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About the Book


They only seem to score own goals.


They ended the season at the bottom of the Scottish Third Division.


They pay their players £10 a week.


‘They’ are East Stirlingshire FC – Britain’s worst football team™. And this is their story …


Granted access all areas, sports writer Jeff Connor gets into the dressing room, the boardroom, the minds of the fans and, most importantly, the club spirit. POINTLESS will make you laugh, cry and cringe. With the club’s future under threat and the team determined to reach their one achievable goal – second from bottom of the Scottish Third Division – the action on and off the pitch is truly unmissable. As, hopefully, are their shots at goal.




Also by Jeff Connor


DOUGAL HASTON: THE PHILOSOPHY OF RISK


THE LOST BABES: MANCHESTER UNITED AND THE LEGACY OF MUNICH


ONE KNIGHT AND FORTY-FIVE LIONS: WITH SIR CLIVE WOODWARD IN NEW ZEALAND




To the management, players
 and supporters of East Stirlingshire FC.
 Hemingway must have had you in mind when he wrote:
 ‘Man can be beaten but never destroyed.’




‘I have to say that I don’t think there is any great point in East Stirling.’


– Former manager Danny Diver speaking in February 2003, one month before resigning.
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WARNING


This book contains nudity, bad language and scenes of a sexual nature. It also contains awful goalkeeping, dreadful defending and poor finishing. Readers of a delicate disposition – and Alan Hansen – should look elsewhere.




1: FERGIE WAS HERE


The directions were idiot-proof. I was to leave the car in Falkirk’s Central Retail Park and take the first turn past Carpet Right, in between the rival electrical superstores, Currys and Comet. The ground was opposite Land of Leather. If I reached Homebase, I had gone too far.


Twenty minutes later I still hadn’t found the way in. A row of floodlights, the traditional beacons in the sky for seekers of football arenas from afar, were there all right, peeping coyly over a large concrete wall. What looked like the top of a domed stand rose frustratingly out of reach on the far side of the Comet staff car park. But no front entrance.


The Bell’s Scottish Football League Review, the 2001/2 version, wasn’t much help: ‘East Stirlingshire FC, nicknamed the Shire,’ it read. ‘Falkirk, FK2 7AY’. The chairman, board of directors and the Football Safety Officers’ Association representative were all listed, along with the shirt sponsor (Finewood Joinery Products Ltd), the e-mail address (lest@theshire.madasafish.com), most capped player (Humphrey Jones, five times for Wales), most goals scored (thirty-six by Malcolm Morrison in the season 1938/9) and the record attendance (11,500 for a match against Hibernian on 2 February 1969 – had they all climbed over the wall?). But no address.


After another ten minutes of frantic searching I finally made out, at the foot of the page devoted to the club, some minute lettering alongside a map shaded green and in the shape of a football ground. The main entrance and vehicle access to East Stirlingshire FC, it revealed, was in Firs Street, just off Thornhill Road. I took the car, reasoning that I would be able to leave it in the directors’ car park. It was early July and a time of year when most football club directors would be elsewhere, possibly in Amsterdam, maybe Bangkok.


Thornhill Road and Firs Street were embedded in a maze of ancient terraced houses and newish-build council flats, and at the end of the latter I spotted a large sign above two turnstiles which read: ‘Welcome to Firs Park’. And below, in slightly smaller black and white lettering: ‘East Stirlingshire FC’. A tattered cardboard sign warned that ‘No Alcohol’ was allowed, and a blob of white paint announced entrance fees of £8. The gates were locked. I was beginning to feel like Lara Croft, desperately seeking the Playstation button that would open the tomb.


I persevered, parked between two battered white vans in Firs Street and walked back along Thornhill Road, past a drive-in McDonald’s and on to Land of Leather and the wall. Still nothing. I was on the point of phoning the Falkirk branch of the Citizens’ Advice Bureau, or asking a passing policeman, when I chanced upon it.


At the corner of the wall, where it met the Comet car park, an aluminium door – not unlike the entrance to a self-assemble fall-out shelter – decorated with painted graffiti telling the people of Falkirk that ‘Haley does it standing up’ was caught suddenly by a rogue breeze and, unhindered by a large padlock, swung slightly ajar. I pushed it further open and walked inside. Beyond was Firs Park in all its glory. I breathed it all in, coughed, and began to wonder, for the first of many times, what I had let myself in for.


Falkirk, a town in Scotland’s central belt with a population of around 150,000, doesn’t have a lot going for it. The centre is untidily laid out and an annoying one-way system makes for traffic congestion. There is little to attract a visitor, although it has twice been named ‘Best Town in Scotland for Shopping’ and boasts connections with William Wallace and Mary, Queen of Scots; but then so do a lot of towns in Scotland.


The first Battle of Falkirk was fought nearby in 1298 and over the ensuing years Friday and Saturday nights have seen several more. Parts of the town, in particular the area close by Firs Park, are notable only for their crime and unemployment figures. Falkirk does have its eponymous Wheel, but the ‘world’s first and only rotating boat lift’ is some way out of town so visitors travelling by car need never enter the town itself. Situated almost equidistant between the larger, and more glamorous, cities of Stirling, Glasgow and Edinburgh, most tourists give Falkirk a wide berth.


But the town does have two football teams. I had passed a large stadium on my way in from the M9, standing in rather splendid isolation on the outskirts where the built-up areas began. It was surrounded by signs directing ‘football traffic this way’. This, I assumed, was the home of Falkirk FC. Falkirk had once been East Stirlingshire’s fiercest rivals; now that rivalry existed only in the minds of a few Shire fans.


Favourites to win promotion from Division One to the Scottish Premier League, Falkirk FC had left their neighbours behind in every sense of the word. The frontage of Westfield Stadium was all glass and pristine brick, the car park the size of Sydney Cricket Ground. At Firs Park, there was no frontage whatsoever. The players’ and directors’ entrance was, literally, a hole in a wall. What was I doing here?


Over thirty years previously another visitor from afar had stood in the same spot and undoubtedly asked himself the same question. Alexander Chapman Ferguson was thirty-four and a recently retired footballer. A striker of moderate talent, he had, by virtue of a bad-loser ethic and famously flying elbows, forged a reasonable professional career with Queen’s Park, St Johnstone, Dunfermline, Rangers, Falkirk and Ayr United.


At Falkirk he had won undying fame when the side of 1972 reached the Scottish Cup Final, won the First Division title and reached the semi-final of the old League Cup. In the Scottish Cup, he had scored the equaliser against Rangers to earn immortality in these parts. But Ferguson was a serviceable rather than spectacular player, and an example of the Glasgow football pundit Bob Crampsey’s favourite theory that the best managers are not necessarily the best players.


As Crampsey is fond of pointing out, three of Scotland’s greatest, Matt Busby, Jock Stein and Bill Shankly, had seven Scottish caps between them – and Shankly won six of those. Stein, revered in Scotland as the mastermind of the 1967 Lisbon Lions, was never capped. Ferguson, too, had never been selected to play for his country; but he did attract the requisite contempt of directors and football boards – a trait developed during his time as a shop steward in the Govan shipyards – a couple of coaching badges, and formidable ambition. Contemporaries during the latter part of his playing days at Falkirk had no hesitation in insisting that ‘if any player would make it in management, it would be Alex Ferguson’.


The job he had taken on was forbidding. East Stirlingshire had just finished bottom in the Scottish League, and the board had freed all but eight players, leaving Ferguson without a goalkeeper (a situation that Manchester United fans of today could justifiably claim hasn’t changed). At Firs Park, he had been bequeathed the likes of ‘Stuckie’, ‘The Flyer’, ‘Simmy’ and ‘Big Seldom’ – so named because he hardly ever played. But you have to start somewhere, as they say.


‘Stand up, be counted, demonstrate your desire’ were Ferguson’s tenets, allied to what, in man-management terms, was to become a familiar modus operandi. ‘He terrified us,’ said Bobby McCulley, a striker at the time. ‘I’d never been afraid of anyone before but he was such a frightening bastard from the start. Everything was focused towards his goals. Time didn’t matter to him; he never wore a watch. If he wanted something done, he’d stay as late as it took or come in early. He always joined in with us in training and would have us playing in the dark until his five-a-side team won. He was ferocious, elbowing and kicking.’


He scared the Shire directors, too. Willie Muirhead, the then chairman, had contacted Ferguson on the recommendation of Ally MacLeod, his manager at Ayr United. MacLeod had mentioned that he had a thirty-something player in his reserves desperate to get into coaching. He had the necessary qualifications, and at interview had come across as confident, sincere and knowledgeable.


More importantly – and this has always been the key qualification for the succession of Shire boards when interviewing prospective managers – he would do it for virtually nothing. In the end, the directors and the new boy settled on £40 a week; a pittance in any terms … but £40 more than the current manager.


Ferguson made his mark from the start. League re-structuring at the time had created three divisions for the following season: Premier, First and Second. This meant that a place in the top six in the 1974/5 season would earn the Shire promotion to the First. The new manager oozed confidence: ‘I am a bad loser,’ he told the board and fans. ‘I will give you a winning side.’


He won the support over immediately by engineering an early win over their hated local rivals, Falkirk, and after two months the club were lying fourth in Division Two. Muirhead and his board could justifiably claim that, for once, they had appointed the right man. Before long, however, the chairman began to wonder what manner of beast he had created. Muirhead thought of himself as Professor Higgins; in reality he was Doctor Frankenstein. Within days, Ferguson had spent his £2,000 playing budget on one player and constructed the rest of his squad with free transfers and youngsters who possessed more energy than skill.


As is so often the case, particularly at Firs Park, the new manager’s ambitions soon outreached the board’s willingness to dip into their pockets. When he transported a group of schoolboys from Glasgow to Falkirk for trials the directors, outraged that they had not been consulted, refused to meet the expense. Ferguson pulled the money – his week’s wages – from his pocket, hurled it on to the boardroom table and threatened to resign.


Muirhead dissuaded him, but it was clear that this was a man who believed he was destined for better things. And when the head-hunters from First Division St Mirren contacted him, a hundred and seventeen days after his arrival at Firs Park, a famous managerial career began in earnest. One of the players Fergie left behind was later to say, with masterly understatement: ‘I don’t think he’d have got where he is today if he’d stayed with the Shire.’


As for the club, it could be argued that they have never recovered. Pip had gone his glorious way and the jilted Miss Havishams of Scottish football were left behind to wallow in their decay and private misery. All the clocks are stopped, at around 2.55 p.m., in Shire House.


The club’s colourful, often clouded, past mirrors its present. In the beginning, there was a cricket team called Bainsford Bluebonnets (which set the pattern in giving chroniclers the opportunity to write about large scores against), but the founders turned to football in the autumn of 1880, changed the name to Bainsford Britannia, and played their first official game, against Falkirk Seconds, in December that year. They lost 7-0. According to the local paper at the time, Britannia ‘played pluckily but were up against better quality players’, a description that could be usefully employed 125 years later to sum up the state of the team today. The name was changed to East Stirlingshire in 1881, Falkirk having beaten them to the punch and nabbed the name of the home town for themselves.


The rest of the club’s playing history can be covered very quickly. They joined the Scottish Football Association (SFA) in 1883 and in 1888 reached the quarter-finals of the Scottish Cup where they lost to Celtic. In 1931/2 the club won the Division Two Championship and in 1980 were promoted to Division One as runners-up to Falkirk. In terms of points, the fifty-nine gained in the 1995 season remain the highest ever.


It is off the field, however, where the Shire have con sistently caught the headlines, usually for all the wrong reasons. Post-Fergie, some of their managerial appointments were catastrophic. His successor, recommended by Ferguson himself, was the former Dundee, Arsenal and Manchester United defender Ian Ure, who failed to show at the club’s AGM a few weeks after being promoted, was caught up in a subsequent row over bonus payments and was sacked twelve months later. Ure signed off by calling the Shire board ‘a joke’ and ‘a bunch of amateurs lacking foresight and ambition’. Muirhead gave as good as he got, describing Ure’s tenure as ‘a disaster’.


Martin Ferguson, brother of Alex, fared little better and in more recent times the manager’s office has had what amounts to a revolving door, with the Shire averaging one such official a year up to the present day. Some walked, others were escorted out through the aluminium portal. Various boards through the ages have only added to the general air of hopelessness and incompetence, the sense that the club were going nowhere.


The Shire, being tiny even in Scottish football terms and invariably rendered defenceless by impoverishment, have often been a target for speculators. In 1957, two Glasgow businessmen, Jack and Charles Steedman, bought fifty-one per cent of the company’s shares for a total of £1,000. The club was run as a business, with the brothers discovering players in the juvenile and junior ranks, schooling them at the Shire, and then moving them on at a profit (until 1966 no manager was appointed and the directors picked and ran the team). In one season they sold Eddie McCreadie, Tommy Knox and Jimmy Mulholland, all to Chelsea, for a combined sum of £20,000.


As the Steedmans had promised, the Shire reached Division One, but they then discovered, as had so many before them, that their ambitions could not match their capabilities and the wheels began to fall off. There was a dispute over payments and a number of players walked out. By 1964, the Shire were back in Division Two, having won just 5 games out of 34 and accumulated a points total of 12, with 37 goals for and 97 against. 


Gates dwindled, too, and in an effort to stop the rot the Steedmans decided to up sticks and take the club twenty-five miles west, to Clydebank, where they believed the larger catchment area and thriving junior set-up would restore their fortunes. A club called East Stirlingshire, however, would probably not sit easily in the middle of Glasgow, so they simply renamed it ES Clydebank.


Most football fans, after initial protest, will resign themselves to changes in their club’s ownership, players and management but, as the new owner of Wimbledon discovered in 2003, to change the club name is to invite trouble. The Shire fans duly mobilised, the Steedmans were hauled before the Edinburgh Court of Session and, when it was discovered that the brothers had transferred a large proportion of the shares to their employees at Milngavie Motors Ltd., judgement went against them.


The Shire returned to Falkirk behind a large brass band with, so it is said, thousands of fans lining the streets of the town to welcome them home. They have remained there, and in the Scottish Football League (SFL), ever since. Far longer, in fact, than Clydebank, who bit the dust in 2002.


But the Shire have also had several close shaves. Payments, or the lack of them, have always been a bone of contention for the playing staff. Before the 1975/6 season, in the Ure era, the players went on strike over pay, and consistent cost-cutting down the years – not least when the club decided to impose the notorious £10-a-week salary cap in 2003 – has lost them a number of their best performers.


Not surprisingly, the off-field problems have been reflected on the field of play. As the current manager is fond of saying: ‘if you pay peanuts, you tend to get monkeys’, and some of the faux pas Shire fans have witnessed down the years would make a chimpanzees’ tea party seem a serious, stolid affair. Some of the defeats belong in ‘you couldn’t make it up’ territory.


In the season of 1979/80, the Shire were paired with Albion Rovers in the first round of the League Cup. The first leg was a 1-1 draw and the return leg at Coatbridge finished in a 0-0 stalemate, but the Shire kept their heads in the subsequent shoot-out and went through 9-8 on penalties. It was then discovered that the referee had somehow overlooked the regulation thirty minutes of extra time. Despite a Shire appeal to the League Management Committee, the game was replayed and the match proceeded in what was to become recognisable Shire comic-cuts style, with two own goals in the first fifteen minutes and a comfortable 4-1 win for the opposition.


The board received travelling expenses and a win bonus for the match that didn’t count. Their application for compensation, based on the money they would have received for a hypothetical second-round tie with Partick Thistle, was rejected.


In another match, again against Albion Rovers – a club which seems to bring out the worst in the Shire – the manager used four different goalkeepers: the starting keeper had been sent off, closely followed by his deputy; the third, an outfield player, was injured in a collision and the fourth, in a startling reversal of fortune’s norm, then saved a penalty.


Facing Stirling Albion in January 2004, the Shire actually led 2-1 with twenty minutes to go and a famous victory was in sight. But then they had two men sent off and conceded three goals (one an own goal) in the last ten minutes to lose 4-2. Throughout history, it could be said that the bounce of the ball has never favoured East Stirlingshire FC. But at least, as I was to hear often over the coming months, ‘Fergie Was Here’.


As I wandered round the ground it was clear that not much could have changed since the days (117 of them) when Sir Alex bestrode Firs Park. At right angles to the wall, a dilapidated corrugated stand fronted a collection of the terraced council houses and flats on what I now recognised as Firs Street. This stand served as the background for a straggling line of faded, redundant advertising hoardings, most of them indecipherable. ROSEBA-K OF-I-G read one, CLO-A-L B-R, another, like a collection of Carol Vorderman’s favourite anagrams.


At the opposite end to the wall a weed-infested terrace sloped upwards in a series of shallow steps close by the two turnstiles. The main stand was covered and appeared relatively new, but much of it was taken up by enclosures marked ‘home directors’ and ‘visiting directors’. A glass box the size of a telephone booth was probably home to the local radio station, but its view was half-obstructed by a large piece of paper taped on to the window: ‘Fuck the board’, it read.


The grass of the pitch, in fierce competition for light and water with the profusion of dandelions and other weeds, was around five inches long and from the centre circle, watched by three fat seagulls and a middle-aged man in a red shirt, an asthmatic garden sprinkler spurted a jet of water upwards and sideways over two square yards every five seconds. The man in the red shirt didn’t look round as I made my way down the steps and past a wooden garden shed from which spilled a selection of redundant tools and five no-parking cones.


A few yards from the shed, someone had planted a Portakabin. Like a jeweller’s shop in Tower Hamlets or, indeed, an off-license in Glasgow, the Portakabin windows had been reinforced heavily with mesh and bolts. The sign outside revealed this to be the boardroom.


I was there to see the club’s chief executive, Les Thomson, with an offer this unfortunate institution surely could not refuse. I would pay them £2,000, the size of Sir Alex Ferguson’s first budget, and in return would be allowed unrestricted access to all areas. I would be privy to team talks, the workings of the manager’s office and board meetings, and I would be allowed on the bus with the team as they travelled round the Scottish Third Division.


I would be the Shire’s fly on the wall and, eventually, in the words of my brief, produce ‘a humorous and insightful account of the 2004/5 season and detail all aspects of the running of the club and on-field performances’. A newspaper colleague had advised me to ‘pay them fuck all, they need all the publicity they can get’, but the two grand was a deliberate and calculated bribe. I had read the thoughts of Hunter Davies when he came to write The Glory Game, the up-market forerunner to this book.


Davies had wanted to spend a year with Tottenham Hotspur, then in their seventies pomp, but his season was haunted by the mordant fear that the team and/or the directors and management, would have second thoughts midway through and show him the door. He was to write later: ‘I knew I could be kicked out at any time. I would position myself towards the corner of the dressing room, hoping that when, in the event of a bad performance, the manager Bill Nicholson starting chucking teacups, his eyes wouldn’t rest on me and wonder what I was doing there. I knew that if I didn’t make it through the whole season the book would be ruined. By the end I had successfully made myself resemble a piece of furniture.’


I came to the conclusion that it would be easier for everyone at Firs Park to regard me as a piece of furniture if there was a cast-iron contract between myself and East Stirlingshire Football Club plc. If they did decide that my face didn’t fit at some stage of the season, and escorted me back out through the aluminium door, I could sue them for every penny – or at least for every few pence – they had.


I also reasoned that being in the Scottish Third Division, the Cannery Row of British senior football, they couldn’t possibly reject this unexpected windfall and was well aware that the club accounts revealed a loss for the year ending May 2004 of over £26,000.


As the clincher, I would volunteer to help out with some of the more menial tasks required at any football club. The Shire already had two kit managers, one paid, the other not, but I planned to offer my services as unpaid deputy assist ant. I would hump team kit from bus to dressing room and back again when playing away. How could they refuse such a generous offer? Quite easily, as it turned out. Generosity is in the eye of the receiver. It was not enough. In the words of one director: ‘Here, we dinnae like the idea of Greeks bearing gifts.’


In an office the size of a broom cupboard, just inside the main door and opposite the boardroom, I found Les Thomson surrounded by filing cabinets, piles of jerseys wrapped in cellophane bags and a dormant fax machine. A genial, affluent-looking man in his early sixties and bedecked in gold jewellery, he was agreeable enough, but having said yes in principle he did add a codicil: I would have to come to the next board meeting and present my case. They would then, in the language of bodies like these, ‘deliberate and duly come back with their decision within a few days’. As the next board meeting was a week away, it would give me ample time to put together a presentation that would win the hearts and minds of the most hard-hearted director.


Thomson, a former Falkirk captain, had joined the club in 1993 and at various times had been chairman (twice) and chief executive. He had now taken on the dual role of CEO/club secretary and ran the club on a day-to-day basis with guidance from afar from his chairman. Thomson counted the gate receipts, organised transport and paid the staff.


He was encouraging, but cautionary: ‘There shouldn’t be a problem, but you’ll have to get past the chairman and there’s one awkward old wee bastard on the board who won’t go for it. He votes against everything. He’s been doing it all his life. Last season I even caught him in the directors’ box celebrating an opposition goal.’ There was silence for a moment while I took in the implications of this appalling heresy, then Thomson added: ‘But he is seventy-five years old, you know.’


We made some small talk about football, or rather the football he had played. His career, he said, had left him with two dodgy knees and one everlasting claim to fame: ‘I played against Fergie – did you know he was manager here? I played with him and against him and regularly kicked him up in the air in training. He’s a good mate of mine. When I go down to Old Trafford he always invites me in for a dram and a blather.’


I tried to look impressed, but even I knew that if you counted the number of Scottish former footballers in their early sixties who claimed to have ‘done’ Sir Alex – and stayed mates with him – it would probably equate to the million or so Scots who swear they were at Hampden Park to see Real Madrid beat Eintracht Frankfurt 7-3 (capacity 134,000 and the match wasn’t a sell-out). Scotland is bursting at the seams with former players who have kicked Fergie up in the air. He would need an office the size of a ballroom and a large distillery to entertain all the former team-mates who have booted the royal backside in training.


I asked Thomson about playing staff for the coming season.


‘Well, we’ve made some changes and I recently signed a foreign player. He’s a Norwegian and he’ll be the only Norwegian playing in Scottish senior football.’


‘Have you had any foreigners playing here before?’


‘Aye, frae Glasgow and Edinburgh.’


I laughed long and loud at this one. Thomson looked serious. My laughter died.


‘Do you think there will be any problems with the manager?’ I asked.


‘Which manager?’


‘Your manager, the Shire manager. He might not like the idea of having an outsider in the dressing room. Maybe it would be best if I met him.’


‘You already have.’


‘Eh?’


‘I’m the manager. He’s the coach. I look after the day-to-day running of the club, I control this organisation. He looks after the team. Believe me, there will be no problems about you being in the dressing room. He does as we tell him. All you have to do is convince the board. Where are you parked by the way?’


‘In Firs Street.’


‘Well, you had better get back there quick, son. If you’re lucky, you’ll still have four wheels.’


I hastened out, past the boardroom, up the steps, through the hole in the wall, along Thornhill Road and back to Firs Street. The car was still there, and so were its wheels. But a rake-thin teenager, his white, almost translucent arms poking out of a T-shirt emblazoned with RETOX IN PROGRESS, was fiddling with the catch on the boot. ‘Nice motor, pal,’ he said, moving away with studied nonchalance.


A week later, on a Tuesday evening, I was back at the ground; this time I’d left the motor in the Land of Leather car park. The same man in the same red shirt was watching the same garden sprinkler, although by now it had made some progress and was wheezing water jets from midway between the centre circle and the eighteen-yard line. The seagulls had flown.


I introduced myself to the man in the red shirt. Jimmy Wilson had been with the club for around twenty-three years in various capacities. Right now, in the manner of many club employees in the lower leagues, he was multi-tasking as groundsman/head kit manager, although he also worked as laundryman and a sort of catering manager – he made soup and toast for the players after training and brewed up for himself and Les Thomson.


And he had done virtually everything else. A squad photograph taken before a Scottish Cup tie against Hibs in 1968 included a crouching, track-suited figure in the front row captioned ‘J. Wilson, trainer’. He had run the now defunct social club and, for a time, along with a local journalist, had been team manager. ‘We were unbeaten in two games,’ he told me. ‘Not a lot of folk at the Shire can say that.’


A small, compact figure in his early sixties, his face weathered nut-brown by the elements, Jimmy was quick of wit and ready of smile, and it soon became clear that these qualities were a prerequisite for his various jobs. His tractor mower hadn’t made it to pre-season training (which, he pointed out, accounted for the overlong grass) and his budget for the coming year was around £200.


Jimmy was helped by his equally sharp-witted friend, Bobby Jack, a retired BP refinery worker. He mucked in with the ground maintenance during the week and took on the role of assistant kit manager on match days. Silver-haired and garrulous, he was originally from Edinburgh and supported Hearts when he wasn’t supporting the Shire.


When I met Bobby he was wearing shorts and a T-shirt that read ‘Talent Scout’, and he lost no time in telling me that he had once been chairman.


‘That gives me bragging rights over Jimmy. He was only the manager.’ 


‘So both of you do the lot here?’


‘We get other help a couple of days a week,’ said Jimmy. ‘Daft Dougie comes in and helps us.’ 


The deputy assistant Firs Park groundsman at the time was a twenty-one-year-old Glaswegian who each evening after work returned to the nearby Polmont Institute for Young Offenders to continue, so it was said, a six-year sentence for dealing in drugs.


On his first day, according to Jimmy, through an open window Daft Dougie’s practised eye had caught someone shooting up in one of the flats opposite the ground. My car boot-raider, I wondered?


Daft Dougie, as part of his rehabilitation, or more accurately as part of his punishment, had to trim the 4,800 square yards of Firs Park using an old-fashioned garden mower and stamp down the pitch’s numerous divots; Jimmy had had to show him how to use a garden hoe for the weeding. He had never had a job in his life. I decided I didn’t want to know how he’d supplemented his dole cheques.


By Daft Dougie’s own account, life at Polmont wasn’t too bad. The inmates had Sky TV, the food was good and their lot was improved immeasurably when Falkirk District Council built a mixed-sex high school right opposite. Dougie also had a steady girlfriend and was allowed conjugal rights at weekends.


‘Oi, you, over here.’ The voice came from the direction of the Portakabin labelled Boardroom and belonged to a large, imposing figure dressed in jeans and an open-necked shirt. He was striding towards us with the pigeon-toed, bandy-legged gait of a former footballer. Even from afar, he bore an unmistakeable air of authority, menace even. ‘I’m Alan Mackin,’ he said. ‘I’m the chairman of East Stirlingshire. Come in and meet the directors. You’ll have a laugh.’


Mackin seemed friendly enough on the surface yet, at the same time, unnerving. We had barely got past the introductions when he announced: ‘I like you, Jeff, I think you are a nice guy. We’re going to get on fine.’ For some reason, this alarmed me far more than Mackin’s appearance – 6 foot 3 inches, around 14 stone, big hands, neck that came straight down from his ears – and his reputation.


I had done my homework. As a footballer he had been a noted defensive hard case, mainly with Falkirk. I knew he was originally from Paisley, a property developer and a tax exile in Spain (in west of Scotland terms the equivalent of carrying a large sign saying ‘Don’t Fuck With Me’). And one football writer had indeed warned me: ‘Don’t get on the wrong side of him.’ Another told me: ‘He’ll let you into the club, no bother. He’ll go for the money (although he will try and bump it up) and he’ll look on you as a challenge. He likes challenges.’
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