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For my father






‘We are the ones who carry out the dream. The dream that the supporters will never achieve because they can’t play. So they live through us. But we have dreams we can’t realise, too.’


Kenny Dalglish, 2010
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INTRODUCTION


There’s something inherently sad about an autograph book – ‘sad’ in both senses of the word. Probably any sort of memento has a certain melancholy to it, but this one’s a little pitful, too. Look at the state of those stale pages, devoted to dashed and oft-illegible ‘signatures’ – dubious evidence that you once grabbed the briefest encounter with some kind of a hero.


That’s only, mind you, if one has managed to keep something so organised as a ‘book’. It’s not to speak of the sorts of autographs that get scribbled onto stubs, old receipts or whatever else you could produce from your pocket before the hero in question got away from your clutches, out the door or into the lift or VIP enclosure. Autographs are for kids, really, you would think – on paper. And yet the habit persists into the adult world, much like all sorts of youthful practices. People in queues at book signings aren’t so far removed from this curious fever – they seek the excuse to have a moment with someone special, and something tangible to take from it.


We all know that on some basic level a passion for football is boyish: it makes juveniles out of grown men, renders them prone to a terrible sentimentality. Go to any professional football training ground, into any changing room, and the hairy fug of testosterone and banter will leave you in no doubt that football remains a man’s game. It’s not massively more polite out in the stands. And yet, from whatever perch the modern fan looks out, the following of football seems to endure into adult life as a vehicle for somewhat arrested emotions – what the psychologists call latency, or projection, or displacement.


This is by way of preamble to the confession that I have, in my time, stood and waited breathlessly for footballers’ autographs; and that, as a boy, the signature I coveted above all was the King’s.
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It was July 1980, I was nine years old, and the setting was Jurys hotel in Dublin, at that time one of the fancier spots in town, where the Liverpool FC squad were staying in advance of a pre-season friendly with Dundalk at Lansdowne Road. My father had guessed rightly that I would love the chance to fill up my autograph book, and we found the foyer at Jurys crawling with young Dublin lads who clearly had the same idea as me. There were easy pickings to be had from assorted Liverpool first-teamers and squad resting at ease in the plush seating – no bother spotting the permed heads of Phil Thompson or Terry McDermott. The roaming pack of boys into which I folded myself, though, went single-mindedly in search of Dalglish. We didn’t even need to say as much – it was implicit. ‘Kenny’ was the big prize, the ubiquitous schoolyard hero, the top Panini card in the pack, no question.


What was it Dalglish had, the way he did the thing he did? Is it shallow to admit that he looked great? In my childish mind that was part of the deal, for sure. The Umbro Liverpool kit of that era had a terrific lustre. I’d never seen it look finer than in the Charity Shield match of 1979 when Liverpool tonked Arsenal 3-1, those red shirts aglow in the light of August, the white V-neck collars so pristine as to seem clerical. The scarlet of Dalglish’s shirt found its analogue in the flush of his cheeks under his straw-coloured barnet; and stamped on his back was ‘7’ – the luckiest of numbers, the one he’d inherited from Kevin Keegan two summers before, Keegan having moved abroad to ‘better himself’ at SV Hamburg.


What really counted, of course, was the football, and above all the goals – not just that Dalglish scored so many, and in such style, but also the unalloyed joy he clearly derived from it. His delighted celebrations – arms aloft, big beamer of a grin – were a major, major part of his appeal. As sportswriter Aidan Smith would reflect, years later, in the Scotsman, ‘No one ever looked happier for having achieved the dream of every lad.’


Still – back to the aesthetics – it did seem even to my juvenile self that you had to have a bit of the artist in you to truly savour the special finesse of Dalglish’s goals. Always, he chose placement over power: he seemed to just stroke the ball towards the net, yet there was audacity and nervelessness in how he bet on himself to catch the keeper out. One of his best finishes was in that Charity Shield game against Arsenal, where he ran at goal, hotly pursued, only to check right – so dumping a defender down onto his backside – before clipping a perfectly measured side-footer to the far right corner.


Watching the game, in the flurry of the moment, it seemed to me that Dalglish’s placement was magic: I imagined it was a gift – as opposed to a craft, the result of long practice. I should have understood better the reasons why Dalglish was so often able to repeat the trick. In a game against Crystal Palace, for instance, surrounded by four hostile white shirts just a yard inside the box, Dalglish had dug the ball out of that mess of defenders and chipped it past the keeper onto a spot maybe six inches inside the right-hand post. Back then I just couldn’t see the degree to which Dalglish actually depended on defenders to obscure the goalkeeper’s sight of the ball, so that he could curl it around the whole lot of them. (I couldn’t know that Dalglish, when himself a nine-year-old, had learned the trick by studying Ian McMillan, inside forward for his beloved Glasgow Rangers.) But then, aged nine, I didn’t realise Kenny Dalglish had been a professional footballer longer than I’d been alive. I could see, though, that he was at the height of his powers.


Beyond the goals, Dalglish’s precise passing was a wonder, too – inspiring just as many artless playground imitations as his shooting. Then there was the inimitable way he could keep the ball at his feet with his back to goal, warding defenders away. Just five-foot-eight, Dalglish simply wouldn’t be tackled until he was ready to lay the ball off to another red shirt.


Maybe the most thrilling sight, though, was when he got on his figurative bike with the ball and pedalled towards goal: supremely balanced, arms out at his sides as if ready for flight, surrounded by some sort of force field that could cause brawnier opponents to bounce off him – like Derby County’s Vic Moreland who, first left for dead by a Dalglish turn, was then deposited on his backside as Dalglish shrugged him off and used his left peg to strike a rare power shot past the Derby keeper. The grin he showed us after that bravura effort was extra-radiant.


Dalglish’s sunshine face, it should be said, was reserved only for such accomplishments. In football, the forward’s facial expression is usually a weather vane for how his team is faring, and Dalglish’s could be a grim sight if Liverpool happened to struggle. Evidently he hated to lose, so it was a good thing Liverpool didn’t lose very often. Kevin Keegan had left the club having made them champions of Europe, but Dalglish had gone on to match that feat and by 1980 he seemed already, remarkably, to have eclipsed his predecessor. It wasn’t just us little autograph hounds for whom Liverpool was Dalglish.


That night in Dublin the hunting pack of which I was part succeeded finally in cornering the great man, alone in a corridor as he emerged from his room, subdued, in a lemon-yellow V-neck sweater. (This was still the era before footballers were style icons who posed for billboard ads in little Armani pants.) Very probably he’d been asleep – his standard preparation for a game of any sort. We all knew from diligent study of Shoot! magazine that Dalglish was the consummate professional, a man of regular habits, a home-loving, teetotal non-smoker who prized his private peace and quiet above all else. Even so, regardless, we fell upon him, our books and scraps and pens thrust in front of his quizzical frown.


He was much like his legend had suggested – polite, terse, not hugely happy, and yet he signed for everyone. Reminded of our own manners by his, perhaps, we took our turns, accepted our trophies, then made ourselves scarce. A few hours later at Lansdowne Road, Liverpool won the Dundalk friendly 2-0, Dalglish on the scoresheet, and all was as well as it could be in the nine-year-old world.
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It’s December 2014, the venue a private members’ establishment in central London, the occasion a ‘corporate hospitality’ bash – and the King is signing autographs again, though what the punters put before him is finer fare than the paper scraps we urchins presented 30-odd years ago in Dublin. This afternoon Dalglish is signing high-priced souvenir shirts, and hardback copies of his latest memoir, My Life.


Dalglish is over 60 now, and in decent shape, though the years are there around the eyes and the renowned ex-teetotaller looks a tad rubicund in the cheeks. It’s been 25 years since his playing career formally ended, and the game has seen a few new generations of hero since. As blogger Daniel Storey has put it, ‘To a generation of supporters, Dalglish will only be the Liverpool manager between Roy Hodgson and Brendan Rodgers.’


Still, when a sporting life is done there is an appreciable afterlife to be enjoyed, so long as you are the owner of a good name which has been carefully tended. For the organisers of hospitality events such as these, there is pretty good coin in offering proximity to the greats of football, or golf, or cricket. The punters get a ringside seat for the revisiting of the legend’s memories, and their own, of great and shining moments in sporting time. ‘Everybody likes to hear stories,’ Dalglish admits with a wry smile. All this, plus three courses and wine.


Dalglish tells the gathering that he counts himself lucky to have made his name at two great clubs, Celtic and Liverpool – clubs where he scored more than a hundred goals apiece and won trophies as a manager, too – clubs that also, in the end, would wind up hiring and then firing him as boss, having become businesses of a different sort in the years since his playing glories. It could be considered a hard day’s work – playing this circuit, having to live up to the mantle of legend. You’re not exactly facing a tough crowd; but then no one has ever regarded Kenny Dalglish as a born raconteur. Sean Fallon, the Sligo-born coach who discovered the teenaged Dalglish and brought him to Celtic, considered the boy to be ‘something of a loner’. Phil Neal, who captained Dalglish at Liverpool and ended up having notable disagreements with him, pronounced him ‘a quiet, complex sort of character’. His Liverpool and Scotland teammate Graeme Souness spoke early of Dalglish’s tendency to be ‘civil to those in football but dreadfully suspicious of anyone he did not know’.


Outside of his family, what Dalglish has appeared to know and loves above all is football and its peculiar culture. He’s a player’s man, and prefers the company of other footballing men – among whom he does not count the majority of the football media who have never kicked a ball with any distinction. Accordingly, journalists always struggled with Dalglish the player, lumbered with the task of trying to embroider his terse utterances. It got harder still after Dalglish graduated to management, where media duties are compulsory and men who were legends on the pitch can suddenly find themselves exposed to an awful lot of low-cost criticism.


The toll of all this on Dalglish, judged by his own famously high standards, was pronounced. It was at Anfield in May 1995 – when the Blackburn Rovers team he had managed for four tumultuous seasons clinched the league title at the latest possible moment – that the wider public got to see Dalglish’s delighted grin in its pure state for perhaps the final time. Three years later, at Newcastle United, where Dalglish’s legend suffered its first significant tarnish, the support dubbed him ‘Miserable Kenny’.


‘I know he was seen as a sourpuss,’ his old accomplice Terry McDermott has said. ‘Yet nothing could be further from the truth. Kenny was – and still is – a funny, funny man.’ Let’s agree that some of the funniest people we know don’t always seem that way to strangers. Let’s agree, too, that when it comes to evaluating the wit of footballers you probably have to be there to get it. Dalglish is certainly known to have a deathless love of the game’s obligatory changing-room pranks and ‘banter’, though Graeme Souness has rated his gags as roughly on the level of the Beano or Dandy.


Before the corporate crowd, though, Dalglish shows himself adept at winning a laugh, not least when he’s prompted to recall Scotland’s failed heroics against Holland in the 1978 World Cup. Observing ruefully that one more Scottish goal that day would have earned a famous against-the-odds progression to the next round, his face corkscrews into a grin. ‘So we made sure that didnae happen . . .’ This crowd are delighted by the diffidence of the legend. At one point he gestures to the mounted corporate displays behind him, adorned by portraits of previous legends who have taken their turn in this format. ‘Following on from Kevin again,’ Dalglish observes of one such. ‘He’s been here before me, like he was at Liverpool . . .’
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February 2016, and it’s a reasonably big night out at the Ramside hotel, County Durham’s top golf and spa destination. A lot of beefy lads have smartened up in dark suits, and their lasses are dressed ‘glamorous’, just like the formal invitations decreed. Tonight’s guest of honour at this corporate-charity shindig is ‘King’ Kevin Keegan – a man who was a Liverpool immortal, and twice European Player of the Year at Hamburg, yet who is venerated above all round these parts for his stints as player and manager of Newcastle United, where he won precisely nothing. This, then, is a night for staunch Newcastle fans, who remember and celebrate ‘legends’ in the absence of any actual silverware.


Those punters who shelled out for top-whack tickets are invited to pose for a personal photo with the great man. Keegan, grey-suited and versed in these matters, waits patiently while the queuing customers nurse their tall fizzy five-quid pints and a big lad frowns and fumbles with a big digital camera. Then Keegan welcomes each fan in turn, throwing an arm round the shoulder of every one, jabbing a finger as if to say, ‘He’s the man!’ He jokes easily with those who are most conspicuously taller than him, and gibes the occasional fan of Sunderland AFC. (This, after all, is County Durham, debatable lands when it comes to football loyalties.) Keegan’s manner, though, is an index to the local esteem of him. Newcastle fans saw him as firmly on the side of the crowd: as their boss he was wont to give impromptu sermons on the mount to gatherings of support, and at times he seemed to want to put his arms around them all.


The Ramside dining-room suite is set for 30-odd tables, all of them filled. An auction of memorabilia will follow the evening’s main event, prizes on offer including a Liverpool shirt signed by Kenny Dalglish. Guests have been invited to submit questions in writing for Mr Keegan, but the comedian emcee warms the room with a few of his own invention.


‘Why did you leave Liverpool for Hamburg?’


‘Did you used to get your perms done for free?’


‘Would you like to smash Alex Ferguson in the face?’


Keegan mounts the stage to big applause and proceeds to deliver a well-rehearsed PowerPoint presentation of his life and times. Even as a player he had a lucrative sideline as a performer, and performance is the bigger part of what Keegan does these days. If Dalglish famously says little, Keegan is effusive, available, loquacious, sometimes emotional. Having made a success of most things in life, he has now, unsurprisingly, become an accomplished cabaret-style public speaker. He swears frequently – ‘fooking’ this and that – but only in the style of a northern comic: an affable ‘Would you believe it?’ punctuation in the tale of his rags-to-riches rise.


Keegan’s family history being such a part of his bond with the locality, he stresses his north-east roots, how his grandfather was a coalminer from nearby Stanley who conducted himself heroically at the scene of a terrible pit disaster. Young Kevin had Durham coalfield relatives, he knew pitmen and their dialect, and he knew they were Newcastle United fans. He talks about how, as a lad, his small stature saw him struggle to get a try-out with any serious football side. He shows a snap of the contract he signed at Pegler’s Brass Works, for whose reserve team he was playing when Scunthorpe United came knocking with professional terms. Keegan’s was quite a life to have come from, no question: you have to say that he pulled himself up by his bootlaces. But the reason it really happened for him, he insists, is Bill Shankly, who took him to Liverpool. And the reason for their bond, he is equally adamant, is ‘because Shanks was a miner’ – one of four brothers raised in Glenbuck, all of whom followed football as a path to a better life. ‘He felt an affinity with me,’ Keegan argues. ‘He maybe wanted it for me.’


This is the heart-and-soul Keegan who makes plain he hasn’t forgotten where he came from. And yet, here we approach a paradox. Keegan was already a wealthy man when he came to Newcastle as a player in 1982; wealthier still when the millionaire property developer John Hall hired him to manage the club in 1992. When he riffs on a photo opportunity he shared with Tony Blair in 1995, or breaks into fluent Spanish during an anecdote about volatile Colombian striker Faustino Asprilla, anyone can see this is a successful and accomplished individual. Keegan winds up his act with a bit of motivational blather for the corporate audience; and one is reminded that he’s working tonight – also that he has always seen himself as an entrepreneur businessman, at ease in this kind of company.


Thus, a certain oddness when Keegan has a go at the corrupting influence of money in football, and is keenly applauded for it. He slates Newcastle’s sponsor, the payday moneylender Wonga, and its owner, the dubious sportswear billionaire Mike Ashley, and the world governing body FIFA (‘THIEFA’, as he dubs it). This is Keegan the moralist, wont to mutter darkly about ‘the morals’ of the men now running the game. ‘I just see football for what it is,’ he told the Independent in 2007, ‘which is all about money.’ But in casting the stone, is Keegan himself without sin?


Keegan’s conspicuous roots come in handy when he talks of the traditions of the game and their supposed integrity. He is comfortable in praising the olden days. Keegan reckons the weekly quarter-of-a-million quid paid nowadays to a Wayne Rooney or a Yaya Toure is beyond the pale. ‘When I played,’ he told the Guardian in 2011, ‘you never felt disconnected from the fans because you were earning maybe two to three times more than them.’ But then, as a player Keegan famously had a very refined and fairly impatient sense of what his skills were really worth.
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Keegan was English football’s first millionaire, a pioneer in turning success on a pitch into money-printing licences on the side. Thirty years before David Beckham sold Armani pants, Keegan did his best in an era of lesser opportunity, promoting everything from football boots to Brut aftershave, breakfast cereals to road safety. Footballers just didn’t have the shop-window presence in Keegan’s day, the pick of channels and outlets; but, such as these were back then, Keegan filled them. Where George Best squandered all such opportunities in his unquenchable thirst for white wine, Keegan was a solid pro who caused no trouble, even inheriting some of Best’s contracts.


The bonus clauses of the Premiership era clearly irk Keegan; and yet when he signed for Newcastle in 1982 he negotiated a cut of the gate money for himself. He frequently laments the ruination of the English game by overpriced foreign players; and yet his transfer record as manager of Newcastle and Fulham and Manchester City shows that his deeds don’t quite match his words. Keegan might not like Rooney’s wages but he was happy to have shares in Proactive, the domineering agency run by Paul Stretford that represented Rooney and fought remarkably hard for that privilege.


Keegan was and is a speculator, a good capitalist – an honest trader, for sure, but selling his skills at the best rate the market can offer. The Keegan philosophy has always been that you shouldn’t begrudge a man for making a success of himself. The man himself has on many occasions made clear he doesn’t expect people to obstruct him in the honest business of getting ahead. Steadfast in charity work to benefit the less fortunate, Keegan has nonetheless endorsed ‘the message that life is about the survival of the strongest and the fittest’. Is there a contradiction there? Or is it all of a piece with making the best of oneself?


During a stint as columnist for the Daily Mail Kenny Dalglish wrote of wishing ‘to reassure supporters that despite the financial rewards, no player starts out in football for money rather than enjoyment’. While making plain that players should be rewarded for success, Dalglish stressed that ‘[t]he only way to put in the time and dedication to be a professional player is for the first motivation to be a love of the sport, not financial’. Keegan, though, has done his utmost to suggest to the world that he thinks differently – that the sport was a vehicle for him, one for which he was utterly committed, but ultimately a business. Reflecting in his 1977 memoir on life at Liverpool he wrote: ‘Football was not everything to me then, and never will be. I see my life in broader terms.’


What of Dalglish’s part in the new business of the game? In his memoirs he has spoken fondly of the ‘family ethos’ of Celtic and ‘the Liverpool way’ of doing things to which he was drawn – simpler times when deals were honourably done between conscientious clubs and the working-class parents of young talent. The parasitical fug that now attends the signing of a promising youth was witnessed at its thickest back in 2002 around the figure of then-Everton prodigy Wayne Rooney. But who was the influential figure who, a court was subsequently told, allegedly discreetly advised Rooney’s family to pass their boy into the care of Stretford’s Proactive for representation? That would be Kenny Dalglish, while employed by Stretford in an advisory capacity.


This is no new breed of disgrace: footballers have always liked money, no more or less than most of the rest of us do. But if some kind of rot has set in – if, as Keegan asserts, the game is now ‘all about money’ – it has to be said that neither Keegan nor Dalglish have gone greatly out of their way to cast out the thieves from the temple. Rather – to extend the analogy – they have been decently remunerated for their respective roles in ensuring that money has kept trading across the tables.
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Across 50 years the careers of Keegan and Dalglish have shadowed and mirrored one another, both for good and for ill. Now in their mid-sixties, they are elder statesmen – resemblances to their shaggy-haired Panini portraits of the 1970s long faded. Keegan now wears a trim crown of grey and a perpetually rueful mien, while Dalglish has grown a face of quintessential Glaswegian cragginess.


They are two highly talented, quietly complex men from equally unglamorous backgrounds, born in the same year, who ascended to superstardom almost in tandem. Their playing styles were notably different, as thumbnailed cannily by Dalglish: ‘He ran onto flicks, while I went about my work slightly deeper.’ But though as players (and again as managers) they were on opposing sides, they served the same clubs at different times and seemed not ‘rivals’ so much as exemplary figures in the game, capable of inspiring youngsters and fans not just by heroic feats on the pitch but by rigour and dedication on and off it. Keegan and Dalglish were football royalty, sporting kings – as intensely revered as any players these isles have produced. And yet, having made their names and reputations in the 1970s and 1980s, they would become recognisable to the next generation as top managers – albeit more fretful, troubled figures, given to big gestures and stunning departures. Both men acquired airs of enigma, as a consequence of strong-willed decisions made in private then dropped onto the heads of a startled public.


What had kept them both in football so long? The love of a club, and a principled, even romantic vision of how the game ought to be played? That’s what some hardcore supporters believe, and there’s evidence in their favour. But the desire to remain a big player on a big stage, the interest in a big paycheque, the resumption of old rivalries and unfinished business – these things, too, may have had their pull, serving to draw both Keegan and Dalglish into a Faustian pact.


Money had changed the game, no question. The Premiership era had seen the throwing of cash at raw talent, wagering on more-or-less instant first-team dividends, and teenagers paid lunatic sums just to warm the bench. Older fans like to evoke a lost world when football’s revenues were loyally through the turnstiles, and for players there was an ineluctable process of serving time, earning one’s place, a long polishing of rough talent, careers forged in old boots on old pitches in front of standing support who religiously took up their places behind metal barriers. These were careers begun on antiquated time-served business terms, years in the making: a working-class calling, the rewards of which came chiefly through the acclaim of crowds composed of people very much like oneself.


On Saturdays Jackie Milburn would work a shift at Ashington colliery then take the bus to St James’ Park to play for Newcastle United. Milburn’s memoir Golden Goals (1955) is a study in the virtues of graft, sacrifice and gratification endlessly deferred. The scholar Joyce Helen Woolridge writes with a nicely acid touch of how Milburn conjures ‘the cobbled idylls of Ashington and dressing rooms populated by grand fellows who were always pals’. Football drew huge crowds yet players only saw a fraction of those gates in their pay. Football’s maximum wage was capped at £20 a week, £17 in off-season. Moreover, once registered with a club, a player could not sign for any other without the permission of the one already holding his registration. This was known as the ‘retain-and-transfer system’, and it meant that a player was at the club’s disposal, told who they were joining.


But in 1961 the players’ union voted down football’s wage ceiling: a sudden show of player power, a sign that players had a notion of what they were worth. (Fifty years on, Dalglish would profess that ‘a career in the game has taught me the debt of gratitude we owe to those who fought so hard’.) Big-city clubs could now turn their huge gate receipts into wages: Johnny Haynes of Fulham became the first £100-a-week footballer. In 1960 George Eastham went on strike at Newcastle to force a move to Arsenal, and his PFA-sponsored legal fight finally had retain-and-transfer declared an ‘unjustifiable restraint of trade’ in the High Court. In this time of flux, the priorities of football’s traditional support were not static either: in the 1960s a lot of the labour force had new leisure-time options, displacing the rituals of the job, the pub and the match. Still, crowds came, paid cheaply for tickets, and piled into the old, groaning terraces. From here, though, the relationship between the man on the pitch and the man on the terraces was changing, too.
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Keegan and Dalglish were working-class boys, both with significant distances to travel – from Protestant Glasgow and Catholic Doncaster – in order to realise their ambitions. As fledgling players they were scouted and recruited and apprenticed at clubs under respectful, well-founded systems directed by great and doughty managers – Bill Shankly, Jock Stein.


‘All players are born. Anyone who tells you that they can make players are very stupid people.’ Thus spake Shankly. But was ‘Shanks’ ever wrong? If we take Kevin Keegan on his own terms then the great Liverpool boss was certainly wide of the mark (if not, indeed, calling Keegan stupid). In his early memoir Keegan promoted himself unabashedly as the product of application and dedicated toil. ‘If someone said I was the greatest player in England, I would not accept it, because I know that it isn’t true . . . My game is completely centred on my work rate. I get involved for the full ninety minutes.’ The legend runs that Keegan ‘made himself into a player’, whereas Dalglish’s natural gift shone as if perfectly formed from the get-go – that Dalglish was marked out for success while Keegan had to scrap his way to it. The truth is subtly but importantly different.


Kenny Dalglish really had to graft, but he was a thinking player, too. He did an awful lot of hard thinking. Footballers are easily dismissed as thoughtless yobs, and Dalglish has always liked to recall himself as a dead loss at school. But there is such a thing as football intelligence, and it doesn’t just live in the feet, nor can it be learned from books. It begins with watching, being a student of behaviour on the park, comprehending that any game of football is an ebb and flow of influences upon which a player can assert himself. Dalglish grew up watching football just like any other fan, with the fan’s turbulent levels of anxiety and excitement. But it wasn’t long before the computer in his head was doing a more advanced kind of processing, and he was learning how to put choices into practice out in the hurly-burly of a real game.


On top of this skill, though, was application, the keeping of the head, the cultivating of the body, the desire to improve and keep moving forward, even as talented contemporaries faltered or fell. ‘You might not be good enough,’ Dalglish would write, ‘but that doesn’t mean you cannot apply yourself properly and see where that takes you.’ On this score, too, Dalglish was to show that he had what it took.





PART I





1


Kenneth Mathieson Dalglish


1951-67




‘Our Object is: The advancement of Christ’s kingdom among boys and the promotion of habits of obedience, reverence, discipline, self-respect and all that tends towards a true Christian manliness.’


Motto of the Boys’ Brigade movement established in Glasgow by William Alexander Smith (1883)


‘I have always believed in discipline . . . Discipline must prevail at home if children are to behave outside. My mum and dad brought me up to believe in fundamental principles, like having good manners and knowing right from wrong.’


Kenny Dalglish (1996)




Kenny Dalglish maintains to this day that he is a lucky man, since from an early age he was looked after, encouraged in life and in sport, and taught, too, the golden rule of looking after others in turn. That as a boy Dalglish was ‘football daft’ is only the prerequisite for what he would make of himself: no lad can hope to get a start in football otherwise. Importantly, though a working-class boy, Dalglish was not from an unusually poor family – he had material support from his parents, disciplined people who respected both his aspiration and application.


He was born on 4 March 1951 in the Dalmarnock district of Glasgow’s East End, within the so-called ‘Cuningar Loop’ made by the River Clyde. He had an older sister, Carol: thus, as four, they were the nuclear family. His father Bill was a diesel engineer for a motor company, with a routine as sure as the turning of the earth: ‘He’d come in from his work every night,’ Dalglish remembered, ‘have his tea then have a sleep on the couch or in the chair.’ Bill entrusted his pay packet to wife Cathy, who managed the household. It was a domestic arrangement that Dalglish was to reproduce.


Bill Dalglish was, at least, in the right line of work. Victorian Glasgow had known prosperity by the manufacture of ferries, passenger liners and steam locomotives – the city then had a shout to be the shipbuilding capital of the world. But by the 1950s the coming industries were those of the motor car, the diesel train and long-haul airliner. Patterns of both work and residence were undergoing transformation: postwar Glasgow was considered ‘slum-ridden’, in need of major schemes of housing clearance and reconstruction. ‘Glasgow folk have been through hell,’ the city’s housing convener James Duncan announced in 1951. ‘We are going to build so many houses that this second city will be a housing paradise on earth.’ Whole inner-city districts were razed, and 100,000 new houses arose on Glasgow’s peripheries. One such was Milton, and it was here – in early 1952, Kenneth Dalglish just ten months old – that his family moved north to a rented social home, a cladded apartment house. The streets of the Milton scheme were all named after Scottish islands, and it was Mingulay Street for the Dalglishes.


‘Deserts wi’ windaes’ is how Billy Connolly characterised Glasgow’s new estates in one of his early one-liners. Milton was not a superbly engineered community. It had shops and a public park, but no pubs or cinemas or other such leisure amenities, all of which were a bus ride away. But the Dalglish family had a back garden, a big deal for a boy who loved to kick a ball, as Kenny was doing keenly around the scheme from roughly the age of five. He started at Miltonbank Primary School in Scalpay Street but school, for him, would only ever be ‘a way of playing football for my school team’. He was mad for kickabouts day and night – it ruled his young world.


‘Everybody played football, good, bad or indifferent,’ his future teammate Danny McGrain would recall. ‘You’d play in the playground and you’d come home from school and end up playing in the back garden.’ If not the garden, then the venue was the local park, where Dalglish and his pals had the use of a set of collapsible goalposts constructed by someone’s dab-handy father out of conduit plumbing pipes. Glasgow being football daft suited the young Dalglish fine, though it meant that what he could do with a ball would have to really shine if it was to stand out.


Bill Dalglish had played the game keenly himself until an accident in which a lorry ran over his ankle. He subsumed his passion into being a staunch fan of Rangers FC, and took his boy along to Ibrox as soon as he could. Thus Dalglish became a boy bluenose, inducted into the ritual of match day – down the same passageway, to the same crush barrier, there to meet with Bill’s workmates and their own boys. This was the Rangers of Sammy Baird and the South Africans Don Kitchenbrand and Johnny Hubbard. But Bill Dalglish’s favourite was Ian McMillan, who signed in 1958 – an old-school inside forward, playing in ‘the hole’ just behind the front man, linking play between midfield and attack.


Dalglish attended a Boys’ Brigade like all his peers, but in early 1963 he switched troops just so he could play for his school in the morning and Possilpark’s Boys’ Brigade in the afternoon. He was now at High Possil Secondary School, which had a decent football team though no pitch of its own. He drew the attention of Bobby Dinnie, a keen local coach and scout who ran Possil’s YMCA team at Glenconner Park. The club had a link to Arsenal, and their scout Joe Hill came one day to have a look, identifying Dalglish as one of six promising boys worth an invite to trial at Highbury. But, as Dinnie recalled, Bill Dalglish stuck to the view that Kenny ‘was his only son and he wanted to see him staying in Scotland’. This close familial instinct was to recur: Bill Dalglish had firm ideas about what his boy ought best to do.


Dalglish was 14 in 1965 when the family moved south to Broomloan Court, a new high-rise estate of 21-storey tower blocks in Govan. It was a step up as moves go, but more importantly for Dalglish the estate – hemmed by an arterial road, Ibrox, and a greyhound and speedway track – was situated right next to where Rangers trained.


The team had been dominant in Scotland, treble winners of 1964, driven by their skilful wing-half Jim Baxter. An ex-apprentice cabinet-maker and coalminer, Baxter had a penchant for taking the mickey out of opponents on the park, and some part of that ‘swagger and arrogance’ was impressive even to Dalglish. In a choice of heroes, though, Dalglish favoured Baxter’s Scotland teammate Denis Law of Manchester United, who scored regularly and with relish but retained about him the air of his austere Aberdeen upbringing.


Dalglish undoubtedly hoped hard that Rangers, his team, would show an interest in him as a football prospect. Their chief scout Jimmy Smith had taken a few looks, but no offer was forthcoming. Rangers had a certain preference for big lads, or else lads with an obvious turn of pace; and Dalglish, despite his promise, had neither of those easy attributes. He was going to need something else to impress the talent-spotters.
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Nearly finished with formal education, Dalglish made the most of its sporting options, turning out for a Glasgow Schools XI that won the national Under-15s trophy, and attending national schools trials at Glasgow’s Pollok Park. Danny McGrain, also invited, would remember ‘this wee guy with a bright red face . . . looking as if he’d just run a marathon’. Dalglish did not, however, make the final cut, and the manager of his Glasgow Schools team, irked on his behalf, pitched him into a game against the Scottish Schools XI, where his exertions belatedly earned him a place in the team. In May of 1966 he got run-outs in Victory Shield matches against the home nations. Playing right-half against Northern Ireland at the Glentoran Oval in Belfast, he scored twice in a 4-3 victory, and was in a 1-1 draw against England at Ibrox. The People newspaper picked him out as ‘a brilliant ball-player’. That August he was pleased to receive an invite for a week’s trial down south with Liverpool FC at Anfield, alongside his teammate George Adams. Liverpool had just become English league champions, for the second time in three seasons under the management of the former Glenbuck miner Bill Shankly.


Shankly had taken charge at Liverpool in December 1959 and instantly asserted himself, clearing out the playing squad and rebuilding it. ‘I had problems trying to convince the directors that you couldn’t get a good player for £3,000,’ Shankly would say. But he convinced them to sanction the influential signings of Ian St John and Ron Yeats. He also initiated the redevelopment of the Anfield stadium and Melwood training ground. (‘If you’d seen Anfield when I came, it was the biggest toilet in Liverpool.’) His football fixations were soon clear to his players: physical fitness, and a game based on ‘pass and move’. He and Liverpool were badly in need of silverware, and it took a while to come, but Shankly’s obsessive, coaxing style of man management began to pay off, while TV coverage helped to make the Spion Kop end of Anfield famous – a site of tribal singing and swaying the like of which football had not seen. Once Shankly got going, his mouth and his cocky version of wit suited the Scousers rightly. They loved his bold strokes – such as putting the team into an all-scarlet kit, worn for the first time in November 1964 for a game against Anderlecht: ‘Christ, the players looked like giants,’ Shankly would recall in his characteristic cadences. ‘And we played like giants.’


Dalglish the teenage triallist first pulled on the red shirt of giants for a Liverpool B team against Southport on 20 August 1966. His account of the trial has shifted a little down the years. He makes little of it in his first memoir, published in 1978, whereas in later versions (by which time he was recasting his career as one essentially consecrated to Liverpool FC) he speaks of Shankly giving him a lift back to digs, encouraging him to stay a few days – showing keenness to make a deal. Whatever were Shankly’s impressions, what is certainly true is that Dalglish didn’t stick around. Homesickness was one factor. He also had another trial in the bag at West Ham. But he couldn’t stand to miss Rangers hosting Celtic in a Glasgow Cup tie on 23 August, so he caught the train back up from Lime Street and went straight to Ibrox.


He was among 76,456 that night. Rangers had spent big on Dave Smith of Aberdeen and Alex Smith of Dunfermline. But Celtic were purring on the back of their first Scottish league title in 12 years, and they handed Rangers a hammering, driven by their midfield pair of Bobby Murdoch and Bertie Auld. Billy McNeill came up from defence to score Celtic’s first, after which the pacey inside forward Bobby Lennox bagged a hat-trick. For Dalglish and the Rangers support, this had begun to seem a dispiriting habit. The balance of power in the Scottish game was shifting, to the new-model Celtic being made by Jock Stein.


[image: image]


Stein had been an average sort of a player, for non-league Llanelli in Wales, when Celtic first recruited him in 1950 with an eye to having a reserve centre-half on the books. Stein was a Lanarkshire Protestant, though his Catholic wife had loyally ‘turned’ to his faith. But his father, a rock-solid Rangers man, did not favour Jock’s signing for the enemy. Stein’s view was that he would go wherever would save him from South Wales, better still if he could rejoin his wife and child in Scotland. Such friends as forsook him when he signed for Celtic were friends he came to count as not worth the bother.


Still, there was no wishing away the gulf between the two Glasgow clubs, nor the fact that it made football somehow less than good sport. Rangers was the club of the Queen, the Union, Scotland’s Protestant majority and the Calvinist culture of the kirk, founded by Freemasons and members of the Orange Order, strongly tied to the shipyards of Govan. Glasgow Celtic was the team of Irish Catholic patriots, revolutionary Fenians and Home Rulers, begun as a charitable organisation by one Andrew Kerins from Ballymote in Sligo (subsequently ‘Brother Walfrid’ of the Marist order), a teaching missionary who had witnessed the Irish famine of 1845-49 and saw football as a vehicle for social work in Glasgow’s East End, a means to bolster the faith and keep the flock out of the clutches of Protestant soup kitchens.


Then, as now, the sectarian hostility between Glasgow’s Old Firm of Rangers and Celtic bore no real relation to churchgoing habits, spiritual pieties or doctrinal difference. But it was clearly a great deal to do with tribe, assumed ideas of virtue, and clinging to a fantasy of superiority – having some lesser other to hate. Thus could fundamentally non-religious people be tarred as ‘Orange’ or ‘Fenian’ varities of ‘bastard’, by fellow non-religionists who, as Simon Kuper deftly puts it, were ‘not about to give up their ancient traditions just because they no longer believe in God’. Danny McGrain has labelled the Old Firm antagonism ‘a mutual loathing society’, ‘a social disorder which used football to express itself’.


The antagonism was glaring, and yet when it came to recruiting players Celtic had an ecumenical view, welcoming men of whatever denomination. Until the First World War, at least, Rangers fielded Catholic players without much fuss. It was during the long tenure of manager Bill Struth, though, that Rangers scouts got into the hardened habit of asking young prospects what school they attended. Celtic’s relative openness on this score gave them a competitive advantage; and to ask what would have become of Glasgow Celtic had they spurned the services of Jock Stein is to look down into a long, dark drop.


It took a full-blooded injury crisis at Celtic for Stein to get into Celtic’s first XI, but once there he proved himself and retained his place. Indeed, club skipper Sean Fallon – tough, speedy, and a Sligo man like Brother Walfrid – came to pick Stein as his vice-captain, well aware that the two of them were in the autumn of their careers, wanting ‘to prove to the other lads that players his age weren’t washed up’. Inheriting the armband from Fallon, Stein led Celtic to a league and cup double in 1954. But three years later his playing days were ended by an ankle injury. For reasons more than Stein’s ill luck, seven barren years for Celtic ensued.


Stein committed himself to pursuing a career in management, but deduced that he was unlikely to progress in that direction at Celtic, and served his apprenticeships at Dunfermline and Hibernian instead. He was a diligent student of the game, travelling to Milan to study Helenio Herrera’s famous Internazionale side, impressed by the rigour of their routines if not so much by their negative football. In March 1965 Celtic, in a state of some desperation, made an approach to Stein and he became the boss, only the fourth in the club’s history and the first non-Catholic.


Stein found his consigliere in Sean Fallon, whom he appointed as his assistant. Celtic already had notable players, such as the small, flame-haired crackerjack winger Jimmy Johnstone. Fallon soon showed a knack for spotting young talents such as David Hay. The player Stein liked above all was Bobby Murdoch, unfussy, composed and a peerless passer of the ball, and he moved Murdoch and Bertie Auld into a centre midfield pairing, quite an engine in the middle of the park.


But Stein felt that if Celtic were to really start firing then they needed the smack of a Herrera-like stickler. He took a stiff broom to Celtic Park, imposing himself on every aspect of preparation and regimen. Fierce and inflexible, he was to become a formidable presence on the training pitch, clad in a trademark black tracksuit. He put the fear of God in the players, whether by a hard stare, a low growl, or a kicked door if it came to it. Bobby Lennox never forgot a ‘pasting’ Stein dished out to the whole team in the wake of a 5-1 loss to Dunfermline: ‘The walls of the stadium must have been shaking . . . He kept blasting us and seemed to grow bigger as he did so. I could see the big frame swinging his arms and cursing and swearing. It was terrifying.’


[image: image]


By 1967 the sands were running out somewhat on Kenny Dalglish’s hopes for a break into football. He’d had his trial at West Ham, and their teenaged midfielder Harry Redknapp was one who noticed him – his lack of pace (‘but that didn’t matter’) and his talent for retaining possession (‘He could hold the ball as well as any man twice his size’). Still, there was no offer of provisional forms. Done with schooling now, Dalglish bounced around a few odd jobs – delivery boy, warehouse packer – before getting himself apprenticed to a joinery business five minutes’ walk from home. But he was still making his big bet on football.


He had been recruited to Glasgow United’s Under-16 side by manager Bob Keir and plied his trade on the club’s red ash pitch at Cambuslang. It was there that Celtic’s Sean Fallon came to have a look at one of Dalglish’s new teammates, a forward named Victor Davidson, whose mother had written Fallon a letter in praise of her boy. Fallon saw plenty to like in Davidson, but a fair bit, too, in Dalglish – the ruddy-faced work rate, the balance, that obstinate gift for not relinquishing the ball.


Then Dalglish got a chance to play for United under the lights at Celtic’s Barrowfield training ground, a game against a Celtic XI of juvenile ‘provisional signings’, and his team came out on top, a 3-2 win in which he scored. Stein and Fallon were watching, and Dalglish was aware but not overawed by the presence of the big bossman. Bob Keir passed on to Dalglish an invitation from Fallon to train with Celtic at Parkhead. And yet Dalglish fought shy of relaying this offer to his father, Bill – an impatient Keir was moved to contact Bill Dalglish himself the following night. Still, Celtic’s interest was not a simple matter: it was no small thing for a bluenose to sign for the Hoops. In time, Kenny Dalglish would make very clear he had no truck with the ‘tens of thousands of bigots who chant at Old Firm games’. But the different complexions of the two clubs were undeniable.


‘We weren’t Orange but we were staunch’: thus Hugh McIlvanney recalls Jock Stein describing his family’s view on the Protestant faith. Stein’s biographer Bob Crampsey would thumbnail his mission at Celtic as one to ‘bring the virtues accepted in Scotland as Presbyterian – industry, attention to detail, consistency of performance – to a club which had all too faithfully conformed to the stereotyped image of the Gael, volatile, variable, a touch feckless’. The enduring idea of a ‘Protestant work ethic’ may be no more than a self-consoling fantasy. If there’s anything especially Protestant about hard-earned worldly success, you hardly need to be a Prod to prize such a thing, though it may be that Prods are more inclined to give themselves points for that. Still, to propose that someone is ‘culturally Protestant’ – not notably observant yet somehow informed by the creed – is to say there is something about them that prizes frugality, self-discipline, hard graft and just reward; someone who might be seen to nod sagely at certain old proverbs: ‘Look before you leap’, ‘A penny saved is a penny earned’. And culturally Protestant is what the Dalglish family surely was. Thus it was going to be a serious step across a threshold for Kenny Dalglish to accept the overtures of Celtic.


Bob Keir having met with Stein and reported back to Bill Dalglish, Sean Fallon then paid a visit to the Dalglish house. Stein was the gaffer, but Fallon was agreed by all to possess the more facile human touch. Fallon had, in fact, promised his wife Myra an outing for their wedding anniversary, to Seamill Hydro, the fancy Ayrshire hotel to which Celtic traditionally decamped in advance of big games, or to unwind after. Fallon told Myra they would need to stop off en route, though not for too long. But at the Dalglish place Fallon entered a domestic environment he felt to be ‘a bit tense’ – a Rangers house, a lion’s den, if you will – and so spent an hour talking round the houses while Myra fumed outside in the car. Fallon even picked up the sense that Bill Dalglish might rather his son pursue the apprenticeship in joinery.


What was the size of the lingering attachment to Rangers? Most likely Dalglish had decided that just wasn’t going to happen. Rangers had been a dream for him, no doubt, and his father must have felt similar. But in later life Dalglish was to express a sanguine line that showed both his unregarded wit and his sense of priority: ‘My dream was to become a professional footballer. The location was just a detail.’ His father took the view that ‘life is no rehearsal’ and appreciated, moreover, ‘the sort of footballing education I would receive under Jock Stein at Celtic’.


On 4 May 1967 Dalglish signed provisional forms with Celtic. Two days later Jimmy Johnstone scored twice for Celtic at Ibrox in a 2-2 draw that saw Celtic retain the Scottish league title.
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Dalglish’s contemporary and pal Daniel Fergus McGrain had also made an impression on professional scouts, yet the man from Rangers had discounted him as a prospect under the mistaken impression that McGrain’s full name meant he was a Catholic. Once again, Celtic benefited from Rangers’ set of blinkers. Sean Fallon enticed McGrain to Parkhead a couple of weeks before Celtic played Internazionale in Lisbon in the European Cup final, on 25 May 1967.


The game had a mismatched look: Inter were strapping specimens of Mediterranean manhood while Celtic’s all-Glaswegian XI looked more than a little wan and undernourished. But Stein lined them up formidably: 4-2-4, with Auld and Murdoch in midfield, centre forwards Wallace and Chalmers dropping deep, and wingers Johnstone and Lennox drifting inside, making space for Craig and Gemmell to push up from full-back. They hammered Inter 2-1, a triumph of attacking football over the defensive Italian style known as catenaccio.


Days later, Rangers narrowly lost the European Cup Winners’ Cup final to Bayern Munich. Sixteen-year-old Kenneth Mathieson Dalglish felt this as a blow, no doubt, but having joined the newly crowned champions of Europe he had consolations to spare. Now he and McGrain would be cleaning the boots of Celtic’s ‘Lisbon Lions’. It was as Celtic men, then, that Dalglish and McGrain attended the Old Firm game at Parkhead on 30 August 1967. Rangers got in front but then squandered a penalty chance. Celtic equalised, and McGrain cheered. Dalglish, still a bluenose at heart, couldn’t feign any such enthusiasm. And things got worse, Celtic running out 3-1 winners. Yet, like Jock Stein, to whom he was now apprenticed, the young Dalglish was a pragmatist – a hard thinker, a tough decision-maker. He had correctly surmised ‘what it took’ to be a professional, to get to where he wanted to be. If he had not been handed his ideal pick of things, nonetheless he had made his choice, and crossed his personal Rubicon on the Clyde.
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Joseph Kevin Keegan


1951-67




‘Scunthorpe United can by no means be considered one of the country’s most glamorous clubs.’


J. Staff, Scunthorpe United Football Club: The Official Centenary History


‘When I discovered that Dad worked underground I imagined that if I dug far enough down in the garden, I would meet him in the pit. In no time the garden was scarred with my potholes, and whenever I got under Mum’s feet she would say, “Why don’t you go and look for your dad?” ’


Kevin Keegan, An Autobiography (1977)




Born in Burnbank, Lanarkshire, in 1922, Jock Stein played his first serious football for Blantyre Victoria Juniors, and in 1942 he joined Albion Rovers as a centre-half. But the game could not be a living in itself – merely an aspiration. Aged 16, Stein had become a coalminer, a proper job, and he would graft like so for 12 years, a thousand feet underground, chiefly at the Bothwell Castle pits on the banks of the Clyde. In the years of his later fame Stein always recalled his time as a miner in tones of warmth and pride. (‘I knew that wherever I went, whatever work I did, I’d never be alongside better men.’) He was only voicing a familiar sentiment among coalminers: that to work underground was to share in a remarkable sense of camaraderie, solidarity and mutual dependence. The pit, as Stein saw it, was ‘a place where phoneys and cheats couldn’t survive for long’. Such integrity gave coalmining an unlikely romance, of sorts.


At the same time to be a miner was – clearly, and for very many men – a bloody awful and dangerous job. To work so deep in the earth was to know every day a true and terrible dark: the claustral pit shafts and vulnerable pit roofs were giants to be faced daily. The sportswriter Ken Jones has written feelingly of how his father Emlyn, a gifted footballer at 17, still couldn’t live off what Merthyr Town paid him and so was forced back to the mines that he feared and hated: ‘I cried because it seemed that I would have to go back down that hole.’ The black seams discoloured your skin and silted their way into your lungs. In the cramped and filthy blackness, heavy with dank, fetid odour, men shared space with grinding, pitiless machinery. Coalmines got men and boys maimed, killed, mangled, mutilated – including men whom Jock Stein worked alongside.


It was remarkable how brave people could be underground. One February day in 1909 at the Burns colliery in West Stanley, County Durham, a faulty pit lamp blew up and ignited the methane-heavy atmosphere of what was known to be a ‘gassy pit’. The explosion was heard and felt above ground, then flames shot from the pit fully 1,500 feet into the air. The catastrophe was plain; but there were no emergency services, no special equipment – local people just raced to the pit to do what they could, forming impromptu search parties, knowing themselves to be in danger from the flames and the carbon monoxide, having no clue of who would be where in the inferno. Frank Keegan was one man pulled out to safety, and yet, having been rescued, he went back down the mine with others and helped to bring survivors out. After 14 hours’ work 30 men had been saved. 168 miners had died. But the awful day had brought forward a number of heroes, and one was Frank Keegan, grandfather of Kevin.
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Any young man with his wits about him, considering all the misfortunes that might befall a man underground, would surely wish for some other road in life. But what choices were available to young men in pit villages? Bob Paisley, second oldest of four brothers, was from one such Durham village, Hetton-le-Hole, the sort of place that seemed adept at producing footballers. Bob’s father Samuel worked at Hetton Lyons pit, and didn’t want any of his boys to follow him down there; but viable alternatives were few. And so Bob, aged 14, began a surface job at the pit. He was there on the day his father was carried up to the surface after a bad accident. Samuel Paisley was unable to work for five years; and after Hetton Lyons was closed Samuel wouldn’t let Bob go near another pit. What saved Bob Paisley was footballing ability: he was taken on first by Bishop Auckland, then, in 1939, Liverpool. War, though, intervened to put a stop to his nascent career.


For Jock Stein, the vital national duty of keeping the pits productive during wartime spared him the call to uniform. Nonetheless, as Bob Crampsey notes, Stein ‘belonged to the very last generation of boys who would go down the pits in the nature of things’. The war kept the pits open, and postwar nationalisation was a reprieve for a declining industry. But when Stein went to Llanelli in 1950 it was because the Welsh club could offer him a full-time contract – football as a proper job.


Joe Keegan – son of Frank, hero of Burns pit – followed his father into the mines; and furthermore followed his dad by being a fan of Newcastle United. Hetton-le-Hole, Bob Paisley’s patch, was where Joe started work, but with so many Durham pits closing down he joined a large exodus at that time and moved to Armthorpe in Doncaster, finding work at Markham Main Colliery. He had his war exemption but didn’t take it, serving with pride in Burma. He and wife Doris had their first child, a daughter, in 1948; then in 1951 along came a son, born on Valentine’s Day, christened Joseph Kevin. Home was a small terraced house with a coal cellar and gas mantles, a zinc bathtub in an outhouse and a toilet at the foot of the garden, by a brick wall that offered a decent surface against which to bang a football, for all that the thudding made a pain in the neck for Mrs Wild next door.


Kevin Keegan came to regard his dad as ‘a typical miner’, fond of a pint and a bet on the horses, a man who ‘never had a bank account as long as he lived’. He was more or less addicted to his Woodbines, though chronically bronchial and short of breath – a condition that rendered him unable to work for periods, so requiring Doris to take cleaning jobs. There could be boorishness and even a bit of aggression towards his wife; but Joe Keegan was a patriot, a Labour voter, no moaner, and the owner of a particularly north-east form of assured taciturnity: he didn’t say much but you always knew what he thought. Keegan would remember his dad’s life lessons to be roughly these: stay out of the mines, make your own way, and look after yourself because nobody else will. ‘My dad once said to me, “You’re never going to go down the pit,” ’ Keegan remembered. His mature view of coalmining was that nobody ‘should have to work that hard and risk so much danger to make a living’.


Keegan credits his father for instilling in him a self-belief; and self-belief was certainly needed. As a child, plainly titchy, Keegan suffered from croup and a wheezy chest and his family were advised to stop him playing sports. It took him quite a while and no little effort to overcome these deficits, to get to where someone would notice him, to become by some distance the greatest footballer to emerge from Doncaster, albeit via Scunthorpe.


Keegan had developed an early fascination for his dad’s pit wage packet, and also understood that money was in short supply. Aged seven, eager to supplement the household income, he asked for a paper round, expressing readiness to stand on a crate so as to reach the high letterboxes. He washed cars with a pal, and sold firewood. In 1961 the family – and Kevin now had a two-year-old brother, Michael – relocated in a manner typical of the times, from Joe’s miner’s cottage to a spruce council house on Waverley Avenue in Balby. It was a step up, but Keegan was already resolved to keep forging ahead.


He attended St Francis Xavier Catholic Primary School, Balby, and became the class clown, borderline passer of exams, but keen on all sports and, by the age of 10, ‘football daft’. Another figure who spurred him on was the headmistress, Sister Mary Oliver, who liked a kickabout herself, her habit whipping around her knees. He taught himself to jump and head by tying a football to a clothes line. His Uncle Frank gave him an old leather ball, and his first pair of second-hand Winit football boots was paid for by his dad with the proceeds from a win on the horses. There was a zeal about Keegan: it settled on an ambition to play football professionally.


The year 1961 was a meaningful moment in the history of such ambitions, which had found a forceful champion in Jimmy Hill, chairman of the Professional Footballers’ Association. Hill was quite certain footballers deserved to extract more value from the sweat of their labour: ‘I uphold the professional’s prerogative,’ he declared, ‘of squeezing every penny out of his situation.’


The PFA were threatening strike action, seeking the abolition of both the £20-a-week maximum wage and the retain-and-transfer system. A landmark meeting of club delegates was held at Manchester’s Grand hotel in early January of 1961. The Bury FC delegate argued that a strike on this issue was wrong, partly because he earned a good bit more than his coalminer father – that players, in other words, ought to be content with their lot. This occasioned a memorable riposte from the Bolton rep Tommy Banks, himself an ex-miner who had graduated to playing for England and advertising Gillette razorblades on the side. Banks stood and declared that coalmining was one thing – a thing he knew well – but it was quite another to pull on boots and play before avid crowds of 30,000, ‘trying to stop Brother Matthews here’. Banks was gesturing to the man sitting beside him, the great Stanley Matthews, ‘Wizard of the Dribble’. Banks’ point was that no one’s skilled labour was being properly remunerated. By all accounts Banks had a powerful effect upon the room. Liverpool FC had bussed their players to the meeting expecting them to vote down a strike, but the players caught the prevailing mood. On 18 January, Hill shook hands on a deal with the football authorities signalling the end of the maximum wage. Retain-and-transfer had a-ways still to go, but things were changing.


[image: image]


Keegan moved up to St Peter’s Secondary School and kept playing football – also cricket and cross-country running whenever the goalposts were down. He was anxious for his chance at a trial with a proper club, but the clubs that ran the rule over him invariably decided he was just too slight and diminutive. Doncaster Boys gave him a chance, but two other lads from St Peter’s got the nod. Then he was offered a trial at Coventry City, and yet his school’s sports master, Mr Gormley, advised the headmaster that it was hardly worth Keegan taking the time off school ‘because he will never make a footballer as long as I live’. Undeterred, Keegan went to Coventry, stayed with his Uncle Frank in Nuneaton and spent six weeks among two hundred other boys. He made it to the final two; but only one was taken on, and that was Brian Joy, not Kevin Keegan.


After this knockback Keegan had some dark nights. ‘My size was beginning to haunt me. Everyone seemed to be telling me I was too small, not strong. But I was determined not to give up.’ He had found a role model, at least, in Alan Ball, whose titchiness didn’t detract one bit from what he could do for Blackpool and for England. Keegan was furiously resolved in himself, quite clear whom he had to prove wrong. Adversity would be the making of him. ‘My parents taught me to work for things,’ he wrote in 1977, ‘and I hate getting something for nothing. I never appreciate anything unless it has cost me some effort.’


He attended the local Enfield House youth club, for the football and the table tennis and the pop music clubs; and, though he found the ambience a bit rough and unnerving at times, he noted in some of the larger lads there just what a difference could be made to one’s physique by diligent exercise with free weights. Keegan’s readiness to pitch in was a hugely powerful engine in him. When a chance arose to undertake a sponsored 50-mile charity run from Manchester to Doncaster he was at the head of the queue to volunteer, the sort of spirited lunacy that evinced his dedication. On the day, he broke down a mile outside of Barnsley, but took his lesson from the experience and did it all again, successfully, a few months later.


Keegan left school in 1966 with O-levels in history and art, though the school hadn’t thought him fit for entry given how much he messed about. Still, once again, he showed them. In July, he took a job at Pegler’s Brass Works: a store clerk in charge of bathroom taps, earning £6 a week. He kept up his football with Pegler’s reserve team on Saturday morning, the youth club side in the afternoon, plus a regular game for Lonsdale Hotel in the Sunday League. And that was how things went along for a year or so, until September 1967, when a young Sunday League player for Woodford Social, a furniture salesman named Bob Nellis, so admired what he saw of Keegan on the park that he spoke of him to a friend called Jeff Barker, who scouted for Fourth Division Scunthorpe United. Barker took a look at Keegan and he, too, liked the cut of the youngster.


Scunthorpe was a clean, neat town that was all about its steelworks, and had been so since 1899 when it came into being as the marriage of five villages, its football club likewise an amalgam of smaller local sides. Steel grew the town, and it grew Scunthorpe United to the point of admission to the Football League in 1950. To mark the event, the club dubbed itself ‘The Iron’. In 1967 the steelworks still employed around 40 per cent of the town’s population, though that summer Harold Wilson’s Labour government renationalised the steel industry to form British Steel, and Scunthorpe saw change, its three main producers (Appleby-Frodingham, Lysaght’s and Redbourn plants) folded into one with the attendant rationalisations. But there were still jobs. And if Scunthorpe United was going nowhere fast, the team had a support of 10,000. The club meant something to the town. It meant plenty to the fiercely focused Kevin Keegan, in his quest to prove wrong that teacher who reckoned he should stay on another two years at school and get his A-levels. There were to be plenty more in line for the same treatment.
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The Big Leagues


1967-71




‘This Keegan is a sharp, brave little lad. He gets up in the air ever so well for his size and he’s as brave as a lion!’


The judgement of Tony Collins, scout for Bristol City, on watching Keegan play for Scunthorpe United in 1971


‘I remember watching a [Celtic] reserve game at Lesser Hampden and this boy with a big arse and red cheeks being the standout.’


Jim Kerr, Simple Minds vocalist, on his first impressions of Kenny Dalglish




Though Celtic had taken a provisional punt on Kenny Dalglish, Jock Stein was of the view that the boy needed ‘hardening’. And so, from August of 1967, Dalglish was farmed out for a season to semi-professional Cumbernauld United, a side that played on a borrowed, harrowed pitch bounded by lonely metal rails. These sorts of secondments were the Celtic way for young bucks: Danny McGrain went to Maryhill, and Dalglish’s Glasgow United teammate Vic Davidson to Ashfield.


Dalglish’s mission, which he had no choice but to accept, was to have lumps kicked out of him by journeymen players near their journey’s end and players who had tried the big leagues but since been discarded – by has-beens and never-weres, in other words. Dalglish, the bright spark with the burning-ember cheeks, offered an obvious target for resentment. But he was plenty hardened already; shovelling shavings in the week as an apprentice joiner, and having to suck up a fair amount of hilarious banter from his elders in that line, too. Dalglish was never going to make a carpenter of any competence, but at Cumbernauld he scored 37 goals, and each time he made a keeper fetch the ball out of the net he was staking his claim at Celtic.


Come springtime Dalglish was pressing for his full professional forms, but not getting anywhere: Stein envisaged him serving out one more season in the muck and nettles at Cumbernauld. The gaffer’s reservations were a lot to do with pace. Dalglish was not conspicuously ‘slow’, but nor was he lightning. Sean Fallon was more of a Dalglish fan, possessing at least one quality Stein lacked, namely patience. Stein ‘wanted things to happen right away’, was Fallon’s view. ‘Some boys develop more slowly than others.’


When Bill Dalglish went to Stein to press his son’s case, he was issued with a veiled warning, Stein observing that Kenny would face stiff competition to start in Celtic Reserves, a side of such quality that Stein was lobbying for them to be admitted to Scotland’s Second Division. Bill Dalglish’s response was one that could have been foreseen by anyone familiar with his son’s already notable implacability: ‘I accept what you are saying, Mr Stein, but if Kenny is going to have a go he’s going to have a go now.’ The boy’s resolve must have impressed Stein to some extent – if only in the slowly head-shaking respect of one who had decided that the dogged applicant ought to be allowed enough rope to hang himself.


Dalglish signed full professional terms with Celtic in April 1968. Cumbernauld United were readying to bid farewell to the old metal rails and open a new ground, the Ravenswood stadium. In May, Stein brought a Celtic XI along to bless the endeavour, and in his programme notes he gave an honourable mention to his new signing, Dalglish. On the park Celtic won 4-1, among the goalscorers one Luigi ‘Lou’ Macari, a star of Fallon’s young reserve side that was also exuding promise in the likes of David Hay and George Connelly – founding members of a talent pool dubbed the ‘Quality Street Gang’.


Dalglish’s pal Danny McGrain successfully pressed his case for professional forms around the same time. In June the two got smart haircuts and smart blazers in order to travel with Celtic’s Under-21s to the prestigious Casale Monferrato international youth tournament in Italy. In close season, too, they stuck together, meeting up in Drumchapel to kick a ball around on the blaes pitches provided by Glasgow Corporation: blaes being compacted dried red clay that was hard-wearing through the seasons if eye-watering on a windy day. Dalglish had a particular issue on which he wanted to work: how to deal with a defender harrying him from behind as the ball came to him with his back to goal. As McGrain put it, Dalglish was most fastidious about ‘what kind of pass he wanted if some defender was up his backside’.


Dalglish’s backside was proving to be no small thing in his development as a player. His lower centre of gravity surely contributed to the quality of balance he had, coupled with the strength in his hips and thighs, helping him to crouch possessively over the ball, shielding it, legs apart, elbows wide, destabilising his marker. If his back were to goal, what next? Try to turn with the ball at pace, or lay it off precisely to a teammate? One thing that became clear to him on the blaes pitch, with its sharp-etched summer shadows, was how to use the sun in his decision-making. Dalglish realised he could study the shadows on the ground to judge which side he would be tackled from. And if he spun away in the opposite direction, that notable backside of his made a barrier to help him leave his marker behind him in the dust.


[image: image]


Scunthorpe United was under new management as of October 1967 when former Norwich City player-manager Ron Ashman took charge. Ashman recruited a few of his old Norwich players to the cause, but it wasn’t enough to prevent Scunthorpe’s relegation to the Fourth Division in May 1968. If Kevin Keegan was to make it to the top in football, he was now going to have to do so from the league’s bottom tier.


Still, he had his models and mentors. ‘The thing that impresses most people about you,’ first-team coach Jack Brownsword told Keegan, ‘is that you are a one hundred per center . . . you always want to be first. Never lose that, because it’s the biggest thing you’ve got going for you.’ Brownsword had been a formidable full-back for The Iron, an ex-miner and a late starter in football, but one who, having made it, soldiered on into his forties, playing in 1962 when Scunthorpe finished fourth in Division Two (the champions that year Shankly’s Liverpool). A hard taskmaster, Brownsword found plenty to admire in Keegan’s obvious zeal.
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