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FOREWORD

I was very proud and privileged to play for Rangers and was lucky enough to enjoy a successful career at Ibrox and play with so many great players. I’ve witnessed many changes at the club and in football since I first travelled through to Ibrox from Edinburgh as a teenager in 1964. I made my debut under Scot Symon the week after the infamous defeat by Berwick Rangers in 1967 and played in Willie Waddell’s side which won the European Cup-Winners’ Cup in 1972, beating Moscow Dynamo in the Barcelona final, having played in the final against Bayern Munich in 1967.

After finishing with the club in 1982, I returned to the commercial department at Ibrox in 1996 and witnessed Walter Smith guiding Rangers to nine-in-a-row and admired Walter’s work during his second stint as manager where he guided the club to the 2008 UEFA Cup final and won eight out of 12 domestic trophies realistically available to him, culminating in 2010–11 with another SPL championship victory.

Rangers are now entering another new era following the tenure of Sir David Murray, the most successful chairman in the club’s history.

Under new owner Craig Whyte, we all hope the club can continue its success and meet the challenges we will face in the future.

However, the past is also important to the fans, especially at Ibrox. The club’s history, heritage and traditions are what make Rangers unique. I was well aware of that as a player but it has been confirmed to me on a daily basis since I followed on from the great Willie Thornton as custodian of the Ibrox Trophy Room and club memorabilia.

More recently, with the help of Robert Carmichael, I have updated the club’s archives and our match/player data is now comprehensive, covering every match from 1872 up to the present day. I am delighted that some of these statistics are included in The Official Biography of Rangers which will be a welcome and valued addition to the club’s archives.

There have been around 300 books written about Rangers but this one is of the highest quality, a well-researched and well-written book chronicling 140 years of our glorious past and giving a valuable insight into our history.

It brings back many great memories for me as a former player and I would thoroughly recommend this to any Rangers fan.

Sandy Jardine
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A NEW ERA

A new era at Rangers began on Friday 6 May 2011, when Craig Whyte became the club’s new owner. After six months of protracted negotiations, and well-publicised scepticism from some members of the sitting Ibrox board, the Motherwell-born businessman acquired Sir David Murray’s 85.3 per cent majority shareholding in a deal worth £52.5 million.

A statement released to the Stock Exchange confirmed that Whyte had paid Murray £1 for his shares which had cost the steel magnate £6 million in 1988. Murray bowed out with dignity after handing the torch on. ‘From a personal perspective, today is the end of an era,’ he said. ‘I have had the privilege of being the majority shareholder of our great football club for over 22 years. During this time, we have seen many highs and lows together, and I trust that the successes will continue for many years to come.’

The new owner immediately became involved in an SPL title race that was to go to the last day of the season. The following day Whyte was mobbed outside Ibrox by excited and grateful supporters before the 4–0 win over Hearts. Afterwards he said: ‘It was an exciting day for me after six months of negotiation with Sir David Murray. It was a tremendous feeling to walk through the front door as owner of Rangers. Being able to bring my father, Tom, to Ibrox was something special. He used to bring me to the Copland Road end to watch Rangers 30 years ago. The only thing different is that now I can’t sing in the directors’ box.’

On the Tuesday night he watched Rangers keep themselves ahead of Celtic by one point with a 2–0 home win over Dundee United and on the following Sunday he travelled to Rugby Park with thousands of other Light Blues fans to see a 5–1 win over Kilmarnock to keep the title at Ibrox for the third successive season, and the last trophy for the retiring manager Walter Smith before he gave way to his assistant, Ally McCoist. In due course, there were several boardroom changes, as expected, and former SFA chief executive and ex-Rangers player, Gordon Smith, was recruited as the director of football.

Whyte acknowledged the achievements of Murray as ‘tremendous’ while describing the contribution of Smith as ‘amazing’ and he knows he follows in the footsteps of other legendary figures at the club such as William Wilton, Bill Struth and Willie Waddell. ‘When you walk around Ibrox, you see that it is an amazing place,’ says Whyte. ‘The history of the club is fantastic and I have to pinch myself when I think “I own this now”. It is incredible. It will take time to sink in. It was a hectic start and winning the championship within nine days of me taking over was amazing. We had expected to be second, all our business models were based on that, all the way until Inverness beat Celtic with a few games remaining and so it was tremendous to win it. In the short term, we’ve got access to the Champions League and if you get to the group stages it means £17 million for the club. Celtic would have had that if they had qualified and that is the thing about Scottish football, not only does it give you a huge financial advantage if you win, it takes that advantage away from your rivals, especially this season where there is only one club from Scotland in the Champions League. So you can’t underestimate the value of a title win.’

Hitherto Whyte was an unknown figure to the Ibrox support and the general Scottish public. Born in 1971, his life as a venture capitalist began as a 15-year-old at Kelvinside Academy in Glasgow when he traded stocks and shares, reputedly making a £20,000 profit before he left to start work in his dad’s plant hire firm. Whyte’s portfolio expanded over the years and he now boasts business interests in Britain and overseas, including financial services, commodities trading, transportation and property.

He surrendered his anonymity in November 2010, when he confirmed to the Stock Exchange that he was considering making an offer for the Govan club. However, it was only in the weeks preceding the conclusion of the deal that he fell under the media spotlight and he admits the rapid increase in profile was ‘surreal’. ‘After parking the car at Ibrox after we won the title at Kilmarnock, I thought I could walk in through the crowd but I quickly found out that I couldn’t,’ he says. ‘That was a fantastic experience but you realise you have to make some changes to your life, which I didn’t want to do. And that is the biggest change for me. Arriving for the game against Hearts and walking around Edmiston Drive the reality hit home then, it was amazing. It is strange to walk around the streets and be recognised. I live in London and was quite distant from it all. It is all a bit surreal to me. For the first few days when people were asking for an autograph, I thought they were winding me up. You have to deal with that. I don’t live in Glasgow so that might make life easier. I would hope that the focus will return to the team and manager and the owner can have more of a low profile – but maybe that’s wishful thinking. I understand it goes with the territory and it has to be dealt with. It’s not something that has been part of my life before. In financial terms it wasn’t a huge deal but it is a life-changing deal and there is no other option but to cope.’

Whyte’s buyout has allayed serious fears among Rangers fans about the club’s financial plight, which had some talking about possible administration. Increasing debts built up over the years led, controversially, to bank intervention in 2010 and while costs were being cut, the club still owed around £22 million before Whyte wiped the slate clean and promised £25 million of investment over five years.

Whyte knows all too well that expectations still run high at Rangers. However, he also knows that the big-spending days of the previous two decades brought the club to the brink of ruin. Consequently, he is keen to stress his desire to keep Rangers in rude financial health during his tenure. ‘When I first started watching Rangers, John Greig was the boss and there was Davie Cooper playing,’ he says. ‘And when Graeme Souness was the manager we had players like Terry Butcher, Chris Woods and Graham Roberts. That was a fantastic team to watch and when Walter took over we had Laudrup and Gazza, they were great days for Rangers and it was great to watch them do nine-in-a-row and those are my memories. We want to get the best players here that we can but in terms of paying English Premiership salaries of £100,000 or £200,000 per week, it is not financial reality for Rangers or any other club in Scotland. There may be changes in the future but right now we are where we are. We are in the Scottish League, we don’t have television income to speak of, and so to bring the top players up here is pretty difficult. Nothing is impossible and we will look at a lot of things going forward but it is going to be pretty difficult getting back to those days.

‘The fans want us to spend as much as possible but we have to manage expectations,’ Whyte continues. ‘There will be investment but the club has to pay its way. There is no way we will be making big losses here. I think there is an understanding these days that you can’t throw silly money about. We have got to run this as a business. I have said that from day one. And for the long-term future you need a long-term business plan. Expectations are huge but I don’t think anyone is expecting us to run this business in any other way than as a commercial operation. They have seen what has happened in the past when Rangers overspent – it caused real difficulties and until this takeover went through the club was in financial difficulty. People don’t want to see that happen again. I have an obligation to leave the club in a good shape. It is paramount that we do that.’

Increasing the earning potential of Rangers is key to Whyte’s plans for the future and he will be going all out to push the club’s name abroad, while trying to maximise the facilities available at Ibrox. ‘I do think we have a fantastic brand which is recognised worldwide and we have to find out how to capitalise on it and we will be working on that,’ he says. ‘We also have fantastic facilities here at the stadium and so have a lot of commercial opportunities. I think we can do better in that aspect. So I do think there is an opportunity here to run, if not a hugely profitable business then a long-term, financially sustainable business. If we are in the Champions League we can make a profit. If we are not then we aim to break even. It is not easy to invest and make a profit but as long as the team is performing and we are getting into the group stages of the Champions League and the fans continue to fill Ibrox, then we can make a profit. We had the best team in the league last season and have to build on that but we have to do it shrewdly, buying and selling players. But I think the fans understand that.’

To that end, Whyte feels that the youth system at Murray Park will have to bear more fruit in the future, with the club’s scouting system under pressure to unearth some hidden gems. ‘Everything has to be geared up for bringing our own players through,’ he says. ‘The more we can do that, the more successful the club is going to be. Murray Park is hugely important and I would like to see players coming through who know what it is like to play for Rangers, to play for the jersey, rather than bringing in foreign players who don’t understand what it means to play for a club like this and who are here just for the money. Although last season you saw some players here on loan who got quite passionate about the club. Scouting players who are under the radar is also hugely important and we have to be better at buying and selling them.’

Whyte’s takeover came near the end of a season when the tensions between the Old Firm were running higher than usual due, in part, to the unusually high number of meetings – seven – between the clubs. A summit meeting was convened by First Minister Alex Salmond in Edinburgh following the Scottish Cup replay at Parkhead in March 2011. At the end of an ugly encounter, which saw three Rangers players handed red cards in a 1–0 defeat, Celtic manager Neil Lennon clashed with McCoist and the fall-out, overblown as it was, inspired government intervention. Representatives from both clubs, the SFA and Strathclyde Police attended the meeting after which Rangers and Celtic agreed measures to improve behaviour surrounding the volatile fixture, which was even being blamed for an increase in domestic violence.

While such co-relations were debated, it was obvious that the rivalry between the two clubs had spilled out of the football arena. Lennon was sent bullets and parcel bombs in the post and had to have 24-hour security at one stage. Celtic players Niall McGinn and Paddy McCourt were also targeted along with high-profile Celtic fans Paul McBride QC and former MSP Trish Godman, which added, albeit indirectly, to the enmity between the two clubs and their respective supporters. Whyte hopes to restore respect and relations between the Glasgow giants but insists the blame for the wider troubles of society cannot be laid at the door of the Old Firm. ‘I don’t think the Old Firm rivalry is a bad thing,’ he says. ‘The fans enjoy it. I think the media over-hyped it but obviously the off-field things that were happening – bombs being sent to Celtic people – were disgraceful. However, it had nothing to do with football or with Old Firm rivalry.

‘I think the way the club is projected and its image is very much our responsibility,’ continues Whyte. ‘We want to present the club in a certain way and play our part in Scottish society but we can’t control what a few idiots do. Rangers and Celtic need each other. There is a good commercial relationship between the clubs at the moment and I am happy to talk to any of the Celtic directors and see how we can all build that relationship going forward.’

If trying to re-establish good with relations with the neighbours wasn’t enough for Whyte, he will also be tasked with dealing with other issues such as league reconstruction, which remains high on the agenda. SPL chief executive Neil Doncaster spent most of the season unsuccessfully pushing a proposal that would see the league reduced from 12 teams to ten. Former First Minister Henry McLeish authored the SFA-commissioned report into the future of Scottish football, a broad and wide-ranging document that also claimed that a ten-team top division was the most financially viable model for the SPL.

However, the self-interest of owners and chairmen prevented a consensus being reached, to the frustration of many in the game. Whyte retains an open mind on the subject of league sizes but admits he is keen on the long-held dream of most Old Firm fans – a move to England. ‘I think there has to be change,’ he says. ‘I know the club was in favour of a ten-team league before I took over but I haven’t looked at it closely. I want to do the best for Rangers and I think we need a more exciting league which can generate more media income. And what is good for Rangers and Celtic ultimately should be good for Scottish football. But the idea of the Old Firm playing in England never goes away. If someone said we could be in the English Premier League tomorrow and playing Manchester United, Spurs and Arsenal we would jump at the chance, obviously. But whether it is going to happen is another matter. I think it is a long-term project to get in to a set-up like that but if the opportunity is ever there, it is something that we would be very interested in.’

The inability of the top clubs to get together and plot a way forward for the game was one of just one of many problems bedevilling the Scottish game when Whyte picked up the keys to Ibrox. The doom-mongers point to falling crowds, dwindling standards and disappearing coefficients, issues that brought many to ask why anyone would want to buy a football club in Scotland. But Whyte believes Rangers have ‘an exciting future’ and states with some optimism, ‘I bought the club because I am a fan and I think I can run it as a business and do well.’

However, he is determined not to replicate the experience of his predecessor who once said that the club provided him with a fraction of his income while taking up the majority of his time. ‘I am definitely trying to guard against that,’ the London-based tycoon says. ‘It is all about having the right team around me to run the business. In the first year I am going to very involved because it is a learning curve for me as well. I will be hands-on but I do have other business interests and I can’t spend all my time here. I have no plans to move to Glasgow but I will be spending a lot more time here. Actually, the last time I lived in Glasgow was in 1997 – I had forgotten how much it rained here!’
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FOUNDERS AND EARLY YEARS

The story of Rangers Football Club is beginning to emerge in more fascinating detail due, mostly, to an organic growth of interest in the club’s early history in recent years. Though it has been well known for many decades that four teenagers from the Gareloch, Moses McNeil (16), brother Peter McNeil (17), Peter Campbell (15) and William McBeath (15), founded the Glasgow club, surprisingly little has been known about them or their lives.

That has all changed. Former player Sandy Jardine has beavered away for years within the Ibrox archives to improve the overall understanding of the club’s history, and more recent research from outside has thrown even further light on the Gareloch boys’ part in its foundation, growth and development.

In 2006 Light Blues fan Iain McColl began researching the club’s founders which led to him mapping out the Founders Trail, a trip around Glasgow to places of historical interest for Rangers fans with a narrative emphasising the part played by the four youngsters. ‘Many years ago I read The New Era by Willie Allison and was immediately drawn to the four boys who had famously formed Rangers,’ said McColl. ‘Unfortunately there was little real information about the lads in terms of what had inspired them, where they worked, lived, or what became of them. So around 2006 I started my own research into their lives. During this work, I became aware of many locations around Glasgow relating to where they spent their time, including homes, business addresses, where Rangers played their early games and where they socialised. I would often stroll around the sites wondering if anyone else would be interested. Two years later I received a call from journalist Gary Ralston, who was also researching the story for his own book. He had almost completed his work and we had a mountain of information and stories to share. Two other fans, Gordon Bell and Neil Stobie, had also been in touch with me expressing a particular interest in the geography of Rangers’ history.

‘Between us we drew up a Founders Map and in September 2009 we took a group of supporters around Glasgow on foot, visiting the sites we had come up with. The starting point, of course, was Flesher’s Haugh on Glasgow Green, where that month in conjunction with the club we’d had a plaque erected within the Football Centre celebrating the four boys. The plaque was unveiled by Heather Lang, granddaughter of founder Peter McNeil, whom Gary Ralston had located. The walk proved extremely popular, so in March 2010 we decided to organise another tour but this time on an open-top bus. The popularity of the project has astounded us. The bus has a capacity of 70 and every seat has been taken on the monthly trips that we’ve run regularly since that first one. It continues to grow with the help of supporters’ clubs who are now making block bookings. We’re also advertised on various Glasgow historical websites and plan to approach the official Scottish tourist organisations with a view to incorporating the tour into the mainstream tourist trade.

‘The whole tour is fascinating, particularly for local people: the humble beginnings of the club, the ages of the boys, the fact that this whole rags-to-riches story was played out on the streets of Glasgow at locations people walk past every day.

‘We approached the club earlier in 2010 with our plans and now the Founders Trail ends with a tour of Ibrox. There is a painting depicting the four founders, which takes pride of place at the top of Ibrox’s marble staircase. There’s also a website which is regularly updated [www.gallantpioneers.co.uk]. Our research is on-going and we already have three new locations identified for next year, a house just off Paisley Road West belonging to Tom Vallance being one of them.’

Gary Ralston’s research culminated in the book The Gallant Pioneers, which was published to critical acclaim in 2009. It added hugely to what had already been published on the club’s early days. ‘I wanted the book to be the starting point for people to research Rangers,’ said the Daily Record journalist. ‘I didn’t set off with a zealous drive to demystify Rangers or show the fans the light. I was simply intrigued by the four young boys – and Tom Vallance – and wanted to know what became of them. I wanted to satisfy my own curiosity. When Rangers were formed in 1872, it was in the infancy of the game and there wasn’t a sporting press as such, that didn’t come until a few years later. What helped me with my research has been the advent of the Internet. There is nothing better than getting your fingers dirty in libraries and archives, looking at the primary resources, but the Internet allows part-time historians to look at archives and indulge themselves in genealogical research. I didn’t find anything surprising but my work did provide some detail and colour and reaffirmed of the club’s humble beginnings and the sporting reasons behind its formation.

‘There are a number of people who still believe Rangers was formed as a Protestant club. This is nonsense and I am surprised about the number of people who purport to know about football who believe that. There was no great connection between religion and Rangers although, of course, we assume that the boys who formed the club were Protestants. The most pleasing aspect has been the amount of people who have said, “I didn’t know that” and who now look at the club in a different way.’

While interest in the history of Rangers is developing quickly, Robert McElroy, editor of the Rangers Historian magazine, has been researching the subject for many years. His work has produced a number of books about the Light Blues, of which Rangers: The Complete Record is a ‘must-have’ publication for any contemporary football writers or students of Scottish football. He remembers when interest in the story of Rangers was minimal even for some of those within the club’s inner echelons. ‘The recent interest in the club’s history has to be welcomed and the Internet has helped that along,’ he said. ‘When I was writing my early books, at times it was like banging your head against a brick wall. I remember talking to a director of the club in the early 1990s when I was working on a book and the one question he had was, “How many photographs are going to be in it?”’

Of course, research is not always accurate. In fact the first full-length history of the club, John Allan’s The Story of the Rangers, published in 1923, caused immense confusion by stating that Rangers was formed in 1873. No one knows for sure the reason behind the incorrect date but one theory is that the publication of the Govan club’s ‘jubilee’ history was late and thus it may have simply been expedient. The club appeared happy to play along with the inaccuracy for decades, even celebrating its centenary in 1973. But the early Scottish Football Annuals all give the date of the origin as 1872, the year confirmed in a famous article, ‘The Rangers FC’ written by an early player, William Dunlop, under the pseudonym of ‘True Blue’. In addition, the early club handbooks all state the foundation date as 1872.

What is irrefutable, however, is that the McNeil brothers, Campbell and McBeath were the boys who decided to form the club and it was Moses who suggested it be called Rangers after seeing the name in a book about English rugby. Although Glasgow Green, in the east end of the city, is the registered birthplace of Rangers, conception took place in West End Park (later renamed Kelvingrove Park) where the four teenagers discussed how to take forward their interest in association football which was sweeping Victorian Britain and which, according to Dunlop, had been fostered by the excitement of watching games involving Queen’s Park, Vale of Leven and Third Lanark Volunteers.

It should be noted that Glasgow, nowadays a vibrant, modern and cosmopolitan city, was at that time a very different place. For its part in facilitating the Industrial Revolution, Glasgow was known as the Second City of the Empire. It was on its way to a population peak of over a million, many of those immigrants from the Highlands and from Ireland. A dark, grimy city was characterised by its heavy industries such as shipbuilding, steel and engineering. When workers in those labour-intensive industries were allowed a Saturday afternoon off, the game of football began to flourish but the early days of the sport were disorganised and amateurish in every sense of the word.

Those four founding fathers had to find fellow enthusiasts to make up a team for Rangers’ first game, which took place towards the end of May 1872, two months after the inauguration of the club, against Callander at Flesher’s Haugh. The home team played four ‘ringers’ to make up the eleven. The quintet of players who were acquired from other clubs – Harry McNeil (brother of Moses, Peter and Willie) and Willie McKinnon both of Queen’s Park, and John Hunter and Willie Miller of Eastern – were the only ones to strip, the rest played with their day-today clothes on.

The game ended goalless but in their second fixture Rangers beat Clyde (not the present Clyde of Cumbernauld) 11–0 and the club soon began to take shape. The first general meeting was held and new office bearers elected with training nights organised. The early enthusiasm generated by the fledgling football club would see Peter McNeil getting to Glasgow Green early on match day to secure the pitch until Rangers’ reputation grew to the extent that the best part of the ground became by popular consensus ‘their pitch’.

One of the most significant figures in Rangers’ history, Tom Vallance, joined the club in the spring of 1873. He would have a long career as player and administrator – eventually becoming president of the club – his influence spanning several decades. Vallance was an internationalist, a fine athlete and rower as well as a fine full back. He even had the distinction of having two paintings accepted by the Royal Scottish Academy, perhaps a unique honour for a Scottish footballer.

Rangers had left it too late to apply for membership of the Scottish Football Association in 1873–74 and had to watch as interested spectators as Queen’s Park won the inaugural Scottish Cup competition. But with William McBeath installed as the first president of the club for the start of the following season, Rangers took their first real steps in Scottish football. On 12 October 1874 Rangers played their first competitive match. Captained by Peter McNeil, the Light Blues faced Oxford in the first round of the Scottish Cup at Queen’s Park Recreation Ground with a team that read: John Yuil, Tom Vallance, Peter McNeil, William McNeil, Willie McBeath, Moses McNeil, Peter Campbell, George Phillips, James Watson, David Gibb, John Campbell. Goals by Moses McNeil and Gibb gave Rangers victory, but they exited the competition in the next round to a disputed goal against Dumbarton, one of the most successful teams of the Victorian era, in a replay at Boghead.

Rangers, growing in popularity and with ambition plentiful, moved to the first ground they could truly call their own at Burnbank, on the south side of the Great Western Road near the Kelvin Bridge. The first game there, against Vale of Leven on 11 September 1875, ended in an encouraging 1–1 draw. The club stayed north of the River Clyde for just one season before moving to Kinning Park from where they launched a Scottish Cup campaign that ended in their first appearance in the final in 1877. Opponents that day, Vale of Leven, were one of the best teams in Scotland but the Light Blue upstarts pushed them close. After two 1–1 draws, Rangers lost 3–2 in the second replay but emerged with their reputation and popularity enhanced.

Moses McNeil, however, went to his grave believing that Rangers should have triumphed in the first replay. In a Daily Record article published in 1935, he said: ‘Only a few minutes remained [in extra time] when a melee occurred in the Vale goal. The keeper, W.C. Wood, cleared his lines but we claimed the ball had passed over the goalline. The referee disallowed our claim, but I still maintain to this day that it was a perfectly good goal and that Rangers name should have been inscribed on the cup that season.’

Two years later Rangers played the same opponents in the final again. Again the match ended in a 1–1 draw and again the Kinning Park club had a goal disallowed in controversial circumstances. This time, however, Rangers were so incensed that they refused to turn up for the replay and Vale of Leven were awarded the trophy.

As the decade came to a close there were changes to be made on the pitch as key players like Peter Campbell and Hugh McIntyre departed the scene. But Rangers’ growing pains seemed far from troublesome; success on the pitch was matched by the club’s growing popularity and at the AGM in 1879 it was claimed that the club had never been in better shape.

However, the new decade brought with it some major setbacks. One of the club’s founders and its first Scottish international Moses McNeil moved across the city for a spell at Queen’s Park, although he soon returned to the fold, and in 1882 Tom Vallance left to work in India. Although he too was to return a year later due to ill health, his best days as a player were behind him. Another departure followed with the tragic death from typhoid fever of 26-year-old president Archie Harkness that same year. Although vice-president George Goudie moved up to take his place, the club was plunged into an era of destructive internal politics. Rangers fell under the sway of John Wallace Mackay, a controversial and unpopular figure, whose tenure as match secretary coincided with one of the gloomiest periods of the club’s history. Despite the popularity of the team and its players, attempts to build up membership had been neglected and income was in short supply. According to the Rangers Handbook of 1955–56, Goudie’s first task was to loan the club £30 to keep it afloat. The club faced an eviction notice from its Kinning Park ground, which in any case was frequently in a bad state on account of drainage problems. The early 1880s saw much concern over finance and there were regular rows over expenditure within the committee that ran the club. It was not until 1886 that Mackay’s influence began to wane and he was finally forced to resign.

Despite all the financial woes, Rangers still managed to run a second team (‘The Swifts’) and a third team (‘The Shields’) and continued to travel long distances to England to play challenge matches. Indeed for a time in the mid-1880s it looked like Rangers would join the English league but the matter of English teams playing professional players at this time proved an obstacle. For a short period Rangers also played in white shirts but in 1883 it was agreed that they revert to the ‘old colours’, namely royal blue jerseys and white knickers.

Although the club had been successful in friendlies and in the Scottish Cup, Rangers’ first silverware had been secured in the Glasgow Charity Cup in 1879 when they defeated Vale of Leven 2–1 in the final at Hampden. But already they had their sights fixed on bigger prizes. In 1885-86 Rangers had decided to enter the English FA Cup. This was not unusual at the time for Scottish clubs, although costs of travel and shortage of time often proved problematic. But they refused to play their first round match against Rawtenstall because the English club fielded professional players. However, they entered the competition again the following year, pulling off a shock 1–0 win against Everton at Goodison Park in the first round, thanks to a goal from Charlie Heggie. Subsequent victories against Church, Cowlairs and Lincoln City saw them drawn at home to Old Westminsters in the quarter-finals. In what turned out to be the last match played at Kinning Park, Rangers won 5–1 to advance to a semi-final against Aston Villa.

The club’s ten-year lease on their ground had come to an end in 1886 but the club were unsure of their next home and were in discussions about extending the lease. They were finally forced out in February 1887 having secured use of a new piece of land at nearby Ibrox, close to where the current ground is situated. Kinning Park was officially closed on 26 February 1887, with a match between the ‘Ancients’ and ‘Moderns’.

Eight days later Rangers faced the mighty Aston Villa at Nantwich Road, Crewe, confident that two victories over the Birmingham side in recent friendlies would give them the edge. However, the match ended in a 3–1 defeat and Villa went on to win the cup that year, beating West Bromwich Albion 2–0 at Kennington Oval in London.

Despite their extraordinary FA Cup campaign, it was abundantly clear that Rangers still had work to do before they could consider themselves an established and stable Scottish club. The first step, however, was a move to the 15,000-capacity Ibrox Park, complete with grandstand and pavilion. The cost of construction, undertaken by Fred Bradby & Co, totalled £833.8/6d, and the stadium was opened on 20 August 1887 with a game against top English side Preston North End, popularly known as the ‘Invincibles’. An 8–1 defeat was not an auspicious start.

The significance of 28 May 1888, when the first match against newly formed Celtic took place at Celtic Park, would only become clear in time. Around 2,000 people turned up for the home side’s first ever match and saw Neilly McCallum, a former Rangers player, score the first goal for Celtic in a 5–2 win for the team from the east end of the city. A few months earlier McCallum had played for Rangers against Aston Villa in Birmingham. The relationship between Rangers and Celtic was initially friendly, and after their first meeting players and staff from both clubs returned to nearby St Mary’s Hall for a convivial night’s entertainment. It was not until the early part of the 20th century that the clubs’ rivalry would become bitter and split along religious lines of which much has been written since.

However, while Celtic’s DNA was unashamedly Irish and Catholic, Rangers was not formed as a Protestant club, even though this was at a time when many famous-to-be clubs in Scotland and England did spring up with church associations. The statement of a Rangers vice-chairman in 1967 that they had begun life as a ‘Presbyterian Boys Club’ was incorrect and can perhaps be considered an attempt retrospectively to rationalise the solidly Protestant character the club had by then acquired.

However, there may have been no Old Firm, as Rangers and Celtic would come to be known in time, had the Light Blues not recovered from yet another perilous position in the wake of their derby defeat. Season 1888–89 brought unprecedented onfield woe to the Ibrox club who played 39 matches in which 19 were lost and seven drawn. A 6–1 home defeat to Celtic in the Glasgow Cup was compounded by a second-round defeat to Clyde in the Scottish Cup. At times the club struggled to find eleven players to make up a team and as a consequence Rangers were again close to going out of business with large debts built up over the matter of the new ground.

However, Rangers survived near bankruptcy to take their place in the newly formed Scottish League of 1890–91 which included Celtic, Third Lanark, Heart of Midlothian, St Mirren, Dumbarton, Renton, Cowlairs, Cambuslang, Vale of Leven and Abercorn. The notable absentee was the country’s top club, Queen’s Park, the Hampden amateurs refusing to join a league that would ultimately involve professional clubs. In a thrilling season the Light Blues came close to becoming Scottish foot-all’s first undisputed champions. The Gers’ first league game was played on 16 August 1890 and resulted in a 5–2 home victory over Hearts. By the end of that inaugural league campaign, Rangers had played 18 games with 13 wins, three draws and two defeats. However, those losses had been at home to Celtic (2–1) in the penultimate fixture and earlier in the season away to Dumbarton (5–1) with whom they would eventually share top place with 29 points apiece. It was decided that a play-off would take place at Cathkin Park to decide the title. Rangers took a 2–0 lead but Dumbarton fought back to make it 2–2 and the 1890–91 championship was shared for the only time in Scottish League history.

The formation of the Scottish League ensured that the Scottish game was soon professionalised. The rapid growth and commercialisation of the sport drove such a development, and there was the influential example of England where professionalism had been accepted in 1885. Rangers, like other Scottish clubs, needed to pay players to prevent them going to England to make a living. The issue of professionalism had dogged Rangers’ relations with the game in England, most notably in 1885 when the club pulled out of their FA Cup match against Rawtenstall FC under threat by the Scottish authorities over the English club playing professionals. For failing to honour the fixture Rangers were subsequently fined by the English FA.

Rangers grew in strength and the following decade would see an accumulation of honours at Ibrox. They finished runners-up in the league in 1892–93, 1895–96 and 1896–97, and on 17 February 1894 it was a case of third time lucky in the Scottish Cup when they defeated Celtic 3–1 in the final. Success bred success and two more Cup final triumphs followed, Rangers beating Dumbarton 5–1 in 1897 and retaining the trophy the following season with a 2–0 win over Kilmarnock.

In 1897 the Scottish Sport newspaper commented as follows about the team’s style of play: ‘Seen in their very best swing, they are a combination of clever, graceful exponents of the purest type of play, with the requisite resource and sufficient judgement to make them as formidable as they are fair. The colours of the club were never worn by a finer team, and in consequence the club bank-book was never so bulky.’ The same journal also regularly referred to Rangers as ‘Scotia’s Darling Club’, an indication of the club’s popularity and renown in the country as a whole even at this early stage in their history. While football was, of course, the club’s raison d’être, its reputation as an institution was also bolstered by the Rangers Sports events, which it staged at Ibrox. Noting the one held in August 1897, the paper stated: ‘It was a dainty dish that the Rangers served. Moreover, it is one that will vastly enhance their reputation as sports caterers, and, at the same time, enrich by a very handsome sum their already well-filled exchequer.’ Around 10,000 people attended this event, and although other clubs attempted to emulate Rangers none succeeded in putting on such popular events. The Rangers Sports indeed continued as an annual summer happening when the club moved to the present Ibrox ground, and it was even made grander when Bill Struth, who had been a runner before becoming a football trainer, was team manager. Some of the world’s most famous athletes made appearances including Olympic runners Eric Liddell and Sydney Wooderson.

In 1897 the Scottish Sport also referred to Celtic as Rangers’ ‘strongest’ and ‘keenest’ rivals, though there was certainly no hint of the religiously charged rivalry that was to develop a few years later. In fact, the journal’s preview of the New Year Rangers v Celtic match at Ibrox devoted much of its space to describing the antics of a ‘weather prophet’ from Kirkcudbright who at half-time and full-time was to ‘scientifically cause to be discharged with a loud report, synchronously with the referee’s whistle, his world-renowned patent automatic GUN, ingeniously constructed on new and novel clockwork lines, and encompassed within the limited precincts of what he himself describes as “a small house (portable), three feet square”.’ The prophet and his time gun certainly drew the crowds – the takings were a record for the Glasgow League (which took place between January and May) and only slightly under the Scottish League record (August to February) – but the newspaper concluded that his contraption ‘need not just yet be included amongst the indispensable appurtenances of the game’.

Rangers made great strides on the field and in terms of the club’s finances during the 1890s. Perhaps more significant than their shared title win of 1891 and Scottish Cup successes was the league campaign of 1898–99 when Rangers won every match. Eighteen games, 18 victories and 79 goals scored at an average of more than four a game. It was a feat that has never been equalled, the club’s first outright league championship victory and the first of four successive title wins. Stalwarts of this and other great sides of the decade included John McPherson, a player who served the cause in virtually every position in team, and who would go on to serve as a director from 1907 until his death in 1926. Another important and constant presence was left back Jock Drummond who formed a formidable full-back partnership with Nicol Smith.

Flushed with success the club moved onwards and upwards. Previous woes, it seemed, had been discarded and there was a structure in place from which to build future success, underpinned by another colossus in the club’s history, William Wilton. He had joined Rangers as a player in September 1883 but had failed to make the first team. In fact Wilton’s talents lay off the field. He had taken charge of the reserves, the Swifts, and they enjoyed considerable success during his tenure. He had been appointed the club’s match secretary in 1889 and had played a big part in Rangers’ preparations for the newly formed Scottish league and the advent of professionalism in Scottish football.

When Rangers Football Club became Rangers Football Club Ltd on 27 May 1899, the first board of directors were appointed and Wilton, hitherto honorary match secretary, was appointed manager and secretary with James Henderson becoming chairman. The capital of the company was £12,000, divided into 600 Proprietary shares of £5 each, and 9,000 Ordinary shares of £1 each.

The start of the 1900s saw the increasingly professional Rangers, whose first-team players were on £2 per week, build and grow as a team and as a club. However, the growing confidence of the burgeoning Govan club was severely dented by the first Ibrox Disaster. In 1902, during a Scotland v England match, a section of the mostly wooden western terracing collapsed under sheer weight of numbers, leaving 25 people dead and over 500 injured. It was a blow to the club whose new stadium, designed by Glaswegian architect Archibald Leitch, had been the source of some pride. Sadly, it was not to be the last tragedy at the stadium (see chapter 21).

Rangers’ rivalry with Celtic intensified as the Parkhead club superseded the Light Blues’ four-in-a-row with six straight title wins from season 1904–05 to 1909–10. However, despite that rivalry, fans of both clubs joined together to take part in an infamous Hampden riot, following the drawn 1909 Scottish Cup final replay. The term ‘Old Firm’ had originated during the early years of the century as a jibe at the financial benefits both clubs enjoyed from their frequent meetings, many of which had been drawn games, particularly in cup competitions. During the build-up to the replay – the first game had been a 2–2 draw – there was much press speculation that the teams might contrive another draw in order to force another lucrative replay. Gate receipts of over £4,000 from the two matches, watched by a combined attendance of 130,000 people, heightened suspicions. Certainly that appeared to be the collective view of some Rangers and Celtic fans after the replay at the national stadium ended 1–1. It was incorrectly thought that there would be extratime. When it became clear there would be a second replay instead, fans stormed the pitch, set fire to turnstiles and fought with the Fire Brigade when they arrived to help restore order. The riot lasted three hours during which time 130 people were injured, six seriously. The SFA decided to withhold the cup that season and fined both clubs £150. Despite this the Old Firm’s stranglehold on the Scottish game was set to tighten. Third Lanark won the First Division title in 1903–04 but the championship trophy would have green or blue ribbons on it until Motherwell won it in 1931–32.

Until his tragic death in a boating accident on 2 May 1920, the day after Rangers had won the title back from Celtic, Wilton, helped latterly by assistant Bill Struth, had laid the foundations for a period of dominance which was to last until the Second World War. Season 1919–20 had seen the Govan club firmly impose themselves on the Scottish game. They won 31 of their 42 league games, drawing nine and losing just two. But it was the manner of those victories that really impressed. Rangers scored 106 goals and conceded just 25 during a season that bore favourable comparison with the clean-sweep league campaign of 1898–99.

Wilton had been a major force at the club. John Allan’s book, The Story of the Rangers, paid him this fitting tribute: ‘The ideals for which he strove are still sought after by those who are left in custody of the cherished traditions of the club.’ In his book on Rangers’ managers author David Mason summed up Wilton’s contribution with these words: ‘It is doubtful whether Rangers would have become the club that it is today without the endeavours of William Wilton. He established the organisation of the club, seeing it through the traumas of disaster and war, and guiding it towards not just success but also prominence in the game throughout Scotland.’ By the time he was swept to his death off the deck of a friend’s yacht off the Inverclyde coast, Rangers had gone through almost five decades of trials and tribulations to take their place at the top table of Scottish football.

It had all become possible due to the four men known as the Gallant Pioneers and Vallance. Ralston’s painstaking research adds greatly to their stories by unearthing some fascinating and tragic facts. ‘Peter Campbell drowned, Peter McNeil was fragile when he died in 1901 and William McBeath’s work took him away down south, his life took a different turn. I got the impression Moses was happier just contributing as a player than behind the scenes. The biggest executive role he performed at Rangers was that of honorary secretary in 1877. But the club outgrew him. One of the saddest things was that his death in 1938 went unrecorded apart from a paragraph in the Daily Record a week after he died. Moses’ relationship with Rangers in his latter years was intriguing. He sent his apologies for missing the club’s Jubilee Dinner in 1923. Maybe he was ill, we don’t know, but perhaps by then there was a distance between him and the club. He would have been at the top table and been treated probably more respectfully than Tom Vallance although Vallance deserves all the praise he gets. He wasn’t there when the four boys took that walk in the park and dreamed up the foundation of Rangers Football Club but he is possibly the most significant figure in the club’s history. He helped Rangers make its reputation and contributed more off the park than on it. After his playing career was finished he assumed a patriarchal role at the club, guiding it through some severe financial times, the sort of which were not experienced again until recent years. As president, he took Rangers to Ibrox when newspapers were wondering if the club would ever survive if it left Kinning Park. He was a well-known figure around Glasgow, president of the Restaurateurs and Hoteliers Association and would organise regular gatherings and reunions. Vallance remained close to the club until he died in 1935 and Struth and Jimmy Bowie were at the funeral. It was the football equivalent of a state funeral. Interestingly, in 1898, at an event at his Glasgow restaurant to mark the 21st anniversary of the Scottish Cup final defeat by Vale of Leven, he bemoaned football, saying it had been reduced to a mercenary matters. Who knows what he would have made of it now?’
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