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About the book

From 1958-75 Billy McNeill was at the heart of everything Celtic did. An uncompromising but fair centre half, he captained the club for twelve hugely successful years. Later in his life he returned for two more periods as Celtic manager, winning the undying support of the club’s legion of fans for his complete commitment to the cause. In this remarkable autobiography, he recalls the glory days of the Lisbon Lions alongside Bobby Lennox and Jimmy Johnstone; playing for Scotland with Billy Bremner and Denis Law; coming to England as a manager; and reveals just how good a babysitter Kenny Dalglish was. Told with great humour and intelligence, this is a fascinating story from one of Scotland’s greatest heroes.


About the Author

Billy McNeill made his debut for Celtic in 1958 and went on to make 790 appearances for the club, winning 23 trophies including the 1967 European Cup, before retiring in 1975. He won 29 caps for Scotland. Subsequently, he twice managed Celtic, winning eight trophies in nine years. He also managed Aberdeen, Manchester City and Aston Villa. He currently works for Celtic, and regularly broadcasts in both the UK and Ireland.
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CHAPTER 1



LISBON 

Surely no other captain of a European Cup-winning team has been bundled into a police car clutching the trophy. Not that I can recall the moment in any detail. Clearly my emotions were such that they blanked out the memory of much of what took place in the immediate aftermath of Celtic’s victory over Inter Milan on that historic Thursday afternoon of 25 May 1967.

It was probably ten years later before the enormity of our achievement finally sunk in, when we attended various functions to mark the anniversary of Celtic becoming the first British team to win the European Cup. When I watch film of the incredible scenes that followed at Lisbon’s Estadio Nacional, I am reminded of just what Celtic’s achievement meant to our fans. As they poured on to the pitch in their thousands, their reaction was a genuine explosion of emotions. It was a wave of sheer joy mixed with relief that the dream had become reality.

The final whistle signalled a green and white invasion and the players were immediately cut off from one another. Incredibly, we recognised many of those who flooded on to the pitch from supporters’ functions we had attended over the years, but Ronnie Simpson’s dance of delight was cut short when the realisation dawned that he had left his cap lying in the back of the goal net. The cap hardly mattered, but its contents did because it contained several sets of false teeth given to Ronnie for safekeeping by some of the players. Fearing the worst, Ronnie fought his way through the thronging mass in an effort to retrieve his head gear. To his amazement, it was lying where he had left it, despite the fact that the souvenir hunters were having a field day. Fortunately, a well-worn old bunnet held little appeal. Otherwise, a few of the lads would have returned to Glasgow looking decidedly gummy.

Just about every other moveable object was nicked, though, including the jersey I had swapped with one of the Italian players, but it didn’t seem to matter. Neither did it matter that our bonus for winning the European Cup was £1,000 – a not inconsequential amount at that time, but loose change compared to the £50,000 to £100,000 players earn nowadays. Few of us have the opportunity to experience such a unique moment in time and it was a day that changed my life and those of my fellow Lisbon Lions forever. Nothing could ever quite be the same again after that.

Hardly a day has passed in the last 37 years when I have not thought of those events in Lisbon or been reminded of what winning the European Cup means to Celtic supporters. Some, who were not even born or who were no more than weeks or months old, talk about the greatest day in the club’s history as if they had witnessed it with their own eyes. However, as I say, for me, much of what went on in the immediate post-match free-for-all remains a blank. The adrenaline must have been pumping so hard that certain memories were instantly erased.

I remember the moment when I raised the European Cup skywards in a pose that was immortalised by dozens of press photographers and captured on celluloid by the TV cameras, but how exactly I got there I cannot say with any certainty. I also have to take the word of others that the trophy presentation was made by the president of Portugal. My first clear recollection of the presentation ceremony itself is of the moment when I realised that I was alone. I remember thinking, ‘Where are my team-mates? Why am I the only one of the players here?’ The Lisbon Lions were a collective. We were a team both on and off the pitch and it felt wrong that we were denied the chance to share such a special moment.

I have often been asked what makes a successful team and I believe the answer is relatively simple. It’s about knowing that your mates are standing by your side ready to lend their unqualified support in the belief that there is nothing that cannot be achieved. On our day, we believed that we were capable of beating any team in the world, but fate and the Portuguese police decreed that we were split up in our moment of triumph and celebration. Only Sean Fallon, our assistant manager, accompanied me on the slow walk across the pitch through thousands of jubilant supporters to the section of the stand where the president and the other leading dignitaries were gathered.

Apparently, when my team-mates noticed my absence they wondered where I had disappeared to. They had been taken to the dressing room for reasons of safety, but there was no chance of anyone being hurt, for the supporters were wandering about in a state somewhere between disbelief and sheer delight. Confrontation was the last thought in their minds. As I looked down from the presentation dais, I was able to spot my wife, Liz, and the other wives and girlfriends among the mass of Celtic fans. Many of the Italian fans had also remained behind.

The authorities appeared to care more about the wellbeing of the European Cup than the man carrying it, given the decision to transport Sean and I back to the dressing room by police car, but an astonishing thing happened when we reached the courtyard housing the dressing rooms. Each of the policemen accompanying us insisted on having his photograph taken holding the trophy. Just the trophy, mind you, not the captain of Celtic!

No formal arrangements had been made for a post-match celebration and our wives were not included in any plans. They had, in fact, arrived on the morning of the game and were due to fly home shortly afterwards. They actually travelled with us on the team coach and were dropped off at the airport before we returned to our hotel in Estoril. On the way back, there was a bizarre incident when the coach swerved slightly and our physiotherapist, Bob Rooney, was caught off balance. Bob, who was standing at the front of the coach, conducting a bit of a sing-song, instinctively reached out to grab the nearest support, which just happened to be the steering wheel, and he very nearly forced us off the road. Fortunately, the driver managed to regain control, but, on reflection, a joyous occasion could so easily have turned to tragedy but for the quick reactions of the driver.

With so many Celtic fans having travelled to Portugal, the local airport couldn’t cope with the flood and no sooner had we returned to our hotel than we received a call to say that the flight carrying our wives had been delayed until the following morning. Additional space at our hotel was extremely limited, but we managed to squeeze them in somehow, and such was the euphoria that none of us would have been able to sleep anyway.

Jock Stein had selected the Palaçio Hotel, where we had arrived on the Tuesday before the Thursday match, as our base and it proved to be an inspired choice. The place was full of old-world grandeur, the bedrooms were spacious and comfortable, and the setting offered tranquillity and allowed us to unwind. The fact that there were green and white ornamental mushroom-shaped lights fronting the building we took to be a lucky omen. Nothing was left to chance and Jock ensured that every little detail was taken care of in terms of the quality of the food and the facilities, such as a swimming pool. Mind you, we were restricted to just half an hour in it, because Jock feared that if we spent too long in the sun the heat would tire us. So, we spent much of the time playing cards in the shade. Jock was ahead of his time in that sense. The continentals were used to staying at the best hotels and dining off the fat of the land, but, judging from my own experiences prior to Jock’s arrival and the stories I heard from other players, British clubs tended not to be overly concerned about home comforts.

The training sessions, which took place on a public park adjacent to our hotel, were short, sharp and fun, and Jock and his backroom team of Sean, Neil Mochan, Bob Rooney and Jim Steele joined in a bounce game along with the club doctor, John Fitzsimmons, which helped create an even more relaxed atmosphere. However, Jock had also compiled an extensive and detailed dossier on the Milan team and we were made aware of the strengths and weaknesses of each their players.

On the eve of the game we were invited to the home of an expatriate Scot from Ayrshire, Brodie Lennox, owner of a local country club, to watch England play Spain at Wembley. I recall that the home side won, 2–0. The day of the game passed reasonably quickly and following a loosening up session we had a light lunch before going for a lie down. But, as you might imagine, the butterflies had begun to flutter and sleep was impossible.

I cannot overemphasise the part played by Jock in ensuring that our preparations were planned to the letter. He was positively brilliant in the build-up to the game. Helenio Herrera, the Inter Milan manager, was used to having his own way and was a formidable opponent when it came to psychological jousting, but our manager was also a master of mind games. Herrera had infuriated Jock by breaching an agreement regarding training on the eve of the final. It had been agreed that we would train first at the stadium, but the Italians arrived before us and after their session stayed to watch us. Herrera might have won that one, but he was in for a shock when he tried to commandeer the home side’s bench prior to the kick-off in what was a clear breach of official protocol. Jock marched up to his rival and growled, ‘You’ll have to find another place,’ and Herrera was forced to walk a hundred yards with his tail between his legs. I also recall Sean Fallon threatening to ‘set about’ Herrera if he didn’t shift – and Sean was not a man to be messed with. The bench incident was an illustration of Jock’s ability to unnerve the opposition and at the same time convey a sense of invincibility to his players. It was a perfect example of confidence-building.

We also had a twelfth man in the shape of our incredible fans. Looking back, when we set out for the stadium we could have been forgiven for thinking that we were en route for Celtic Park, instead of the Estadio Nacional, such was the volume of Celtic supporters. They heavily outnumbered their Italian counterparts, having arrived in their thousands by car, coach, train and plane and some of them were ticketless. I’m sure that a lot of them had set out from Glasgow by road, not having a clue about exactly where they were headed or how long it would take them to complete what must have been, for many, a nightmare journey. It seems reasonable to assume that there must have been a large number of abandoned cars strewn across the highways of France, Spain and Portugal, judging by the state of some of the vehicles that were waved off from Glasgow’s George Square days before. But our fans lit up Estoril and quickly won over the locals to the extent that the Portuguese were on our side when it came kick-off time.

The Inter players must have wondered what had hit them when they walked out into the sunshine to be greeted by the sight of thousands of Celtic fans in full cry. Mind you, they had already been left somewhat bemused by the antics of the Celtic players when we lined up side by side in the tunnel, ready to walk out together. These were the teams: Celtic: Simpson, Craig, Gemmell, Murdoch, McNeill, Clark, Johnstone, Wallace, Chalmers, Auld, Lennox. Inter Milan: Sarti, Burgnich, Facchetti, Bedin, Guarneri, Picchi, Bicicli, Mazzola, Cappellini, Corso, Domenghini.

I suffer a little from claustrophobia and when our arrival on the pitch was delayed for reasons I have never been sure of, the length and narrowness of the tunnel made me feel a touch uncomfortable, so I made an effort to distract myself by looking around at my team-mates and the opposition. I couldn’t help smiling. Directly behind me stood this collection of freckle-faced, white-legged individuals. Opposite me I could see a group of handsome Latins with bronzed faces and limbs shimmering under a coating of oil. The contrast could hardly have been greater. The cut of the Inter strips also suggested that they had been handmade instead of mass-produced, adding to the appearance of real quality, and the blue and black stripes made a pleasant aesthetic contrast with our green and white. But while the Inter players certainly looked the part, we didn’t suffer from an inferiority complex. There was a cockiness about our team and a real self-belief. I hadn’t anticipated what happened next, however. Bertie Auld suddenly began singing The Celtic Song and within seconds the rest of us had joined in. The Inter players looked gobsmacked.

But for all that they were clearly not used to rubbing shoulders with a bunch of ‘nutters’, I don’t think our actions unnerved them, because Inter scored after only seven minutes. Jim Craig conceded a penalty when he was adjudged by the West German referee, Kurt Tschenscher, to have bodychecked Cappellini, the Inter striker. The kick was converted by their captain, Sandro Mazzola, and we suddenly found ourselves a goal down.

When Milan were awarded that penalty, one or two of our players wanted to argue with the referee and, in my role as captain, I moved quickly to try to calm the situation for fear of us having someone sent off and losing our discipline. I agreed that the award was harsh, but felt it important we kept our shape in the expectation that Milan would try to pressurise us once they were in front.

Strangely, they didn’t press home their advantage and allowed us to take the play to them, which in itself posed a threat because we might be caught if they suddenly broke from defence into attack. That meant it became essential for John Clark and I to maintain total concentration. However, there was no need for me to cajole my team-mates because their commitment was such that each and every one of them gave one hundred per cent. Being captain of the Lisbon Lions was easy in that sense.

We created chance after chance, but we were repeatedly thwarted in our efforts to equalise through a combination of Sarti’s outstanding goalkeeping and the woodwork, and I began to worry a little as the minutes ticked away. Jock had earmarked Sarti as a possible weak link, but he chose the occasion to produce probably one of the finest performances of his career and I became increasingly more fearful as the game progressed. It wasn’t panic as such, just a nagging doubt niggling away at the back of my mind. That fear was offset, though, by a deep-rooted self-belief that, having come this far, we were not about to fall at the final hurdle and I comforted myself with the thought that the law of averages dictated that we eventually had to convert one of the many chances being created by our aggressive style of play.

Herrera had invented the rigid and boring-to-watch defensive system known as catenaccio and that allowed for the opposition to take possession of the ball. Inter were normally comfortable dealing with teams coming at them and hitting on the counter, but Herrera misjudged our pace and the tempo at which we played the game. He overlooked our high level of fitness and also the fact that we were a skilful team. However, at half-time, we were still seething over the award of the penalty and Jock had to calm us down, pointing out that we could have had three or four by that stage and that if we kept playing the same way the goals would come. He was correct, of course, and in the sixty-third minute Jim Craig squared the ball across the eighteen-yard line to Tommy Gemmell and Big Tam powered a perfectly placed shot past Sarti.

The Inter players were clearly rattled and I suspect that they were prepared to settle for a replay, which was scheduled to take place three days later in Lisbon. But we went for the jugular. We were optimistic and confident and continued to attack at every opportunity. There was almost an inevitability about the winner and it came five minutes from time. Bobby Murdoch shot low across the face of the goal and Stevie Chalmers was there to push out his foot and divert the ball past Sarti, who had been caught by the change of direction. I expected Inter to respond with a furious onslaught in the closing moments, but it never materialised. They were a spent force, unable to readjust their game, and we won easily in the end.

The margin of our victory in no way illustrated our overall superiority. Some years later I appeared on a TV programme with Sir Bobby Charlton and he told me he hadn’t realised at the time just how well Celtic had performed. ‘When I saw the 2–1 scoreline I thought that was a great result for Celtic,’ said Bobby. ‘But it was only when I watched a recording of the game that I realised you had actually annihilated them.’

The presentation of the medals took place in a restaurant in the centre of Lisbon and the Inter players were so disillusioned that they initially refused to turn up. They did eventually show, but were clearly in a state of shock and didn’t stay for long. There were clearly no hard feelings, though. At the 2002 Champions League final between Real Madrid and Bayer Leverkusen at Hampden Park, the Lions were present and Giacinto Facchetti, the Inter and Italy full-back, made a point of seeking us out to talk over the events of thirty-five years earlier.

Although people refer to the Lisbon Lions as the actual eleven who beat Inter, others played a significant part and the contribution of those such as Joe McBride, Charlie Gallagher, John Hughes, Willie O’Neill and John Fallon should never be forgotten. Probably the unluckiest of the players who missed out on a place in the final was McBride. Joe suffered a knee injury playing against Aberdeen at Pittodrie on Christmas Eve 1966 and was out for the rest of the season. By then he had scored thirty-five goals in twenty-six games and was far and away our most prolific goal-scorer. I recall at the time of Jock signing Willie Wallace from Hearts for a £30,000 fee him telling me, ‘I think Wallace and Joe McBride could become the greatest striking partnership in the history of the Scottish game, maybe even in Europe too.’ Unfortunately, we were never to find out. They played together before and after Joe’s injury but much of the potency was lost. However, I can’t help thinking that Jock would have been proved right in his assessment had fate not intervened.

Our return to Glasgow the day after the final was a rollercoaster ride of deep emotion. I doubt that the East End of the city has ever witnessed anything like the scenes that greeted our arrival back at Celtic Park. There was no motorway in those days and our journey from the airport to the ground took us past Ibrox. I must confess that I quite enjoyed the moment. All along our route fans turned out to greet the team and when we reached London Road the East End was a sea of colour and people. They were hanging out of windows and flags flew everywhere. We began to realise then just what our achievement had meant to so many people, but it was only later when the Lisbon Lions began to be invited to various supporters’ functions that the enormity of our achievement sunk in. To this day, the Lisbon Lions remain special to the Celtic fans.

I was surprised, too, at the impact our victory had south of the border. When I became manager of Manchester City, I was regularly approached by fans wanting to talk about the game and what it had felt like to win the European Cup. We are part of football folklore. Supporters still come up to me and explain how their father or grandfather was at the game in 1967 and how proud they were to be part of what was a truly wonderful experience.

I think it’s fair to say that the players themselves have never been able to take on board their iconic status, though, largely because most of us grew up being part of a big club that became hugely successful and we got used to winning trophies. We were a fiercely proud bunch of players but we never allowed ourselves to get carried away. We were fans ourselves and what we have always enjoyed most is the acknowledgement we have received from the supporters. I can honestly claim never to have felt different from the next man. I grew up in the profession and I consider myself very fortunate to have been part of what was a fairytale of sorts. I would also love to see Celtic become champions of Europe again, even if only to take the pressure off us – but the first time round is always the best.



CHAPTER 2



STARTING OUT 

My Lithuanian grandparents boarded an immigrant ship believing that they were bound for the New World, but instead of landing in New York they disembarked at Leith. But for that geographical hiccup I might have been born a Yank on 2 March 1940. I can only assume that my maternal granny and granddad were duped by some unscrupulous wheeler-dealer when they chose to leave their native land to seek a better life in America, but I am rather glad that they were, for I could never envisage myself starring in the NFL or playing major league baseball.

We lived with my grandparents for a time after my dad, Jimmy, returned to my native Bellshill following a short spell of army service at Hereford and I remember them as very proud, kind people. Years later, on a trip to the Ukraine to play Kiev, local journalists were keen to interview me about my family connections behind the then Iron Curtain, although I have to confess that I wasn’t able to enlighten them greatly.

Having been born in my mother’s parents’ house in Bellshill, we lived with them and my Auntie Grace in their miner’s row until I was six. There was a kitchen and a front room, with a large black grate, but I don’t recall that we lived in cramped conditions, although I suppose we must have to an extent. Each of the bedrooms had two bed recesses, so I had my own ‘space’. My own kids laugh at the notion of an outside toilet, but that was exactly what we had prior to moving to a prefab, which my parents qualified for shortly after World War Two ended. Looking back, I can’t remember ever being unhappy or that I missed out on anything. Kids in those days made their own fun and I have fond memories of my childhood. Life in the 1940s was much more austere, but we had never known anything else.

I was already into football before, when I was nine, we moved to Hereford. There I was forced to attend the local rugby-playing high school for two and a half years and I have to confess that I rather enjoyed the oval ball code. I played on the wing and the playing fields, by the banks of the river Wye, were as good as those enjoyed by many professional clubs today. My real love, however, was always football and as a youngster in Bellshill, I played in the streets with my pals for hours on end, late into the evening during the summer. In fact, I can’t remember doing much else. Happily, back in Lanarkshire, I attended Our Lady’s High School in Motherwell, which had a great football tradition, and I am still in touch with three of my schoolmates – George Tiffney, Arthur McManus and Jimmy Mooney.

Dad, who was as straight-backed at the time of his death in 1998 as he had been during his 22-year army career as a soldier in the Black Watch, and latterly the Army Physical Training Corps, where he attained the rank of Warrant Officer, wasn’t a big football fan as such. But my Uncle Frank was. My dad came from Dundee and Frank was a dyed-in-the-wool United fan who loved it when Celtic came to town. If we were playing United, Frank would appear decked out in black and white (United’s colours didn’t change to tangerine until the early 1970s), but if we were playing Dundee, Frank turned up wearing the green and white of Celtic.

While my dad hadn’t been in the habit of going to games, my mum’s older sister, Grace, was a football fan. Auntie Grace was the one who introduced me to Celtic at the age of nine. My dad was serving in West Africa at the time and I felt as if I was on a big adventure myself when I paid my first visit to Celtic Park on 15 October 1949. I got off to a winning start when Celtic beat Aberdeen, 4–2, with Mike Haughney scoring two of the goals in the final ten minutes. Bobby Evans and Bobby Collins, who were later to be team-mates of mine for a brief spell, played, but it was Charlie Tully who impressed me most.

Charlie, who had been signed from Belfast Celtic the previous year, was ahead of his time in the sense that he was a personality in the days when footballers were much closer to the fans, both in terms of their standing in the community and the wages they earned. It wasn’t unusual to see a Celtic or Rangers player strolling through the centre of Glasgow and being left pretty much alone. Nowadays, it’s impossible for Old Firm players to venture out on to the streets without being mobbed by their own fans or abused by the opposition’s followers. But Tully was different. He was the Henrik Larsson of his generation and the fans worshipped him for his irrepressible skills and the cheeky tricks he attempted. Tully was also a newspaper man’s dream. He always had a quip for the press and the story goes that when the film Bonnie Prince Charlie was premiered in Glasgow, Charlie stormed out when he discovered that it was not about him. No doubt he thought that one up himself, but Charlie was certainly my earliest hero and when he died in 1971, at the age of just forty-seven, I had the honour of being one of the pall bearers at his funeral in his native Belfast.

Another abiding memory of that first visit is of my Auntie Grace losing her shoe in the Jungle, when we were lifted into the air and swept forward as the crowd celebrated a goal, but in spite of having to endure the embarrassment of travelling home by bus minus part of her foot wear, it didn’t put Grace off and she continued to take me to games.

Although the Aberdeen game was my first at Celtic Park, I had seen Celtic in action the previous year in a First Division match at Cliftonhill, home of Albion Rovers. Coatbridge is only a short distance from Bellshill and I was taken as a treat. I didn’t realise it at the time, but Jock Stein played in the match, which finished 3–3.

Being an army man, my dad was strong on discipline and I was made to toe the line. That’s not the same as saying that I had to follow a rigid code of discipline, but my old man was strict with me and I was glad in later life that he had been. My parents installed in me strong principles that I have carried with me throughout my life. They stressed to me the need for decent behaviour and consideration for others. They also ensured that there was no religious divide in our home. Ours was a Catholic household, but no distinctions were drawn between Catholics and non-Catholics. Sadly, the same cannot be said of many other homes in the West of Scotland.

My dad didn’t have a problem with me supporting Celtic, but I wasn’t allowed to wear the club’s colours because that was flaunting loyalties in his view. I was also encouraged to support our local team, Motherwell, when I was a kid. I was, in fact, in my early teens before I was permitted to travel to Glasgow with my pals to watch Celtic without adult supervision, and I was still barred from wearing the green and white scarf that I had purchased with my pocket money.

Being an only son, I did not have to share my parents’ love and affection with any siblings and my mother, Ellen, doted on me. Such were her feelings that Mum hated watching me play in case I got hurt. But she was always very proud of my achievements and I miss her and my dad.

Naturally, being brought up in a mining community, I inherited the politics of my parents and the community at large. Consequently, I have always been a socialist and I continue to vote Labour. I may live in a beautiful home in an upmarket part of Glasgow, but I have never forgotten my working-class roots or lost sight of the fact that I have been one of the lucky ones in life. I am deeply opposed to any form of exploitation, although I do believe in discipline, order, consideration of others and respect for people’s property.

My father always espoused the view that a good education was worth more than gold and, as I’ve said, I was fortunate to attend Our Lady’s High School in Motherwell, where football featured prominently on the sports curriculum. Our team was good enough to reach the Scottish Schools Cup final where we faced Holyrood at Hampden Park. I was seventeen and it was my first national cup final, but unfortunately I scored an own goal and the game finished 1–1, so my excitement was tinged by disappointment. No replay took place because of a dispute over a suitable venue.

Over the next two or three years several clubs showed an interest, including Arsenal, Manchester United, Newcastle, Clyde and Partick Thistle. In fact, Thistle were prepared to pay me £10 a week on the basis of a gentleman’s agreement that when I reached the age of sixteen I would sign for them. David Meiklejohn, the former Rangers captain who achieved legendary status at Ibrox, was manager at the time. The money would have come in very handy, but my father would have nothing to do with what was in effect an illegal move. However, when Celtic came on the scene there was no decision to be made other than to sign for my boyhood heroes.

I played for Scotland Schoolboys against England at Celtic Park and Jock Stein was present to watch us win, 3–0. He immediately talked Sir Robert Kelly, the Celtic chairman, into signing me. Jock was accompanied by Eddie McCardle, a Celtic scout, and the pair of them arrived at my home to offer terms. Needless to say, the deal was concluded in record time. So, in May 1957 I signed provisional forms and began an association with the club that has been such a huge part of my life for the past forty-seven years. I also recall Jock, who was coaching the reserves at the time, asking my mum, ‘Is it okay if I give him a skelp if he steps out of line?’ She instantly agreed.

Coming from the background I did, Celtic was the team most of my friends, family and neighbours supported, so there was quite a buzz when I signed for the club. I suppose I became a bit of a personality in the eyes of some of them, although I never felt that way myself. It really was my dream come true and everyone was delighted for me. In fact, later on, when I began playing for the reserves, I used to think that my father and my friends had more fun than me being able to go to games to support Celtic.

To start with, Celtic ‘farmed’ me out to junior side, Blantyre Victoria, the club where Jock Stein had launched his career, and I continued my education, also training two evenings a week at Celtic Park. When I was seventeen, I passed Higher exams in English, Maths and Spanish, and Lower exams in French and science, and if I have a regret about that period of my life, it would be that I didn’t go on to university, but the pull of becoming a footballer with Celtic proved greater.

The time I spent with Vics taught me a great deal and toughened me up sufficiently that by the summer of 1958 I was considered a bright enough prospect that I won a place in the Celtic squad to go on a close-season tour to Ireland. I had already played a number of games for the reserves, having been handed a baptism of fire in a second string Old Firm match where I faced Don Kitchenbrand, the South African striker known as ‘the Rhino’. That was New Year’s Day, 1958, and I was seventeen and terrified, both to be playing against Rangers and to be facing Kitchenbrand, who was a giant of a man. To a skinny kid like me, he seemed to stand seven feet eight inches tall. Kitchenbrand was a powerhouse and he let me know pretty quickly what I could expect in terms of his physical challenges. I’ve probably still got some of the bruises, but I felt that I acquitted myself reasonably well. Fate decreed that I was again in direct opposition to Kitchenbrand when we played a Bohemians Select in Dublin and again I must have handled myself OK because I held on to my place for the rest of the tour and went on to play against a Belfast Celtic select side and Derry.

However, I was still only eighteen and serving my apprenticeship, so I didn’t harbour high hopes of continuing my association with the first team once the season got under way. Just a handful of games into the campaign, though, central defenders Bobby Evans and John Jack were injured at the same time and I made my debut proper on 23 August 1958 in a League Cup tie against Clyde at Celtic Park. We won, 2–0, in front of 39,000, and I managed to retain my place, but Celtic were keen to nurse me along and I was in and out of the team, playing right-back, right-half and centre-half, which I preferred, at various times.

I was also still a part-time player with Celtic and remained so for a further three years. During that time I worked first for Lanarkshire County Council and then moved to the insurance company, Stenhouse, in Glasgow. I can’t help but wonder if young players nowadays would be better advised to seek similar alternative employment, given the way careers can be ended without warning. It certainly didn’t do me any harm having two jobs, even if it meant twelve-hour days because of training at Celtic Park in the evenings.

There was still an element of the star-struck youngster about me and it was marvellous to have the opportunity to rub shoulders with players of the status of Charlie Tully, Bertie Peacock, Bobby Evans, Neil Mochan, Willie Fernie, Bobby Collins and, of course, Jock Stein. Jock had been forced to retire in 1956, at the age of thirty-four, because of an ankle injury, which left him with a slight but permanent limp, but he immediately began coaching young players at the club. Being around these guys was an education in itself. Paddy Crerand, who had signed on the same day as me, listened with the same intensity. Like any other bunch of youngsters we were capable of getting up to mischief, but we didn’t step out of line when the senior players were around.

Few players had cars at that time and Jock was no exception. Like the rest of us, he travelled by public transport. John Clark, Jim Conway and I, lived close to one another in Lanarkshire, while Jock stayed in Burnbank, and we used to accompany him to the bus stop at Tollcross Road near Parkhead Cross, a short walk from the ground. Jock had been put in charge of the reserves and having someone of his experience guiding us in the early years was great, but he insisted that we had to wait until his bus arrived. If ours came along first he made us hang on for the next one, because he didn’t like being left on his own. Eventually the club gave Jock the use of a Ford Anglia car and he gave us a lift to Bellshill Cross, filling our heads full of fascinating tales and giving invaluable advice along the way.

By the end of the 1958–59 season, I had played a total of twenty-three games for the first team. The following season that increased to thirty-two, but it was in my fourth year at Celtic Park that my career really took off. Bobby Evans’s transfer to Chelsea in May 1960 left the way clear for me to establish myself as the first choice centre-half. I like to think that I helped hasten Evans’s departure. He was a player I admired and one who gave great service to Celtic and Scotland, making a total of forty-eight appearances for his country, but Bobby wasn’t a natural centre-half. He played in the position for Scotland, but in the modern game his talents would have been utilised in a right-sided midfield role. I say that, because Bobby tended to back off the centre-forward and was more adept at starting moves from deep, rather than breaking up attacks.

I think Celtic made a big mistake letting Jock leave in March 1960 to become manager of Dunfermline. Clearly his burgeoning talents as a coach were not fully appreciated by the club, but we youngsters thought the world of him and benefited greatly from his advice and encouragement. He had certainly seemed to take a special interest in my progress and his departure created a void in my life. If Jock had remained at Celtic Park that would have allowed the club to blood him as Jimmy McGrory’s successor and the eventual transition would also have been much smoother. Celtic clearly didn’t offer him a big enough challenge at the time, but I’m sure that had Jock been given certain guarantees concerning his future and a financial inducement to stay he could have been persuaded to remain where he was.

The 1960–61 season was another unspectacular one for Celtic as we failed to qualify for the latter stages of the League Cup and managed to finish only fourth in the league. Our Scottish Cup final defeat by Dunfermline – now managed by Jock – simply added to the growing sense of frustration, but I had reason to feel satisfied with my own progress. Having managed to establish myself in the Scotland Under-23s team, I was deemed ready to make the step up to full international level, and I was delighted to win my first cap on 15 April 1961. Here I was, still a part-time player, ready to face England at Wembley. My chest was positively bursting with pride. By the time England had finished with us the dream had turned into a nightmare, but that’s another story.



CHAPTER 3



CESAR 

In 1960 a movie called Ocean’s Eleven hit the big screen. It concerned the exploits of a gang of ex-war buddies trying to pull off a multi-million dollar raid on several Las Vegas hotels. Among the stars were Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Sammy Davis Jr and Cesar Romero, and when the movie came to Glasgow a gang of us at Celtic Park immediately headed for the cinema. The reason for our haste was the fact that one of our number, John Colrain, was a huge fan of Sinatra, while another of the lads, Mike Jackson, fancied himself as a bit of a crooner and regularly mimicked Dean Martin. To this day, Mike is known as ‘Dino’, despite the fact that only he thinks he can sing like the great man.

Paddy Crerand, Bertie Auld and a fellow by the name of Dougie Hepburn, who was a Hearts fan, were also members of our gang. Paddy saw himself in the role of Joey Bishop and Bertie liked to be compared with Sammy Davis, but it was John Colrain who was responsible for landing me with the moniker of ‘Cesar’. As I was the only one who owned a car, John decided that I fitted nicely into the role played by Romero and the name stuck. Mind you, it wasn’t a flash American-style gas-guzzler. Far from it. My motor was a somewhat more humble Austin A35. It was my first car and I can still reel off the registration. UGE 424 was sky blue and we had a lot of enjoyment bombing about Glasgow in the days when motor cars were considered a luxury rather than a necessity. I may have struck a Caesar-type pose when I lifted the European Cup aloft, but my nickname has nothing to do with Julius. Not that our particular ‘rat pack’ ever got up to anything as outrageous as plotting a major heist, but we knew how to enjoy ourselves.

Back then package holidays were unheard of and most Scots headed for places like Rothesay, Largs and Saltcoats for their summer holidays. It seemed that only the idle rich and football players went to Spain to soak up the sunshine and a few of the Third Lanark players had sampled the delights of a foreign holiday. When we heard how much they had enjoyed themselves we decided to follow their example and booked a fortnight in the sun. There was only one place we could possibly head for and that was Lloret de Mar. The reason was simple - Sinatra had pursued Ava Gardner halfway across the world and eventually caught up with her in Lloret. John Colrain refused to even consider an alternative destination, so Lloret de Mar it was, but the Costa Brava was very different in those days. Lloret had approximately 100 yards of tarmacadam and the rest was wooden sidewalks, but it was a wonderful experience all the same, even if we did cop a fine from the Scottish Football Association (SFA) when they discovered that we had taken part in an unofficial ‘bounce’ game.

We didn’t think for a minute that anyone would get to hear about our involvement in the game, so on our return, when Mike Jackson and I stepped off the aircraft we were shocked to be greeted by several reporters and photographers. One of them asked, ‘Can you give us details of the game?’ Initially, we pleaded ignorance, saying, ‘Game? What game are you talking about?’ But the cat was out of the bag. A holidaymaker from Glasgow had taken a few snaps and passed them on to the newspapers. When the story appeared in the Scottish press, the SFA immediately took an interest and the upshot was that we were fined £30 each – more than a week’s wages at that time.

That same summer of 1961 I met my future wife, Liz. She was Elizabeth Callaghan in those days and came from Whiteinch in Glasgow. Liz was a professional dancer with the BBC’s White Heather Club and we were introduced by a mutual friend, Ian Gordon, at a party. I was immediately taken by the attractive blonde and the rest, as they say, is history. We became engaged the following year and were married on 22 June 1963. It was the best move I have ever made. Liz is blessed with an even temper and rarely panics. I would not have achieved half the things I have done if I had not enjoyed my wife’s unqualified support and, after 41 years of marriage, I can honestly say that I have never regretted for a single moment the evening in Glasgow when I met the future Mrs McNeill. I am also very proud of my five children – Susan, Libby, Carol, Paula and Martyn. They have had their ups and downs like the rest of us, but we’re extremely fortunate to have a close-knit family. Like any other kids, they were capable of getting up to all sorts of mischief and the odd scrape, but I’m glad to say that none of them has let us down.

At the same time as Liz and I were planning our future together, Tottenham Hotspur were the masters of English football. Spurs had achieved the League and Cup double two years previously and had just become the first British club to win a European trophy. The manner of Spurs’ 5–1 annihilation of Atletico Madrid in the Cup Winners’ Cup final in Rotterdam had been truly breathtaking. Why, given these facts, did I turn down the chance to become part of that outstanding team? I was sorely tempted, but, in the end, it was probably a combination of my love for Celtic and a slight fear of the unknown.

I was just 23 years of age and newly married when the chance of a glamour move to London arose. A former team-mate, Eric Smith, was the Spurs scout in Scotland and he had marked my card for Bill Nicholson. Nicholson, one of the most successful managers in the game’s history, was keen to strengthen his squad to compensate for the fact that several of his players were nearing the end of their careers. I was asked by Eric if I would be willing to listen to what Nicholson had to offer and I agreed instantly to a meeting with the Spurs manager at my home in Glasgow. Nicholson was a Yorkshireman, blunt and to the point. He laid his cards on the table straightaway, telling me that he believed I was the sort of player who would fit in at White Hart Lane without too much difficulty.

Celtic would have to be agreeable to selling me, of course, but, provided there were no unforeseen hitches and a deal could be done, I would be on nearly four times the wages I was earning at Celtic Park. That offer was way beyond my wildest dreams. In addition to earning close to £100 a week, there was also the promise of a sizeable signing-on fee. What more could I ask for? Consider, too, the quality of the players at Spurs at that time: Danny Blanchflower, Bill Brown, Dave Mackay, Cliff Jones, John White and Jimmy Greaves had all played in Rotterdam. I knew Brown, Mackay and White as Scotland team-mates and I was very aware of the lifestyles they enjoyed. Compared to the sort of money they were on, I was earning a pittance – just £28 – at Celtic Park. However, it was still considerably more than the average working bloke and Liz and I had been able to buy our first home, a semi-detached costing £3,000, with it. We could have had a bungalow for just £500 more, but I refused to commit myself to a larger mortgage for fear of putting myself under financial pressure.

That will no doubt sound daft to today’s younger generation, but back in the 1960s, £3,000 represented a sizeable commitment to someone who had never even met a house owner from Bellshill. Liz was the same. Her dad worked in the shipyards, so, like me, she came from a working-class background where the vast majority were socialists and only the rich Tory voters from the middle and upper classes dabbled in property. The Celtic board included a stockbroker, a lawyer and an accountant among their number, but none of them offered detailed advice about investing for the future. Had they done so, we might not have stumbled about largely in the dark. It was only seven years later when we sold our first home for £6,000 – twice what we had paid for it – that the realisation set in that there was money to be made as a property speculator. With what Spurs were offering me we could have bought another two houses, but we were happy with our lot at the time and life seemed pretty wonderful, all things considered. Mind you, I missed an opportunity to engineer myself a wage increase and I should have told the board that I wanted considerably more in exchange for rejecting Spurs’ overtures, although it’s always easy to be wise after the event.

I was also a Celtic man through and through. Celtic had been my team since I was a kid and becoming captain of the club I had supported from a young age was a dream come true. So I rejected the chance to further my career in England. Unbeknown to me then there would be several other occasions when I would again have the opportunity to head south, but I remember Dave Mackay saying to me during a Scotland trip that I had made a big mistake turning Spurs down on the grounds that my heart lay at Celtic Park. ‘Listen, Big Man, you are not any more Celtic daft than I was Hearts daft,’ he said. ‘But Hearts were not prepared to pay me the sort of wages I felt I was entitled to and I went where the money was. You would love it at Spurs. They are a great bunch of boys and the lifestyle is vastly superior to what you can afford on the wages Celtic pay you.’ Dave had a point. I have often talked to Liz about what such a move would have meant to us in the long term and what sort of life our kids would have enjoyed, but I have never regretted my decision.

Celtic might well have gone on to win the European Cup, even without Billy McNeill, but I would not have wanted to miss the experience for anything. However, I am forced to admit that it was a joke the way players were treated at that time. Provided the club chose to retain your services you were sent a letter informing you that you would be re-signed on the minimum terms acceptable to the Scottish Football Association and the Scottish League. In effect, players were owned by their clubs. Refusal to accept the terms offered resulted in the club retaining your registration, effectively preventing you from playing elsewhere. It was tantamount to white slavery! Short of demanding a transfer and being fortunate enough to have that wish granted, any player who was involved in a contractual dispute risked being left sitting on his backside in the stand without wages. Few players could afford to hold out for long, so the club invariably won in the end. Marc Bosman changed the face of football forever but back in the 1960s, freedom of movement was little more than a dream for most. So, too, was winning the European Cup. If any one at Celtic Park had suggested in 1963 that Celtic would scale such remarkable heights they would have been laughed out of sight.

One by one the experienced players had moved on – Bobby Collins to Everton, Willie Fernie to Middlesbrough, Bobby Evans to Chelsea, Bertie Auld to Birmingham City, Bertie Peacock to Coleraine and Pat Crerand to Manchester United – and Celtic Park was full of youngsters. There was also a dreadful lack of direction at the club. The senior players had taken it upon themselves to offer advice and guidance to the extent that they issued instructions on how we should play, but, with the bulk of them gone, we were forced to provide our own education.

To be frank, several careers were ruined because of the apparent apathy and disinterest that pervaded Celtic Park. The training facilities were practically non-existent and the kit left much to be desired. The reserve players could easily be identified by the red weals on their necks caused by the rubbing of the coarse jerseys. Jimmy McGrory, the manager, was a lovely man, but he was dominated by the chairman, Bob Kelly, later Sir Robert. Bob picked the team and called the shots. Anyone who dared to stand up to him didn’t have a future at Celtic, including my close buddy, Mike Jackson. For whatever reason, Mike got on the chairman’s wrong side. He was suddenly perceived as being a disruptive influence and, in April 1963, I returned from international duty to find that Mike had been transferred to St Johnstone. This was also an indication of where the power lay. Mr McGrory was the manager, but Bob Kelly was the boss!

Had I been around at the time, I would have done everything in my power to prevent that from happening, because Mike was unjustly treated. Mike and I were inseparable and I regularly stayed at his parents’ home in Glasgow. The social life in Bellshill couldn’t compare with the buzz of the big city. The so-called swinging sixties were under way and we knew how to enjoy ourselves. But it would be wrong to imagine that we were big drinkers or that we behaved in a reckless manner. We did all the things normal healthy young guys do, but we weren’t a couple of wild men. However, Bob Kelly wanted Mike out. Maybe he overheard Mike recounting the story of how he visited the dressing room on three separate occasions prior to a game, after being told that he was in the team, before discovering that he wasn’t playing after all. The first time he saw his boots sitting alongside the number four jersey, but when he returned a short time later he noticed that his footwear had been moved to number eight. On Mike’s third and final visit his boots were nowhere to be seen.

I was by then an established first team player, having made my debut five years earlier. Eighteen-year-olds may think they know it all, but the reality is somewhat different, and I was fortunate to be surrounded by so many experienced players who were only too happy to give me the benefit of their much greater knowledge. Bobby Collins appeared to take a special interest in my development. We played together only a handful of times, but Bobby was a tremendous help.

He was also one of the hardest players I have encountered. People talk about Ron ‘Chopper’ Harris, Norman ‘Bite Yer Legs’ Hunter and Tommy Smith, the Liverpool captain who specialised in intimidating opponents through his very presence, but Collins was the match of any of that trio. In spite of his lack of inches – he stood barely five feet tall – Collins was a pocket dynamo with the heart of a lion. Celtic’s loss was very much Everton’s gain when he left Celtic Park in September 1958. Originally an inside-right, Collins, christened ‘the Wee Barra’ by the Celtic fans, played every forward position in a remarkable career lasting nearly a quarter of a century. Collins was strong and full of energy. He also had pace and skill and was precise in his passing. Add to those qualities his versatility and an eye for goal and you had the complete player.

When he moved on to Leeds United, Don Revie was the leader off the field; Collins was the driving force on it. He possessed a remarkable mental toughness that rubbed off on those around him. Collins is credited – rightly so, in my opinion – with creating the incredible will to win that became such a hallmark of Leeds’ success under Revie. Leeds did not endear themselves to the football world as a whole, because of their combative nature, and no player epitomised that mentality more graphically than Collins. Johnny Giles, whose ‘wholehearted’ approach had to be questioned at times, benefited more than most from the influence exerted on the team by Collins. The Irishman is the first to admit that Collins had a great attitude to the game and his role as playmaker in midfield was profound.

It was suggested that the fee of £25,000 Celtic received from Everton helped pay for the installation of floodlights at Celtic Park. If that is true, Celtic also paid a heavy price for agreeing to sell a player whose importance to the club could never be overstated. I suspect that had Collins’s services been retained we would have enjoyed a much greater level of success over the next seven years, prior to Stein’s arrival, but how often was it the case that the club sold its best players? Far too frequently, I am afraid. Personally, I would love to have had the opportunity to play longer with Bobby Collins. I and the other young players breaking through at the time would have benefited hugely from his influence.
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