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INTRODUCTION


METHODICAL, studious, determined, compassionate, knowledgeable and skilled. Steve Clarke has proved himself to be all of those things and more in a tenure as Scotland manager that has brought a remarkable revival in Scotland’s football fortunes.


Since his appointment in 2019, the quiet man of coaching has restored the Hampden Roar. After a painful absence from football’s top table that spanned more than two decades, Scotland can once again feast on tournament competition and sit side by side with the best in the game.


Euro 2020 was the appetiser. Euro 2024 is the tantalising main course. Who knows what’s yet to be served up?


Successive European Championship qualifications have brought back belief and hope. The players feel it. The Tartan Army are revelling in it. The manager has created it, instilling the same steely confidence in his team that has been a hallmark of his distinguished career as a player and coach.


We Can Boogie is a celebration of a Scottish football renaissance, shining a light on the man at the helm and the players and staff who have been central to the success story. The chapters that follow chart the twists and turns of a long and eventful journey, through the eyes of those who have been there for the ride.


Interviews with Lyndon Dykes, Ryan Christie, Lawrence Shankland, Lewis Ferguson, David Marshall, Declan Gallagher, Stephen O’Donnell, Zander Clark, Andrew Considine, Ross Stewart, Max Johnston, Alex Dyer, Stevie Naismith, Alan McRae, Duncan Ferguson, Pat Nevin, Alex Gogic, Tony Fitzpatrick, Billy Dodds, Kirk Broadfoot, Charlie Nicholas and Charlie Adam have painted a colourful picture of life in and around Clarke’s inner circle.


As a supporter and football writer I have been on that adventure with the manager and his squad, with extracts of interviews I have been part of in press conferences and mixed zones on home soil and across Europe woven through the pages that follow.


Steve Clarke’s own words from those Scotland camps and post-match gatherings are featured alongside those of Andy Robertson, Kieran Tierney, Callum McGregor, John McGinn, Jack Hendry, Nathan Patterson, Billy Gilmour, Stuart Armstrong, Liam Cooper, Angus Gunn, Ryan Porteous, Ryan Fraser, Scott McKenna, Grant Hanley, Charlie Mulgrew, Kevin Nisbet, Jacob Brown, Mikey Devlin, Oli McBurnie, Anthony Ralston and Kris Ajer.


It’s a tale of revival, of joy and of a nation reborn. Finally, we can say with confidence: we’ll be coming!





Chapter 1


CALEDONIA IS CALLING FOR CLARKE


THE Scottish Football Association (SFA) confirmed on 18 April 2019 that Alex McLeish was to step down from his second spell in charge of the national team. Big Eck had delivered success in the Nations League and that had guaranteed a play-off place for the 2020 European Championships, but a poor start through the automatic qualifying campaign had cost him his job.


It was a tournament that Scotland was to co-host, with 11 cities across Europe to roll out the welcome mats and Glasgow selected as one of them. The SFA was determined that the Scotland national team were finally going to break the 22-year duck and qualify for a showpiece tournament again.


Former SFA president Alan McRae OBE said: ‘It was massive due to the fact that it was the 60th anniversary of the European Championships and it was being held across so many different countries. It was fantastic that Hampden Park had been picked as one of the venues and of course we were all desperate to see Scotland qualify. We hadn’t qualified for a major finals since the 1998 World Cup in France. We had come close a few times and made a few play-offs but we had never managed to get over the line. We knew the importance of being a host nation and trying to make sure we qualified for the finals. The last thing we wanted was to be hosting at Hampden Park and for Scotland not to be there.’


That was easier said than done. The Scots were drawn in Group I of the European Championship qualifiers, alongside a Belgian team who had finished third at the previous World Cup. You could also factor in a formidable Russia side and, for good measure, there were the potential banana skins of Kazakhstan, Cyprus and San Marino.


For Scotland to qualify, they had to finish in the top two and that was going to take a momentous effort. There was going to be very little room for error. The problem for McLeish was that his campaign got off to the worst possible start when Scotland crashed 3-0 away to Kazakhstan. It made an unlikely scenario look almost impossible after just one game. The Scotland team did manage to regroup and save some grace by beating the bottom seeds 2-0 away in San Marino. It was McLeish’s final stand but it wasn’t enough to save his job. There was too big a prize at stake and the incumbent manager, unfortunately, paid the price.


Suddenly, it was now about who was going to succeed him. Aberdeen manager Derek McInnes was heavily linked, as was Scotland under-21 boss Scot Gemmill and Steve Clarke, who had worked minor miracles in his transformation of Kilmarnock into a major force in Scotland again.


Clarke had raised eyebrows by returning to Scotland with Killie. He had taken them from a relegation fight to fifth place in a matter of months. He went on to add to his growing reputation by taking Killie to third place and back into Europe the following season. Clarke had also been named as the Professional Football Association (Scotland) and the Scottish Football Writers’ Association manager of the year in that spell. He was very much Scotland’s hot ticket in terms of the options and also had a wealth of coaching and managerial experience south of the border.


Clarke had been assistant to José Mourinho at Chelsea and held similar posts at Newcastle United, Liverpool and West Ham United. He also had his own spells in charge of West Bromwich Albion and Reading. The Kilmarnock success and that experience at the very top end of the English game was enough to convince the SFA that Clarke was the man to salvage Scotland’s fading European Championship dream.


Alex Dyer was his assistant manager at Kilmarnock. He knew it was hard for his friend and colleague to walk away from what he had built at Rugby Park, but the lure of becoming the Scottish national coach was one his proud and patriotic boss just couldn’t resist.


Dyer recalled: ‘It was a difficult decision [in one sense] but it also wasn’t that hard because it was the call from his country. It was the next step up. Steve had been down in the English Premier League and was working in the Scottish Premiership so the next step was to represent his country. Steve had a few caps as a player. He had done well at Kilmarnock. He had taken over a team that was struggling and ended up leading them back into Europe. That was why the SFA thought he was the best man for the job. He had done what he could do with Kilmarnock and Scotland was allowing him to go to that next level. When you are asked to manage your country you have to take it. Steve took the opportunity and there is no doubt, everyone will agree, he has grabbed it with both hands.’


Clarke was officially confirmed as Scotland’s national head coach on Monday, 20 May 2019. Just a month after McLeish had departed. There were to be no prolonged managerial goose chases. The SFA had learned from their previous experiences and its hierarchy, much to their credit, had gone out and nailed down their top target.


Clarke, in the SFA’s press release announcing his arrival in the job, stated: ‘It is an honour to be appointed Scotland National Head Coach and I will undertake those responsibilities with pride and commitment. I firmly believe we have a talented group of players who can achieve success on the international stage. I look forward to working with them and helping them to fulfil those ambitions. I appreciate the Scotland supporters have waited a long time for the national team to qualify for a major tournament. Now we have a Women’s World Cup to look forward to in France this summer and it’s my motivation to emulate the success of Shelley Kerr and her squad by leading us to Euro 2020. I believe we can qualify and look forward to that journey with the players and the fans, starting against Cyprus and Belgium next month.’


SFA chief Ian Maxwell was in no doubt that Scotland had got the right man this time around. Maxwell, in the same SFA media release, said: ‘Steve’s pedigree as a coach and manager of the highest regard set him apart in a high-calibre group of candidates. This season’s achievements simply reaffirm the credentials we believe will be of huge benefit to the Scotland National Team. I am delighted that we now have the country’s deserved Manager of the Year to lead the Scotland National Team and his experience over the past two decades will be integral to rejuvenating our UEFA Euro 2020 qualifying campaign, which resumes next month. It was important that we undertook the recruitment process diligently and respectfully, especially given the importance of the final games of the domestic season for Kilmarnock, Steve and his players. I would like to thank the Kilmarnock owner, Billy Bowie, and the club in general for their professionalism throughout the recruitment process.’


There was very little opposition to the appointment. It was universally welcomed and seen as a good fit.


Player turned pundit Pat Nevin knew Clarke well from their time together as teammates with Chelsea and Scotland. Nevin said: ‘When he got the Scotland job he took over from Alex McLeish. Steve maybe wasn’t as big a name as big Alex. People were coming to me and asking: “What do you think?” I told them all Scotland had won the biggest watch in their history, appointing Steve. I felt he was exactly what we needed. We don’t need big names but a very good coach who knows how to build teams up over a period of time.’


Clarke went on to put his own backroom team together that included Dyer. That was no surprise. Dyer had worked with him at West Ham United and had been his trusted lieutenant at Rugby Park. The new Scotland boss also moved to bring in former Republic of Ireland midfielder Steven Reid as his other assistant coach. Reid had previously worked with Clarke at Reading. He was a well-respected, up-and-coming coach and Clarke felt, as the youngest member of the coaching group, Reid would have a better connection with the Scotland players.


There was some dubiety over the position of goalkeeping coach. Stevie Woods had been confirmed as having exited along with former boss McLeish and his backroom team. The Celtic goalkeeping coach, however, was convinced to stick around under the new regime and to be one of Clarke’s key lieutenants. The new manager also brought in his Kilmarnock coach Billy Thomson to help, although he didn’t hold the required goalkeeping licence. The pair, however, worked in tandem in those early camps.


Dyer didn’t need to be asked twice to continue his coaching career under Clarke. He said: ‘When Steve first got the job, he said: “Come with me,” and I said: “Of course I will.” It was never going to be a long-term situation, however. He knew I wanted to go into management in my own right. He asked me to give him a year or so and if something was to come up, like eventually it did at Kilmarnock, he wouldn’t stand in my way. I wanted to go with Steve and to go to that next international level myself. I had spent two years with him and he took my coaching to another level. It was the next step for me. It was a joy to work with him.’


Clarke had less than a month to look at players and assemble a squad for his Scotland bow in the European Championship qualifiers at home to Cyprus and away to Belgium. It was time to lay the foundations and build for the future.





Chapter 2


THE LONG ROAD TO HAMPDEN: FROM BUDDIE TO STAMFORD BRIDGE BLUE


A YOUNG Steve Clarke was always destined to play football at some level. It was inevitable and unavoidable. Football was the main pastime for most Scottish boys growing up in the late sixties and early seventies. It was a time when televisions, if you were lucky enough to have one, were more than likely to be black and white and with just three channels to choose from. Outdoor life was what Clarke and his generation thrived on, jumpers for goalposts and playing under the dim glow of street lights.


He was also born into some decent footballing stock on 29 August 1963 in Saltcoats, Ayrshire. His dad, Eddie, was a very good amateur player, although injury curtailed him from playing at a much higher level. His Uncle Jimmy had come through the ranks at Celtic and went on to play professionally for Morton and Cambridge United.


Clarke’s brother, Paul, was seven years older and was also a promising player, who went on to have a long and successful career with Kilmarnock from 1974 to 1986.


So the future Scotland boss was coming from a family with a real footballing pedigree, although it hardly helped him when he was a youngster and it came to family kickabouts at the local park. Clarke was never the biggest physically. He was a late developer and in his younger years was always playing catch-up in terms of physicality. When he played for his school his dad even asked if his son could play down a year to give the youngster a better chance. It was refreshing and in sharp contrast to the parents who push to see their boys fast-tracked up the age groups, through their academies and boys’ clubs.


Clarke started playing for Saltcoats Star and Springside Colts before he caught the eye of St Mirren. He signed schoolboy forms, played for their under-16s and was then offered a provisional form, the step below signing a professional contract.


Clarke signed on at Love Street but his dad asked if he could be loaned to Beith Juniors to give him more first-team experience. His Uncle Jimmy was also at Beith and could keep a watchful eye on his development. Clarke freely acknowledged that spell in the juniors hardened him up and opened his eyes to the men’s game.


The promising full back would eventually go on to sign for St Mirren, but his dad, from his own painful experience, knew how precarious football can be and insisted that Clarke junior signed part-time. That would allow him to serve his time as an apprentice instrument artificer at Beechams Pharmaceuticals in Irvine. It would give him a back-up if his football career didn’t go to plan. Clarke worked at Beechams for four years but becoming a professional footballer remained his burning ambition. He continued to impress at St Mirren and went on to make a name for himself in Paisley under the then manager Rikki McFarlane.


Former St Mirren midfielder Tony Fitzpatrick recalled: ‘He was a young boy from Saltcoats. Steve came right into the first team and you could see right away that he was a player who was going to have a good career. You just know when you see certain people and Steve fell into that category. He came in and played right back. He was a very good athlete and had a real determination. Steve looked like he could be a top player and he also got a few goals from right back. I know they talk about the modern wing backs now but Steve could have fitted into that role no problem. He could come out from the back, dribble past opponents and put crosses in. He was also a very solid defender, disciplined and he had good positional sense.’


Clarke came in and hit the ground running. He got a footballing education on and off the park. There were some big characters in that St Mirren dressing room, like Frank McDougall, Frank McAvennie, Chic Charnley and Doug Somner. They played hard on the pitch and at times even harder off it. Clarke, however, was determined to play at the highest level he could and that was his sole focus. The promising right back focused on his football and was always looking at ways to improve himself and his game.


Fitzpatrick recalled: ‘Steve kept himself to himself in the dressing room. We had quite a mad group at St Mirren but Steve would just come in, do his work and get on with things. He was just a total professional. He was very career-driven. Steve was very much like he is today, very astute, thoughtful and wanting to be the best version of himself. He always wanted to improve as a player and he will be the same as a manager. He would do extra training, his work and then go home to his family.’


Clarke’s progress in Paisley didn’t go unnoticed. He was selected for Scotland’s under-19s and progressed to the under-21s as he made a name for himself, starring for St Mirren in the Premier Division.


Former Celtic striker Charlie Nicholas said: ‘I remember him coming through because he was just a wee bit older than Paul McStay. He was well thought of at St Mirren and he was attracting a lot of attention from clubs in Scotland and south of the border.’


Alex Miller came in as manager from Morton to take over from McFarlane and rewarded Clarke with a new contract. Miller also moved him in one to play as a central defender at times because he felt he could read the game and had the speed required.


Clarke was also part of a team that had two cracks at the UEFA Cup. Miller left for Hibs and Alex Smith replaced him as St Mirren boss. Clarke remained a key player for the Buddies and continued to see the bigger picture in terms of tactics, opposition and analysis of the game. He always looked outside the box to gain that wee edge or marginal gain – that could make all the difference and would later see him go on and become management material.


‘You could see back then that Steve was a big thinker when it came to the game,’ St Mirren legend Fitzpatrick said. ‘I know it was early on in his playing career at St Mirren, but the signs were there that he would go on and become a manager one day.’


Clarke was going places and Celtic were keen to take him to the east end of Glasgow – but Chelsea came in and trumped them. The London club agreed to pay St Mirren around £400,000 for their star defender’s services in 1987. It was a big fee but it was to prove to be something of a bargain, given the service he would go on and give the Stamford Bridge club as a player, coach and assistant manager.


Fitzpatrick acknowledged: ‘Steve did very well at St Mirren. There were quite a lot of teams interested in him and I know Celtic were really keen, but he went to Chelsea. It was a lot of money but it was a bargain looking back now. What a playing career he had down in England. He deserved all the success he had and it is great to see him doing so well in management and now with the Scotland national team.’


The one downside for Clarke was that five months after he left Love Street, St Mirren went on to lift the 1987 Scottish Cup. Clarke, by that time, was adapting to life south of the border. He would have felt at home with Chelsea having a big Scottish contingent. The blues had the likes of Joe McLaughlin, Doug Rougvie, John McNaught, Pat Nevin, David Speedie, Gordon Durie, Kevin McAllister and Les Fridge. There was also a fellow Ayrshire man coming through the Stamford Bridge ranks in Billy Dodds.


Dodds recalled: ‘I was in the reserves when Steve came. Two boys from Ayrshire, it was great. St Mirren to Chelsea was a big step up. Chelsea was still a big club although not as big as it is today. They paid good money for him and there was a bit of expectation on Steve.’


Clarke certainly didn’t look out of place in John Hollins’s side. He made an immediate mark on his teammates. Fellow Scot Pat Nevin said: ‘Steve came in and played right back and I was right wing. We had a really good understanding. He could also play centre back, left back or even centre midfield. Steve was one of those players; it didn’t matter where you played him because you knew he would do a job and you could rely on him. He was a really good player.’


Dodds echoed those sentiments, adding: ‘Steve was the complete full back; he could defend and get forward because of his pace, power and determination. He could also be a nasty so-and-so. He had that will to win. If I was a winger I wouldn’t have fancied going up against him. He was aggressive, strong and quick. He was an unsung hero. There were bigger names than him at the club, like Kerry Dixon and David Speedie, but you knew if Steve was in your team then he would be Mr Dependable.’


His abilities didn’t go unnoticed in the opposition ranks. Scotland and Arsenal striker Charlie Nicholas added: ‘I played against Steve a couple of times when I was at Arsenal and he was a good, fast and solid defender. You never got much change out of him.’


Clarke was handed his Scotland debut in a 2-0 friendly win over Hungary in 1987. It was the first of his six caps, a pretty miserly tally considering the level he played at. He won the majority of his caps in his first couple of seasons at Chelsea, playing in wins over Belgium and Bulgaria and in draws with Saudi Arabia and Malta. Clarke then had to wait more than six years to make what was to be his final Scotland appearance in a 3-1 defeat to the Netherlands in 1994. It was a night where a certain Ruud Gullit, whom he would go on to work with, would bring a cruel end to his international career.


Nevin recalled: ‘I remember his last game against the Netherlands. I was on the bench and Steve Clarke was directly up against Ruud Gullit who was wide on the left. Gullit was one of the best players on the planet at that time and it was fair to say Steve wasn’t getting any help. I was thinking if I was on I would be trying to help and cover him, but he kept being left isolated. Steve got a bit of stick after the game and I remember thinking that was grossly unfair because Gullit, on form, could do that to anyone. I thought it was really harsh. It proved to be the last time he played for Scotland. Steve never really spoke up about it but I kind of gauged he felt a little bit let down by it all. I would have to agree with him on that. In fairness to Steve, he never went in a huff about it. He just got his head down, went back and continued to do well for Chelsea.’


I remember questioning the former Scotland boss Craig Brown about Clarke’s lack of caps and he said that he had every right to be aggrieved!


It wasn’t all a bed of roses for Clarke at Chelsea either because at the end of his first full season they were relegated to the Second Division. They came straight back up although Bobby Campbell had become Chelsea manager, and it is fair to say it wasn’t exactly a match made in heaven for Clarke. He held his ground, typically stoic, and went on to play under Campbell’s successors Ian Porterfield and David Webb. The First Division became the game-changing English Premier League in the 1992–93 season. Clarke didn’t look out of place as he was named Chelsea’s player of the year the following season. It was a time when English football was to hit the financial jackpot thanks to Sky Sports and Chelsea were manoeuvring into one of the more fashionable big guns, under Glenn Hoddle and then Ruud Gullit.


Clarke, during that period, was rewarded for a decade of Blues’ service with a testimonial against PSV Eindhoven in 1996. It was a time when Chelsea really started to come alive. Clarke helped the Blues lift the 1997 FA Cup and the following season the Coca-Cola Cup and European Cup Winners’ Cup arrived. That 1998 European final win over Stuttgart was to be Clarke’s final competitive appearance for Chelsea.


Nevin acknowledged: ‘Steve had a top career at Chelsea. Look at the changes at Chelsea, in terms of the quality of players they brought in, and Steve remained in the team. That’s not luck; you have to be a very good player and Steve was. He stayed a long, long time at Chelsea. Steve, the way he was as a player and a manager, was just understated and just did his job. He wasn’t looking for any big headlines or flashy moments. He was a bit like an old-school César Azpilicueta. He always did his job and was a top pro. His teammates really appreciated him and that is one of the biggest accolades you can get.’


Clarke made 421 appearances for Chelsea, scoring seven goals into the bargain. He currently sits ninth in Chelsea’s all-time appearance list.





Chapter 3


GULLIT, THE SPECIAL ONE AND KING KENNY


STEVE Clarke was given his first step on the coaching ladder by his former Chelsea manager and international tormentor Ruud Gullit. The legendary Dutchman had left the Chelsea manager’s job and was handed his Premier League return by Newcastle United. Gullit had been impressed with Clarke as a senior player at Stamford Bridge, so much so that he took him to St James’ Park as his assistant at the start of the 1998–99 season.


The Magpies went on to finish a disappointing 13th in the Premier League, although they did get to the 1999 FA Cup final where they lost 2-0 to Manchester United.


Newcastle striker Duncan Ferguson said: ‘Steve was a brilliant coach and a fantastic guy. He was certainly up there in terms of coaches I have worked with. He was a young coach but he was great. To work at the level Steve has, you have to be a top coach and he has gone on to prove that.’


Gullit was to leave Newcastle after just a year. Clarke was initially put in caretaker charge before he departed and returned to Chelsea in an academy role. He made a name for himself in west London, so much so that José Mourinho, who did some of his coaching badges through the SFA, promoted him to his No. 2 when he took over the Blues’ hot seat in 2004. It came as a shock to Clarke who feared he might have been surplus to requirements under the Champions League-winning boss.


‘The big change was Mourinho,’ former Chelsea star Pat Nevin confirmed. ‘Steve was working in the Chelsea academy and when Mourinho came in it was a bit of a shock. He thought Mourinho was going to get rid of him. Steve had gone in to speak to Mourinho and said: “Whatever you need me to do I will do and if you don’t need me then you don’t need me, but I will help wherever I can.” The next day Mourinho pulled Steve in and asked him if he wanted to work with him and become his assistant. He was gobsmacked but José had obviously done his homework and knew Steve was a good coach and a good person to have around. He also knew all about Chelsea into the bargain so it was a smart move. Steve remained beside Mourinho for all his time in his first spell at Chelsea, so that shows what a good coach he must be.’


It was to be the start of a golden era for Chelsea. The Blues won two Premier League titles, two League Cups and an FA Cup under The Special One. Clarke was a loyal No. 2 and was given a footballing education. It opened his eyes up to see the game differently. Mourinho quickly became a legendary figure at Chelsea, and although Clarke was loyal, he wasn’t afraid to take him on when he felt his boss was in the wrong.


Nevin recalled: ‘I remember Steve telling a few stories. He was normally the one who would have to stand up to Mourinho. He had to challenge him and ask him the hard questions when other people in or around the club might have tended to back off. The technical and tactical things. There was one game where Chelsea got thumped by Newcastle. Mourinho had said he was going to make three substitutions at half-time. Steve told him that was stupid because there were only three subs at the time and if they got anyone injured then they would be down to ten men. Mourinho made the three substitutions and I think Jimmy Floyd Hasselbaink then got injured after five minutes and Chelsea had to play with ten men. Clarke told Mourinho after the game he had made a mistake, but his manager insisted in no uncertain terms that he hadn’t. Mourinho claimed he had done it ten times and that is the first time it hadn’t worked. How was it a mistake? It was still the right thing to do because it has worked nine out of ten times.’


Mourinho left Chelsea in 2007 but Clarke’s services were retained by his successor Avram Grant. Clarke, however, became a target for another Chelsea legend. This time Gianfranco Zola wanted him to assist him at West Ham United, as a first-team coach. It was at the start of the 2008–09 campaign.


Alex Dyer explained: ‘I was at West Ham when Steve came in with Gianfranco Zola. He was the assistant manager to Zola but he did most things in training. I was working with the youth team on their fitness and I got a job with the reserve team. I always wanted to coach and I had taken my badges so they gave me a chance with the reserves. Steve liked the way I worked. I spent a lot of time with the players and I was always on the training pitch until I thought everything was done behind the scenes. I was, like I am today, completely dedicated.’


The Hammers finished ninth, but the following season narrowly avoided relegation and Zola left after the club had been bought out in June 2010. Clarke departed not long after by mutual consent. He wasn’t out of work for long. Just over seven months later, another legend of the game, Kenny Dalglish, called. Dalglish had returned for his second spell at Liverpool and wanted Clarke as his No. 2.


Former Liverpool and Scotland midfielder Charlie Adam said: ‘Kenny was the manager and Steve Clarke had come in after Roy Hodgson had left. Steve came in as one of the two coaches, along with Kevin Keen. Clarkie organised and took most of the training though and Kenny would oversee things. Kenny would do a little coaching the day before the game, but Steve would be the main coach. He would take the sessions and dictate them, although Kenny and Kevin could both step in. Steve was the main planner and knew what he wanted to get out of training. The lads, in fairness, loved his sessions because they were great. I really enjoyed the year I had with him.’


Liverpool had top stars like Steven Gerrard, Pepe Reina and Luis Suárez. Clarke was in his element. Adam said: ‘Steve does his work. He is engaging. You can talk to him and he is very easygoing. He was great and we knew we could have a laugh and a joke with the players. Sometimes you might not think Steve is like that when he has his public face on and is dealing with the media. He will have a laugh and a joke with the boys when the time is right, but when he works he wants 100 per cent commitment. When you are out on the grass you work hard and you put it all in. Steve will be at his best when he is out on the training pitch because that is where he really feels at home. I remember him at Liverpool and he would do whatever he could to get the best out of his players and the team as a whole.’


Liverpool finished sixth at the end of their first season. The next campaign they were eighth in the Premier League but went on to lift the 2012 League Cup, beating Cardiff City on penalties.


Adam acknowledged: ‘The highlight was winning the League Cup, but unfortunately we never did as well in the league as we should have. Steve was a big part of our success. Steve is really strong tactically. He has worked at top clubs, with top players and under top managers, so you have to know the game or you won’t last long at the top level. The fact Steve has been at the top level for so long tells you all you need to know. He was at Chelsea, Liverpool and Newcastle United. He has since gone out on his own. What a job he has done with the national team. He has got Scotland in the right place. He has a good group but he has managed to get them to gel and bring a unity. Steve has also found a way and a system that really suits the Scotland players he has at his disposal.’


Clarke left Anfield with Dalglish in 2012 and moved into management in his own right at West Bromwich Albion. He did a solid job at the Hawthorns. He kept West Brom in the Premier League but it wasn’t enough for their over-ambitious board who showed him the door in his second season.


BBC Radio 5 Live pundit Pat Nevin was left scratching his head over that decision. He explained: ‘Steve has worked under some top managers and nobody ever sacked him. That tells you all you need to know about Steve’s coaching credentials. The first time he was sacked was when he was West Brom manager and looking back now how stupid was that of West Brom? If you ask any West Brom fan, they would have told you that then when Steve was sacked and even now. They were in the English Premier League and were steadily building. I mean, look what has happened to West Brom since.’


Clarke’s next port of call was with Reading. He was asked to go in mid-season and keep the struggling Royals in the Championship. He did that and also took them to the FA Cup semi-finals where they lost to Arsenal. Clarke left just a few months after with the Royals in the bottom half of the table. His stint at the Madejski Stadium had lasted less than a year.


Clarke returned to assist Roberto Di Matteo, another ex-Chelsea teammate, at Aston Villa and then had a year out before he was finally tempted to return to Scottish football with Kilmarnock.


Former chairman Michael Johnston had tried to persuade him on several occasions to take the Killie helm, but it was his successor, Billy Bowie, who finally got him home to his Ayrshire roots. Killie were sitting bottom of the Scottish Premiership when Clarke was appointed in October 2017. He moved to bring in a familiar face in Alex Dyer.


Dyer said: ‘Steve liked my work ethic and told me if he got a job and it was right then he would call. He did that when the Kilmarnock job came up. He made the call and I jumped at the chance. The rest is history as they say.’


Clarke arrived at Rugby Park with a plan and it worked to perfection. He led Killie to fifth in the league with some big results and won the Scottish Football Writers’ Association’s manager of the year award for the 2017–18 season.


Experienced Kilmarnock defender Kirk Broadfoot recalled: ‘When Steve first came in we were bottom of the league and we had hardly won a game. He gave us a way of playing and training. He didn’t complicate things; you always played your position and in your shape. We all knew our jobs and his video analysis was second to none. He knew how the opposition would approach games and how we should play against them with and without the ball. Every game was different and he would work on set plays for every game from the Monday, not just the day before. There was no messing – if you didn’t do the job he asked you would find yourself out of the team. He told us if we buy into what he was wanting then we would have success. He was spot on. We ended up doing really well and going on to finish the season in fifth, with the club setting a new club record of 59 points in the process.’


Clarke also wasn’t afraid to challenge some of the deep-rooted downsides of Scottish football, like the bigotry he endured in a game at Ibrox. Broadfoot said: ‘The gaffer says what is on his mind. He does his own thing and what he thinks is right. He stood up for himself after that incident and a lot of people respect him for that.’


Clarke won a lot of plaudits and so did his players with Stephen O’Donnell and Stuart Findlay both forcing themselves into the Scotland squad. The experienced boss didn’t do much in the transfer market but in his second season, Kilmarnock really took off and finished third in the league, securing a European return in the process.


Broadfoot worked with Walter Smith at Rangers and puts Clarke in that same top-level management bracket. The centre half claimed: ‘He let the senior players get heavily involved but you knew when he came in he was the boss. He had that aura and when he spoke everyone listened. I speak about him in the same way as Walter Smith. They both had that standing. The gaffer also liked a bit of tension and edge in training because it brought the intensity and standards up. He wanted the best and if you didn’t pull your weight then he would call you out.’


Clarke was named as SFWA and PFA (Scotland) manager of the year at the end of that second season but that success was to come at a cost. Clarke never got the chance to lead Killie into Europe because the SFA came calling in the summer of 2019.


Broadfoot admitted: ‘I think it was inevitable he would go. We all wanted him to stay at Kilmarnock. If he had stayed and been given a bit more of a budget then we felt we could have split the Old Firm. When he left, the club went down a different route and it left us in a low place. The gaffer was unbelievable in the job he did with the budget he had and the way he got us playing. I always say if he had had a budget like Aberdeen or Hearts then we would have challenged Celtic and Rangers for the league. I haven’t been surprised to see him go on and do so well for Scotland. He is a top guy and manager and he continues to show it.’





Chapter 4


SETTING SCOTLAND’S STANDARD


STEVE Clarke’s first job was to pick a squad for the European Championship 2020 qualifiers at home to Cyprus and away to group favourites Belgium. There was great anticipation to see what that first selection would be and if the new manager would be able to get the team back into contention to qualify out of Euro 2020 qualifying Group I.


The headline pick from that opening 27-man squad was that of Eamonn Brophy. The striker had been Kilmarnock’s top scorer in their third-place finish. He had been a major player in Clarke’s Rugby Park side and now he was trusting him to come in and try and move up to an entirely new level. Brophy had come through the ranks at Hamilton and in fairness had represented his country at under-19 and under-21 level before this call. Clarke also turned to three of his other Rugby Park tried and trusted stalwarts in Greg Taylor, Stephen O’Donnell and Stuart Findlay. He knew what he was getting from all four. They had served him well in his time in Ayrshire. Experienced Hull City keeper David Marshall and Fulham midfielder Tom Cairney also returned to the squad.


Marshall, who had won his last cap against Slovakia back in 2016, said: ‘Steve Clarke phoned me. We were on holiday with Chris Burke and his family. Chris had worked with Steve at Kilmarnock. A lot of people had thought I had retired from international football but that was never the case. When I was at Hull I had been injured and Allan McGregor was playing in front of me so I couldn’t really have much complaint. I kept in touch with Stevie Woods [goalkeeping coach] and Alex McLeish and they told me they would keep an eye on the situation when I was back playing. My issue was that I had rolled my ankle and wasn’t playing at Hull City so I couldn’t expect to be in the Scotland squads. Steve actually thought I had stepped away from international football but that was never the case. I explained the situation and he named me in his first Scotland squad. I also started as his number one, which was great.’


There were several players who were coming into this camp full of confidence. Scotland captain Andy Robertson was late in joining up with the team but he had a legitimate reason – he was away lifting the Champions League with Jurgen Klopp’s Liverpool.


Aston Villa’s John McGinn and Norwich City’s Kenny McLean had also helped their respective sides to win promotion to the English Premier League, while Scott Bain, Callum McGregor, James Forrest and Oliver Burke had all helped Celtic to their latest domestic treble.


Clarke’s first Scotland squad was:


Goalkeepers: Scott Bain (Celtic), Liam Kelly (Livingston), David Marshall (Hull City), Jon McLaughlin (Sunderland).


Defenders: Michael Devlin (Aberdeen), Stuart Findlay (Kilmarnock), Scott McKenna (Aberdeen), Charlie Mulgrew (Blackburn Rovers), Stephen O’Donnell (Kilmarnock), Liam Palmer (Sheffield Wednesday), Andrew Robertson (Liverpool), John Souttar (Heart of Midlothian), Greg Taylor (Kilmarnock).


Midfielders: Stuart Armstrong (Southampton), Tom Cairney (Fulham), John McGinn (Aston Villa), Callum McGregor (Celtic), Kenny McLean (Norwich City), Scott McTominay (Manchester United), Graeme Shinnie (Aberdeen).


Forwards: Eamonn Brophy (Kilmarnock), Oliver Burke (Celtic), James Forrest (Celtic), Ryan Fraser (Bournemouth), Marc McNulty (Hibernian), Lewis Morgan (Sunderland), Johnny Russell (Sporting Kansas City).


Clarke had worked at the very top of the English game and it was clear he was used to certain standards and demanded instant respect. He had an aura and probably instilled a little bit of fear into a few of the squad who maybe hadn’t come across him before.


Bournemouth winger Ryan Fraser revealed there is a fine line, one players know not to cross, but at the same time if you need Clarke for anything then he is there for you. Fraser claimed: ‘You never know if you have played well for him. He’s quite scary! But you can also go to him and ask him stuff, which is nice. You don’t want to be on the wrong side of him but at the same time his door is always open. If you have anything you need to ask, he is always there. If you have a legitimate question, he’ll give you a simple answer.’


Clarke knew he wasn’t going to have his Scotland players for long. It was all about maximising those international windows. It was every month or so and for a week to ten days at the most. It was a case of making the most of the limited time he had. It was clear from the outset that Clarke demanded the highest standards on and off the pitch. That started with the little things.


‘When I first went in there with Steve we could see it was going to be a tough job,’ assistant coach Alex Dyer acknowledged. ‘You also knew that given time, Steve would pull it off. You could see from day one that the lads bought into things and what the gaffer was trying to build. The players realised this is not a jolly-up, this is them representing their country, and for a lot of players this could be the pinnacle. Steve had only taken this job on because he wants to be the best. He wants people around him who are ambitious, who think that same way and constantly want to improve. You can see it now. There are some players who might be struggling to get game time at their clubs, but they come back to the Scotland camps and enjoy themselves and look completely different players. They step up to the mark and it is a joy to watch. Every game, every competition, this Scotland team has got better and better.’


The experienced boss also knew if his team and squad was going to be successful, then he was going to need to create a real bond and togetherness. That had been a key ingredient in Scotland teams of the past. It was never about individuals. As they say, there is no I in team. Clarke put rules and stipulations in place for everyone. It was one for all and all for one.


Phones are banned on match days, and all the players have to eat together at mealtimes and aren’t allowed to go back to their rooms until everybody is finished.


Dyer explained: ‘They are simple things but they are things that represent each other. At mealtimes we would all go down at the same time. It is that discipline and respect for each other. Training is the same. You go out and give 100 per cent. There is no one messing around and going through the motions. Steve makes sure he takes control of things. If you go away with Scotland you know you are working for Steve and your country. You are going to have to train hard and be part of the group, knowing everyone will be asked to do the same thing. It is all about respect. You then grow to love each other and you want to play for that man sitting next to you at the dining table or out on the Hampden pitch beside you. That is what we did at Kilmarnock and it was taken on with Scotland.’
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