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Prologue

Dear Scotland

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Wha’ is it?’

‘Wha’ is the matter with you?’

‘Nothin’.’

‘Wha’ is the matter with you?’

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

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

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

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

‘Know wha’?’

‘That you’re in tomorra.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Dear Scotland . . . I thank you.
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