area, felt that they would be remembered for generations to come. His early footballing career involved spells with Broxburn Shamrock, East Stirlingshire and, eventually, Hibernian of Edinburgh. During his time at Hibs, he played in the first match ever to take place at the newly built Celtic Park, on the eighth of May 1888. This match against Cowlairs was, of course, on the site of the original Celtic Park, a short distance from where the current stadium stands, but nevertheless it is an interesting fact to note. For the record, the tie finished goalless.
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