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To Vivien and my boys, Alexander, Argyll, Mitchell, Arran and Harris and in memory of Walter Smith (1948 –1921)










Prologue


Dear Scotland


I should start with a thank you. A thank you because these days it is with a sense of gratitude that I often find myself marvelling at my surroundings. There is no roar of the crowd, no outpouring of euphoric joy that comes with scoring a goal. Not anymore. Both were wonderful ingredients in the football career I was lucky to have, but with glory and adulation very much behind me, I can now be still. I can take in my environment and be left with a strong but quiet appreciation for the place I have always been proud to call home.


I have been fortunate enough to see much of Scotland: our coastlines, our mountains, the industrial cities, the rural towns and the fishing villages; and I am – and always will be – left with a sense of awe for the simplicity and beauty of the place where I live.


Life moves fast. An ex-footballer will always long to find a moment of contemplation, a time to close their eyes and be amongst it all again. I can close mine and be wearing the national team’s iconic blue jersey. I’m one-on-one with a goalkeeper at Hampden Park; the crowd’s audible expectancy is driving me forward. Their hopes are my focus, their roar is the reward for my possible success.


I can close my eyes and be with my teammates, laughing every single day. I can be with my many managers, learning from them, or maybe on the end of yet another (and perhaps deserved) rollicking. These are the memories of a career within the game I’ve always loved that mean more than medals and trinkets, and that is probably why I have chosen to remain in and around football.


Today my work takes me everywhere. Commentary boxes and working pitch-side will never match that feeling of being in my boots and out on that grass. But to be around the game, to hear the laughs of the players, to sense the rage and the hope of the managers, and see a ground slowly filling up in raucous expectation, is a regular reminder of what I used to do and the fun I had doing it.


I love that my work in the media takes me all over Europe and beyond, watching the best the game has to offer. I love the buzz from football’s never-ending rolling news, and I love attempting to articulate the things I have learnt from the many fantastic teachers my career afforded me. Life in football is hectic, and I wouldn’t change that for anything, but being able to go home, to be with my family and be still, or to get on my bicycle and visit what is around me; it never fails to soothe the soul.


My own father came from a small coastal village called Clachan, in North Kintyre on Scotland’s west coast. To me, it is the most magical spot on earth. A tiny place I take my own family, and maybe it is knowing that my ancestors lived, worked and died within that beauty, that I find such solace there.


Clachan is on the magnificent cycle route known as The Five Ferries. I do it often. A route that takes you across land and sea, to and from spellbinding places with names that defy modernity. Five ferry rides from Colintraive to Rhubodach on the Isle of Bute, Rothesay to Wemyss Bay on the mainland, Ardrossan to Brodick on the Isle of Arran, Lochranza to Claonaig on the mainland and Tarbert to Portavadie; and in-between almost eighty miles of the most stunning scenery to cycle and to enjoy.


Rugged coastline, white sand beaches, wooded glens and rolling farms. A far cry from the day job. Stopping to watch for whales, or to look at the sights and be still within the beauty; as I say, the feeling I get whenever I can stop and take in Scotland is one that I only ever feel immense gratitude for.


My life as a footballer has taken me everywhere, and it started with a journey. When I signed as a keen and eager teenage footballer for St Johnstone on semi-professional forms, on St Andrew’s Day (honest) in 1978, my route into work was far from straightforward.


I’d finish school at 3.45 p.m., and I would walk a quarter of a mile up to my mum’s work at the United Friendly Insurance Company, where she was a secretary. I would go up the stairs, the guys would be sitting working, we’d have a wee blether, and I’d go to the kitchen where Mum always had a cup of tea and a wee roll waiting on me. I’d have that. Then I’d leave Mum, head to the bus stop along the road, get the 4.35 bus to Buchanan Street station in Glasgow, getting off at the stop before, at Queen Street station. That would be at 5.15 and the train to Perth, the Aberdeen train, left at 5.35 p.m.


On the train there might be about ten of us, Glasgow lads playing for the club, first team and reserves. Brilliant lads. John Pelosi, Tam McNeil, big Andy Brannigan, Johnny Hamilton, loads of great guys.


We’d be on the train to Perth, I’d do my homework at the table (well, most of it), we’d arrive, get taxis to St Johnstone’s stadium at Muirton, and do our training. Then we’d come back in and Mr and Mrs Gibson, a lovely couple, would have the tea made. The west-coast lads were always allowed to get the first cups and rolls. The Dundee and Perth boys would be spewing that we got preferential treatment, but that was the way it was.


We’d then get taxis back to Perth station and get the 9.45 p.m. train back down, get into Glasgow at 10.55, and the last bus would take me from Cathedral Street back up to Calderwood Square. I’d then walk the half-mile to my mum and dad’s house in Ramsay Hill. Twice a week I’d do that, and loved every minute of it.


Today, I can still remember the good times, the laughs, having my shoelaces tied to the chair when I was asleep. I was sixteen years old, entering into the world of football, and to be fair, I would have travelled further just to be in the game.


Fortunately things went okay at Muirton Park. I scored some goals, and my travels getting there were just the start of a journey that led to people and to places more beautiful than I could ever have imagined. What a time it was. Magic. Games in Alloa and games in Berwick, up to Inverness and down to Queen of the South, it was always a pleasure. My rose-tinted memory bank might gloss over some of the, shall we say, adverse weather conditions, but what has stayed with me is the passion and the humour that came with plying my trade all over this country.


To play for my boyhood club, Rangers, was of course an honour and a dream come true. It came with pressures, but that’s top-flight football for you. The demand is constant. Win. Simple as that. Win. As a professional you are pushed on by that weight of expectancy, and you hope to thrive on it. It becomes everything, but I also loved my time at St Johnstone, Sunderland down south, and my final spell playing at Kilmarnock, probably for different reasons to Rangers.


It was my form at the Ibrox club that allowed me to represent my country and that opportunity to play for Scotland all over the world was one that I never took for granted. Representing your country is special, and the pride taken in doing that is almost enough, but what the opportunity also brought me was the chance to meet people. By playing for my club and my country, I was able to work with, learn from and become friends with some of the greatest individuals the Scottish and British game has ever known.


I shared a pitch with Kenny Dalglish, I played with (and got kicked by) Graeme Souness, I grew up with Gary McAllister, scored goals with Mo Johnston, and I took passes from Paul McStay. I was rejected and then managed by Sir Alex Ferguson, I was chinned by Jock Wallace and learnt from Jock Stein, I met Sir Matt Busby, and had the absolute pleasure to do so much of it all alongside the forever wonderful Walter Smith, a man who became both a second father and the greatest of friends.


This book celebrates my experiences within the Scottish game, the stories, the glory, the pain, and the personalities who gave me so much along the way. Not all of those personalities are household names, but they are all special. There’s Mr England, who took the Calderwood Stars Under-12s; Archie Robertson at my Hunter High School; Norrie Cranston at Fir Park boys club; Alex Rennie, my boss at St Johnstone; and Archie Knox, Walter Smith’s longtime assistant and a man able to put me in my place if, and when, my behaviour strayed. Which, every now and then – it did.


One such occasion was with the Rangers. We were playing away at Falkirk. Walter had dropped me, and so it was with a bad attitude that I sat sulking on the bench as the action unfolded. I got on eventually, but I wasn’t happy. My face was tripping me, as we say up here. My mood was further affected when I was well in on goal, but our winger, Dale Gordon, didn’t square the ball to me.


We won the game, but back in the dressing room, I was spewing. I’d been dropped, I’d not scored, my teammate hadn’t passed to me, and things in my world were as bad as they could be. Or that is how I saw it anyway, and like a teenager without their phone, I was going to let everyone know about it. Basically, I was going to act like an idiot. A real idiot.


Archie was going about the dressing room. ‘Those of you who played today, you’re off tomorrow,’ he said. My ears pricked up. ‘Those of you who never played, and those who got on as subs, you’re in tomorra mornin’.’ My mood blackened. I looked up at him.


‘I’ll no be fuckin’ in, in the mornin’,’ I say.


Archie gives me a look that suggests he’s heard me, but must have misheard me, and he repeats the statement.


‘Boys who played today, you’re off tomorra, Lads that never played and the subs, see you in the mornin’.’


‘I’ll no be in on the morra.’ I’ve now gone fully rogue and Archie is having none of it.


‘Oh, you’ll be fuckin’ in on the morra,’ he says.


‘I tell you what, I’ll no be in on the morra.’ At this point my behaviour gets even worse as I jut out my chin and say, ‘And there it is if you fancy a slice of it.’


Well, Archie has flown at me. Quite right too. It’s gone off in this tight wee dressing room at the old Brockville Park. It’s mayhem, we’re being thrown off each other and Archie is spewing at my juvenile behaviour. I know I am wrong but there is no going back, and in the middle of us both is a team that have just won away from home and should be quietly celebrating the fact.


Not me, I’m not celebrating and eventually, with the bedlam controlled, my teammates have their say. ‘You’re a fuckin’ idiot, you,’ is a common response. They are right, of course, but I take my sulk and I go and shower alone. In strolls Walter. He’d been with the press during the mayhem, but word has got back to him, and he wants to have his say.


‘Oh you!’ he says, hands in his pockets. He’s not happy.


‘Wha’ is it?’


‘Wha’ is the matter with you?’


‘Nothin’.’


‘Wha’ is the matter with you?’


‘Oh, you no playing me, and him no passing to me, and Archie making me come training . . .’


‘It’s no about you! We’ve won away from home, stop being an idiot. Now you get outta here and go apologise to Archie.’


‘I will, I’m sorry,’ I say, Walter’s stern wisdom, as ever, waking me up to my own shoddy behaviour.


Walter goes to turn away, then he comes back and says, ‘And another thing, you do know, don’t you?’


‘Know wha’?’


‘That you’re in tomorra.’


I got showered and dressed and before we left, I held my hands up to my unacceptable behaviour, and took some stick from the lads. Archie put it behind us and the next day I came into Ibrox for training. I walked to the home-team dressing room and up above the door, Archie and Walter had fashioned a huge banner and upon it were the words: ‘RANGERS FOOTBALL CLUB WOULD LIKE TO TAKE THIS OPPORTUNITY TO WELCOME ALLY McCOIST TO TRAINING THIS MORNING!’


I fell about laughing at the sheer genius of it, and it was the perfect example of how people like Archie and Walter made my life in football such a pleasure, even when I was not at my best. I must have driven them insane at times, but my word, we had a laugh along the way, and it was anecdotes such as that, and the great people like Walter and Archie, that gave me as much pleasure as the goals, the trophies and the caps.


As did the Scottish public. The Tartan Army have filled stadiums to watch Scotland, from Hampden in the Mount Florida area of Glasgow to the Rocky Mountains in Denver, Colorado, and to have been given the opportunity to play in front of them meant everything. Today, as a pundit and co-commentator travelling to watch Scotland, I am left only with pride at the fun, colour, humour and passion that the Tartan Army takes with them, wherever they go.


It was Winston Churchill who once said that when it comes to small countries and the contribution they have made to mankind, Scotland can only be matched by the ancient Greeks. I’m not sure about all that, but as an ancient footballer who once scored against Greece, who am I to argue. For me, one of those great contributions, maybe even up there with the telephones and the televisions we gave the planet, is the wonderful support that follows our national football team.


Of course, those hearty and merry souls are often left disappointed. Having stood amongst them, and watched far-flung tournaments as a youngster on the TV, then gone on to play in three major competitions myself, I share the pain and the frustration that so often goes with that incredible support.


In Scotland, though, we persevere, and I suspect that the same optimism, hope and (often blind) belief will continue to follow the football team for generations to come. Perseverance, optimism and humour come with being Scottish. There are times, be it watching the football, or stepping out on a winter’s morning, that we require all three collectively, but I am firmly of the belief that the people we live amongst and the beauty that surrounds us more than make up for any hardships.


Football has been my life, it has taken me to all four corners of the world, and today I still love to pack a bag and go to watch a match. Wherever that may be. The thing is, and this will never change, the greatest part of any trip away is coming home.


Dear Scotland . . . I thank you.










One


Let There Be Rock


I am standing on a football pitch. I’m right where I want to be. Where I’ve always wanted to be. The faultless turf shimmers under my feet, it feels wonderfully familiar. The floodlights above burn their glare down upon us, illuminating the night, making the occasion and the moment even more exhilarating.


Then there’s the noise. That sound that does something to a footballer’s reactions, which quickens the heart and focuses the mind. The noise of a crowd’s roar welling up, becoming more guttural, and with each octave it’s as if needles are piercing the skin, injecting all their devotion and passion into a footballer’s bloodstream until he’ll run through a wall for them.


I’m standing on a football pitch, and as that sound rises into the German night, for one fleeting second I am a footballer again. For one brief moment, it brings all those feelings surging back. But then reality strikes, the players are running onto the pitch to start their extensive warm-ups, and the roar is for them, no one else, and rightly so; the gladiatorial stars of every major international tournament.


Those heady, joyous days are over. Today I am part of a television team. Don’t get me wrong, I adore it. There is nothing like playing, there will never be anything like it, but when time makes its inevitable move on us, covering these competitions for television and radio, being around the most dedicated, fun-loving and talented bunch of colleagues – well, it’s as close as you can get without putting your shin-pads on.


That night on 14 June 2024, I am standing with the great Laura Woods. We are doing pieces to camera from the pitch. It is Munich. The opening game of the European Championships, at the remarkable Allianz Arena. The hosts are playing and their players glide onto the pitch, that noise lifting them, reminding them of the support they’ll have everywhere they go, but also the expectation a nation will place on their shoulders. Their opponents are Scotland. My lot. The Scots players sprint onto the field, each step made in defiance of form and logic.


Laura and I are doing our work, when that roar rises up. The home fans, brutally confident, ready to cheer their team all the way to the final. The Scots, the Tartan Army, somehow even louder, their screams fuelled by unabashed patriotism, unparalleled hope and enough local beer to fill Loch Ness. The mood is electric. Everything is ahead of us. For an international footballer, there can be no better feeling than the start of a tournament. As I say my words to Laura, to the camera and the audience back home, my mind drifts back to my playing days.


Being away, representing Scotland, my country, a place I have loved since forever. Being with my teammates, allowing ourselves to believe that this time will be our time. Training, laughing, so much laughing, playing in front of and for our Scottish supporters, many of whom have spent money they don’t have to be there, but who consistently show the world the very best of our nation. Time has changed most things, my legs certainly won’t do what my heart desires, but as I look out at a mass of fellow Scots, I realise that time cannot hinder their passion or their support. I miss it. Time to stop reminiscing now. There’s work to be done.


 


I arrived in Munich two days ago. For what seemed months, my media work on television and radio has been leading up to this. Everything has been gearing up to a competition that promises so much for so many British fans.


The English fans are hoping, no, demanding that this year, with this set of talented individuals, they can at last add to that World Cup of 1966. For Scots (in addition to hoping that they do not), there is the promise of history. The team’s form in the qualifying rounds has been special, the likes of Spain have been beaten, and with results like that, the country has understandably allowed itself to fall into a collective sense of hope. We’ve been there before, and we will be there again.


Since I fell in love with the game in the late 1960s, Scotland have been sending their best footballers onto planes and onto coaches, away to take on the world. They have been putting them into fitted suits, the people have lined the streets, and they have waved them off to faraway foreign lands.


Many from our nation have followed them across oceans, continents and hemispheres. Walking, flying, driving, by trains and boats – on one occasion it is said even a submarine was used, and having met a fair few of these brave and intrepid souls, I have no reason to disbelieve it.


And so to Germany for another crack at footballing immortality. For the players chosen this time there is no delusion of winning it, but at least a hope to prosper, to win a football match or two, to reach the knockout stages, where no Scottish squad has ventured before, which would bring each of them heroic status usually reserved for those with militaristic motives who have seen their English equivalents away down the road.


Arriving in Munich, a place I have been to several times before, brought the occasion to life. I won’t say that the time for talking was over (as a broadcaster that might prove problematic), but to be in a city with such a rich footballing heritage, the drive from airport to hotel brought those pre-tournament tingles flooding back.


You can feel it in the air. The drivers are talking about it, the bars with their flags and extra kegs are prepared for it, the hotel staff enthusiastically ask your opinion on it. A nation is ready. A continent is ready. I’m ready, but first, I want to reintroduce myself to an old friend . . .


 


I have loved AC/DC for a very long time. My pals and I used to go to gigs in Glasgow as youngsters. By now, plenty of people know the love I have for the band, thanks mainly to a clip of me on duty with TNT Sports, prior to a Champions League quarter-final at the Allianz Arena in Munich in April 2024. Preparing to go on air, a song started on the Tannoy. The bells immediately caught my attention. ‘That cannae be AC/DC.’ It was, and the images of my well-practised but limited air-guitar seemed to make people laugh, and to the surprise and pride of my kids (they care little for the various European Golden Boots I won as a player), I went viral.


It was ‘Hells Bells’ by AC/DC and I am right on that short clip when I say, ‘You cannae beat a bit of AC/DC, man.’ You can’t! It was early November 1980 when we all made it to the Glasgow Apollo to see them on their Back in Black tour, and to a man we were blown away. I still am. ‘Hells Bells’ was the opening tune that night, and so when I hear that intro, those bells and then that guitar, wherever I may be, you will get a reaction. It may be gentle air-guitar or it may be a full-on head-bang, but you will get a reaction. Absolutely magic.


Talking of reactions, that viral clip seemed to get many people’s attention, including the Scottish comedian, Grado. Grado is a very funny guy, and soon after my clip’s newfound fame, he made his own, sending me up, but changed the music to Whigfield’s ‘Saturday Night’. I was in hysterics when I saw it. ‘You cannae beat a bit of Whigfield, man!’ Well, I was in hysterics for the first 312 times I saw it. After that, when every person on the planet I knew, and quite a few of the people I didn’t know, had sent me the same clip, the novelty wore off a wee bit.


I did call Grado though. He must have seen my name come up on his phone and wondered if I was calling for a rant. As well as his comedy, Grado is also a wrestler, so even if I had taken offence, I think he knew he was getting away with it. We had a right good giggle about it.


‘Clatty Pats, 1994!’ was the venue he chose in his clip. That had me rolling on the floor. Clatty Pats for the poor souls who don’t know is what people called Cleopatra’s nightclub off the Great Western Road, in the West End of Glasgow. A lively old place, to say the least.


My first night in Munich and it is not nightclubs I’m looking to get into, it is the Olympic Stadium, Bayern Munich’s old stadium. AC/DC are doing a gig there and there is no way I am going to miss out. Mind you, the omens are not good. On both occasions I came to the stadium with Rangers to play Bayern, I was injured and didn’t play. I am fighting fit now though and pull a few strings to get inside.


I have a good friend, Robbie, a great lad from Glasgow, and it’s Robbie who gets me the tickets for the gig. Robbie used to be AC/DC’s tour manager, which is very handy, and he puts in a few calls and we have our tickets. What a magical night. Because the band have been on the go for so long, the difference in ages of the fans at their gigs is incredible. People in their seventies, with their kids and their grandkids.


What a mix there is in that famous old stadium, and what a show the band put on. Malcolm and Angus Young were both born in Glasgow, and spent their early years in the city. Malcolm has sadly passed on now, but years ago, my mate Robbie brought Malcolm and Malcolm’s son up to a game at Ibrox, and we have some fantastic photos of myself and them holding up Rangers jerseys, one with Malcolm on it, and one with Angus on it. Great lads. Great memories.


I quickly have the idea to do another video, me at the gig, hearing the start of ‘Hells Bells’ again. ‘Is this AC/DC?’ This time with the band 100 metres away from me. We manage to get it right and end up howling with laughter. I’ll say it again, ‘You cannae beat a bit of AC/DC!’


Standing in that stadium, there are three lads right in front of us. I am enjoying the concert, rocking out, and these lads are enjoying a few beers, when one turns around to me and says, ‘We don’t want to bother you during the gig, Ally, but us three are from Bishopton,’ which is effectively the next village along from mine. Unbelievable. We have a right good laugh. A few of us lads from the small villages nestled on the west coast of Scotland and we’re having it large at an AC/DC gig in Bavaria. What a beautiful but small world.


Actually, it is no surprise to find myself next to three Bishopton boys, because by the time I arrive in the city of Munich, the place is awash with tartan. By the tens of thousands, Scots have descended on the place. Everywhere you look, there are red-cheeked, smiling faces. The beer halls are rocking to the boisterous thunder of the Tartan Army’s substantial playlist. ‘I’m Gonna Be (500 Miles)’, ‘We’ll Be Coming’, ‘Yes, Sir, I Can Boogie’, ‘No Scotland, No Party’ and, of course, ‘Flower of Scotland’; they all boom into the night sky. They even give AC/DC a run for their money on the sound stakes.


It is home from home, and on the second night, the eve of the opening game, I am on my way to co-host a charity function that will raise loads of money for many good causes, including Street Soccer, the homeless football charity back home. Nearly £600,000 is raised, which is incredible, and whilst doing so we all have the best night.


It is a bit of a who’s who of Scottishness. Big names in business such as Sir Tom Hunter and Lord William Haughey. People willing to put their hands in their pockets. The actor, Martin Compston, who was a very good footballer, and Gordon Smart, the broadcaster. Plenty of old teammates are there too. Gary McAllister, Darren Fletcher, The Big Eck Alex McLeish, James McFadden, Neil McCann and big Stevie Thompson, amongst others.


I am doing a five-minute chat on the stage with Sir Alex Ferguson and my first question to him takes him back to the days when I was a young footballer, and he would pick me up at the house after school. Myself and another lad, Stevie Cowan. Sir Alex used to stay in East Kilbride and would take us over to Paisley to train with the kids at St Mirren, whilst he took the first team. We would then wait, nipping round to get a bag of chips, before Sir Alex would drive us back home. We go a long way back.


So I am reminding him of those old days, thanking him for the lift. The thing is that when push came to shove, he didn’t sign me as a kid, choosing Stevie Cowan instead. ‘Sir Alex,’ I say, reminding him of those heady days. ‘One of your first jobs was at St Mirren, and it was there that you failed to sign the double European Golden Boot winner, Ally McCoist. That would have finished off most young coaches and managers, but to be fair to you, you made a half-decent comeback.’


Sir Alex howls with laughter, before grabbing the microphone and telling the audience a few home truths about me and putting me firmly back in my place.


The best line of the night goes to my co-host, the comedian Fred MacAulay. Fred is a ridiculously funny man, and we have four musicians up on stage with us. Dougie Vipond from Deacon Blue, the brilliant Amy Macdonald, Johnny Mac from the Bay City Rollers, and Dougie Payne, the bass player from Travis, who is a lovely lad.


Fred is interviewing him, and they are talking about what Travis has been up to, and he says they have just come off a tour supporting The Killers. He tells us that The Killers were brilliant to work with, that the lead singer Brandon Flowers is a diamond, and that they would love to work with them again.


Fred turns around, looks at the wee guy from Bay City Rollers, and says, ‘He’s worked with the Killers too – unfortunately it was Rose and Fred West.’ Totally from leftfield, the place falls about laughing and I almost fall off the stage.


The night is a major success, the bands and the singers all play, that big total is raised for charity, and to show my professionalism – knowing that I am on television doing the Scotland game the following night and wanting to look after my precious voice – I head home early to my bed.


The last thing I see, as I am leaving, is Fred MacAulay grabbing the microphone from the Travis frontman, Fran Healy, convinced that he could belt out a better chorus of ‘Why Does It Always Rain On Me’ than Fran himself. Time to go, Ally. Time to go.


As I sit in my room, I’m thinking about the chat I have just had on stage with the former Scotland players about what it is like on the eve of a tournament. Each of us recalls that sense of anticipation we felt, the excitement, and of course sometimes the dread! Like the punters who travel to see us, every emotion runs through you. The night before a game, the players in the hotel will be feeling the same, hopefully without the dread, but they will be knowing that they are less than a day away from folklore or ridicule. It’s an odd place to be. I turn the light off, and unlike the boys in the squad, I fall into a deep sleep.


 


The following morning. The day of the match and you can feel the excitement in the air. The hosts are amazing. The Germans know how to put on an event like this. Football is everything here. You sense it everywhere you go. The success they have had over the years, the players they have produced, the mark the country has left on the game, be it manufacturers such as Adidas and Puma, or historic tournaments of yesteryear, you cannot deny the Germans their place firmly at football’s top table.


Whilst they are excited for their team’s chances – and as hosts housing some fine young players they must be amongst the favourites – the people of Munich are fascinated with the 100,000-plus visitors who have not stopped singing and drinking (two of Bavaria’s most popular pastimes) for days. The Germans and the Scots have a lot in common. Okay, one has a few more of those wee stars on their football shirts, we won’t delve into that, but the people are very much alike.


They love their football and they love a drink, not to get violent, but to be merry, have a singsong and get on with it. The Scots have this way of drinking and then loving you to death. It’s a skill and the locals can’t get enough. Eventually it is hard to make out where the kilts start and the lederhosen stop. Both kind of blend into one.


The night of the game and the spirits are high. Very high. In fact, news goes around that the beer halls of Munich have run out of stock and orders are being made up from elsewhere. It takes some sort of session to drink Munich dry, I can tell you that. How have the Germans allowed it to happen? I’m not sure if it says a lot for my country and our people’s capacity to sink an ale or two, or it totally bursts the myth that the Germans are the most efficient race on the planet.


Having said that, walking into the Allianz, the most aesthetically pleasing stadium around, and all those thoughts of efficiency rush back. It is a fantastic arena, and as we get to work, and with both teams now kitted out and ready for the anthems, the heart is racing and the adrenaline is pumping faster than a Munich beer tap.


We’ve been there for four hours now, doing all sorts of pieces. The stuff on the pitch with Laura, with that special noise making it impossible to hear each other and, to be honest, at times I am guessing what she’s saying. I also do a bit with the Scottish Television guys, so I am up and down from pitch to gantry, but then we settle in to the commentary position, where I like to go over my notes and prepare for the kick-off.


Then there’s the anthems. The German one is rousing enough, but I have never heard ‘The Flower of Scotland’ sung with such gusto at a football match. I have always heard it best at Murrayfield, prior to the rugby, but stood here, in Munich, looking to my left and seeing the thousands who have got in, it is magical, knowing there are even more in the bars and fan parks nearby, let alone those still at home. One of the very best. Right up there with Murrayfield, if not even better, and I do not say that lightly.


If the raised and passionate voices of over 20,000 hopeful Scots can lift the spirits, then it takes only the sound of a referee’s opening whistle to stifle them. From the very off, the team look overawed; from the first second, it is obvious there is a problem. I hate to use the term ‘froze’ because I know, as much as anyone, how hard tournament football can be, let alone when you face the Germans, the hosts, but it is abundantly clear from the start that the occasion has got to them. Before they get their bearings, we are three-nothing down, a player has been sent off, and it’s halftime. Welcome to the Euros, lads.


The whistle for the interval goes, there’s a pause, then Sam Matterface, the commentator, says his piece, we go to the adverts, Sam takes off his ear-piece and I take mine off. There is another pause and we just look at each other, open-mouthed. That didn’t go according to plan.


The second half is a tiny bit better. It’s hard to work out if the Germans have simply taken their foot off the gas, or Scotland have got a little more organised. Our fans don’t stop singing, and whilst a few must have been gasping for a pint, there are no empty spaces. Their devotion is rewarded with an albeit scrappy goal, but the killer blow in the last minute is the fifth goal. It sounds silly, but that is the one that hurts the most.
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