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   PROLOGUE –
FIGHTING FOR MY LIFE

   
   Even when the ambulance screeched to a halt outside our house and the orderlies came panting up the stairs to my bedroom,
     I still didn’t think there was anything seriously wrong. I was a young and very fit man, one so active in sport that, at 20
     years old, I was still trying to decide whether I ought to pursue a career in top-level football or in professional golf.
     It was unfathomable to me that there could be any serious problem with my health. But that illusion was soon utterly destroyed.
  

   
   I was rushed from my home in Balornock to Belvidere Hospital, a stone’s throw from Celtic Park. It had long been a private
     ambition of mine for there to be a special place reserved for me at Parkhead, but not in a hospital ward for the terminally
     ill. The chance to enter Paradise had just drawn a good deal closer but not in the way I wished.
  

   
   I had been playing Junior football for Kirkintilloch Rob Roy, happily awaiting my chance of being snapped up by a senior professional
     club, when I became ill. It had seemed, initially, to be nothing more than a mild feeling of not being quite right in myself
     but, just to err on the side of caution, the doctor came out to see me at home – house-calls were common during the late 1950s – and once he examined me he immediately knew I needed specialist attention and had me whisked into hospital straightaway.
     At the Belvidere they diagnosed me with TBM – tuberculosis meningitis – an extremely rare condition. When they told me, I
     didn’t know what it was exactly or what it meant for me – although I knew it was serious. I know now that it means that tuberculosis
     bacteria have entered the fluid surrounding the brain and spinal cord.
  

   
   I was given intensive treatment, including lumbar punctures, on a regular basis – three or four times a week. It was a difficult
     process. I had to kneel on the bed with the top of my head flat down on the mattress so that my back was fully extended. A
     nurse would then hold me firmly in place to keep me as still as possible with my spine in position while a doctor went into
     action with a syringe that had a needle several inches long and drained fluid from my spine. All the while I was aware that
     if the nurse were to let me slip, the needle could get stuck in my spine – not too nice a prospect. It was hard to go through
     treatment like that but I still didn’t feel, in my early days on the ward, that things were too serious for me.
  

   
   It was only after I had been in the ward for a few weeks that the reality of my situation struck me fully. Too many of my
     fellow patients were passing away for me to hide from the truth any longer. There were, in that ward, some people slightly
     younger than myself, some children, who had been stricken with polio, and older people who had contracted tuberculosis. Often
     I witnessed members of the medical staff gathering anxiously around somebody’s bed before the curtain was drawn solemnly all
     the way round. Then the lifeless body of the patient in question would be wheeled out of the ward. It was not a very pleasant
     or encouraging sight. It also seemed ominous that I had been set down in ward 13. And so, from being impatient to be released
     from that old hospital, it soon got to the stage where I was happy simply still to be alive.
  

   
   Not that things were particularly dramatic most of the time; in fact, it was generally tedious in the extreme. I had been
     ordered to remain in bed permanently and the only things I could do to pass the time were read books or magazines or chat
     to someone in a nearby bed. Twice a day my poor mother would travel from Balornock on tramcars and buses to see me at the
     Belvidere and I always looked forward to her visits. The nurses were as attentive as they could be but they were kept extremely
     busy attending to the needs of the patients, while the doctors were kept busy too, fighting these terrible diseases that were
     claiming the lives of so many people.
  

   
   My greatest emotion soon became extreme frustration, because I was prevented from going outside the ward to walk about. If
     you were in that hospital, then, ominously, you were not allowed out at all. It was as if we were condemned, cut off from
     society. This was exceptionally hard on a young sportsman whose entire life had been based on athletic activity. I wasn’t
     allowed to do very much at all but, when nobody was looking, I would put my legs over the side of the bed and get them moving
     – I didn’t want to get stiff – and if anyone came along I would quickly have to get my legs back up on to the bed and under
     the sheets. I could feel my fitness gradually dwindling away.
  

   
   I do, though, feel that the high levels of good health and strength that I had built up before I became ill helped me endure
     both the illness and the severity of the necessary treatment. Seeing those other poor people succumb to their various conditions
     encouraged me to fight even harder to make sure I left the ward alive and well. I never thought I was in the same danger as
     those other people, though clearly I was. I am convinced that my positive mental attitude and refusal to give in to the seemingly
     inevitable, allied to my well-developed physical strength, helped me through the entire experience.
  

   
   I was inside that hospital for six dreary months – I spent my 21st birthday in the Belvidere – but eventually it appeared
     as though I was clear of the illness and I was transferred to a nursing home in a place called Touch, near Stirling. I spent
     six weeks there in a big, old house, convalescing in a quiet atmosphere. They encouraged you to walk around the grounds but
     at first I wasn’t strong enough to do so. Once I was able to walk, I soon became frustrated because you couldn’t walk very
     far. The best thing about it was that you could talk to the other patients, get to know them and feel that you were easing
     your way back towards some sort of normality. I felt my health returning very gradually and it was nice to sit in that rural
     retreat, breathing in good, fresh air and being able to look up at the trees and the open sky.
  

   
   My recovery was so dramatic that once I had returned home, Dr Peter McKenzie, a physician who specialised in infectious diseases,
     and the man who had overseen my progress in his role as the head consultant at Belvidere Hospital, invited me to visit him
     at his impressive home in High Cambuslang, where he and his wife were kind enough to give me dinner. He had set up a tripod
     and a motion camera to film me, and once it was running he stood behind it and asked me questions about how things had gone.
     He was going to Canada and the United States of America to see people who had particular new medicines and he was taking the
     film of me with him to show it to student doctors and nurses who would be dealing with the same disease. This film was to show how quickly and how well I had recovered from a normally
     fatal condition. I was his star patient, as it were.
  

   
   It had been a fight for life and the closeness of my brush with mortality was only brought home to me fully when I was informed
     that the reason Dr McKenzie had picked me out to film was because, at that stage, I was the first of his patients to walk
     out of Belvidere Hospital alive. That is how close I came to feeling the hand of death on my shoulder.
  

   




   
   
   CHAPTER ONE

   
   A BORN FOOTBALLER

   
   The jet fighter screeched off the runway and had only just cleared the land and soared into the air when the pilot tilted
     it 90 degrees on to its side. That had a dramatic effect on me, given that I was the passenger in this streamlined two-seater
     as we travelled from Suffolk to Scotland. It did not help that I had a serious fear of flying, even though I happened to be
     in the Royal Air Force at the time. I suddenly wondered why I had opted for this means of transport home when there were perfectly
     good trains running up and down from England to Glasgow; even hitching a lift began to look much more appealing. Nervousness
     was affecting me so much that I was moved to ask the pilot, via the microphone on my headset, what would happen if my ejector
     button would not work. He responded that he would simply tip the plane on its side, ping open the Perspex hatch and tip me
     out. That only added to my misgivings.
  

   
   My stomach was lurching in every direction possible but things improved slightly when I heard the pilot check in with control
     and tell them that he was over Carlisle and that we’d be in Glasgow in five minutes. He was as good as his word and as we
     approached the runway at Abbotsinch, I was looking forward to landing and, finally, being set down gently on the ground and
     enjoying a return to sanity. Just as those comforting thoughts were floating around inside my head, the pilot suddenly corkscrewed the craft downwards to make the most dramatic landing
     possible. When we came to a rest, I disentangled myself from the straps that had been holding me in place and attempted to
     lurch out of the aeroplane. However, I was unable to do so before vomiting violently and copiously inside the aircraft. It
     was the only flight I took in my two-year stint in the air arm of our services.
  

   
   Life was not always so fast for me as a young man. I spent the best part of a decade after leaving school attempting to become
     a professional footballer and it was a slow and sometimes tortuous process, not helped of course by my debilitating illness,
     which had been preceded by that enforced stint of National Service in the RAF. Both experiences were serious delaying factors
     in my achieving my ultimate ambition. Not that I ever became dispirited. As long as I could see a way of playing football
     and feel that I was improving, I was happy. The only time I could not play, perform and improve was, of course, during my
     joust with serious illness but even then, despite the grave nature of my affliction, I never once doubted that I would one
     day be back on the football field.
  

   
   I always had a strong belief, allied to a powerful determination, that I would make it as a professional. Indeed, I think
     it was written in the stars from the moment I was born that I would become a footballer. My father had been a player and,
     given that I worshipped him, I was driven, naturally, to emulate him. He had played alongside Jimmy McGrory at Clydebank during
     the early 1920s and Mr McGrory would go on to become Celtic’s greatest ever goalscorer, so I was regaled with tales of the
     great man from the earliest age possible. I was also the baby of our family and that meant that my father made time to take me on long walks, on which we were inevitably accompanied
     by a ball.
  

   
   As well as being the youngest, I was also the first genuine Glaswegian in the family. This meant two things: firstly, it earned
     me the family nickname of ‘The Glaswegian’ and secondly, it made me extra-lucky in that as I was growing up I would have close
     to hand a demanding, football-crazy, inner-city environment in which I would thrive. David and Margaret, my parents, and David
     junior, Betty, Jim and Maureen – my older brothers and sisters – had all been born in Hamilton, Lanarkshire. My parents uprooted
     the family in the early 1930s, as a necessity to pursue better opportunities for work, and moved to Glasgow. They secured
     a tenement flat in James Nisbet Street, on the edge of Garngad, close to Alexandra Parade and the Glasgow Royal Infirmary.
     I was born on 26 December 1935, in the Royal Maternity Hospital, otherwise known to people in the west of Scotland as ‘The
     Rottenrow’, a rather ugly and threatening moniker for a hospital, but which was derived quite innocently from its address
     at Rottenrow, Montrose Street.
  

   
   School meant only one thing for me – and that was football. Once I had departed toddlerhood and had started formal education,
     football dominated my thoughts almost completely, morning until night. It was at school, much more than in the street, that
     my enjoyment of the game mushroomed. It helped that in our local environment in the very heart of Glasgow a lot of boys were
     obsessed with football; so there was a good, competitive atmosphere, even in bounce games in the playground, which could only
     be extremely healthy in terms of nurturing the talents of a young footballer. I attended St Mungo’s Primary School in Glebe Street and my sister would take me there, then go to the secondary school and then meet me again after school
     to take me home, at which point my only thoughts were where, when and how I was going to find another game of football. Brother
     Gabriel, a Marist Brother, was both headmaster and in charge of the football team at St Mungo’s and I got on very well with
     him.
  

   
   One of my earliest memories is of being in the bomb shelter adjacent to our tenement when Adolf Hitler’s Luftwaffe was dropping
     its bombs on Glasgow. For all that those circumstances were scary, I was able to adapt even that to a footballing purpose
     – using the shelters for practice by heading a ball against their walls time and again.
  

   
   Our tenement was quite cramped but I was too young to realise that. Nor were the people in our family unhappy with it, because
     we didn’t know anything else. We didn’t live in luxury and nor did any of the people up our close. They were the same kind
     of people as us, just working people; no one had a swanky job, people just worked to keep themselves going.
  

   
   We looked out of our window on to Alexandra Parade, which was just along from us, and on to a canal. My father always had
     a rope hanging up inside the flat so that if someone fell into the canal, this rope could be used to try to get them out.
     On occasion, he would hear people shouting for help, throw the rope down to their potential rescuers and they would use it
     to save the life of the unfortunate person in the canal. It was a fairly frequent occurrence in the Glasgow of that time for
     people, quite often children, to fall into a canal, and not everyone was able to swim. I couldn’t swim and I avoided the canal
     studiously – the lingering effect of all that is that I have been frightened of water ever since. A better childhood memory is of wintertime and my father making me a sledge, on which I’d be up and down the hill at the back
     of the house incessantly.
  

   
   I was ten years old when we moved a short distance away to Balornock. We had a new, semi-detached house that was considerably
     more spacious than the tenement and had a garden at the front and back. Best of all, it backed on to a golf course, Littlehill
     Golf Club, a public course, but one good enough, at one time, to have been used as a qualifying course for the Open Championship.
     When we first moved, I didn’t know a golf stick from a cricket bat. I had no lessons – I simply picked up the game. My friend
     Benny Friel and I would pick up old clubs from the Barras market in the centre of Glasgow – the first set I had had hickory
     shafts – and I soon discovered I had a talent for the sport. I’d watch older people who were good at golf, and who played
     in competitions, and follow what they did, and Benny and I would use the course legally, paying our green fees, to try to
     put our ideas into practice. Sometimes, though, we decided to dispense with the formality of paying for a round – there was
     a wooden fence at the bottom of our garden that we could jump over and we would skip on to the course to play a few holes.
     The greenkeeper would sometimes see us, blow his whistle and give chase. Once the golf club had become wise to our exclusive,
     alternative entrance to the course, they put up railings that were bolted down. It wasn’t long, however, until we found a
     way to loosen the bolts and get out on to the golf course again.
  

   
   Once I reached the right age for secondary school, I began attending St Roch’s, which is in Royston or, if you prefer, Garngad.
     People were more likely to call it Garngad than Royston. Royston was the fancy name for the area. St Roch’s was always associated
     in my mind with good football teams, in much the same way as St Mungo’s. That was what school was all about for me – the chance
     to play for a good football team. I had little thought for lessons. At St Roch’s we’d go up to the ash parks at Cowlairs to
     play our home games. We’d also go to Glennconner Park, just off Royston Road, to play and it had ash parks as well. We did
     not have the luxury of grass parks. Glasgow Green, which was always teeming with people playing football, also had a host
     of ash parks. If you wanted to play football on grass, you had to head for Ayrshire. It wasn’t really a question of liking
     or disliking playing on ash – that was what we had, so we didn’t know anything else.
  

   
   My father was a very quiet man, whose life was regulated by the necessity of working extremely hard to provide for his family.
     On the walks we took together he would talk away to me and I’d talk to him, and the main subject of conversation would, of
     course, be football. He also stressed to me the importance of avoiding trouble and I’ve never been in trouble in my life.
  

   
   My father had played football to a very good level, initially for a club called Cadzow St Anne’s in Hamilton from around 1916,
     and then for a club in Glasgow called St Anthony’s, which is where he got a Junior international cap for Scotland in 1921.
     Following that game, against Ireland at Celtic Park, he got the chance to go to Clydebank, who were then a senior club, and
     he played for them during the first half of the 1920s, when they yo-yoed between the top flight and the Second Division. He
     scored 23 goals in his time with them as a more than useful midfield player.
  

   
   
   His footballing days were well behind him by the time I was born but he was an invaluable source of help and advice to me
     and a rock-like presence around the home. It helped that he wasn’t much of a drinker, although I do remember that he and my
     mother would go to a club down in Kilmacolm, an isolated, rather upmarket little town that sits way out in the countryside
     a few miles inland from Port Glasgow. I don’t quite know why they would go away down there; maybe they knew somebody at the
     club. Given that they didn’t drive, they would have taken the bus and it would have been quite a journey. They were probably
     only attending a dance hall or just going for a refreshment but the reason I remember them doing it is that it was quite quirky
     in comparison to the general regularity of their lives.
  

   
   As with most working people, my parents made the most of simple pleasures. Dad liked a wee bet on the coupon and used to stand
     at the sideboard and write out his line and then walk away down the road in Balornock to where the bookie’s runner stood.
     Gambling was actually illegal at the time but everyone knew that the bookie’s runner would stand on a particular corner at
     a certain time and would take bets. He used to go down there and place his wee lines like that – it would be a shilling on
     one thing, sixpence on another. He would also often take me back to Hamilton to see his family and my mother’s relations,
     all of whom still lived in the town. Coming to the big city for work must have been a bit of a wrench for my parents. My dad
     used to leave the house at six o’clock in the morning and take a tramcar from Castle Street out to Glasgow Cross and from
     there out past Celtic Park on the Auchenshuggle tram to its terminus way out in the East End where he worked in a factory
     as a moulder. Like my father, my mother was a fairly quiet individual, and for her, too, working consumed much of her time. She had been in a bakery in Hamilton, making rolls and cakes, and did various other jobs to help
     us all. My parents were, more than anything else, very careful people.
  

   
   I enjoyed schools football, winning competitions and medals, and I was chosen for a Glasgow Select team several times. We
     once went down to Vale of Leven to face a Dunbartonshire Select – I’d only have been ten or eleven – and I don’t remember
     the score but I remember that I had to go to Bridgeton railway station, walking all the way as there was no other transport
     available to me, to meet a whole lot of new people and go down to deepest Loch Lomond-side with them. It was an interesting
     experience – quite a journey for the time – but for me, more than anything else, it was all about playing. More than representing
     Glasgow, or participating in an interesting journey, it was the chance of another game that meant the most to me and I never
     passed up the chance to play.
  

   
   On leaving school, at 14 years of age, I had one sole ambition: to become a professional footballer. In those days, though,
     clubs were much less organised in terms of taking on young players. The normal route was to play for a Junior club – in the
     semi-professional level below the senior game – and hope that you did well enough to be spotted by a scout from a major club.
     I took a job in a tool-shop to earn some money but I was always sure that this was just a temporary measure. When not working,
     I was constantly at the Brunswick Club, a local institution for youngsters in Balornock, where we could play table tennis,
     badminton, five-a-sides and other sports.
  

   
   The Brunswick had been built by German prisoners of war and was situated right in the middle of the housing scheme. The club was run by a man named Dunky Stewart and I got on very well with him. I’ve always had the facility to get along with
     people. People in the houses near to the club would open it up at night and their stewardship meant that it didn’t get vandalised.
     It was the perfect community facility. I played for the club’s youth team. I was tempted away briefly when Dougie Gray, a
     famous former Rangers player, started up a team in Govan and I played a few times with them. Mr Gray was a lovely man and
     very kind to me and wanted to put something back into the game for youngsters. He tried to be helpful and he never raised
     his voice but, unfortunately, his team never quite got off the ground and I returned to the Brunswick Club. It was while I
     was playing for them, aged 17, in 1953, that I was asked to join Rob Roy, a Junior football club based in Kirkintilloch, in
     Dunbartonshire.
  

   
   Rob Roy suited me fine because I could get to Kirkintilloch from my home quite easily. The club gave you your bus fare – one
     and six – and that was it. I never thought about money at that stage – I was just happy to be playing. It was a well-organised
     club and its ground, Adamslie Park, had a beautiful playing surface, a nice grass pitch at a time when almost everywhere else
     I had played previously was ash. We played in front of good crowds too. During the 1950s football was booming and sizeable
     numbers of people followed every game at senior and Junior level.
  

   
   At that time young players who had signed for senior clubs were then sent out to Junior clubs like Rob Roy as a part of a
     process to toughen them up for the rigours of seriously competitive football. I suppose the football at Junior level was pretty
     rough at times but I don’t think it was deliberate – I think it was because that was all we knew as players at that level.
     Even though I was never a footballer who relied on hard tackling or extreme physical strength, I was quite happy to be in the middle of all that rough and tumble. I wanted to experience it. As a footballer,
     you need to learn that side of the game and how to handle it. A lot of players signed for Celtic and Rangers and were then
     sent out to these Junior clubs, but a number of them failed to benefit from it because they had the wrong attitude. They thought,
     ‘I’m not going to get injured here. I have signed for Celtic.’ I didn’t like that attitude. I wanted to win. All my life I’ve
     been a winner, whether it was at table tennis, badminton, football, running, golf . . . I wanted to win. I think it kept me
     more professional. I badly wanted to win, even as a Junior footballer.
  

   
   I also liked playing Junior football because it meant you were part of high-profile football, as the wider public in Scotland
     then understood it. There was not so much English or European football in the press at that time – and only a minuscule amount
     on television – so if you did well in a Junior match you might see a snippet mentioning you in one of the newspapers, alongside
     all the news of the senior Scottish game. You always wanted a mention in the papers and the more mentions you got the more
     it attracted attention. The better you played, the more chance you had to progress to the higher level. We habitually finished
     close to the bottom of the Central League Championship at Rob Roy but it was an enjoyable team in which to play even if it
     did not quite fulfil my desire to be part of a team that was winning regularly.
  

   
   The people who ran Rob Roy owned a company called Watson’s, which sold office furniture, and they found me a job in their
     Glasgow warehouse. I tried to get an apprenticeship as a joiner through them, as a fallback in case things didn’t work out
     with the football, but the company didn’t really make things as such. Instead, you were assembling ready-made furniture, such as tables and chairs. You had just to put the pieces into place
     and send them out. That was Watson’s. It wasn’t great but I was so into football that I put my concerns about that aside and
     concentrated on improving my game. For me, any job was only a means of marking time until I got into a football club and became
     as good as I could, so I didn’t push too hard for the apprenticeship. My burning desire to become a professional footballer
     overrode everything else.
  

   
   I was playing away happily at Rob Roy, feeling that I was making progress in learning the game, when I got my papers to go
     on National Service. In the 1950s, every young man was compelled to do it, but it was a hammer blow to me because I saw it
     as a seriously damaging interruption of my fledgling football career. I immediately asked the officials at Rob Roy what I
     could do to avoid it. They made enquiries and came back to me and said that the only way I could miss it was to go underground,
     down into the mines. I said, ‘OK, I’ll be going into National Service.’ That was in 1954, when I was 18, and the beginning
     of a two-year stretch that would claim the remainder of my late teens and take me into my twenties. At that stage it seemed
     like an eternity. It was especially irritating in that I had become a bit sharper, stronger and fitter since I had been at
     Rob Roy. Every game was a lesson. It was like serving your time in an apprenticeship. For someone who wanted to play football,
     performing National Service was nothing more than a complete nuisance.
  

   
   When you received your call-up papers you were asked whether you wished to serve in the army, air force or navy. You might
     not always be given your choice but you could make the request. I opted to join the RAF because that was what my brother Davie had done. The fact that I had a terror of flying in
     an aeroplane never came into it; the issue was never raised.
  

   
   I was based at RAF Stradishall, in Suffolk. It was tough, petty and cruel at times but it did have its merits. It enabled
     you to make friends from all over Britain and it taught you lessons that would remain with you for life. They were quite hard
     on you in the training. As well as marching and square bashing, you had to have your shoes bulled up to a fine shine. Just
     as you had them looking perfect, you would be made to walk through mud and sheeps’ muck and when you were finished you would
     be forced back into a hut with the sergeant yelling at you to get your boots clean. He would tell you he’d be back in 20 minutes
     and when he returned he would have with him a big sword or a big stick, just to frighten you. I hated National Service for
     things like that. Sometimes, you would get into bed at night and would be dropping off to sleep, when a bell would ring and
     you would have to get up and go and participate in an exercise, such as running from point to point with a heavy pack on your
     back. Funnily enough, even though I was in the RAF I only ever sat in one plane and that was the one in which I ‘enjoyed’
     that turbulent journey home to Glasgow. Even then, I had only been hitching a lift. I was grounded, never near the planes.
     I had pals who did work on them, who were involved in maintenance, but once I had settled in at Stradishall, I was largely
     carrying out office work.
  

   
   Thanks to football, I was actually more fortunate than many of my contemporaries in the RAF. If you are in the forces and
     you are an athlete, they do very well by you and I was soon enjoying the perks of performing for the RAF Stradishall football
     team. You would often be excused exercises if you were playing football the following day and as I settled into military life I found that I could spend a lot of time playing sport and being let
     off lightly in terms of drills and square bashing. That was one way in which National Service was lightened for me. Another
     was through our weekend evenings out. The nearest place to us was a little village called Haverhill, six miles away, and that’s
     where we’d go on a Saturday night. We’d take the bus at about half past six and go out for a few drinks and dancing. This
     was where all the boys went. The girls would come from all over the place because the troops were in town.
  

   
   We were typical young men – all looking for women. One night, I went to the dancing and I met up with a girl called Grace,
     whom I quickly nicknamed ‘the Swede’. I saw her a couple of times but I quickly came to understand that she was far too nice
     a girl for me, given that all I was interested in was running about and enjoying myself. She was a country person, a lovely
     girl, and one evening I said to Jim Beeson, one of my pals, from Sunderland, ‘I’m going to set you up with a woman tonight.’
     He quickly agreed, so we went into the village, to the dancing, and I fixed him up with Grace. He went out with her for quite
     a while and they are together to this day as man and wife.
  

   
   I played for RAF Stradishall all the time and at weekends began playing for Newmarket Town, a local club that played at a
     slightly higher level. Newmarket is a town more regularly associated with its famous racecourse than with football and the
     football club even appeared to acknowledge that fact: they were nicknamed ‘The Jockeys’. I played 32 games for them during
     the 1954–55 season and scored 13 goals, mostly from the inside-left position. I also played inside-right and on the left wing.
     I made a low-key debut in English football, for Newmarket away to Maldon in the Essex and Suffolk Border League, and scored twice in an 8-3 victory. That season I also took part in the FA Cup, albeit
     briefly, losing 3-0 to Somersham. The club finished seventh bottom of the league, in which we played against clubs such as
     Ipswich Town Reserves and Colchester United Reserves as well as numerous small-town outfits.
  

   
   I was coming off the park at Newmarket Town one afternoon when this Englishman behind me started muttering, ‘you little Scotch
     *******.’ I turned round to confront him, hackles up, only to be greeted by a big smile and an outstretched hand. This was
     Alan May, who was standing there with his wife Eve. They had no children and at weekends would invite me round for dinner.
     I think they knew how much a youngster away from home would be missing his home comforts. Alan was a joiner who had built
     his own house and he and Eve became great friends of mine.
  

   
   For all that I enjoyed some aspects of National Service, and Suffolk was a beautiful place in which to be based, I was pleased
     finally to be discharged and in 1956 I was back at Kirkintilloch Rob Roy, where I signed up happily for the coming season
     in the summer of that year. It was later on that year that I took ill, a matter noted in the Kirkintilloch Herald, which reported that, ‘Rob Roy officials were rocked when Steven [sic] Chalmers, the young Auchinairn boy who Rob Roy discovered
     while playing for Brunswick Youth Club in Springburn, may have to quit for health reasons. Steven’s Rob Roy appearances were
     curtailed due to National Service but he played for them while on leave.’
  

   
   Even that early brush with mortality at the Belvidere Hospital had a positive effect on me. Once I was discharged from the
     nursing home in Touch, I was more determined than ever to embrace life, to make the most of my talents and to do all I could to become a professional footballer. It felt good to be free of
     confinement and to be able to get my body moving properly again and in the summer of 1957 I did everything to rebuild and
     improve on the fitness that I had almost completely lost. I surprised myself with the distances I ran on the roads. I’d go
     from the Brunswick Club in Balornock to the end of Wallacewell Road, turn up towards Robroyston Hospital, then left towards
     Lenzie, as far as the monument to William Wallace, down towards Auchinairn, almost to Springburn Road, left through Stobhill
     Hospital and back to the Brunswick Club. If I saw a bus coming along behind me, I would race it to a pole, 80 or 100 yards
     away, to try and work on my sprinting. It’s the type of work you would do as a footballer only if there were no games to play.
     It was my equivalent of pre-season training, a means of building myself up to full fitness. It was good to feel the strength
     in my legs steadily returning.
  

   
   In tandem with road running, I was constantly at the Brunswick Club. I worked like the blazes up there on getting fit and
     I got back my strength and fitness slowly but steadily through that club – playing table tennis, five-a-sides and anything
     else that might improve my reactions and speed.
  

   
   It was during this time that I met a girl named Sadie at the Saturday-night dancing at St Paul’s Hall behind St Mungo’s Chapel
     in Townhead, Glasgow. We’d often go there to hear Jimmy Boyle’s band. I went there one night with four pals and we all saw
     Sadie home that night after the dancing, as we did for weeks afterwards. Once I began going out with Sadie, in the first flush
     of romance, I would visit her at her house in Springburn and then run home in my everyday clothes to top up my fitness. Sadie and I were both not long out of hospital – Sadie had come out of hospital in August 1957 after having successfully
     battled tuberculosis.
  

   
   Once I felt ready to play football again, my next task was to find a club that would take me. Rob Roy didn’t seem to want
     me – perhaps they were concerned about what I would be like as a player after such a debilitating illness, or even concerned
     about the effects on my health of playing football. Maybe they just believed that I could not possibly play football again
     after being out of the game for the best part of a year. I continued to play for Brunswick and one day I was approached by
     someone from Ashfield. Unlike Rob Roy, who often struggled in the Central League, Ashfield were the premier Junior club in
     the Glasgow area and frequently won competitions.
  

   
   I was excited at the prospect of joining Ashfield, I knew a bit about them. I knew they had a few Glaswegians in the side
     and that they were a team with a bit more venom and bite, but what I liked best was that this was a team full of players who
     wanted to win. I already knew a few of them, given that their Saracen Park base was fairly close to Balornock. One of them
     was Willie Brackenridge, a goalkeeper I had known since schooldays at St Roch’s. En route to Saracen Park, from my home in
     Balornock, I would make a point of passing slowly by Willie’s house in Springburn to make sure that we would hook up and walk
     down to the football ground together. By happy coincidence, Willie was Sadie’s brother and that association helped me to get
     to know Sadie even better. My friendship with Willie allowed me to visit her home that bit more frequently.
  

   
   I enjoyed Ashfield. I felt good there and I felt I made progress. As had been the case at Rob Roy, I played at inside-forward,
     on the right, and Neil Duffy, who was a smashing player, was the inside-left. I always say he was a better player than I was.
     He appeared slightly too small for the liking of some scouts, but perhaps because I played with him I could see how skilful
     he was. Scouts can’t see everything from the touchline, and although Neil Duffy went on to play for St Johnstone and Partick
     Thistle, I am sure he could have performed at an even higher level.
  

   
   Having had to wait patiently for a major opportunity, life suddenly began to speed up immeasurably for me. Things had gone
     well enough at Ashfield during the 1958–59 season for me to be awarded a Junior international cap, playing for Scotland against
     Ireland at Firhill, Partick Thistle’s ground, on 24 January 1959. I was proud of my father and my aim had been to emulate
     him and what he had done in football. I wanted to be as good as him and this was a big step towards that: winning a Junior
     cap, and against Ireland too, the same opponents he had faced back in the early 1920s. I scored once in a 5-0 victory and
     that evening proposed marriage to Sadie – on her 21st birthday. My good fortune held firm when she said ‘Yes’.
  

   
   Junior internationals were a focal point for major clubs wishing to scrutinise the better players in that level of football
     and it was perhaps no coincidence that within days Celtic got in touch to ask me to sign. Twelve days after that appearance
     for Scotland I met Jimmy McGrory, the Celtic manager, and Jock Stein, the reserve team coach, on Thursday 5 February 1959.
     We met at Green’s Playhouse on Renfield Street, Glasgow, and I signed for the club as a part-time player, with the initial
     agreement being that I would continue to feature for Ashfield on a Saturday. Mr McGrory was a lovely man – you couldn’t say
     a thing against him as a human being – and Celtic had a brief burst of success under him, winning the League and Cup Double in 1954. If you
     looked closely, you also noticed that the influence of Jock Stein, as centre-back and captain, had been paramount in that
     achievement. Stein had been forced to retire from playing a couple of years later and his influence was now being felt at
     the club in his role as coach – witness his presence at my signing. He didn’t say an awful lot on that day – I got the feeling
     he was sizing me up as a person very carefully.
  

   
   I wore the Hoops for the first time when I played for Celtic’s third eleven against Albion Rovers on 24 February 1959. We
     won 5-2 and I scored two goals. I must have done quite well because I was ‘called up’ a couple of weeks later. That meant
     I had to leave Ashfield entirely and join Celtic as a full-time player. The following day I played for Celtic’s second eleven
     against Dunfermline in a 3-3 draw. I recorded in my diary for 7 March that I ‘had a poor game’ but, nonetheless, on the Monday
     afterwards I went in to Celtic Park to begin a daily routine as a full-time footballer with Celtic.
  

   
   My father’s help had been vitally important in moulding me as a player. As a boy, if I hit the ball the wrong way he would
     correct me, gently. Once I began playing Junior football, then, after a game, he would maybe tell me I had been too greedy.
     When I went to Celtic he was a lot less likely to offer me advice. I think he felt that he ought to retreat a bit, given that
     he had never reached that level himself, and that there were people at the club who might be better placed to give me advice
     on how to play at the highest level. It was interesting that we had both won a single Junior cap. I had aimed to emulate him
     and now, in getting to Celtic, I had gone further than him. But I never felt superior to him, I still owed him so much and I knew that without his input and advice way back when I was a boy, it was unlikely I
     would ever have attained my ambition of becoming a player at Celtic Park.
  

   
   I don’t know who spotted me for Celtic but in the years to come I would never be short of a whole host of people – from Jimmy
     Boyle, the bandleader, to many others – who would be happy to tell me that they had been the one who had put in the right
     word that had convinced Celtic that they ought to sign me. The decisive factor was probably that Junior international more
     than anything else but after a long and tortuous journey I had finally arrived at my ultimate destination. It was great, finally,
     to be at Celtic, but things inside the club were far from paradisiacal, as I would soon discover.
  

   




   
   
   CHAPTER TWO

   
   A RUB OF THE GREEN

   
   The Celtic I joined in 1959 was a big club with a big support but one that was run like a small business with particularly
     eccentric owners. On matchdays, it was rumoured among the players and supporters Desmond White, the club secretary, used to
     walk up the stairs to the directors’ box just before kick-off, take a quick glance out over the stand and across the three
     expansive terraces and mutter the first crowd figure that came into his head, and that figure would usually be a modest one.
     He’d look out and say, ‘23,000 today’ and that would be recorded as the official attendance. Out on the terraces, they’d be
     jammed in, people would be struggling to move, but Desmond would see only a run-of-the-mill crowd. This rumour was a running
     joke among the playing staff but I don’t believe that it was at all true – Desmond White seemed to me to be too much of a
     sensible accountant and businessman ever to have been involved in doing something as daft as that. It does, though, give a
     flavour of how the club was seen by the players and fans at the time.
  

   
   On the night I made my debut for Celtic, even the Desmond of that mythical story would have had difficulty in reducing the
     size of the crowd, given the small number of supporters who were inside the ground. The few thousand who had turned up for
     the match with Airdrieonians on that Tuesday afternoon – Celtic Park did not yet have floodlights – of 10 March 1959 had plenty of room in which to roam around should they become restless.
     And they did indeed become restless. Our opponents were having a good season – they had been a point behind league leaders
     Rangers at New Year, although they had fallen back slightly after that. Celtic, in contrast, were in a desperate condition,
     winding down the latest in an unbroken series of mediocre seasons, in each of which the club’s chances of the championship
     had evaporated quickly. As if to confirm the wisdom of those who had stayed away that day, we were beaten 2-1, the team’s
     ninth league defeat of the season. It was typical of those rather unpredictable, inconsistent times at Celtic that although
     I had been promoted to the first team with almost indecent haste – only four days after joining the club as a full-time player
     – that Airdrie match would not only be the first but also the last game for me in the Celtic first team for that season.
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