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ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


In an unthinkable period of our lives, our club did the unthinkable. The most incredible cup double, perhaps in the entire history of Scottish football. Astounding, miraculous, unbelievable – it is difficult to find one adjective. It was an achievement for the ages. After witnessing relegation and continual struggles to escape from the First Division, I get goosebumps thinking about season 2020-21 – the greatest season in the club’s history.


To surpass the achievement of Scottish Cup glory in 2014 has been remarkable for everyone of a St Johnstone affiliation. After all, as supporters we all craved that day on 17 May, Our Day in May. Finally, after 130 years of long waiting, we had our hands on a major national trophy. Generations of Saints fans never saw such a scene. Having supported Saints since 1989 when McDiarmid Park opened its doors, and witnessed many an up and down, I admit to shedding a tear or two amid the joyous scenes.


The fact I did so alongside my late father, Kenneth, who passed away in 2017, will always mean that day holds added poignancy. For almost 30 years, virtually every time we took in a Saints game we did so together. A father and son bond, like so many football fans enjoy.


In dad’s final months in late 2016, I managed to arrange for him to meet Tommy Wright and Callum Davidson for a coffee and a football chat after team training one day at the University of Stirling. It was emotional, yet a day to raise his spirits. Dad was hugely proud of both men for what they had achieved at Saints. His beaming smile at Celtic Park on 17 May 2014 was testament to that.


Over the last year, I’ve thought about dad and the other Saints no longer with us – perhaps victims of the Covid-19 pandemic – who have missed out on witnessing Callum and the team writing their names into Perth folklore. A couple double, pure fantasy football.


Without wanting to sound negative, there is every likelihood it will never happen again, such is the scale of the achievement of a small, provincial, family-run club winning the two major domestic cup trophies on offer in Scottish football. Winning any silverware in Scotland – traditionally outside of Celtic, Rangers, Hearts, Hibernian and Aberdeen – is an incredibly difficult goal to achieve. Elsewhere, finances are stronger, fan bases bigger, expectation higher.


As much as this book is about chronicling a simply remarkable season for all of us – mainly witnessed in front of laptops, mobile phones and TVs – it is for those Saints no longer here who missed out on seeing a wee team from Perth triumph twice at Hampden inside three months. The fans’ section at the back of this book highlights what the season meant to so many, including contributions from Stuart Cosgrove, Eilidh Barbour, Colin McCredie, Jo Wilson and Nick Dasovic.


For everyone, it’s been a hugely challenging period. The devastating loss of loved ones, near and far. Lockdowns. Masks. Home schooling. Home working. Our lives turned upside down. Prayers. Claps. Our health workers, our true champions.


St Johnstone helped to raise a smile, and more, in the Covid-19 world. It was life behind a screen, two hours out of mundane days broken up to cheer on the Saints. From worry and head scratching up to Christmas 2020, to pure joy for the final five months of the season. Such has been the bonus of regular live games, including through SaintsTV, I arguably watched more of Saints in the last season than ever before – just not in person. Live football sustained so many of us in the dark times.


I’m sure similar scenes were repeated by the majority of die-hard Saints near and far. Tuning in to PeterheadTV on a dreary November day for a key Betfred League Cup win; superstitiously sitting in the same positions in the living room for the cup semi-finals and finals (my wife, Iona, and my children, Andrew and Kirsty, questioning my sanity!); or screaming from the lungs ‘Zander has scored!’ on a late Sunday evening before the final episode of Line of Duty (well, nearly Zander). There were tense, blood pressure through the roof days, with one of the few benefits of lockdown being that we were able to watch many of the games as a family, sharing hopes, sharing dreams, sharing the silverware scenes.


My son, Andrew, has a great passion for Arsenal but now appears hooked on the Saints too – having witnessed the club lift three major trophies before even hitting his teenage years!


During it all there were WhatsApp groups to maintain the Saints following, regular messages fired off to my old Crieff High School friend, Stuart Woods, now in Kent, or my brother-in-law, Neil Robertson, down in Surrey. Messages of support were also sent to Callum, Steven MacLean and Liam Craig. I count myself fortunate to have stayed in contact with such talented, respected individuals going back several years.


After the final whistle blew against Hibs in the Scottish Cup Final, I soon felt the desire to take on another project like Our Day in May. I was actually keen to write another book in lockdown but couldn’t settle on an idea, so this has been the ultimate labour of love – going behind the scenes and allowing each player and the management to share stories from the most incredible year of their footballing lives. I thank Hugh Andrew, the Managing Director at Birlinn Ltd, for quickly buying into the concept and helping turn this book around over a few short months – just as we did with Our Day in May. My thanks also to Peter Burns at Polaris Publishing, who assists Hugh on projects, and has also been subject to various ‘are you following this Saints story!?’ messages.


My sincere gratitude also to Steve Brown, Chairman, and Roddy Grant at Saints for supporting my draft idea back in June, with Steve no doubt delighted to no longer be pestered by my regular calls. A big thanks to Callum and ‘Macca’ for their generous time for interviews and access to all the players, past and present. I’m due Callum a game of golf in return! Thanks too to Sam Porter at the club for his help and Graeme Hart for his wonderful images.


Gordon Bannerman rode to the rescue to help me track down players who have since moved on, while Janette Dewar was a great help with her expert proof reading. Liz Dexter was also a wonderful assistance in transcribing many an interview. A word too for another journalist, Robert Thomson, on his ‘Lockdown Legends’ idea.


Lastly, a big thanks to my mum, Nicola, sister, Geraldine, and to Iona and the kids for always being supportive and driving me on. Pulling together 68,000 words in two months (mainly at night!) was a challenge, but job done!


Since 2009, when Derek McInnes brought Saints back to Scotland’s top division on that sunny afternoon with a win over Morton, the level of achievement at the club has been extraordinary. Callum, though, has topped the lot. Enjoy reading this truly astonishing football tale. A story for any underdog to aspire to. A story that may never be written again.


Ed Hodge
August 2021





FOREWORD


STEVE BROWN, CHAIRMAN


It’s well-known my dad, Geoff, saved the club 35 years ago. He was just making sure there was a club in Perth, one for the community to continue to support. What you have seen, certainly over the last 10 years or so, nobody could ever have imagined. It took us 130 years to win one cup in 2014 and then we win two in the one season, two in a matter of months! It’s been hard to register, to be honest. Doing it in the middle of a global pandemic certainly gave us all something to smile about, during hugely difficult times for us all. On top of that, we did so well to finish strongly, claim fifth in the league and secure the club’s return to Europe. Again, that didn’t really sink in until we were travelling to Turkey to take on a side like Galatasaray. What an experience that was.


It really has been a truly remarkable period for St Johnstone. The amount of time, effort and sacrifices we all put in is considerable, with a lot of disappointments along the way, so to get some rewards for it, from 35 years, it’s been a special time. Will it ever sink in? I’m not sure it ever will. It’s difficult for me to describe it without getting too emotional, to be honest.


We’re up against it every year in Scotland, as the Old Firm are miles ahead of everyone else. Clubs like Aberdeen, Hearts and Hibernian also have far bigger budgets than us. For us to even get to a cup final, I know that sounds a little negative, takes a huge effort from Callum and all the players. To therefore get to two cup finals, hold our nerve and win both matches, well, it may never be done again by a club the size of ours – it’s as simple as that. It’s been a remarkable achievement and I’m proud of everyone involved – Callum, the players, the club staff and, of course, the fans. Savour this time, celebrate it and never forget it.


Of course, I was especially delighted for Callum to do the double. It’s incredible now looking back to that period at the start of the season as we struggled for wins. Some people might have just looked at the results, which were mixed, but for me, we were consistent. We performed well in almost every game. We just didn’t get the results as often as we deserved. We went through a run when we weren’t scoring and there were one or two unfortunate refereeing decisions that didn’t go our way.


For Callum, following Tommy (Wright) was inevitably a big challenge straight away. But Callum’s taken it in his stride. No manager we’ve employed has had the challenges he’s been faced with in terms of Covid-19. It’s not just keeping the players fit and playing. Things can happen out with our bubble that you have no control over. But he’s strong and he’s come through it. If I didn’t think he was any good I wouldn’t have appointed him! We had some good chats when he was at Millwall and I’m so pleased he decided to return north, given his success under Tommy as an assistant here. We knew his calibre and all the traits that we thought would stand him in good stead have done just that – his personality, playing career, his coaching experience and working with Scotland. His first year in the job and he wins two cup finals – he has a huge task now to top it!


Obviously, the sad part of the 2020-21 season was not having you, our fans, to witness both cup successes. It was a massive disappointment fans couldn’t be there, but we knew why they couldn’t be. It wasn’t safe to do so, it’s as simple as that. For all you at home watching the finals on a screen, I’m sure it didn’t take away from the excitement leading up to the Hampden contests and the emotions we all go through during the games themselves.


It goes without saying that, in terms of the experience of watching cup finals at Hampden, it was nothing like it would have been with you there. But the emotions don’t change, it was still fantastic. It was nice to hug my dad after the Hibs win and just take it all in. It was a hugely emotional time. It’s what dreams are made of. That’s why I’m in the game, why the manager and players are – and it is what you, as supporters, want for the team. It’s the ambition for everybody.


Callum was good enough to remind me before the Livingston final that we didn’t have a very good record at Hampden, which I was trying to forget. Mind you, the same applied to our record of never having won the Scottish Cup – just because we hadn’t done it in the past didn’t mean we couldn’t win it in 2014 and it was the same against Livi, and then Hibs.


With a combination of good managers, good players, good luck and a bit of good judgment it’s been an extraordinary tenure for me since taking over as Chairman in 2011. As much as there have been times when I’ve had my challenges, I couldn’t have asked for any more. I really couldn’t.


It’s great looking back at things, even the signing of Shaun Rooney. Roddy Grant and I went to watch a Dundee-Inverness match with an eye on an Inverness player, who didn’t have his best game it’s fair to say. But obviously we saw this big, athletic wing-back marauding up and down the line. He couldn’t be stopped and we thought ‘wow, here is a player’. We came back and reported to Tommy, got him on a pre-contract and the rest is history!


Fast forward and I celebrated for three days after the Scottish Cup win! I had a combination of feelings. Firstly, elation, that sense of achievement at the end of the season. Then there was the Covid situation, which we had for the whole season. Unless you were directly involved, it is hard to relate to how challenging it was. Family-wise, it was a big moment too. My dad tried for years to get the holy grail, to win a cup. For him to see a double delivered, it was just amazing. It stands to reason you’re going to be a wee bit tearful.


I went on to about 5.40am at the stadium! My Fitbit told me I then went to sleep! I woke up about 8.30am and called my wife for a lift home! I had a christening at 12 o’clock, then it was off to the Cherrybank Inn as the manager, players and directors were there. That was a late night! The next day we went to Gleneagles for ‘lunch’ and back to Perth! Great times.


It’s also been great to see the pride in Perth for this team. It’s the same as I remember from the Scottish Cup Final in 2014, everybody’s talking about the club again, even people who aren’t into football. It’s the same buzz. It puts Perth on the map again. We’re in the media, on the television and being talked about. The players get a lift from it and a sense of achievement. Our current season ticket holders have given the team great backing, new holders have joined and, of course, we would love to see even more of you to support this club!


Aberdeen were the last non-Old Firm club to do the domestic double over 30 years ago. Between getting into Europe, top-six finishes and now winning two cups in one year, it is beyond what my dad was considering when he took the club on all those years ago.


As I’ve said, I don’t think our double will be matched, not when you look at the strength of the Old Firm and other bigger teams. It’s really a time to savour and one we will remember for the rest of our lives. Raise a glass to the Perth Saints and enjoy this story of our success. The words are there for evermore.





ONE


PERTH RETURN


‘There’s a freshness and enthusiasm about Callum. Everyone speaks highly of him’


Gordon Strachan


All good things have to come to an end (or so we thought). 2 May 2020: Newsflash . . .


‘Tommy Wright has quit as St Johnstone manager after seven years in charge’ (BBC online)


Tommy Wright


I felt that when you’re at a club for such a length of time sometimes there just comes a point when you need a break. It was something being considered for a while.


We made the decision that we would see, in the next couple of years, if we could bring the age of the squad down and then it might be time for me to move on. Fortunately, we’ve done that. I’m extremely proud of the situation I leave the club in. There are lots and lots of memories. Even things that people don’t think about, like the loads of young players I gave their debut to. Over the last couple of days I’ve had time to reflect and I’ve remembered people like Zander (Clark), Jason (Kerr), Liam (Gordon) and Ali (McCann).


Thinking back, I had a sense of foreboding at the date anyhow. Saturday 2 May 2020 had been pencilled in for one of those Covid-19 lockdown projects that parents of young children quickly began to dread – building a new trampoline. With little progress made on the instruction manual inside the first hour – head scratching and hand bruising my main accomplishment before my wife and kids ably excelled – the regular beeping on my mobile phone was at least a pleasant distraction from the morning’s DIY. Then it hit me – Tommy was gone. It was time up for St Johnstone’s (then) greatest ever gaffer. What a day this was turning out to be.


Rarely in football does a manager depart to an outpouring of affection, but the afternoon highlighted just that towards the 58-year-old. He had delivered the club’s first major trophy in 130 years, regular top-six finishes and European jaunts (including the scalp of Rosenborg) and Twitter even called for the renaming of McDiarmid Park’s East Stand in Tommy’s honour. Saints securing a third successive fourth-place finish under Wright in the Scottish Premiership in 2016-17 says it all about the job the affable Northern Irishman did.


Liam Craig, Midfielder and Vice-Captain, 34


I couldn’t believe it. I’d spoken to the manager a lot in those few months when the season had finished in March, and then I had a missed call, at quarter to nine on a Saturday. I was on a morning run and I thought ‘I’ll just phone him when I get in.’ That was him phoning me to tell me it was getting announced at 11 o’clock. I felt good about the fact that he wanted to do that (give me advanced notice) – it showed how much he held me in high regard as well – but it was a massive shock.


Amid the surprise timing, Wright’s departure maintained a familiar trend for St Johnstone – managers moving on with the club’s blessing following sterling work. Owen Coyle. Derek McInnes. Steve Lomas. Tommy Wright. The last time Saints actually sacked a manager was way back in April 2005, then bringing to an end the brief and disappointing tenure of club legend John Connolly. A conveyor belt of five successful managers have followed across the ensuing 16 years, a statistic almost unheard of in the modern game. Hearts, for example, have employed 15 managers within the same timeframe.


The level of Saints’ success has obviously aided managerial longevity. Since returning to the top flight in 2009 thanks to First Division title glory under McInnes, the club has secured eight top-six finishes and sealed six European qualifications. It’s simply unparalleled for St Johnstone.


Alex Cleland, First-Team Coach, 50


Tommy came to me and said ‘Alex, I’m going to be leaving the club.’ I was shocked. He was like ‘no, I’ve made up my mind. I have my reasons. I’ve been here a long time.’ He just felt it was the right time. The Chairman (Steve Brown) asked me to take over, said I had been here a long time too (since 2009), knew what he expected from me and that he trusted me. I knew the club, the players and had worked with Tommy, as well as being part of the first-team with Steve (Lomas) and Derek (McInnes). I said I was willing to do it (be caretaker manager), had done it before at other clubs and felt I had the respect of the players. But I knew in my own mind the job wasn’t for me. It’s a great job and Tommy had said to me to go for it, but I didn’t see myself as a manager. I like what I’m doing, working with younger players and coming in and out of the first-team when needed. I said, ‘I think I’ve found my niche with the Under-18s and helping the manager when needed.’ I straight away said to the Chairman I didn’t want to be considered for the job. I said I wanted to stay at the club, be part of it, but would do it until we found the manager. The Chairman was happy with that. I enjoy what I’m doing, have experienced it for many years and didn’t want the manager role full-time.


While there were platitudes for Wright, the football world never stops spinning. Within hours of his exit, the club’s record £1.75m transfer to Blackburn Rovers in 1998 and the man who was assistant to Wright for the club’s 2014 Scottish Cup triumph, was quickly installed as the favourite to make the journey back to Perth. By 18 June, it was rubber-stamped – it was time for Callum Davidson to return home. On a three-year deal, it was too good an opportunity for the former Scotland international defender to turn down. The Dunblane lad was heading back north.


Davidson, 45, had learnt his trade for five years as assistant to Wright (and notably with Gordon Strachan in the Scotland set up) before coaching spells with Stoke City, Dunfermline Athletic and latterly at Championship play-off-chasing Millwall, assisting his ex-Leicester team-mate Gary Rowett. ‘He goes with our blessings and I think he’ll do a really, really good job,’ said Rowett of his friend. Davidson felt he had waited three to four years to be his own man, to call the shots, to make his own decisions. Now was his chance, back on familiar McDiarmid Park turf.


Callum Davidson, Manager


It was a difficult decision. We had started to put Millwall on an upward curve, after going in with Gary. The club was a breath of fresh air. I had some harder times at Stoke so I think going in there reinvigorated my real joy for coaching and football. It was a fantastic group of players and we felt we were onto something good. I had a great relationship with Gary and Joe (Carnall). I was living in a flat in London, commuting up and down the road, the flight and travel was easy. The family came down and everyone knows London is a great place to visit. It was actually easier travel compared to Stoke. The flight was 45 minutes and I did work at the airports. It was pre-Covid and it actually took me about three hours from door to door sometimes.


When Tommy left it was a bit of a surprise to everybody because he had been there for so long and he seemed quite settled there. Then I obviously got the phone call from the Chairman. I’m not sure whether it was an interview, or just a chat like we used to do when I was an assistant, chatting about football and certain things. By the end of it, he just said, ‘right then, so when are you coming up?’ I kind of went ‘is that you offering me the job?’ It was a follow-up conversation as I had already spoken to Gary about the possibility of going. Gary was brilliant, to be fair. He was the one that sort of made my mind up. He didn’t want me to go, as obviously we are good friends, but he knew management was a thing I wanted to do. He would have liked me there for four or five years more, but he just said it was an opportunity I couldn’t turn down. He made a really good point, he said, ‘you’re going to be one of the 12 managers in the top league in Scotland’. When he put it that way, he made it sound like it was an easy decision, but of course it wasn’t an easy decision. I really enjoyed Millwall, really enjoyed the job I was in.


By the end of the phone call with the Chairman and me asking if he was offering me the job, he said, ‘of course, I am’. After he said that it was pretty simple to get things sorted. From that point on, it was a big thanks to Millwall, but I had a new chapter to look forward to. Covid-19 was obviously hitting us at that point, and I knew there were challenges ahead, but I was excited to get started.


Paul Mathers, Goalkeeping Coach, 51


It was in 2015 when Tommy brought me to the club (from a Rangers academy role) after Steve Banks left. If you look at what Tommy did in his last, probably, two years at the club, he started to change the squad. We could see the fruits of that coming. Jamie McCart came in January 2020, (Shaun) Rooney was then due to come in the summer (on a pre-contract).


Liam Gordon, Defender, 25


It would have been such a daunting job for anyone to come after Tommy’s success – arguably one of the club’s greatest ever managers – in delivering the first major trophy for the club. I just think Callum’s the only manager that could have come in, the only manager that could come in and could do better than that. We had come across him before when he was assistant, we knew exactly what he was going to bring to the club – like intensity to training just goes up that level, just the person he is around the place, so enthusiastic all the time. I felt like it was just time for a change.


Jason Kerr, Defender and Captain, 24


A thing people don’t realise, as well, is that obviously in 2014 the club won the cup and Tommy was the manager, he would take the credit for it. But Callum was assistant manager and the training sessions he put on . . .


Liam Gordon


. . . were instrumental.


Jason Kerr


Yeah, the enthusiasm Callum put into training for the boys, I think that would have had a huge effect on them winning the Scottish Cup in 2014, because he was massive around the club when he was there. I loved it when he was there, and obviously, I was a bit disappointed when he left.



Liam Gordon


To the guys, he’s just never half-job: everything’s full or nothing with him. And it’s whatever he does in life, I think that’s what happens, that’s the effect he has, and that’s why he gets so much success.


Callum Davidson


I was probably hoping the call was going to come – at some stage. I spent five years with Tommy, five fantastic years at St Johnstone, but I wanted to sort of experience other things. If I was going to be a manager, it was a bit of a risk to leave. I kind of thought if I had stayed and Tommy had left then I might then have got the job straight away.


For me, it was for development and I think it’s probably the best decision I made on my football side (leaving Saints in 2018 to become first-team coach at Stoke). For me, learning is a big one. I think Dunfermline (in 2019) would have probably surprised everybody when I went there. But I had just left Stoke and I wanted to enjoy coaching, and Stevie (Crawford) asked me to come and help him. I thought it was a great opportunity. I’m not one of these guys that thinks I’m bigger than anyone else, I just love coaching and love trying to get players to improve. With Gordon (Strachan), it was a brilliant experience. People ask me about the most special goal you have witnessed and one is probably from that time (Leigh Griffiths for Scotland against England in 2017 at Hampden). I still, to this day, remember Mark McGhee turning round to me going, ‘He’s going to score, he’s going to score, he’s going to score.’ I think it was probably the second free-kick. I’m going, ‘Mark, be quiet, he’s not going to score, it’s about 30 yards out’! And Leigh just stuck it in the net. The two of us just started laughing. The place went wild. That experience with Gordon, dealing with international players, now I have an idea of international football and what sort of ideas I would have to go forward there.



David Wotherspoon, Midfielder, 31


It was such an easy transition. Callum knows the club inside-out and it didn’t take him long to slot in. It’s his first managerial role and it was a big thing for him, but it just felt like he had always been there. We had him, obviously, as an assistant manager before, so we knew what he was about. It was very exciting as we always enjoyed his level of work and his training. He’s a great guy as well, so it was certainly something I was looking forward to.


Jamie McCart, Defender, 24


It came as a bit of a surprise when Tommy left. I think it shocked everyone. When the new gaffer came in – obviously he had been here before with a few of the boys – but for most of us it was like a clean slate. So, I was actually really excited because I had spoken to Mikey (O’Halloran), Zander (Clark), who had worked with him as an assistant, and they said, ‘you’re going to love him, you’re going to love how he plays’. I was quite looking forward to it.


Davidson quickly built his backroom team. With Mathers in place, Cleland became first-team coach with fans’ favourite Steven MacLean – a 2014 cup final goal hero – a popular choice as a new first-team coach too, after his release from Hearts. MacLean, who scored 53 goals in 198 appearances for Saints, hung up his boots to focus on his new challenge.


Steven MacLean, First-Team Coach, 39


I was obviously excited when Callum phoned me. I was probably going to go to Raith Rovers and play for another year. But I’m getting on in years, so it was quite an easy decision to give up playing and take that next step as I always wanted to do it. Obviously coming back to St Johnstone, a club I know well, everything sort of fitted into place for me.



Alex Cleland


You never know with a new manager coming in what his thoughts are going to be. Callum has worked with a lot of good coaches so could have brought anyone in. I have been at Saints a long time and Alan Maybury was there as well, at the time. I was fortunate maybe because I had worked with Callum before, he knew what I could do with the Under-18s and knew that I could do both roles. I was delighted that he wanted to keep me and to work with him again. I knew how good a coach he was when he was assistant manager. I had a lot of good times with him before he left to go down south.


Callum was also keen to bring somebody in, but not make big changes. So ‘Macca’ (MacLean) came in and he saw us both as first-team coaches, as well as us both helping the Under-18s. It seemed a good mix. Macca had fresh new ideas, which has been great having just finished playing, Callum, with the experience he has from down south, integrated with the experience I’ve had with the Under-18s and all the managers I’ve worked with at St Johnstone. I think that was part of Callum’s thinking, knowing that I knew the club and many of the players. I think I’ve found my role and I’m happy with it.


Callum Davidson


I worked with Macca and knew him very well. It’s a strength I probably don’t quite have in front of goal. I look at different aspects. Alex has got a brilliant nature about him. He has got a fantastic way of working, especially with the younger players. Macca was probably similar to myself when Tommy took over and I thought he had a lot to give the club. He has obviously played a big part in club history, as we know. But it wasn’t a sentimental decision, it was a decision for the team and the best for St Johnstone.


MacLean’s influence as a former penalty-box striker, a player who once formed a prolific partnership with Stevie May, could not be overestimated – especially as the season wore on.


Stevie May, Forward, 28


It’s obviously different with Macca, completely different, in terms of he’s not on the pitch going mental at everyone and being the Macca that we know! He kind of does it from the sidelines now. I think the more people you’re familiar with and you get on with, it can only be beneficial, and St Johnstone has been a club that has been good with that throughout the whole time since I was a young boy here. Through the years, they have always kept people who have done well, and I think it speaks volumes if you all know the club inside out, the values, what it takes to play here and work hard for everyone. Macca’s working as hard as ever, just in a different role now.


Chris Kane, Forward, 27


Obviously, as a striker, you want to score as many goals as you can, but when the manager came in he said he wanted us to defend from the front and for the strikers to do a lot of the hard work. He said, ‘If you do that and perform well, then you’ll keep yourself in the team.’ He wants me to run, press, hold the ball up and that’s what I feel like I’ve been doing. Obviously, he rewarded me by keeping me in the team so long. The goals are obviously bonuses, but I need to do that work right first.


Paul Mathers


Sometimes the job was consuming Tommy, as such, and he took it all on his shoulders. He always came back with a plan and the energy to just go again. We had a great run again before Covid hit, three defeats in 18 games, and he had put the base of a new team in place. Then Callum came in and with just that wee change, the direction on the pitch, it started to come together.


Steven MacLean


The Chairman has always wanted that sort of seamless transition with managers. That’s what it was, although Callum is different. He has changed things, as we do play differently from Tommy’s teams and sides in the past. That’s testament to Callum, how good a coach he is and how good a manager he is. But it was important that he knew what the club is all about, as it always helps.





TWO


SLOW START


‘Football without fans is nothing’


Jock Stein


Late July 2020. A global pandemic continued to grip our everyday lives. As countries edged in and out of ‘lockdowns’ or sought other means to try and tackle the ravages of Covid-19, football seemed less relevant amid the fight for life and death. Yet, for so many, it did matter. It offered a boost to mental health, giving fans a focus within the confines of their own four walls; something to look forward to within the daily grind. Of course, Scottish football’s resumption allowed elite footballers to continue their careers amid the most challenging of circumstances.


Back in mid-May, amid heated domestic discussions, Celtic were crowned 2019-20 champions after a decision to end the season early due to the pandemic. While relegated Hearts threatened legal action, four points behind second-bottom Hamilton with both having eight games left, St Johnstone edged into the top six ahead of Hibs by points per game up to the last match played on 13 March.


A new season at least lay in wait for players in the Covid world, albeit with the continued absence of fans. After Rangers lost 3-1 to Bayer Leverkusen on the evening of 12 March (in front of 47,494 supporters), the shutters soon went up across the country. Only fleeting flickers of light for supporters followed. A small handful of test events took place during the new campaign, but the maximum number of 500 was spread sparsely across vast oceans of empty plastic seats. It was to be life in front of a screen for fans, with clubs at least proactive in activating or improving their own club TV outputs to connect with their at-home supporters – SaintsTV among them.


Liam Craig


Nothing beats that roar, that 10 seconds after you score, with such a big crowd behind you. I’ve been lucky: some of the goals I’ve scored, we’ve had a big following that day or a decent support at home, so to have no fans there was a massive loss.


Callum Davidson


Throughout the whole season, Covid-19 is probably the hardest thing I’ve had to deal with. When it came to how we trained there were a lot of things we couldn’t implement. But I knew the spirit in the dressing room – or the six dressing rooms we were in all season. On training days, we were basically in six dressing rooms, to keep the players socially distanced. I knew it was difficult, but that was the hardest thing. We had games getting called off, we had the worry of testing, people isolating. It was a real, real difficult thing. I keep saying to Jim Fleeting (ex-Director of Coaching at the SFA) ‘why didn’t you teach me this in the Pro Licence?!’ I keep texting him.


We were fortunate to still be doing our jobs. But all the players have had to live through very difficult times, what with social distancing and trying to avoid Covid outbreaks. They’ve had to live their lives really, really strictly and really watch what they’re doing. I know we all have been, but players get scrutinised. If they catch Covid and do anything wrong then it’s always in the papers. It’s been really tough, but all credit to my boys for that. I think they were brilliant throughout the whole season.


David Wotherspoon


It was a strange time, but we’ve been in a privileged position to be able to do our jobs. The job that I love.


With Cleland initially acting as caretaker manager, Craig, Callum Booth and Chris Kane had penned six-month deals in May, giving the trio a degree of security in a hugely uncertain period. Club stalwart Murray Davidson, going into his testimonial year, also secured his future. Drey Wright, meanwhile, exited to Hibs.
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