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Prologue

Last year I was in an office in London discussing the next run of articles I was about to write for an online publication. There was a very new, very young marketing chap in control of the output and he wanted to know what this old man was thinking about producing this year. I gave what would be the stock, if worthy sounding, answer for me.

‘Well, as ever I will try to write things that are hopefully interesting, I will use any insight I have from my own experiences in the game and with a bit of luck add a little humour alongside any informative points I can muster. I will try to look at each subject from a different angle than those you might read elsewhere, and hopefully I will be considering topics that aren’t being done to death by everyone else. At the very least I like to give an alternative viewpoint on issues, with the aim of making the reader think in a different way. How does that sound?’

I had fallen into his trap. After waiting a moment, he looked at me and kindly, almost sympathetically, explained where I was going wrong.

‘What I would like you to do is precisely the opposite of that.’

I was surprised and not a little confused. ‘What? I’m not sure I understand.’

With a patient sigh he carried on as if talking to an infant. ‘I want you to go online, be it Twitter or any social media platform, see what the most topical thing trending at the moment is, and then write about that.’

Being a reasonable chap, and also being no more than a lowly employee these days, I said, ‘That sounds a bit restrictive, but I suppose I could look at those topics and give my perspective.’

‘Oh no, I don’t want your perspective, what I want you to do is gauge what the prevailing mood is from the majority of the people online and then mirror that argument in your article.’

This concept had never even occurred to me.

‘You want me to write, but you are not interested in what I think or believe to be true?’

Having personally written thousands of columns over three decades, many for national newspapers and magazines as well as a bunch of websites, this was indeed the opposite of my previous thinking, and I still didn’t fully understand why. He saw my confusion and enlightened me.

‘People just like to have their own ideas reflected back at them, particularly online. They don’t want to think too much and certainly do not want to be challenged. Tell them what they want to hear, say it in as short and as simple a way as possible and if you do that, we will get more clicks. The more views we get on the site, the more advertising we can sell. That’s how it works, do you understand?’

I now understood the idea perfectly as a concept. I had studied marketing as well as economics to degree level, I had also been a chief executive of a football club and chairman of the PFA, though I suspect he wouldn’t have known any of that.

The premise is perfectly reasonable in a purely business sense, but only if looked at through the prism of me being a mercenary hack, my readers being a bit stupid and the short-term advertising figures that he can present to his boss being more important than everything else put together. Unfortunately, I’ve never really bought into this cynical world view. It is a pretty neat summation of everything I dislike about how the business world looks down at the rest of us. To use Abraham Lincoln’s age-old adage, ‘You can fool all of the people some of the time and some of the people all of the time, but you can’t fool all of the people all of the time.’

So, I was surprised but also angry at this conversation, not just for me but for any writer and indeed every reader who I think is being short-changed by the presumption that we are nothing but click-bait clowns. I said I would think about the new direction of travel, although I knew perfectly well that I would do no such thing. Minutes later I was out of the office and into the cool air, heading back up home to Scotland, wondering if every modern, young, thrusting, marketing department of every big data-driven organisation was now thinking like this to a greater or lesser extent. I suspect they are. I was even more annoyed by the time I got on the train to Gatwick airport. ‘I don’t think most people are thick and I am certainly not going to treat them as though they are. I’m not that arrogant!’ I grumbled away to myself.

I got to Gatwick but had a five-hour wait for my plane. I opened my laptop and let the contents of my addled mind gush out. It was a barrier that had clearly been waiting to burst for a while: the afternoon’s conversation had breached it as spectacularly as the RAF 617 ‘Dambusters’ Squadron of World War Two would have done. By the time I got on board my flight I had written over 10,000 words of this memoir and less than three weeks later the first draft of the book you are holding was finished.

As I wrote, all the frustration quickly dissipated. I enjoyed the writing and loved looking back on what was a strange and totally unplanned first twenty-eight years of my life. It took me back to my days growing up in Glasgow, and playing for Celtic Boys Club and Clyde FC, and the more I wrote, the more I realised I wanted to explore those days at Chelsea and Everton, when I played at the most high-profile clubs of my career – a career that, initially, had never crossed my mind.

So, now, here it is. I just hope that you will also find some interest, fun, enjoyment and maybe even a little insight into the world into which I found myself catapulted. It was certainly enlightening for me as I dredged up memories I hadn’t considered since they had happened, some of them fifty years old.

I have made no attempt to reflect your own views back at you. While you may not agree with the things I say or attitudes I have, hopefully you will understand that I treat you with respect as I share my perspective.

Am I still annoyed with the marketing man? Absolutely not; I would have prevaricated over this book and indeed may never have written it had that discussion not happened. I had considered writing my story for a long time, after many people had suggested I should at least have a go, but I was always too busy working on my, admittedly, very enjoyable jobs. So the months quickly passed, and the years, then the decades and, like that messy bit at the bottom corner of the garden just out of sight from the front door, I never quite got round to working on it.

So, this is an honest thank you to the marketing man. Maybe we can even talk about it now, a little.

Did I ever change my style in the articles I wrote for his publication? Not even slightly, and within months they were among the best trending features on the site.

Is there a message? Try and stick to what you believe to be right, if you possibly can. There is nothing wrong with failure on your own terms if you have given it your best shot. But there’s a great deal to regret if you fail doing something you don’t believe in. In my life, that is something I discovered during the first half, as you will discover in the following pages.
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1/
DO YOU REMEMBER THE FIRST TIME?

Two serious-looking coaches at Celtic Football Club sit me down, one of maybe a dozen kids who have waited in the dressing rooms at Barrowfield, the club’s shabby training ground. I am sixteen and had been signed by Celtic on a schoolboy (S) form four years earlier. I have already watched a couple of the other lads trudge out trying to hold back the tears, failing pathetically, having been told they were not getting a professional contract. They knew in that moment that their dreams were smashed, their futures forever changed.

Barrowfield had been my Celtic Boys Club home ground for the previous four years. There had been many great victories and personal triumphs celebrated in those same sparse rooms, but all those memories suddenly seemed hazy and distant. The only light seeping in on that early summer evening was from the small barred windows about twelve feet above the floor as one by one, like prisoners, we were called from the home dressing room to the away one to be given our verdicts. Those brash, confident young players I had known, who always had something to say and plenty to laugh about, were suddenly silent, vulnerable and more youthful-looking. Not one was able to make eye contact with another.

When it was my turn to face the judges, I was ushered into the small room that still reeked of the sharp scent of wintergreen oil mixed with the dull smell of stale sweat. I walked those few yards and closed the door slowly behind me. With only me and the two Celtic officials in the room, I suddenly heard its echo for the first time, in a way it never did when it was filled by pumped-up players preparing for games.

It was an odd arrangement: there was no table, I was on an old wooden bench at the corner of one wall and they sat at a 90-degree angle on an identical bench along the adjacent wall. Maybe they had arranged it that way, so they didn’t have to look directly into the eyes of the hopefuls they were crushing. Before they even started talking, I found myself feeling quite sorry for them. What a horrible job to have to do.

The first to talk was the trainer Frank Connor, who I never believed was ‘on my side’ anyway. For the first time in years the habitual look of a gruff sergeant major he wore with pride was removed to reveal his more human, caring side. I hadn’t witnessed him wearing this part of his personality before and it looked an uncomfortable fit. I didn’t expect him to be fighting to give me a contract – I wasn’t his type of player – but he was honest with his appraisal and I appreciated that from him.

The other man was Jimmy Lumsden, Celtic’s then chief scout and the one I reckoned was the real decision-maker. This was a tougher call. He clearly liked me and favoured my playing style more than Frank did, so as I sat there, I thought that maybe it was all still in the balance. Jimmy wasn’t playing a role, it clearly affected him deeply having to break the bad news to unlucky young men who had worked so hard to get this far.

Between them they kindly explained that although I had been top scorer and Player of the Year at Celtic Boys Club that season and nearly every season before, having scored 160 goals in one of those campaigns, sadly I wasn’t going to be signed up either. ‘We don’t feel you will make it as a professional footballer. Maybe you are talented enough to deserve a contract with some other team, but you aren’t tall enough to make the grade at the top level anyway.’ Helpfully they added, ‘You are a bright lad, concentrate on your education and forget about the football.’

I was caught in a very difficult situation, but somehow I managed to keep the emotions and thoughts safely under control. I nodded, said thank you for the wise advice and walked out. I managed to get out of the door, round the corner of the dressing rooms and all the way out into the London Road before I gave way to my true feelings. I smiled. There was no devastation, not even a little disappointment and there certainly weren’t any tears. I had already turned my back on that possible life, long before they had made their decision.

I didn’t want to seem ungrateful, but I had already decided that had they offered me a contract as a youth apprentice at Celtic Football Club, I would definitely be turning them down flat. Their considerate words didn’t deserve my lack of interest, but it had never even crossed my mind to become a professional footballer and there was no reason why they should know that.

My vision was much simpler. I wanted to follow my older brothers and sister into higher education and then on to a sensible job. I knew football was a precarious career, one in which only the smallest percentage ever made a living. I didn’t fancy the odds and certainly didn’t want to give up on all the other possibilities life had to offer.

The truth was I had only ever played football for the sheer joy and love of the game. I loved the skills, the creativity, the fitness and, yes, winning was fun too. You can be as competitive as anyone and still value the artistry.

But this is why I loved the game. The idea of chasing fame and self-aggrandising glory seemed ridiculous to me. OK, earning decent money would have been a good bonus if I had become a professional player. But in my earnest sixteen-year-old mind all that paled in comparison to the good you could do if you became a teacher, like my three older siblings, and helped other people improve themselves. It may seem particularly strange that I couldn’t care less about being let go by Celtic because I was a committed supporter. I loved the club and its ethos. It encompassed an exciting, skilful, vibrant and hard-working philosophy allied with an overwhelming belief in the importance of the group, an ideology that had been promoted by the legendary Jock Stein. I had watched Jimmy Johnstone, Bobby Lennox, Billy McNeill and Bertie Auld alongside the other Lisbon Lions as a youngster and then had the good fortune to see Kenny Dalglish, Danny McGrain, Lou Macari, George Connelly and David Hay (my own personal favourite) breaking through and becoming brilliant players. So, how could I be so unaffected by being released and not even getting a chance to try to follow in their footsteps?

Well, first, I never felt I could be as good as any of them, which was probably proved right in time. Few players in Scottish history were ever as good as that bunch of world-class talents. More importantly, back then I would be just as happy to don my green-and-white scarf and get back on the terracing to support my team. I could still get my fix of playing by turning out for some Sunday league outfit.

Having said that, there was one dark cloud hovering over me as I made my way home on the bus after Celtic’s rejection. I had to tell my father that I had been dumped.

I knew he would be devastated, and he had good reason to be – he had put thousands and thousands of hours into training me up and helping me improve my skills.

When I informed him that night, he was outwardly very stoical, and it was a fairly short conversation. In hindsight, both of us were far more concerned about the other’s feelings to go into any real depth.

To understand how important that moment was to him, we have to skip back ten years to 1969.

At that time we lived in Easterhouse, in the east end of Glasgow. Some would go on to call the area a ‘slum’ but to my young eyes that is not how it felt. Glasgow had decided to level the worst parts of the central area such as the Gorbals and build new estates on the edge of the city: Pollok, Drumchapel, Castlemilk and Easterhouse. The housing was to be of a better standard and located near open countryside, which would also help the health of those young families. As usual many things went wrong, with the town planners forgetting to consider important concepts like adding any amenities or integrating the transport system. Initially there were very few things for poor kids to do so far away from the city, so a gang culture erupted. There was no decent shopping in the area, so business was slow to flourish. There was also the fact that when Easterhouse was built, they had one pub for over 50,000 people, which is a bizarre idea anywhere, but particularly daft for working-class Glasgow!

It was a deprived area and like the others Easterhouse became known as a sink estate, but there were good people there and one thing not lacking was space to play football. Because there were so many schools built for these young families moving out of the city centre, schools and their playing fields were abundant. This was all I and many others really needed for our happiness and those estates at the time produced many talented footballers.

At the age of six, I would run home every day after attending the local Catholic primary school Blessed John Ogilvie. My mum would make me some food, which I would wolf down before dashing outside to play football.

An hour later my dad, Patrick senior, would arrive home from his work. He’d have been labouring since 6.30am with British Rail. By 5.30 in the evening I had to be on the football field conveniently situated in the ‘other’ school (the non-denominational or ‘Protestant School’ as it was called by everyone) right behind our tenement.

At least an hour of coaching from Dad would follow. Dribbling, keepy-ups,1 shooting into him as goalkeeper and learning tricks we had gleaned from studying the Celtic stars we had watched at Parkhead the week before.

He read coaching manuals from around the world and during the summer would sometimes go down to Barrowfield to glean information from Jock Stein’s training techniques with the Celtic team. I got the benefit of all that knowledge. Dad also coached, trained and managed a raft of local youth and school teams himself and was engaged in that, unpaid, every other night and during the weekends. For a man who was out the front door to go to his very arduous job at British Rail by 6.30am and wasn’t back home again until well after 5pm – except when he was on the night shift, which was worse – I have no idea where he got the energy. Somehow in the midst of all that he still had time for all of us.

My mum would be forever washing the strips of entire football teams that my dad was dealing with. That washing line was always teeming with shirts she had hung out in the shared backyard at the bottom of the tenement. I am still amazed that none was ever stolen, though she did keep an eagle eye on them all day from our top-floor flat along with Auntie Josie, Mum’s twin sister who lived through the wall in the next-door tenement with her fabulous family of gorgeous girls.

My mum Mary was one of those selfless people who, if heaven exists, are born to be angels. A typical day would be: providing breakfast for all six children before school, taking care of her own mother even in her long difficult dementia years, going to the Catholic church for Mass, helping clean the priests’ house, cleaning the church, doing the flowers at the church, getting back home and keeping our house clean, shopping for the entire family, carrying that heavy shopping up the three flights of stairs as well as doing all the washing for the family, then getting a load of football strips washed as well!

After all that, us kids would be back from school and we all had to be cooked for again and then sorted out for the next day. Looking back I have no idea how my parents managed, especially when I consider the limited budget they had. They both cared selflessly for their own children, but they also helped hundreds, maybe thousands of others over the years as well. Crucially they never did any of it looking for recognition, they did it because they believed it was the right thing to do.

Maybe I got a little special attention from my dad because I was so committed to his beloved football. I used to religiously practise every football skill you could think of with him, including penalties, and it soon led to a couple of unexpected outings. The first time I ever appeared on a football pitch in front of many thousands of fans was particularly special. I managed to get to the final of the Glasgow schools penalty kick competition, to take penalties before a league game at Celtic Park one Wednesday night. I was only ten, but oddly not at all fazed by the surroundings. How perfect that it was at Celtic where I was used to standing on the terraces. I scored all ten against a professional goalkeeper to get me into the final and then managed to score all five at half-time to win the competition in front of 30,000 fans. Denis Connaghan of Celtic was the goalkeeper. That got me into the national final, which was to be held at half-time during the Scottish Cup final at Hampden Park in front of over 75,000 there for the Celtic v Airdrie game. The keeper for our penalty competition was the Scottish international Stewart Kennedy. I managed to win after scoring every single one again after a shoot-out against another youngster. I knew this lad, Scott McGarvey, well through the Boys Club football in Easterhouse.2

It was tough for Scott. As we faced up, shooting into the ‘Celtic End’ of supporters, they announced our names and which schools we attended. For some reason the strongly Catholic Celtic fans booed every penalty taken by Scott from Provanhall Primary School and cheered every single one taken by Patrick from Saint Jude’s.

I loved winning and getting presented with the trophy, but the most extraordinary thing in hindsight was that even though I was a quiet kid, those 75,000 people watching didn’t affect me or my confidence in the slightest. There was no nervousness, I just believed I could do it. In retrospect that’s a bit unusual for an introspective ten-year-old. But I had practised thousands of penalties with my dad, even at that young age. The whole thing simply felt like second nature.

Maybe penalties weren’t that important in my later career (spoiler alert – I became a professional footballer!) but dribbling around the cones, sticks or bricks for all those thousands of hours with my dad really was vital for my future success. That specific training regime was the one we practised most often and it became the base of my control of the football. If you do it often enough you then no longer have to look at the ball when it is at your feet. It’s just like becoming a good driver. After enough time you don’t even consider your feet on the pedals or hands moving through the gears. Your concentration and your eyes are, as they should be, focused on the road and the surrounding dangers. Football is similar; it is best if you can keep your head up all the time, looking at opponents trying to tackle you, seeing what opportunities are developing or just as importantly spotting where your teammates are. It gives you a massive advantage. Have a look at Kevin De Bruyne or David Silva playing and see how rarely they look down at the ball in comparison with other players.3

Every day, month after month, year after year, Dad and I trained throughout my childhood. I loved it and even when I started playing organised football for boys’ clubs or the school team – sometimes with my dad as manager (and boy, was he ten times harder on me than anyone else) – we still trained every day when I wasn’t involved in a real game.

Then every Saturday morning I played for the school team followed by another 90 minutes with Celtic Boys Club in the afternoon. On Sunday there would be a game for a different boys’ club. There were Glasgow Schools representative games and then in the summertime there would be a couple of extra midweek games into the bargain.4

All those thousands of hours, all that sacrifice that my father and I had given to the joy of playing football. All those times when he travelled to watch me, he hardly missed a match, wherever it was played. How could I have been so callous, not to be overly upset for him when that dream had died?

I kept it to myself, but I never shared his dream and back then, while I knew he wanted me to get better at the game I loved, I didn’t know that he believed I could be a professional footballer. You might find it hard to believe, but in our family it was simply never spoken about. I thought the fitness and health benefits we gained, and the joy of playing, were enough in his eyes. I knew he wanted all his children to be happy, fit and healthy: surely that was the real reason for doing it?

But unbeknown to me and not spoken of for another decade, he had told my older brothers when I was very young that he thought I would play internationally one day. I know what my reaction would have been then had he said it to me: ‘Poor old Dad, you haven’t got a clue, you really do see my abilities through the rosiest of rose-tinted glasses.’ The arrogance of youth and the wisdom of age are clearly unchanged by the passing of the decades. He was going to have the last laugh on that one.

When I was ten, Dad and I walked about half a mile or so to the only grass pitch in the area, between Springboig and Barlanark; it’s covered by a housing estate now. We were there doing our drills and suddenly three lads in their late teens or early twenties came over and spoke to my dad:

‘Hey auld man, get aff the pitch, we’re usin’ it noo.’

‘Don’t worry, lads,’ said my dad, ‘we will be gone in about twenty minutes and you can have it then.’

The wannabe bully boys looked at this old man and said, ‘Get aff noo, ya auld c***.’

My dad, in his mid-fifties (which I’m sure you’ll agree isn’t old!) was seething. ‘You will have to make me,’ was his calm, firm and, to be honest, slightly menacing reply.

At this point you should know that at certain moments my dad looked not unlike a young Clint Eastwood. He might as well have said, ‘Go on punk, make my day.’ You should also know that in his time Dad had been a handy boxer in the Navy, a Mediterranean Champion with an infamous knockout punch. He was only about five foot six, but perfectly built, good-looking in that 1940s film star kind of way and even in the winter he looked tanned and toned.

Moments later, having launched their attack, the lads dragged their battered bodies away dazed and confused. I looked on, mouth open, in awe of what I’d just seen.

But Dad turned to me and fixed me with his firm, no-nonsense eyes and said, ‘Pat! What are you doing? Why have you stopped dribbling round the sticks?’



____________________

1 I could do 10,000 by the age of eight.

2 If that name sounds vaguely familiar, he went on to play for Manchester United for a short time and more recently was cast as the guy who brought down Sam Allardyce when he was England manager in a Daily Telegraph sting.

3 There are a few other similar ways of getting that skill imprinted. The Will Coerver method is an easy-to-learn version but there are others too. The one thing they each have in common all the way from ball games on the Brazilian beaches to tiki-taka and the Cruyff-Ajax-Barcelona coaching style, is the huge number of hours you need with a football at your feet if you are going to be truly at one with the ball. There isn’t really a short cut to developing that sort of skill set.

4 There were countless games in those years and they all blur into one another, but because most were in the east end of Glasgow, the gang warfare that was going on sometimes interrupted the matches. In one game for St Clare’s Boys Club up at Lochend in Easterhouse, play had to be stopped on several occasions when gangs of maybe fifty lads chased each other back and forth across the pitch. They were carrying baseball bats, golf clubs and the odd sword, which was a fashionable accessory with the gang leaders. There was, however, no consideration of abandoning the match and rightly no thought that the players were in danger; we were just in the way momentarily as they charged past. When they had passed through the referee just blew his whistle and we started again, with me reminding him to add the extra time on at the end. I imagine it would be considered differently now; it would probably make the national news. Back then it was not unusual in Easterhouse.


2/
KIDS

In those early days of my youth I was surrounded by a loving and sometimes, I accept, an over-protective family, who were not only passionate about sport but just as passionate about education. Our generation was the first not to leave school at fourteen years of age, but even from the ‘deprived’ working-class area of Easterhouse, our parents ensured all six of us went into higher education. In some ways I am the family failure because in the end I didn’t finish my degree.

For their part our parents taught us about the importance of fairness, honesty, hard work, giving your best at all times and kindness to others no matter the circumstances. This they did not with long worthy speeches but by the way they led their lives, with every action of every day. They were loving and giving people who showed me and my five siblings exactly what parents should be. Growing up in the third floor of a tenement in a housing scheme in Glasgow’s east end may not seem ideal for future opportunities, but I loved it and somehow we all prospered.

There was an honour and respect about the way my parents always behaved and expected us to behave. The gang culture was a major problem at the time and there were fights all around, but we were never part of it or of Glasgow’s infamous drinking culture either. We were educated to be apart from all that madness – not above it, just apart. Swearing at home was unthinkable, and we were expected to use the best English we could, which led to us all having much softer accents than most of our neighbours. No member of the family was ever in trouble with the authorities – that would have been unthinkable for us.1

My dad worked those long hard hours for British Rail, taking all the overtime he could get to provide for us.

My needs were limited, however; a ball and a pair of football boots were enough for me. Any other clothes apart from the school uniform were functional aside from the odd football top we could get our hands on.

One thing that did grate sometimes was at the weekend when Mum and Dad would say, ‘Right, we are all going out for a walk.’ This ‘wee donner’, as it was called, could last anything up to six or seven hours! The upside of Easterhouse was that it was right on the edge of the city, so the countryside and long walks along country lanes and canals paths were only minutes away. At the time I probably didn’t realise all the reasons why these hikes were so prominent in our lives. Yes, there was health, fitness and an appreciation of nature to be gained as well as quality time together with all the family.2

But the real reason was almost certainly that there was absolutely no financial cost to these marathon marches, and it was the cheapest way to keep us entertained. With eight of us squashed into that three-bedroom apartment, maybe it was a sensible idea to get us out of there for long periods, hail, rain or shine, otherwise we might have been at each other’s throats.

On the top floor at number 7 Eddlewood Road in Easterhouse there were the four boys sleeping in bunk beds in one room (Thomas, Michael, Joseph and me), the two girls (Mary and Kathleen) in another, then Mum and Dad in the third. It might sound awfully cramped but it felt normal and cosy to a youngster who knew nothing else.

Thomas was the oldest and back then he was super-protective of us all. That was ingrained in his personality along with his constant generosity and little has changed to this day. He was mild-mannered like all of us but unlike the rest of us you could not meddle with him. From deep beneath and on rare occasions there was a dark menacing danger that lurked and might arise, when he had to defend something or someone dear to him. He became a teacher then a headmaster soon after. To my mind he was good enough with a fair wind to have become a pro footballer too, in a left-midfield box-to-box style.3

Big sister Mary was caring, diligent and quiet but with an unspoken iron will to finish off anything she started. She never flinched at anything the boys did, didn’t ask for or expect any special treatment. She was calmly our equal and often our better. She went into special needs schooling and became a teacher and lecturer in Glasgow. She also taught me how to read and by the age of three, long before I went to school, she had me perusing the newspapers, giving me a great start in education, which was more of a help than she could ever imagine. She also used to go to see Celtic with us all, so was as well versed as anyone else in the family with the football chat. She stayed with the rest of the family on the long sea swims that we would go on, even though at the time an outsider might have considered it inappropriate as she was ‘only’ a girl.4

My other older brother Michael and I played football together for almost as many thousands of hours as I did with my dad. I loved his personality mostly because of his humour, which just grew more pronounced the older he got. Back then it was dark enough and strange enough to always make me laugh. If one of our short-lived cats walked into the room wearing a gold lamé jacket, borrowed from one of little sister Kathleen’s dolls, I knew it would have been Michael’s doing, even as he sat there totally straight-faced on the settee. Football was an altogether more serious business. I would never have made it as a pro without those long evenings when we played against each other, especially up in the grass area behind the tennis courts in Barlanark. Being four years older, bigger, stronger and a very good player himself, he made me better because we would compete as equals. Deep down he probably knows how thankful I am.5 I definitely wouldn’t have improved as quickly without him. Like my other older brother Thomas, he was probably good enough to make it as a pro, in the Kenny Dalglish forward sort of position, but in football you need the stars to align just at the right time as well as having the talent. The stars didn’t align for either of them.

Joe was the artistic, talented one and fifteen months my junior. If he was interested in something then he would be totally immersed in it for that time and would become supremely knowledgeable very quickly. He had an ability to bore deep into any subject to a microscopic level, which eventually helped his art. I would have chosen his degree at Glasgow School of Art over any other degree, but I had nowhere near his talent – few have.

Then there was my little sister Kathleen who I completely doted on. It couldn’t have been easy being last of the six of us, each with their own big separate personalities, but she fought her corner well. She still amazes me with her stoicism but will forever be the kid sister who I wanted to spoil, even if she did get bored with me sometimes.

The family also spent a good deal of time in another part of the east end of Glasgow: Celtic Park. When younger I can never remember paying to get in; it was accepted that all young kids would be lifted over the turnstiles. There was a little problem with us in that you could only lift one kid at a time, but Dad sometimes would have two, three or four of us with him. So other men in the queue would be asked to lift us over with the accepted phrase, ‘Gi’ uz a lift in, mister?’ My siblings and I had to ham up the accent if I am being totally honest.

There were so many great times following Celtic with my family as we grew up. They were in the middle of winning nine titles in a row, so there was a lot of celebrating. Dad and I saw them win the league at Brockville and at Easter Road as well as lifting quite a few cups at Hampden Park. He even took me along to Hampden for the second leg of the European Cup semi-final against Leeds United in 1970.6

There was allegedly a crowd of 136,000 squashed in there that night. Actually, there was more than that: I got lifted over the turnstile as usual, so that is one more for certain and I wasn’t the only kid there. But it was very frightening; the crush was incredibly dangerous and I could see that my dad was very worried. It was only a year later that the Ibrox disaster happened, killing sixty-six, and there but for the grace of God went many football fans of that era. A few years later I was again at Celtic Park before the most amazing title win when from being 2-1 down against Rangers with only ten men, Celtic managed to win 4-2 and take the flag. It was so moving, more like a religious experience than a game of football. Walking back to Bellgrove train station after the match with thousands of other Celtic fans, I sang more that night than I have ever sung in my life, so much so that I couldn’t speak at school for the whole of the next day.

When I was about nine years old we moved out of the three-bedroom tenement we had previously been squashed into in Easterhouse. The council agreed it would be a healthier option for the eight of us to have a semi-detached house in nearby Barlanark – just twenty minutes’ walk away, but much better conditions for us all. We had the end house in the street, it was semi-detached, had four bedrooms over the two floors, with a garden that stretched from the front round one side and out to the back. From the front windows there was a view to a play park with swings, roundabout and a slide. Beyond that there was a decent-sized communal park that had tennis courts and a bowling green but, more importantly, lots of space and grass to play football on. Compared to the view onto other tenements back in Easterhouse it felt seriously upmarket, even if it was still a council house.

Another incredibly useful addition to the family arrived then, one that not many other budding football players would have been lucky enough to own: Shandy the family dog. He was a medium-sized mongrel, had a perfect temperament, was as intelligent as any dog could be and was as big a character as any kid in the area. His stories are local legends. He went to Mass every day with my mum and being very intelligent he quickly learned when to stand, sit and kneel (well, he laid down at that point) with the congregation. When the priest was asked by a parishioner one Sunday why Shandy, a dog, was allowed into the church, he said, ‘That dog is never away from the chapel, in fact he is a better Catholic than most of you lot, his devotion should be an inspiration!’

Shandy would sit in the middle of our road and the cars would simply treat him as a roundabout. He just didn’t fancy moving when he was enjoying a lie-down on a sunny day. I once watched the coal lorry play chicken with him. When he wouldn’t move the lorry just drove over the top of him, wheels either side, with Shandy doing no more than looking disdainfully as the high-axle truck went over, inconveniently blocking the sun for a few moments.

As the years went by he would sometimes follow me onto the local train service when I was a student going into Glasgow, calmly getting off at the next stop and casually finding his own way home. I could go on but more importantly he loved to accompany me on my long runs, and it made those hours so much more fun.

Shandy also played football with me in our garden whenever I wanted to. Being a dog and sharp with his reflexes, if I let him get a sight of the ball he would get it off me. So I had to move it quickly. Unlike most tacklers he never fell for dummies and always kept his eye on the ball, and he never got bored or tired so was the perfect training companion. The speed I could move the ball with my feet improved massively but that wasn’t the reason I did it, I just enjoyed it and so did he. I could do this for hour after hour after hour.

On paper, you might think that at primary school you would have hated me. I was never anything other than top of my class at every subject! But being seen as clever and also good at football was a winning combination in the popularity stakes and somehow I seemed to have plenty of friends and got on with just about everyone.

Even from the age of six or seven I had the desperate need to get everyone involved, particularly any outsiders who were left on their own, lonely and apart from the group. If I witnessed anyone bullying another boy or girl in the class I immediately took the side of the victim. With me around bullying became a rarity; we were all friends, or at least we all had to be kind to each other – whether they liked it or not. I always knew that if the bullies were in control they would make everyone’s life a misery, so, responsible little lad that I was, I saw it as my job to make sure that that didn’t happen.

As you can see, my earnestness started early! It was almost certainly picked up by osmosis from my family who were Christian and socialist in their outlook. The focus of our lives was on the basic caring side of those two ideologies – much more important than taking sides in battles between other religions or political ideals. Those who take well-meaning concepts and ruin them with hatred and bigotry have always been anathema to my entire family.

At St Jude’s, in Barlanark, there was no let-up in the constant playing of football. I had the good fortune that one of my teachers took the school football team and also the Glasgow Catholic schools’ representative team. Mr (Roddy) Shaw made sure I was given every opportunity in class and in the teams, but only if I worked hard.7

In fact, the more I think about it, I can hardly believe how much football was going on. There was a period at primary school when I was playing for my school team, St Jude’s in Barlanark, Tommy was manager of St Colette’s team in Easterhouse (where he was teaching), and my dad was the manager of the Blessed John Ogilvie school team, also from Easterhouse. We were all in the same league, so those Saturday morning breakfasts were interesting affairs. There was no tension, just good-natured wind-ups. Obviously Dad’s team ‘The Ogilvie’ always won everything. He was a very good coach!

Back then a lot of teachers like Tommy managed the school football teams, giving up their time at the weekends. That eventually ended following a strike – or, more specifically, a period of ‘work to rule’, where the teachers refused to do unpaid work after school or at the weekends – and many people in Scotland feel it had a dramatic if delayed effect on the throughput of talent to the top level. The national team didn’t qualify for anything for generations so there may well be something in that argument, but there was much more to it than just the teachers’ action. What a system, having to rely on teachers giving their spare time for free!8

Primary school was a cake walk and great fun but by the time I got to the secondary school I wasn’t always top of the class even if I was still passing each exam fairly easily. It was a bit of a surprise to come across plenty of kids who were at least as good at exams as I was. They were also willing to study a whole lot more than me, which gave them an advantage. I got into the habit of doing enough to get good grades and no more. There were fun things to be done other than studying all the time and at that age it usually involved a football. It did frustrate some of the teachers but the English department, Miss O’Rourke in particular, were dedicated and caring and they fuelled my love of literature. The Modern Studies department with John McLauchlan and Chris Nairn knew how to entertain while teaching, which makes education fun, inspiring and, just as importantly, engaging. Learning and passing exams is much easier when you are engaged by an enthusiastic tutor.

In my mid-teens there was something of a political awakening. The family was obviously socialist but not in a bolshie, overtly party-political kind of way, just committed to a fairer, more equal society. Some of my cousins, though, were very radical in comparison. One of my uncles helped write speeches for Jimmy Reid, the famous Red Clydesider union man.

At school there was a political edge to some of the classes. The Modern Studies and Economics department tested us and got us to challenge our own ideas. Head of department John McLauchlan had a great schtick of winding people up with what sounded like perfectly good logical arguments that we all knew to be totally ‘wrong’ for us young socialist liberal types. Many years later I found the arguments and indeed the delivery precisely replicated when I got to know Tony Wilson, the owner of Factory Records. Throughout my life I found it easier to question the social attitudes and politics of my ‘right-on’ self because of Mr McLauchlan’s rigorous testing by alternative arguments at school. When push came to shove though, I think we knew where the department’s politics lay. Our school didn’t go to a nice little French town on the school trip, they decided to go to Moscow instead. That was pretty radical during the Cold War of the 1970s.

As time went by there were the usual anti-apartheid badges along with button badges of my favourite bands pinned on my lapels. There were always earnest political debates alongside the odd political march, to ‘fight’ for the underdogs, the outsiders and the workers. Glasgow was and is a very political city with a well-developed social responsibility and my entire family were passionate about equal rights and equality of opportunity. Even then the anti-apartheid sympathies were strong. I was as likely to have a poster of Steve Biko as I was of Celtic’s genius winger Jimmy Johnstone on my wall.

And yet there was bigotry on our own doorstep, not just in South Africa.

My dad was never promoted at work even though he toiled forty years for British Rail and was intelligent, diligent, trustworthy and incredibly hard-working. The problem was that in his workplace the Catholics were routinely overlooked for wage rises and particularly for promotions. He was disappointed because he couldn’t provide more financially for his family, but he was never openly bitter about the discrimination. He felt that his integrity and his work ethic were the ways to show people how you should really behave. Most of his workmates respected him in the end, I believe, even if the youngest, rawest non-Catholics on the scene continued to be promoted ahead of him as the decades rolled by.

The real education was for his children; we learnt so many of our attitudes and developed so much of our personalities from watching him. This was the indelible grounding for my lifelong campaigning for equality, be it race, colour, creed, gender, sexuality, religious beliefs or whatever. If you or those close to you have experienced unfair discrimination, the bitter taste never fully leaves you.

For all that religion in the background – Dad was a committed Catholic and Mum was by any description devout – they would never accept any prejudice towards other religions. They were all about love not hatred. That there was to be no discrimination from them or from any of their children was unspoken but always understood. None of us ever went down that dark road. The thought of us joining in any sectarian songs at Celtic Park was utterly unthinkable.



____________________

1 My worst misdemeanour was to sneak into Archie Macpherson’s garden – the legendary Scottish football commentator lived in the posher estate nearby – and steal apples from his trees. He commentated on me many years later when I played for Scotland, but I thought it best not to mention the apples until I retired.

2 I am ashamed to admit I collected birds’ eggs out on those walks. I was very young and knew no better.

3 He ended up in Hong Kong and every person in football I have ever introduced him to, within minutes, says the same thing: ‘The wrong one became a footballer.’ He would have been much better suited to the lads’ banter style; he is utterly comfortable in any company. Because of the expat community circles he moves in, it is no exaggeration to say that every single country I go to anywhere on this planet, someone eventually comes up and says, ‘Are you Tommy Nevin’s brother?’ The question is never asked the other way around. The inference being he is far more important and well known than I am in the real world!

4 A swim straight out to sea lasting hours was not unusual for my dad and the older kids to do. This was on Scotland’s west coast, long before wet suits were commonplace, so it would be freezing to start with, but we were a hardy bunch.

5 Well, he does know now as I have just called him to say it.

6 Within a few months I had acquired the first football top of my very own – weirdly it was a blue Chelsea strip. They had also beaten Leeds United, this time in the FA Cup final that season, and I thought they were the coolest, most stylish team in England. Considering my family’s love of Celtic’s green and dislike of the blue team on the other side of the city, it was a bold but in time portentous choice by me to go for a Rangers lookalike top. I got more enquiring glances when I next acquired a Hibernian top and got my mum to sew a homemade white number 4 on the back, so I could be like Pat Stanton. My Celtic supporting friends must have thought my football fancies were a bit strange, so finally I relented and the next one was the green-and-white hooped classic.

7 One player who stuck out in those primary school days was Maurice Johnston. He went on to play for, among others, Watford, Celtic, Rangers and Everton, and thirty-eight times for Scotland. Mo was an extraordinary character whose biggest impacts were cultural and social. In 1989 he became the first Catholic to sign for Rangers in over a hundred years of the club’s existence.

His school played mine in a cup game. The first game was 6-6 after extra time. He scored all their goals and I scored all ours. In the replay they won 10-5. Guess who scored all the goals again? We then played together for the representative side known as the GCSFA, which stood for the Glasgow Catholic Schools Football Association. This is one of Mo’s former teams that might not have been well received by some Rangers fans when he signed for them. We won a centenary tournament against the other (non-Catholic) schools associations in Glasgow and I have an abiding memory of the night we went to the City Chambers to receive our trophy and medals. Off to the side of the stage behind a curtain Mo and I ended up trading blows about who should be in front of whom. What we didn’t realise was that the curtain was opening while we were grappling in view of the audience, including the Lord Provost, who just stood there with his mouth gaping, astonished by these apparent ‘wee Neds’’ inability to behave in that august room. Mo and I eventually played for Scotland together and there was even a short spell shared at Everton. The curtain incident was never mentioned.

8 My slightly rotund but very cool French master Mr Smith took the football team at Under-16 level at my secondary school, but he couldn’t always rustle up enough players on a Saturday morning. He was a lugubrious chap. We were walking one frosty morning towards another school, knowing that with only nine players we didn’t stand much of a chance. ‘Sir,’ I asked him, ‘do you think you could pass for under 15?’ His lightning reply: ‘What, stone?’
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