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John Greig was twice voted Scottish Player of the Year, and between 1961 and 1978 he played a total of 755 competitive games, and scored 120 goals. He won five league titles, six Scottish Cups, four League Cups and the European Cup-Winners’ Cup in 1972. He also won 44 Scotland caps and was captain of his country for three consecutive years.


He was awarded the MBE in 1977 and became manager of Rangers in 1978, remaining in that post until he resigned in October 1983. He later returned to Rangers to work in public relations and was appointed to the Rangers Board. He lives in Glasgow with his wife Janette and has one son, Murray, married to Laura, and a granddaughter, Kaitlin.


Jim Black, who worked with John Greig on the writing of this book, began his career in journalism on leaving school in 1967. He joined the Scottish Sun as a sports writer in 1975 and spent 24 years with that newspaper before becoming a freelance writer on football, boxing and golf. He has reported on several World Cup and European Championship finals tournaments.
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CHAPTER 1


LEGEND


Those who have a statue erected in their honour don’t normally have the opportunity to approve their likeness for the simple reason that they are already dead. So when I look up at the statue of yours truly that stands in Edmiston Drive, on the corner of the Main Stand and the Copland Road Stand, I do so almost with a sense of disbelief and certainly with a feeling that I am not worthy of such recognition.


They erected a statue to my former Scotland team-mate Billy Bremner at Elland Road and one to Sir Matt Busby at Old Trafford, but both had passed on by the time their contributions to Leeds and Manchester United had been recognised in such a manner. However, I should make it clear that the statue depicting John Greig in his playing days holds much greater significance. It is there primarily as a memorial to the sixty-six people who perished in the worst disaster in the history of British football and, as such, is a fitting tribute to those who lost their lives on 2 January 1971.


It is also a tribute to others who died in earlier tragedies. Ten years previously, on 16 September 1961, two fans were killed and sixty others injured when a stairway barrier broke at the end of an Old Firm game, which finished in a 2–2 draw. There had been a much greater loss of life in 1902, when the west terracing at the ground collapsed during a Scotland-England international. A total of twenty-five fans died in that appalling accident, forcing Rangers to drastically reduce the capacity of the old Ibrox.


I had campaigned for years for a lasting memorial to be erected as near as possible to the site of the Ibrox Disaster. I didn’t feel that the plaque, which stood close to the old Stairway 13, was any longer sufficient, as it didn’t include the names of the dead. Over the years I had spoken to many relatives and friends of the deceased and I had gathered the impression that they were keen to see a more appropriate memorial; one which could be visited by the descendants of the victims of what was a truly awful accident.


I had favoured the erection of a small cairn bearing a plaque with the names of the sixty-six, but I was informed that would pose a problem in terms of security, as there was apparently no guarantee that such a monument could be made vandal-proof. Never for a moment, though, did I imagine that plans were in the pipeline for a statue of John Greig to be erected to commemorate the 30th anniversary of the tragedy in January 2001.


The first I knew of it was around the end of November 2000, when artist Senga Murray, who has worked closely with Rangers for a number of years, informed me that Campbell Ogilvie, who is Rangers’ secretary and a director of the club, wanted to discuss something with me. You could have knocked me down with a feather when Campbell told me, in an almost matter of fact manner, ‘By the way, John, we’re putting up a statue at the end of Edmiston Drive and it’s you.’


This was just five weeks before the planned unveiling and apparently those involved in the project were rather keen that I give it the once over, in particular the sculptor, Andy Scott. Heaven knows what their reaction would have been had I voiced my disapproval. Three days later, on the following Monday, my wife, Janette, and I drove to the Maryhill district of Glasgow to visit Andy’s yard, to view the work in progress.


Perhaps it would have been more accurate to describe it as a work already completed, and it felt strange and more than a little unnerving to be going to catch my first glimpse of a replica of myself. I remember passing one of the windows in Andy’s workshop and seeing this large shadow and wondering to myself, ‘What the hell is that?’


My initial reaction was one of sheer disbelief. In fact, I was dumb-struck, to the extent that Andy became concerned by my silence, imagining that I wasn’t happy with the finished article, but that was far from being the case. It was just the shock of looking at a bronze effigy of myself. Personally, I thought he had done a brilliant job. I was even more amazed when Andy explained that he had worked from a photograph he had seen in a book. Yet, the detail and the way he had captured various aspects of my personality were remarkable, in my opinion.


In addition to a feeling of overwhelming pride, I also felt deeply honoured and very, very humble, but I seriously questioned the decision, as it somehow didn’t seem right to me that a statue to any one individual should be erected to commemorate such a dreadful waste of life. However, it was explained to me that those who had made the decision had done so on the grounds that I had been captain that day and had subsequently been directly involved with the relatives of many of those who had died.


So when I look at the statue I don’t think of it as depicting me, but rather of what it represents. I got my wish for a fitting memorial plaque listing the names of the dead, even if the form it took was not quite what I’d had in mind. Believe me when I say that I feel immense pride to stand above the sixty-six names. That means much more than the undoubted honour of Rangers fans pointing to the statue and saying, ‘Look, there’s Greigy.’


I also consider myself fortunate to still enjoy a close relationship with the fans, more than a quarter of a century after I stopped playing, as was demonstrated in March 1999 when they voted me ‘Greatest Ever Ranger’. Mind you, I have to disappoint those fans who ask me for my autograph and request that I write ‘Greatest Ever Ranger’ after my name. I refuse to do that because football is a team game and I was fortunate to play alongside great players. There have also been many other outstanding Rangers players, before and after me.


But while I don’t consider it my place to broadcast the fact that I was given such a lofty accolade, it was a wonderful tribute nevertheless. Moreover, it was one that was bestowed on me by the fans, as they were the ones who did the voting. I have always maintained that while a player can con fans some of the time by kissing the badge on his jersey and declaring that he is playing for that jersey, you can’t kid them all the time. They are the ones who judge a player’s worth to the team and his feelings for the club and respond accordingly.


So receiving the highest number of votes in a poll featuring so many great players meant an awful lot to me, considering how easy it is for the younger and middle-aged fans to forget those players from the past whom they never saw play. After all, the game is more about today and tomorrow than past successes. I was in my late fifties when I was named ‘Greatest Ever Ranger’ in competition with the current stars and other worthy candidates who came before and after me, but maybe, in a sense, I shouldn’t have been all that surprised.


I have never had anything other than the greatest respect for the Rangers fans and I think that respect has been reciprocated over the past forty-six years, bearing in mind that 70,000 turned out for my testimonial game in 1978 against a Scotland XI. No Rangers player had been granted the honour of a testimonial match before that. It was also the last occasion in which the old stadium was filled to capacity. In fact, the kickoff had to be delayed for thirty minutes to allow everyone access.


Graeme Souness, who later became manager of Rangers, was part of the international scene at that time. He was also responsible for landing me with the nickname ‘Legend’. In 1990 I had not long returned to Rangers, in the role of public relations officer, when Graeme approached me one day and asked if I was busy. To be honest, there wasn’t a great deal for me to do because the PR role had more or less been created for my benefit, so I told him the truth. ‘In that case,’ he said, ‘go and get yourself some training gear and a pair of boots and join us for a kickabout.’


I had trained occasionally at lunchtime during the previous two years, but I hadn’t kicked a ball for goodness knows how long, so I wondered what awaited me when I joined Graeme and the squad for training at Jordanhill. As the players did their warm-up exercises, I stood on the sidelines until they had finished. Then Graeme picked two teams and I found myself on the same side as Ally McCoist and Ian Durrant, who had been players during my time as manager.


Once the game kicked off, Coisty and Durrant began shouting for me to pass the ball to them with the instruction, ‘Here, gaffer.’ This went on for some time and I didn’t pay any attention to the fact that they were addressing me as ‘Gaffer’. But Graeme, who was in opposition, was clearly not amused and his anger eventually boiled over. Suddenly he stopped the game and turned to Coisty and Durrant. ‘Right, let’s get one thing straight,’ he shouted. Then, pointing to me, he said, ‘I’m the gaffer. He’s the legend!’ I was stuck with the tag, which was inevitably shortened to ‘Ledge’.


But while others may perceive me as a Rangers legend, I still see myself as the wee lad from Edinburgh who kicked a tennis ball about the streets and dreamed of one day playing football for a living. I have been extremely fortunate to have achieved so much in my life through football. When I think of all the marvellous experiences I have had, how could I ever complain? Life has been wonderful to me in very many ways and, if I missed out by not chasing bigger money elsewhere, I have no regrets, because the satisfaction I’ve derived from my successes with Rangers and the happiness of my family have compensated for any material gain many times over.




CHAPTER 2


KICKING OFF


I can’t claim to have been born to play football, but I was kicking a ball before I could even walk properly. In fact, I can’t remember a time in my life when football hasn’t played a huge part in it. My brother, Tam, was responsible for me developing such an early interest in the game. Tam, the third youngest of a family of six – four boys, Alfie, Alex, Tam and me, and two girls, Nessie and Margaret – was like a second father and he spent hours encouraging me to develop what skills I had been blessed with.


When I arrived on the scene on 11 September 1942 (tragically, the events of that day in 2001 have ensured that nine-eleven is now a date associated with infamy), Britain was at war. However, I have no memories of those dark days other than the air raid shelter that remained in our back garden for years after and which became a favourite play area for me and my pals.


We lived at No. 26 Clearburn Crescent, Prestonfield, almost in the shadow of Arthur’s Seat, and it remained my home for the first twenty-five years of my life. My parents, Tom and Agnes, were already in their forties when I was born and there was a significant age gap between the bairn of the family and my elder siblings. Regrettably, there are only two of us left, me and my youngest sister, Margaret, who is ten years older. Being so much younger than the rest I was fussed over to an extent, but I can’t claim that I was ever spoiled. My brothers and sisters ensured that I stayed in line, especially Tam.


My first ball was one my sisters knitted for me when I was two years old. Because it was soft, I was able to kick it around the house without doing any damage and I remember my first goal was my mother’s sideboard. It was an old-fashioned piece of furniture and the space between the legs was the target.


When people ask me if I always wanted to be a footballer, I can honestly answer yes, because it never crossed my mind that I would do anything else. Although we lived in a tenement building we had a large hallway, which was covered with wax cloth, and Tam used to bring an old-fashioned leather football with lacing home with him, so I could practise my kicking. It was heavy for a wee lad and Tam made me take off my right shoe, so that if I kicked with that foot it would sting. The idea was to force me to kick the ball with my weaker left foot and by the time I was five or six I could kick equally well with either foot.


Tam also used to take me out to the back green or local park. He gave me a great deal of encouragement, yet later on, when he ran his own juvenile team, he refused to give me a game. One evening, when I went to watch his team play, I was allowed to join in, but that was it. Tam made it clear that was my first and last involvement with his team. I suppose it was his way of ensuring that my feet stayed firmly on the ground.


Apart from the back green, where I spent hours developing my skills with a tennis ball, I used to play a lot on a large area of ground directly behind my home. Our makeshift pitch was long and narrow and it wasn’t unusual for teams of twenty players a side to be involved in games that lasted for hours on end. Jackets were used as goal posts and the pitch was so long that when the ball was at the opposite end there was time for the defenders to stop and have a drink.


Our next door neighbour’s daughter married Frank Donlevy, who played for Partick Thistle, and Frank regularly had a kickabout with me on the back green. Jocky Robertson, the Third Lanark goalkeeper, stayed at No. 2 Clearburn Crescent and he used to give me sixpence (two and a half pence) every time I managed to score a goal against him. Wee Jocky had played junior football with my brother, Tam, and he was a good bit older than me, but I subsequently travelled with both Jocky and Frank Donlevy and played against them. Years later I had the satisfaction of scoring against Third Lanark in a league match and succeeded in bundling both the ball and Jocky into the back of the net. He was furious and chased me all the way back to the halfway line.


Although I had been kicking a ball about since I could walk, I didn’t have my first competitive game until the age of nine, when Mr McLeod, one of the teachers at my school, Prestonfield Primary, asked if I would like to play in a schools match. He had obviously seen me taking part in impromptu games with my pals in the playground and reckoned I was a useful player.


I was dead keen to take the teacher up on his offer, but explained that I didn’t own a pair of football boots. That wasn’t a problem, though. He opened a cupboard containing a selection of old boots in various states of disrepair and eventually I found a pair that fitted me reasonably well. The boots were the type with wooden studs with the nails sticking out and Tam carried out the necessary repairs before polishing the boots ready for my introduction to the world of organised football. We ended up winning the Edinburgh Primary Schools Cup by beating Dalry in the final and I still have my first medal.


Tam played for Dalkeith Thistle and was good enough to attract the attention of a Hearts scout, but as luck would have it, the evening the scout came to our house to offer Tam signing terms my brother wasn’t at home. My mother explained that he had gone to the pub. Hearts immediately lost interest, believing that my brother was a bit of a drinker, but Tam wasn’t a big boozer. The reason he was a regular at various pubs in the area was because he was the east of Scotland darts champion and the competitions were held in pubs. Tam had done nothing wrong, but he regretted having thrown away the opportunity to become a professional and consequently made sure I toed the line.


Tam had been a fireman in the days of steam trains, before realising the dream that just about every youngster had then by becoming a diesel engine driver. In fact, I remember once getting off the train at Glasgow’s Queen Street station and hearing someone shout to me. It was my brother, who had been driving the train that had brought us from Edinburgh. Tam died at the comparatively young age of forty-eight and I regret he didn’t live long enough to see me complete my career, because he was so influential in my development as a kid.


At primary school I was actually quite bright and in exams always finished first or second in the class. My academic qualifications were sufficient to earn me a place at Boroughmuir. The trouble was that it’s a rugby-playing school and I wasn’t a fan of the oval ball game, so I cheated in a sense and completed the necessary forms to gain me entry to a junior secondary where football was the name of the game. This was unbeknown to my father, who went to his grave none the wiser.


On reflection, it might not have been such a bad idea to have aimed for higher academic achievements, but James Clark Junior Secondary suited my needs. The fact that I would have been able to sit A levels at Boroughmuir didn’t seem terribly important at the time. When you’re only eleven years old and hell-bent on becoming a professional footballer, those considerations don’t matter a great deal.


I went straight into the school B team and there was also the bonus of being able to hire an old-style leather football for the weekend at the cost of one shilling (five pence). One of the teachers had come up with the idea and I couldn’t get home quickly enough when school broke up on a Friday afternoon, because the most popular guy in the street was the one with a ball. I also used to plague the life out of my mother and sisters to buy me a plastic ball. The trouble was they burst easily if they came in contact with a sharp object.


As a young teenager I was small for my age, but the teachers insisted on me playing for the team the level above my year, so the opposition appeared like giants to me. On one occasion, when we played St Anthony’s, I was threatened by a couple of guys dressed like Teddy Boys, complete with drainpipe trousers, beetle-crusher shoes and slicked-back hair. ‘We’re going to break your leg,’ I was informed. ‘But, why me? I’m just a wee lad,’ I pleaded. But I wouldn’t show my fear during the actual game, because Tam used to tell me never to let anyone see that they had got the better of me. ‘If you get kicked don’t go down,’ he would say. ‘Wait until the other person’s back is turned before you rub your leg.’


In those days I was a ball-playing inside-forward with an eye for goal. I was also two-footed and got my share. Even though I spent most of my senior career playing in defence, I never lost the knack of scoring and I am ranked ninth in Rangers’ top ten post-war goal-scorers with 140 to my credit.


In spite of my lack of inches and slight build I had a good pair of legs on me when I was a youngster. I had strong and powerful thighs developed during my early morning milk runs and the fact that I ran eight miles a day to and from school. My day began at 6.30 a.m. with my milk delivery, which took me two hours to complete. I received twenty-five shillings a week for my efforts, so when a rival dairy ‘tapped’ me and offered fifteen shillings for what amounted to just twenty minutes’ work I jumped at the offer. When my dad found out he blew a fuse. My wages went to my mother, to help supplement her housekeeping money, and in addition to receiving a belt across the ear from my old man, I was told in no uncertain terms to make sure I got my old job back, because it paid ten bob more a week.


During my milk deliveries I also used to check out dustbins for discarded hard-backed books. The covers were used as improvised shin guards and to line the soles of my shoes, which were constantly worn out by all the running I did. I ran two miles, four times a day. It was two miles each way from my home to school and I also made the trip at lunch-time, racing the corporation buses up a big hill to try to increase my speed and endurance. I used to fantasise that the passengers were watching me, because my brother would say that you never knew who was taking note. In addition to the school runs and my milk deliveries, I also did a paper round in the evenings, so fitness wasn’t a problem.


The old-fashioned gas lamps that used to adorn the streets of Britain also came into play as part of my training regime. I would run along the street with one foot on the pavement and the other in the gutter, to try to perfect my body swerve, and then jump up and try to touch the lamp posts in an effort to improve my ability in the air.


When I was fourteen I was put forward by my school for the Scotland schoolboys under-fifteen trials and I made it through to the final phase, along with the likes of Billy Bremner. The final trial to select the international squad was held at Dumbarton and I was chosen to play on the right wing, because of my height and build. However, I shouldn’t have played after pulling a thigh muscle. The upshot was that when our side was awarded a corner, I was unable to take the kick and the right-half had to deputise for me. Unfortunately, with the right-half out of position, the opposition raced up the park and scored, and the teacher in charge gave me a verbal blast. Consequently, I never won the schoolboy cap I craved.


Around the same time I was approached by one of the teachers at Tynecastle School, which stands next to the Hearts ground. He explained that the team had reached the semi-finals of the Scottish Schools Cup and that if I was prepared to travel every day from Prestonfield he could arrange for me to change schools, so I could turn out for Tynecastle. I turned him down, though, largely on the grounds that it wouldn’t have been fair to the lad who had played in the previous rounds of the cup to have suddenly been dropped to make way for me. Perhaps if I had been a bit more ruthless my life would have turned out differently, given the close proximity of the school to Tynecastle and my boyhood heroes, but fate decreed that I would never wear the maroon jersey of Hearts.




CHAPTER 3


NEARER MY GOD TO THEE


Back in the 1950s it was every city dweller’s dream to escape to the country. Leaving behind the smoke and grime for a few days of rural bliss had great appeal for those of us who spent the majority of our lives confronting the hustle and the bustle of an inner-city existence. Edinburgh is known as the Athens of the north, but when I was growing up, behind the capital’s posh exterior lurked the grim reality of everyday life for many thousands of its inhabitants.


The tenement buildings are a sight rarely seen by the tourists who flock to Edinburgh in their tens of thousands every year, to visit world-famous landmarks such as the Castle and the Scott Monument and to walk the length of Princes Street. Don’t get me wrong. I was more fortunate than many in that we lived in a house in the shadow of Arthur’s Seat in one of the more desirable areas of the city. Not that we were rich, far from it, but my father and brothers were in employment, so there was always food on the table and my mother ensured that our home was kept spick-and-span. But like others of my generation, I jumped at the chance to venture out of my surroundings and sample another sort of living. So when the opportunity arose for me to attend a boys’ camp in Perthshire, I badgered my parents to be allowed to go. It was a decision that very nearly cost me my life!


Perthshire, with its rolling hills, streams and rivers and spectacular scenery, is one of Scotland’s most beautiful counties. Perth is known as the gateway to the Highlands and beyond the city, a twenty-minute drive away, lies the historic town of Dunkeld. Nearby is Birnham Wood, where one of the acts in Shakespeare’s Macbeth is set, and the village of Dalguise, which has become a popular haunt for youth groups from all over Scotland. To a fourteen-year-old like me, my temporary surroundings represented a whole new world of adventure. Fresh air and freedom are a heady mix, but certain dangers lurk for the unwary and teenagers have a habit of ignoring sound advice once they are let loose. I was no different.


We had been well warned that the nearby River Tay was full of dangerous currents and even a whirlpool or two, potentially very threatening to non-swimmers, of which I was one. To this day I still can’t swim to save myself, so what possessed me to venture into the waters of the Tay I do not know. It was probably a combination of foolhardiness, ignorance and not wanting to be the odd man out among my pals. It was even more ill-advised as we had been told that the particular area we had chosen to visit was an especially dangerous stretch of water.


However, the rest of the lads in the company were all accomplished swimmers and one by one they swam the short distance from the shore to a large stone in the middle of the river. I elected to follow their example and somehow made it, despite my inability to conjure up any sort of swimming stroke. Unfortunately, I discovered that I had left my towel behind on the bank, so I decided to swim back to retrieve it. Why, you are entitled to ask, did I bother when I was already soaking wet and had no chance of keeping the towel dry? Good question, but I don’t have a satisfactory answer, other than to say that it seemed like a good idea at the time.


I was soon in trouble. It was only a very short distance back to the shore and I was within touching distance of safety when my arms suddenly stopped moving. I didn’t want to appear scared for fear of losing face, but I had every reason to be terrified, because I was suddenly being sucked under the water.


Just before I went under the first time I noticed this wee lad sitting on the bank throwing pebbles into the water and he was still there staring at me when I resurfaced. I don’t know exactly how long I was under initially, but it seemed like an age. My first reaction was that I was in big trouble and that I had better start putting up a fight, but the more I struggled, the more water I swallowed. My next thought was that this couldn’t be happening to me, because I was going to be a football player. That thought remains as clear as a bell in my memory, but it hadn’t dawned on me that I was constantly being sucked under by the force of the small whirlpool I had swum into.


Gradually I started to feel very tired and I told myself to just relax and go to sleep and everything would be all right. I didn’t see my life flash before me or anything like that. I had simply done the panic bit and it seemed easier to give into the force that was sucking the life out of me. I have no idea how long my ordeal lasted or how many times I was sucked under. It may have been only thirty seconds, but it could have been a couple of minutes for all I know. I do recall vividly the wee boy staring back at me each time I resurfaced, though.


I wasn’t aware of anything else until I came to, lying on the bank with a guy called Peter Masterton sitting astride me and the leader of our party, Eric Gardner, urging a group of boys to stand well back, so that I had sufficient air. Later Eric told me that I had been unconscious for fully twenty minutes while they tried to resuscitate me. Peter, who must have been around twenty-two or twenty-three, had been the one who had dived in to pull me from the water and the pair of them had taken it in turns to apply artificial respiration. Years later, Peter told me that they had been just about to admit defeat and place a blanket over my face when a torrent of water suddenly gushed from my mouth and I returned to the land of the living.


Following my uncomfortably close brush with death, we walked slowly back to the camp and I was taken to the first aid tent, where I was given a couple of aspirins. After a few hours’ sleep I was seemingly none the worse for my experience, though, because when I woke up I was ravenous. Fish and chips were on the menu for dinner and I scoffed down an extra helping.


However, I wasn’t allowed to play football that evening and I remember being furious. I was lucky to be alive, but when you’re only fourteen years old you recover quickly from such experiences and it didn’t seem such a big deal to me. I am not so sure that my mother and sister shared that view when they visited me the following weekend and I informed them that I had very nearly drowned. It was my first time away from home and they were horrified.


I also recall that during that fortnight spent at Dalguise I constantly pestered the older lads to allow me to accompany them to the dancing in Aberfeldy. They weren’t keen on the idea, but eventually gave into my pleading and I was transported there and back in the boot of an old Vauxhall car. Each of them took it in turn to stand with me outside the dance hall. Peter Masterton, who had rescued me from a watery grave, was one of those charged with the responsibility of looking after me and I have kept in touch with him over the years.


Peter emigrated to Vancouver and I met up with him during a Rangers tour to Canada in 1976. By then he had joined a local choir, which gave him the excuse to return to Scotland a couple of years ago, when the Mod, a Highland musical gathering, was held in Oban and we got together again then, too.


Coincidentally, I am not the only ex-footballer who has fallen victim to the Tay’s treacherous currents. Former Manchester City and England star Francis Lee had a similar experience. Frannie is a keen fisherman and was caught out on the same stretch of the river, though thankfully in less dramatic circumstances.


Dalguise was definitely bad for my health. A year or two after I had been pulled out of the River Tay I was selected by Eric Gardner to return to that part of Perthshire for a week, as the representative of the boys’ club he ran. I had by this time begun serving my apprenticeship as an engineer, but I clearly hadn’t learned much more sense. On the Friday before I was due to travel to Dalguise I was injured at work, when a heavy steel plate caught me on the side of the face and knocked me clean out. A work colleague had pressed the wrong button and released the plate by accident.


I was probably quite fortunate not to be more seriously injured – or worse – but my face was full of red lead and there was no way that I should have gone ahead with the trip to Dalguise. I was in such a state that I couldn’t even read the number on the corporation bus when it pulled up at my usual stop, but such was my respect for Eric that I wouldn’t even entertain the idea of pulling out.


I was a sorry sight when I arrived at camp the following day to take part in commando-style training designed as a test of character, but worse was to follow. Part of the endurance course involved being pulled up a hill in a specially adapted chair, before being sent hurtling back down at great speed. Just before the chair reached the bottom the operator was supposed to pull on a rope that brought it to a sudden halt. However, the person operating the pulley system got it wrong and I continued my rapid descent, before crashing back-first into a large boulder, which left me battered and bruised.


Lying in bed that night I thought I was dying, but there was to be no respite for me. Early the next morning we were to be transported from the camp by jeep to a remote part of the Perthshire countryside and dumped! The idea was that we would eventually find our way back – somehow! To be fair, the organisers were keen to exclude me from the exercise after what I had already been through, but I wouldn’t have it. I was determined to see the ordeal through and I insisted on going with the rest of the lads. Talk about a glutton for punishment!


Looking back, I think it was simply a case of me not wanting to let Eric down. He had chosen me to represent his club and I felt I had a duty to him. So the next thing I knew I was tramping over the hills near Pitlochry, aching from head to foot and I was happy to do so, because of Eric. He was quite simply the finest human being I have ever met and the person who influenced me most. He was one of those rare characters who devoted his time unpaid to helping hundreds of kids and never asked for, or received, a penny for his efforts.


Eric, who worked as a mechanic with the SMT bus group in Edinburgh, ran the United Crossroads Boys’ Club, which operated from rooms in an old school just off the Royal Mile. My sister Nessie’s husband was related to a fellow called George Thomson, who played left-back for Hearts and who was later transferred to Everton. As it happened, George’s father ran a team called Tynecastle Athletic. They trained at Stenhouse and played in the Hearts strip, which was candy stripes in those days. Being a dyed-in-the-wool ‘jambo’, I jumped at the chance to train with them.


I was just fourteen at the time, but I ended up training with the under-seventeens. However, at the end of my first training session, this man approached me and said, ‘Look, son, these other players are much bigger than you and three years older. You’re too young to play for us, but I know of this club, United Crossroads, which is an under-fifteen team. Try them for a year and see how you get on.’ It was one of the best things that ever happened to me, because it brought me into contact with Eric Gardner. Eric didn’t just encourage my development as a footballer, he taught me certain standards and gave me values that I try to adhere to in my daily life.


I never did return to Tynecastle Athletic. Instead, I played for United Crossroads under-fifteens and the under-sixteens in turn. We were so good that we beat most other teams out of sight, but there was one occasion when we wiped the floor with the opposition and ended up being given a tongue-lashing by Eric. We were winning 11–0 at half-time and I had scored five of our goals, so at the interval we decided to switch the entire attack into defence and vice versa. Eric wasn’t at the game, but when he learned the next day what we had done he gave us a right rollicking. He told us in no uncertain terms that we should never try to belittle the opposition in such a way. He got his message over, because we felt ashamed at what we had done and embarrassed at letting him down.


I trained two evenings a week with United Crossroads and often after training Eric would keep me back so he could give me extra coaching. This involved setting up two small nets in the gym and the pair of us playing one on one.


It wasn’t all fun and games, though. Our task on a Sunday afternoon involved scrubbing floors and generally tidying up the club rooms. Once that had been done to Eric’s satisfaction, we were allowed to go out and play football. It was character-building and many hundreds of boys passed through Eric’s hands over the years, including Ken Buchanan, the boxer who went on to become world lightweight champion. Others who played for United Crossroads included Alan Anderson and Pat Stanton, which meant that the captains of Hearts, Hibs and Rangers had all been members at one time or another.


Although I thoroughly enjoyed playing for United Crossroads, after a couple of years I felt that I was in danger of being left behind. So towards the end of my second season, when I was approached by an official from the amateur side, Edina Hearts, and offered the chance to play for them, I leapt at it – but I left without bothering to tell Eric.


Edina Hearts were involved in several cup competitions at under-seventeen level. More importantly, the previous year Hearts had signed nine of their players, so I viewed it as a short cut to Tynecastle.


I ended up winning several cup medals and played in the final of the Scottish Amateur Cup, when I scored direct from a corner to earn a replay against Gairdoch Amateurs, but eventually I was forced to summon up the courage to visit Eric. I explained to Eric my reason for joining Edina Hearts, but I needn’t have worried. Eric said he understood and pointed out that Hearts were going to sign me anyway, so it hadn’t mattered. When I asked him if it would be all right if I returned to train with United Crossroads, he didn’t hesitate in saying yes, which was typical of the man.


Eric died some years ago, but he left behind a rich legacy of young men who might otherwise have failed to make much of their lives without his influence and guidance. I, for one, have many reasons for being grateful to a man who helped shape my future.




CHAPTER 4


LITTLE BOY BLUE


Signing for Rangers reduced me to tears, but I simply wasn’t allowed to refuse Al Capone! The Al Capone in question was a Scot by the name of Bob McAuley. Apparently, he had earned his nickname because he was living in America when Rangers signed him during a close-season tour to the States. I had no idea that we were to have such a distinguished visitor. All my brother, Tam, had told me was that someone was coming to our home to see me on a Sunday morning in August 1959.


Usually, my father enjoyed a lie-in and a leisurely read of the papers, but on this particular Sunday, when I appeared for breakfast the old man was sitting by the fireside, fully dressed. As a consequence of problems with his circulation, my dad had taken to sleeping on a bed settee in the living room, so he could be near the fire, in the hope that the heat would help his blood flow, but he had forgone his usual breakfast in bed. When the door bell sounded a short time later, I was ordered to take a seat and in walked the stranger who was about to change my life.


Once I had been introduced to our visitor we sat round the dining room table and I was given a speech all about Rangers. I was informed that I would travel to Ibrox twice a week – on a Tuesday and Thursday – for training. I was also told that I would continue to play for my club side, Edina Hearts, in the meantime and, if everything went according to plan, I would eventually be called up by Rangers.


Bob McAuley then produced a set of papers from his jacket pocket and said, ‘Sign here, son.’ As it turned out, they were provisional forms, but I was having none of it. ‘I’m not signing anything,’ I declared. My elder brother was adamant and he ordered me to put pen to paper, but still I refused. Eventually my father intervened. He had been sitting quietly in the corner, pretending to read his newspaper, but clearly listening to every word that was being said. Lowering his paper sufficiently for his eyes to be seen peering over the top of the page, my dad issued the same instruction – ‘Sign!’


My father was only around five feet five inches tall and slightly built, but I was scared stiff of him. He was as hard as nails and his word was law, so I took my first step to becoming a Rangers player. I never had cause to regret my action, but if you’d seen my face at the time you wouldn’t have known it.


Bob McAuley also explained that he had not made contact with any of the Edina Hearts officials, because he didn’t get on well with them. However, he added that when it came time for me to travel to Ibrox to complete the formalities, he would ensure that someone from my club was present. However, as the situation stood, he was effectively making me a provisional signing without the permission of my club.


Before he took his leave, Bob McAuley assured me that I wouldn’t regret my decision to commit myself to Rangers, but I thought differently. By the time Tam came back into the room I had burst into tears. ‘I’ll never forgive you,’ I informed my brother, but again my father had his say. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘Tam knows more about football than you and I put together, so if he thinks you should sign for Rangers, that’s it.’


I was still one month short of my seventeenth birthday and I had been promised £1 a week plus travelling expenses, but it wouldn’t have mattered had it been ten times as much. I had dreamed of playing for Hearts and the dream had just been shattered, but eventually I dried my eyes and resigned myself to my fate.


There was nothing else for it, so I decided to go for a kickabout with one of my pals, John Meechan. When I met John at the entrance to our close I told him that a guy had been to see me and that I had signed for Rangers. ‘Glasgow Rangers?’ asked John. ‘Aye,’ I replied, and he informed me that Rangers were playing Hibs at Easter Road the following Saturday, so we agreed to go to the game.


Having paid our way in to join a crowd of more than 44,000, we watched Rangers beat a decent Hibs side, including Joe Baker, who was to go on to win eight England caps, 6–1. Perhaps not surprisingly, my reaction was that this was some team I had signed for. Ralph Brand scored four of the Rangers goals, with Andy Matthew and Jimmy Millar getting the others, and from that day on I was a Rangers fan. Not once in the past forty-six years has my loyalty ever wavered.


If the truth be told, I was very disillusioned with Hearts. A short time before I had played for Edina Hearts against Loanhead Juniors, in the expectation that Hearts were about to make a move to sign me. That belief grew when I chased a long pass that ran out of play behind the goal line. As I made to retrieve the ball, I spotted someone leaning against the side of the goal and he kicked it back to me. That person was Tommy Walker, the legendary Hearts manager.


As it happened, Eric Stevenson and I were the only survivors of the team from the previous season and as nine of the current lot had already signed for Hearts and Eric had committed himself to Hibs, I was convinced that my time had also come. But I never heard a word. Maybe Tommy Walker was put off by my size.


I was still slightly built for a sixteen-year-old and perhaps he thought I would be too easily brushed aside in the senior game. Whatever his thinking, Mr Walker clearly wasn’t impressed by yours truly. Bob McAuley was more astute. He took note of the size of my brothers and sisters and decided that there was a very good chance that I would eventually grow taller and fill out accordingly. Thank goodness for that.


I didn’t know it at the time, but there was one other club besides Rangers interested in signing me. Years later Tam showed me a letter he had received from Bill Shankly, inviting me to Huddersfield for trials. Denis Law was there at the time and Shanks was keen to add to his Scottish contingent, but Tam explained that he hadn’t wanted me to go to England.


So I was destined to become a Rangers player instead and two or three months later I paid my first visit to the stadium where I have spent so much of the past forty-six years. I was not disappointed. First impressions are important and when I looked up and saw the vastness of the place I was gobsmacked. I was also shaking as I made my way up the marble staircase for my first meeting with Scot Symon. The Rangers manager was an imposing figure and a man who was to achieve incredible levels of success during his fourteen seasons in charge.


As a player, Scot Symon was an accomplished wing-half with Dundee, Portsmouth and Rangers. He also demonstrated his versatility by playing cricket for Scotland. After hanging up his boots at the age of thirty-five, he had entered the precarious world of football management with East Fife.


His success in guiding the Methil club to promotion in his first season in charge, and his subsequent achievements in taking what was an unfashionable club to two Cup finals, inevitably brought his talents to the attention of bigger clubs and Preston North End moved to secure his services in 1953. But Scot Symon’s stay in Lancashire was short-lived. Little more than a year later he was on the move again, this time to Ibrox, but not before he had also fashioned a Cup final appearance for Preston. Regrettably, in spite of the presence of Tom Finney, Preston failed to lift the FA Cup when West Bromwich Albion rather surprisingly beat them at Wembley.


Scot Symon was the chosen successor to William Struth at Rangers and there could not have been a harder act to follow. In the thirty-four years he was at the helm, Bill Struth had turned Rangers into the dominant force in Scottish football and created several outstanding teams in the process. But by the time I arrived on the scene in 1959, Scot Symon had made his mark and Rangers had won the championship three times in four seasons.


Not that I was thinking about league titles as I made my way into Scot Symon’s oak-panelled office. I was too nervous to think! In addition to the great man himself, there was my brother, Tam, and two representatives from Edina Hearts, who were still none the wiser that I had already signed provisional forms, so we went through the procedure again – this time officially. Once the formalities were complete it was explained to me that I would be called up by Rangers at the end of that season, 1959–60. In the meantime, I had to complete additional forms to enable me to return to junior football if I failed to make it in the senior grade. It was also confirmed that I would train at Ibrox two evenings a week.


I later joked that Rangers couldn’t have had that much faith in my ability if they were making me sign for a junior club, but it was a form of protection and I became a registered player with Whitburn Juniors. However, despite stories to the contrary, I never played for Whitburn. In fact, I couldn’t have even told you the exact location of their ground at that time. When Whitburn reached the final of the Scottish Junior Cup in 1966, the club invited me as their guest and, when I was instructed to meet up with the main party, I had to ask for directions.


By then I was captain of Rangers, but when Scot Symon reached for his cash box, which was stuffed with bank notes, and extracted two tenners, I was a long way from being a player on the big stage. I don’t think I had even seen a £10 note before and the manager had two in his hand. He informed me that this was my signing fee. However, instead of handing me both notes he gave one to me and the other to Tam, explaining that he was aware that my brother had been instrumental in persuading me to sign for Rangers in the face of interest from other clubs. Tam, I recall, was also given a little extra to compensate him for missing a shift at work. Meanwhile, I was informed by the manager that if I turned out to be the player he thought I would become, he would ensure that I made up the financial shortfall many times over in the coming years. As things turned out, he was true to his word.


So I had a foot in the door at Rangers, but there was no instant passport to the first team and a lot of hard work and uncertainty lay ahead. Fortunately, though, I had the security of my apprenticeship as an engineer to fall back on if things didn’t work out as I hoped at Rangers. I had been lucky enough to secure employment on leaving school at sixteen, but it hadn’t been a case of picking and choosing.


Back in the 1950s great store was placed on securing an apprenticeship and my father stressed the importance of getting a trade of some sort. So, each evening he would come home from work and study the jobs page in the local evening newspaper. This took the form of a process of elimination. First he scanned the list for apprentice electricians and the following day I had to trudge round Edinburgh, calling at the various outlets to offer myself as a potential candidate for employment. When I drew a blank my father then dispatched me to enquire at the city’s printers, and so on and so forth.


These job-finding exercises usually involved walking miles, but I eventually found employment by chance. My mother, who sadly died in August 1988, worked as a cleaner and her client was the widow of a sea captain, whose son was a local councillor and JP who just happened to have a friend who ran a small engineering company. When my mother mentioned to the lady that I was looking for work, she arranged, through her son, for me to be given an interview and I was duly taken on. Heaven knows how I managed it, because I was hopeless with my hands, unlike my brother, Tam, who could turn his hand to any sort of repair.
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