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PREFACE

We’re in the press room at Parkhead before the 5–1 Old Firm game of November 1998, the one where Lubomir Moravcik scored two and celebrated like his dog had just died.

I’m having a cup of tea, talking to Mark Guidi from the Sunday Mail and Kenny MacDonald from the News of the Screws, when cuddly little Graham Speirs of SoS comes in.

He walks by us, stops, turns and fixes me with that bendynecked, furrowed-browed expression he wears when he’s being asked a question on Scotsport. That look somewhere between utter bafflement and chronic constipation.

Then he says: ‘Where is it you actually live?’

So I say: ‘Falkirk. Why?’

And he bends his neck to the other side and screws his face up even more than usual and says: ‘It’s just that I keep seeing your byline from places like Dumfries and Cowdenbeath and . . . and . . . Dingwall.’

Except he pronouces the word ‘Dingwall’ to rhyme with ‘syphilis’.

‘Yeah?’ I say. ‘So what’s your point, caller?’

‘Well . . . I just wondered . . . like . . . erm . . . why?’

‘Why what?’

‘Why do you go to all those places?’

So I stood with an ever-so-slight riddy and tried to justify why, by saying that I liked going there and the people were nice and they made you lots of cups of tea and I need the money.

Then, when he had unscrewed his neck and wandered off, I was angry with myself, not for spending my midweek nights and rainy Saturdays at Third Division grounds, but for standing there justifying why.

Truth is, I’ll go anywhere there’s a game of football on. For work or for fun. I love watching it, love writing about it. Football’s football, isn’t it?

Or is it?

Until I started moving through the journalism business, I’d never thought it unusual for someone who grew up loving the game – and who is unutterably lucky enough to be paid to write about it – to actually choose to go and watch it wherever it’s being played.

It’s how I was brought up. Dad and I went to see St Mirren home and away, except when we couldn’t get transport to the odd away game. When that happened, we’d go to Linwood to see his works team or even – check this – jump a train to Cartsdyke and see Morton. That’s how much we loved the game.

Often on Sundays we’d walk three miles over the back roads from Paisley to see Johnstone Burgh play in the juniors. On midweek summer nights we’d go down to the Racecourse and cruise between amateur games. I’ll still watch any game, anywhere.

And yet I was well aware long before being grilled expertly by Speirsy-y that there are far too few people in the national media willing to move out of their little sphere of Rangers-Celtic-Scotland-Celtic-Rangers and dirty their hands seeing what’s happening in the rest of the world.

Yet many of these guys are the same ones first on with the tacketies to slaughter the lower divisions. This seems something of an anomaly, he hinted diplomatically. It also has to be said that within this band there are some who would not even think about going to a game unless they had to, which is a worry.

At midweek games played at windy Second and Third Division grounds you see all sorts: Premier League bosses, club chairmen, players from clubs all over the country. But very rarely do you see any media stars checking the talent or, for that matter, do you see the people who run football in this country. This is sad and it is also scary for the future of the game.

I’d hold my hands up if writers and broadcasters took in the full picture of the game before deciding it was guff, but they don’t. They sit in little cliques at Ibrox and Parkhead and write off the rest as diddy teams.

What chance is there for a fair assessment of football as a whole when the prospect of having to spend ninety minutes at Stair Park, Stranraer, makes so many noses wrinkle like someone just pooed in their pocket?

I suppose it’s become a bit of a mission of mine to publicise the lower divisions, to highlight the personalities and try to make players and managers and fans feel like they’re not shouting into the wind about their very existence. But they are, really, and so am I.

The clubs at the very top don’t really give a monkey’s whether Cowdenbeath and Dumbarton live or die any more and some of my own profession wouldn’t be that bothered either – at least then it would guarantee them never having to soil their Guccis at Central Park or Boghead by some horrible accident of a cup draw.

The snobbery which has poisoned Scottish football since the Souness revolution kicked in at Rangers means the best that those who love the whole game can hope for is that all the clubs down the bottom end get to survive and do their own thing in happiness and harmony.

It’s all they want, really. To be self-sufficient, except maybe for the odd player sold on to the big boys. Scottish football looking after its own talent – you must remember that?

So this book is about these clubs and the people who love them. It’s about the kind of fan who doesn’t go to games expecting to win . . . or, worse, demanding it. This book is about being willing to accept a lifetime of frustration in return for one day of utter wonderment. Days like your team winning the Scottish Cup. Or lifting a title against all odds. Or even just turning one of the Old Firm over.

The title of this book is also the name of Heaven 17’s first album, which came out when I was just getting into journalism, and it kind of sums up the game today. There are a few lucky people in football who lord it in towers in the air, while the other 99 per cent are on the street. All they can do is dream that one day they’ll be up there.

I’m lucky. I get to see both sides. I love it at pavement level – it’s where I grew up and it’s still where you feel people really love football. But I’m also lucky enough to get in among the rich boys, to go to cup finals and internationals and meet the stars. I won’t kid on being up there isn’t brilliant sometimes. But the fresh air is at ground level.

There’s a lot of different stuff in this book: from a day spent far away from your team when they are on the brink of relegation, to how different London fans are from ours. From a week spent training with a team fighting for survival, to life with a boss who returned to the little clubs where it all started before going off to be famous. And, of course, there’s a chapter on the greatest suffering of all – being a Scotland punter at the World Cup.

This book doesn’t pretend to be some great insight into the psyche of the oppressed football fan. It’s just a series of rants and attempts to make you laugh and maybe, occasionally, to get something in your eye.

So thank you for reading and look out soon for the follow-up – a hilarious collection of out-takes from the making of this book.

Yes, sports fans, all the best bloopers, bleepers, Droopers and Snorks (whoops – there goes another one; the sharp-eyed may have noticed those last two were actually from the Banana Splits!) which lightened the serious business of producing a top-class football publication.

Laugh along as:

*I mean to type Ron Atkinson in Chapter One – but somehow it comes out as ROWAN Atkinson instead! Boy, was my face red!

*I’m halfway through page 11 of Chapter Five when I completely forget the next line! But don’t worry, mums – we’ve bleeped out the sweary-words!

*The simple operation – or so you’d think! – of using a semicolon in the chapter about France ’98 needs 17 TAKES as the key sticks! We can laugh now, but at the time . . .

These and many more are all available in paperback early in 1001 – oh, damn, there I go AGAIN! That should of course read 2001!

Waap-waap-waap-waaaaaaah!

Bill Leckie

June 1999


PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION

A lot has happened on Walton’s Mountain since this book first escaped. And not a lot of it’s been a bucket of laughs, John Boy.

Penthouse and Pavement has a chapter on the thrill of covering Scotland’s adventure at the 1998 World Cup. It’s sad to think that a whole generation of fans, players and journalists who were in their teens back then have grown up never knowing that same feeling. It’s now been thirteen years, seven major tournaments and six frustrated managers since we made it through a qualifying group. The latest of those managers, Craig Levein, features in Chapter Three of P&P, talking about his life as rookie boss at the bottom of the pile with Cowdenbeath. It’s been a joy in the years from then till now to watch him graduate to Hearts, to Leicester City, back home to Dundee United and now to running the national team.

As I write this, we’ve just won 2–1 in a friendly away to Cyprus, on the same weekend as the Euro 2012 play-offs we missed out on by that most accurate of footballing measurements, a bawhair. Had we beaten the Czech Republic at home in September, we’d have finished second top. Instead, with us 2–1 up and the clock running down, a little rat called Rezek pulled off a perfect example of the black art that is diving to con a diddy of a Dutch ref into giving the penalty that would eventually snooker us.

Some say it was a kick in the stones that Levein had coming because of his negative tactics in the reverse fixture in Prague. I’ve taken bucketloads of stick from colleagues and readers alike for refusing to blame our downfall on this but will forever stick to my guns that his decision to put out a 4–6–0 formation was part of the domino effect from the SFA leaving George Burley floundering around for two more friendlies after we’d gone out of the running for the 2010 World Cup. Had Levein been given those games in Wales and Japan, I’m convinced he’d have known his squad far better by the time the competitive games came around and would have trusted us to attack what was, in all honesty, a fading Czech side.

It’s all ifs and buts, though – and I don’t just mean Scotland’s one-step-forward-two-steps-down-a-mineshaft progress over the past decade and a third.

The biggest regret of all remains that if only the arrogant jerks who were running the country’s top dozen clubs back in 1997 had listened to – well, I hesitate to say people like me, but sod it – people like me, maybe we wouldn’t be lumbered today with the whitest of white elephants that is the EssPeeEll.

The day and hour they launched it – the Monday after Princess Di’s funeral – I wrote in the Scottish Sun that it was the end of football as we knew it, and I wouldn’t go back on a syllable of that prediction. Crowds are falling season on season, with an estimated 1.6 million fans lost to the Scottish game over the past ten years. Entertainment value has long since ceased to matter to managers and axe-swinging chairmen as every point becomes a prisoner and every league position worth another couple of hundred grand.

As for the quality of player? Well, let’s leave aside the fact that the Old Firm no longer have the Larssons and the Suttons, the Laudrups and the Gascoignes – because, as their balance books down the years have proved, it’s easy to spend the money when credit is unlimited – and look more at a general trend in the top flight. It is a stark fact that the best of the EssPeeEll’s young players end up in England’s second tier, the Championship, while those brought in to replace them tend to come from the third tier – League One – at best.

Now, if this was because our clubs had an unerring eye for the Next Great Thing, I’d applaud the economic genius of selling high and buying low. But it’s another stark fact that things are this way because League One is where the wage levels are nearest to those our run-of-the-mill top-flight sides can afford. So off go rising stars to Cardiff and Watford and Blackpool – and in come journeymen from Rochdale and Oldham and Scunthorpe.

Why we don’t just see the light, cut our coat to suit our cloth and shop in our own lower divisions for talent we can develop is beyond me; but then, it was also beyond me back in 1999, when to argue that the drip-feed of money down through leagues was the best way for our game to become financially viable got you looked at like you’d suggested bringing in hamsters on wheels to power the floodlights.

It was wrong back then to split the running of our game into three bodies – the SFA, the Scottish Football League and the EssPeeEll – and it bugs the life out of me that it’s taken until now and a review of the game’s structure by former First Minister Henry McLeish, coupled with the arrival of a smart cookie in former cricket administrator Stewart Regan as head of the SFA, for people to start tumbling to the fact that this thinking might just be right.

What we need now and have needed for years is one ruling council, the Scottish Football Federation or whatever the hell you want to call it, looking after everything from public parks to the national team. The left hand needs to know what the right hand is doing, as opposed to them both constantly slapping themselves round the jaw.

We need one league set-up, with a sixteen-team top division that allows a belly where clubs feel safe enough from relegation to give youth a chance. We need the rest either in one twenty-four-team division or two that are smaller and regionalised. We need a conference, like they have down south, with the cream of the Highland, East of Scotland and junior leagues fighting it out for a crack at the big time.

Which brings us to the juniors, that strange little netherworld where you don’t have to adhere to the same ground-safety rules as the seniors, nor even do you have to install turnstiles, yet where you’re allowed to qualify for the Scottish Cup and fight it out for the chance to make £200,000 from a tie at Ibrox or Parkhead, not a penny of which will ever be seen again in the professional game. I’ve opposed this move since it was brought in by then blazer-in-chief chief Gordon Smith and nothing since has changed my mind. For me, the juniors should cease to exist and become fully fledged members of the SFA if they want a slice of the pie; either that or senior clubs should get to enter their cup competitions and steal all the glory.

At which point I pause, read over what’s gone before and realise what a grumpy bastard it makes me sound. And I suppose that’s what this job makes you, because what’s the point of having the chance to write about something as important as football every day of the week and not telling it like it is? Why kid on everything’s hunky-dory just so people don’t fall out with you?

As the original edition puts it: ‘Take the Old Firm and bigotry. Please.’ Over the past dozen years, I’ve taken the pair of them on more and more forcibly and got myself into more and more trouble with their fans: threats, menaces, abuse in the street and online, the odd phalanx of stewards to get me out of a stadium without being chibbed. But then I look at other people in the press-box who hear all the same bile being spewed but who never mention it in their copy and think, ‘Nope, abuse or no abuse, I’d rather be me.’

Anyway, the Rangers fans think I’m a rabid Tim and the Celtic fans swear I’m a horrible, bigoted Hun, and they can’t both be right, can they? In fact, knowing that they both reckon you’re dead against them is the one thing that keeps you going when the emails and the spit are flying.

And in the end, to hell with them both. Because the one thing that hasn’t changed since this book first came out is that being paid to go to the football is the best gig in the world, short of actually being paid to play it.

Since that jaunt to France ’98, I’ve been at three more World Cups and three European Championships, writing something like 1,000,000 words along the way. I’ve covered five Champions League finals, seen both Celtic and Rangers in UEFA Cup finals and followed Scotland and our top clubs to scores of countries. I was at both legs when first Gretna and then Queen of the South miraculously qualified for Europe, playing Derry City and the Danish side Midtjylland respectively.

You wouldn’t swap experiences like that for the world, just as you wouldn’t swap moments like when a Queens fan came up to me one day and played me his mobile-phone ringtone, which turned out to be me commentating live for Radio Scotland on their full-back Ryan McCann scoring from 84 yards against Dundee during their run to the 2008 Scottish Cup final.

I loved having a go at the commentary game, never more so than on a throat-sapping day in Dingwall in April 2007 when James Grady scored in the 91st minute to win the First Division for Gretna, right at the crest of a wave that was soon to crash on the shores of Oblivion Island.

The split second when David Graham squared for Grady to tap home will live with me for ever. I remember shouting the words, ‘This Is The Title!’, then getting a mental picture of St Johnstone, whose game at Hamilton had already finished, crowded round a radio in the dressing-room, hearts sinking into boots as their promotion dreams were dashed into a zillion particles. Then my co-comm Allan Preston screeching the word ‘UNBELIEVABLE’ so high that the Black Hill transmitter exploded and a million stray dogs went, ‘What the f... ?’

Magic. An honour. The kind of days and hours and minutes and moments that make everything worthwhile, that remind you exactly why you fell in love with football in the first place.

Because in the end, it’s all about what Penthouse and Pavement was born of: the feeling that going to the match is about hope, not expectation, that every crushing defeat is merely an investment that will one day pay off with an almighty, unforgettable victory.

To illustrate this, I give you four days in March 2010.

On the Sunday, I took my boy Kenny – a kiddie in the original book, a fine man now – and his little sister Georgia – born in 2001 – to see our beloved St Mirren play Rangers in the League Cup final at Hampden.

We got to half-time at 0–0, having played some great stuff. By early in the second half, Rangers were down to ten men. Within a few more minutes, they were down to nine. Georgia, nine at the time, turned to me and smiled, ‘We have to win now, Dad!’ None of the adults around her had the heart to tell that it doesn’t quite work that way.

And so it came to pass that we huffed and puffed, before having our own house blown down in the dying minutes by the medium-sized bad wolf that was Kenny Miller.

We sat there and wept. We went home in a daze. I didn’t even have the energy to bite back when a bunch of Rangers fans, despite seeing the three of us in St Mirren scarves, St Mirren T-shirts and offeeshul-issue St Mirren glum faces, waited till they were about five yards past before shouting, ‘Get it up ye, Leckie, ya dirty Fenian bastard!’

At times like these, you feel like the world has ended. Yet it’s also at times like these that clubs like ours have the happy knack of leaving us filled with a strange, joyous mixture of ecstasy and utter confusion.

Because, on the Wednesday, it then came to pass that we played Celtic at home in the league. Humped them 4–0. And as I was walking away, two guys in green-and-white scarves yelled across the street that I was a dirty Orange bastard.

Karma, my friends, karma.

Anyway, if this is the first time you’ve read this book, here’s hoping you enjoy. And if you’re one of the many who’ve badgered me over the years about getting it reissued, thanks so much for your kind words and for your support.

Finally, to all of you, keep the faith... and remember that football loves you. It’s only the arrogant jerks in charge that it hates.

Bill Leckie

November 2011


ONE

THE SEVEN AGES OF A FOOTBALL FAN

1. GOING WITH DAD

In the beginning was the word.

And the word was Humped.

For, lo, did a man take his infant son unto the city of Dun-dee; and therein to the temple of Dens, where did play the men called Gil-zean and Ure and even sometimes, when they were really strapped, Craig Brown.

And the man was sore afraid, but he did hide this fear from his infant son and did tell the child of how they would whup unto Dundee’s ass and even unto their oxen.

But verily he was only kidding himself.

The infant son, though, would not have known the difference had it given him a haircut. For he was 16 months old and knew nothing of the ways of Foot-Ball.

Then yea did his father show him off to the lads and feed him Maca-roon and the gum of spear-mint and did he place unto his lips the cup of sacred Bovril.

And the infant’s tongue was sore burned, like the bush.

Then did the gladiators come out and soon it was clear that Dundee were not the whuppees but the whuppers and verily did the infant son learn many ofthe wisdoms of Foot-Ball. He learned that the keeper was as of one of the fivefishes: a Haddie. And he heardphrases like: ‘Lo, your father was not known unto your mother, referee.’ Then: ‘You can play nane, o centre-half.’

And: ‘Jesus Wept.’

Then Gil-zean and Pen-man and all of Dun-dee did smite the infant son’s father’s team and lo, was the father’s sore afraidness now as plain as Joseph’s dull cousin Colin’s Monochrome Dreamcoat.

In the end did Dun-dee have Nine and the father’s lot none but Two. But the father did store away this day as a parable with which to enlighten his infant son as he grew.

So did the infant become a toddler and the toddler a snottery-nosed schoolboy well versed in the ways of Foot-Ball. One day did he with his father witness their team get Humped again, with none but One against the enemy’s Four.

And the snottery-nosed schoolboy wiped the silvery trail like the snail’s on the sleeve of his an-o-rak and sayeth unto his father: ‘Sod this for a game of soldiers.’

His father smote him for knowing such phrases, then becalmed and replyeth: ‘No, but do ye not recall the day of the Nine against our none but Two at the temple of Dens when you were but 16 months old?’

The schoolboy, whose nose was again well snottery, sniffed hard and sayeth: ‘No.’

So did his father recount the story of Dun-dee and what a towsing his side did get there. And then he chastiseth: ‘So, my snottery-nosed son, surely this must forever put into perspective your wailing and gnashing over the guff our team produces. For did Saint Mirren himself not once say: “In my ground are many shades of pish”?’

And the schoolboy, now blinded by snotters and bemusement, said: ‘What does that mean?’

His father took up a hanky and did wipe the snotters and rub the schoolboy’s nose far too hard the way dads do outdoors and he looked at his son and said: ‘It means that nothing can ever be as bad again, bogey features . . .’

And lo, he was darn tooting. Because nothing ever was or is or will be, unless someday, somewhere, we manage to lose 10–2.

It riles me when I hear people come away from a 0–0 draw or a 1–0 defeat or sometimes even a win – go to any Scotland game and you’ll know it’s true – whingeing that they’ve just watched the worst ever and they’ll never be back. Trust me, sports fans, when your first-ever game ends in a 9–2 defeat you learn a little perspective.

Not that I remember a sausage about the day back in February 1964. I only know I was there and that, as the years went on, Dad used it as the yardstick for unhappiness in football and that was one of the greatest things he ever did for me. Which is saying something.

Thus, on days when we lost 6–0 at home to Airdrie or 5–0 at home to Queen of the South or 5–0 at East Stirling or 7–0 at Parkhead, he could always turn to me and say: ‘It could have been worse.’

And I always knew he was right.

Weekends were my time with Dad. Monday to Friday he’d work shifts in Watson’s papermill at Linwood, sometimes twelve hours at a time. The job had its perks; I had the best-covered books in school. But when he came home he’d really just have his tea and doze off watching the box, then hit the sack to sleep deeper than anyone I know. He could have slept on a razor blade.

Come the weekend, though, it was me and him. Sundays he’d let me lie in while he fried breakfast after Mum went off to church. Then we’d sit and munch and drink mugs of tea while we read the Sunday Mail, the Sunday Post and the Sunday People, poring over what we’d already seen the day before.

Saturday for us was St Mirren. Dad made it a ritual, from waking up until we got picked up by my Uncle Sam. He wasn’t a real uncle, just a friend of the family, but he was uncle to me; and he and his sons Gordon and Richard would roll up and peep the horn and we’d be off.

By then we’d have done the same things every Saturday. Watch telly, read the Daily Record and the Daily Express – he stuck by it long after they pulled out of Scotland just because he loved the crossword.

Then lunch, same thing every time. Had to be right – any athlete will tell you that – and I still have the same as Dad and I always did: the energy-giving nourishment that is Heinz Beans with Pork Sausages on buttered rolls, plus a mug of tea.

Now, I know many of you have busy lifestyles which don’t allow you to prepare for games the way I’ve been brought up to. So here’s a handy guide:


Recipe

(Makes enough for one dad and one kid/or one lonely tubster)

One saucepan (medium)

Two tins Heinz Baked Beans with eight Pork Sausages

Four morning rolls (floury)

Butter (slightly salted)

Method

Pour both tins into saucepan, heat gently

Split rolls, butter both sides well

Remove saucepan from heat

Place two sausages on each roll; mash

Cover with beans; mash

Pour half of remaining sausages/beans into each bowl

Serve with tea and newspapers

Eat while arguing over whether Jackie Copland or John

Young is a better sweeper



The final line only actually works if you’re a St Mirren fan and it’s 1976, but changing the names/team/year will not affect the overall flavour of a tasty and filling pre-football meal.

Our very special saucissons porc avec haricots en sauce tomate sur pain au beurre was always best eaten to the accompaniment of Football Focus; roly-poly Sam Leitch when I was a kid in the late ’60s/turn of the ’70s, then Bob Wilson – the worst pretendy Scotsman ever – and today Gary Lineker.

Is it just me or is Lineker:


(a) wooden,

(b) incredibly patronising,

(c) not half as squeaky-clean as he makes out, or,

(d) all of the above and more that I can’t use in a family book?

You are the ref.



On The Ball or Saint and Greavsie were always second best, like Swap Shop was to TISWAS or HP Beans to Heinz. And second best would have been bad luck in those days when little things mattered so much.

It’s odd what you remember about watching football as a kid. Like, every home game the crowd of us who stood together used to put 2p a head into a sweep for first goalscorer, and one day against Hamilton in 1972 I picked Gus McLeod and he scored five and they all gave me extra money.

Or watching Danny Stevenson save a penalty at Alloa and believing he’d never be beaten by one again. Being at a reserve game against Hearts – our first-team keeper Dennis Connaghan played on the left wing, don’t ask me why – with my legs dangling over the fence round the track, then the ball hitting the advertising board and jamming the skin behind my knees between the tin hoarding and the wooden frame. I can still feel that.

Or being 4–1 down at home to Dundee – yep, them again – when our big centre-half Andy McFadden (who lived just next to my Uncle Sam and who therefore had an extra frisson of mystique) got one back with ten minutes to go and me trying to convince Dad we’d come back and get a draw.

‘If we can score one now, we can score another one and then if we do that we can get another one after that. Eh, Dad? Dad? Dad? Eh, Dad?’

And he humoured me and ruffled my hair and said sure, sure, knowing all the while there was no chance because it was just a consolation goal. But I was too naïve to know what a consolation goal was and kept believing right up to the whistle.

I’ve never learned.

No game is over till it’s over, in my book. I’ve never left early, never given up hope. When others around me are telling me that’s it, finito, time to go home, I stick my fingers in my ears and go neeeewhhooooooooowwwwwaaaawhoooooo.

I also believe every time I hear ‘Old Shep’ that he won’t get shot in the last verse and Go Where The Good Doggies Go.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m not stubborn. Just stupid.

Back then, it was all rituals. We parked in the same spot off Albion Street every home game, bought programmes off the same old bloke, split up outside for me to go in the Boys Gate and then met inside again, walked up the big old steps at the Love Street End, wandered round the old curved open terracing, moving down the same few steps every few yards, then settled in the same spot every time under the roof of the North Bank.

Dad would give me money and I’d go and get a Coke and a Waggon Wheel – these were the days, remember, when Waggon Wheels were Waggon Wheels; the size of bin lids and not two-pence pieces the way they are today – from the little wooden stall handily placed just beyond the cover of the shed so you got soaked in the queue.

Then I’d see Big Jim. Every club had a Big Jim then, a harmless loony whom everybody knew and everyone loved and nobody slaughtered. Ours was actually called Peter, but everyone called him Big Jim after Jim Blair, our centre-forward at the turn of the ’70s who went on to play for Norwich in the 1973 League Cup final against Spurs. Jim Blair was six-foot-odd and skinny and sharpnosed and Big Jim was uncannily like him, but much older and with every feature caricatured. On top of which he had no teeth and wore a sombrero.

The day didn’t really start until he came over the brow of the Love Street End, sombrero first, then rubbery face, then demob suit jiggling on a boney body and legs that moved like a cross between Bambi and a Thunderbirds puppet.

And when he was fully in view he’d sort of stumble-hop-stamp to a halt and he’d yodel. ‘Ohleh-ohleh-ohlehohlehohleh-oh-LEH!!!!’

Even the players would pause their old-fashioned, nonchoreographed warm-up and cheer.

Our other Character Fan was Tosh, a binman who stood in a little paddock next to the main stand and abused everything and everyone who went past. Tosh ran a supporters’ bus and raised money non-stop for the club and knew everyone, but come kick-off he threw off his ambassadorial robes and gave it pelters. These days he’d be banned, nicked or both five minutes into the first pre-season friendly at most grounds.

There’s no room in football for Toshes or Big Jims nowadays. Their faces don’t fit. Take Fergie at Hamilton. He’s a simple old bloke, a tubby, gumsy soul with an over-severe haircut and a scarf wrapped round like a muffler beneath his battered tweed coat. He swears like a lorryload of drunken navvies. He swears at the players, the ref, the managers, himself, the pies. He swears at the air. But he’s harmless, except to people with stuck-up ideas about what their clubs are. God knows how many times he’s been banned. I wrote about it when they banned him once, about five years ago, and he phoned me at The Sun in tears that someone had bothered to take his side. He didn’t have much in his life, not much more than his Saturdays watching the Accies, and they kept on taking that away from him.

Professional football was invented to give ordinary punters something to do with their spare time. Clubs were a focus for the community. They’re not churches or libraries, places where you sit down and shut up. They’re places full of life and hope and excitement and – yes – rough language, because ordinary punters use rough language sometimes.

My dad didn’t swear, but he rarely went out of his way to stop me hearing others use bad language. He trusted me to know what was right and wrong and that was cool. I’ve tried to do the same with my son.

The only games he usually wouldn’t take me to were those when the Old Firm came to town. He never in his life went to see us play Rangers or Celtic away. He loathed their bigotry, their songs of hate, and wouldn’t expose me to it all. That stood me in better stead for a life in football than anything else that happened in my childhood, because I never came to accept religious division as part of life.

Yet the people who run football weed out the Fergies of the world, blokes who wouldn’t hurt a fly, and let Old Firm fans away with promoting genocide from the terracings. It’s easier that way.

Only twice did Dad take me to see either of them before I was old enough to make up my own mind, and both times were in 1972. First we drew Rangers in the fourth round of the Scottish Cup and for once we went, just me and him, up on the Caledonia Street End. Can’t remember why.

Anyway, we were 3–0 down with half an hour to go when he decided we’d heard enough of all their guff and took me away. We got the bus home and just when we were getting off, I heard on the driver’s radio that we’d scored and I was heartbroken at not having seen the goal.

Then, in May, we faced them in the final of a charity shield that used to be played to help raise money for local hospitals. It was the last game Rangers played before the Cup-Winners’ Cup final and Dad asked if I wanted to go. I said yes and this time I saw us score, twice, but they scored five.

Still, eh?

We were on the Caledonia End that night as well and again I don’t know why. Maybe he thought I’d hear less of their nonsense and, if so, I thank him again.

When I was wee and still snottery-nosed, I’d leave the grown-ups and go down to the front to stand with the other snot-noses at the fence. Sometimes we’d dangle our legs over and clang our heels against the metal ad boards until the police came by and motioned for us to get back over. After my pain-behind-the-knees reserve game escapade I knew it was for the best. And I never ever wore shorts again to the football, at least not until I got into my thirties and thought it was cool.

But when I was older and wiser and into secondary school, I stood a few steps back from the kids and hung out with Dad and the rest. In those days, long before segregation fences, we’d wait for the toss then walk to the same spot at the other end of the shed if need be. When we did, we always fancied our chances more. We always preferred attacking the Love Street End in the second half.

As you can see from our record over many years, we lost many tosses.

The fear of not getting to the football then was one of the worst feelings of my childhood. We were playing Forfar at home at the start of February 1973 and whatever had happened between us that morning he was in a real huff with me. Dad in a huff was a nightmare. He never, ever in his life laid a finger on me but sometimes I really, really wished he would. Get it out in the open, get it over with.

But, no. Instead, he just fumed. Went silent, knitted his eyebrows and huffed and puffed. About lunchtime he told me I had no chance of going to the game that day, that he’d phone Uncle Sam and tell him not to bother coming round. He probably had no intention of doing it, but he kept me going all the same and it was torture, watching the clock and watching him and saying nothing in case it made it worse.

Then, at ten to two, the car pulled up and he said: ‘Right, that’s us. Let’s go.’

And not another thing was said about it. I was relieved and chuffed and upset and all warm at the same time.

We drew 0–0. But we had a top day, because it was our day.

2. GOING WITH YOUR MATES

Your average child born in the early ’60s started going to games alone in an era when the most lucrative job to have in football was a scarf-maker. Because everyone wore four each. One knotted round your neck, one round each wrist and one tied onto your belt and hanging down your side. You wore a flag like Superman’s cape, a bobble hat, badges and patches on every scarf. You put on half a stone every time you went to a game.

This was the bizarre fashion era after the Bay City Rollers but before punk, the sad vacuum of time dominated by Brotherhood of Man. This was 1976.

I was thirteen, still young and stupid enough to believe I had looked cool at my sister’s wedding the year before. Me, in my light-blue and dark-blue checked suit picked for me by my soon-to-be brother-in-law, with its hang-glider lapels, more buttons than a Pearly King could throw a stick at, and windsock flares. Windsock? Wind-tunnel, more like. So wide and flappy that when I walked you couldn’t see my shoes – and they had three-inch rolling platforms. I looked like I was on castors. The trousers had a three-button waistband, with two of the three sets of buttons purely decorative.

Add to the suit and the shoes – brown, by the way, just to set off the two shades of blue – a shirt in a third shade of blue and a purple bowtie and you’re talking 1000 per cent fashion.

Add in the hairdo and you’re talking a right shag, if only I’d known what that meant back then.

Mum took me to where she got hers done down Broomlands Street and got my over-the-collar hair put into a pageboy like Brian Connolly from the Sweet or Brian Little from Villa. They washed it, tidied the ends, then turned it all under beautifully. It cost £3.50 and I was sworn to secrecy from my dad, who never paid that much at the barber’s in an entire year.

However, this was Friday, the wedding was on Saturday and I had to get through the night without wrecking the look. It was the longest night of my life. I slept with my head three inches off the pillow so the pageboy stayed intact, and woke like a chicken with a broken neck.

Pictures of me at that wedding remain locked in a lead-lined casket inside an eight-foot-thick steel vault two leagues beneath a secret spot in a forbidden wood somewhere in Albania.

At the time, though, I thought I was the bee’s danglies and, after seeing myself in a suit for the first time, I travelled to Fashion Adventureworld. I went into Second Year in huge Oxford bags with pockets at the knees, two-inch turn-ups and a four-button waistband, kipper school tie five inches wide at the knot but only three inches long, a lilac shirt with the flappy penny collar out over the rounded lapels of a Barathea blazer and the same brown roller platforms. Hey, ladieeeeez . . .

Soon it would be time to take the next step and break away from Dad and the rest and go to home games on my own. That time came at the start of the 1976–77 season, which was to be the most momentous in my young, clothes-afflicted life. Alex Ferguson would take us on a thrill-a-minute ride to the Premier League. We would win the First Division title by a street, score a hundred goals, multiply our crowds five-fold, captivate the nation’s imagination and have scouts flocking to covet our long-haired, skinny-shirted pin-ups.

And I would be there, in all my scarves and badges and flags and hats, flares flapping, platforms clumping, giving it plenty.

I wish I could say that I picked the Dundee game in October ’76 as my first solo mission because it had a fitting juxtaposition with my début as a St Mirren fan 14 and a bit years before, but sadly it would not be true.

I went without my dad that day because it was the first time he let me. Jumped on the bus to Smithhills Street, swaggered through the Piazza like a king, up onto Moss Street, under the railway bridge and over the Sneddon to Love Street. I went through the gate that day a young dude in four scarves with the world at my feet and a quarter of Sports Mixtures in my pocket. I was no longer a child, apart from the Sports Mixtures.

We were 3–0 up in no time against a team which included Gordon Strachan. Rubber-legged Frank McGarvey tormented their left-back so badly I remember him being hooked off before the break.

It finished 4–0 and the legend of Fergie’s Furies was born. As was my life as an independent St Mirren supporter.

Pretty soon when we went to away games I cut the next string by disappearing off to meet my mates when we got there then meeting Dad and the rest back at the car. Then finally I went on the road myself: 8 January 1977 at Brockville.

We sang our lungs out, there were handbags at twelve paces as fans swapped ends at half-time and we drew 1–1. Falkirk were one of only two sides to beat us in the league that season, 2–0 in the second game.

The other defeat was at – ptooo! – Cappielow. We’d just come off the back of the Scottish Cup-tie when we took 13,000 to Fir Park in a 27,000 crowd and got kicked off the park as we lost 2–1. On the Wednesday we played St Johnstone at home and scrambled a 1–1 draw but come Saturday we were right up for it again. Morton? We’d whupped them 5–1 at home then 6–3 down there on New Year’s Day after we’d been 2–0 down on a skating-rink pitch before Billy Stark and Fitz tore them to bits.

The final meeting (there were fourteen in the league and we played each other three times, wacky funsters that the Scottish League were) would be a canter. But we got hoofed 3–0 and could hardly believe it. Nightmare. Between that and haring back to the bus to avoid a kicking then keeping our heads down in case bricks came in, I hated it. That was a day to be with your dad.

By the triumphal end of the season, though, I was thoroughly independent, home and away. I only body-swerved the mates once, for the last home game when we wrapped up the title against Montrose. Well, you couldn’t go to football all that time with your old boy and not celebrate together when you finally won something.

Then, in the midweek, I went to Dundee with the mates and we won 4–0 and somehow there seemed something beautifully symmetrical about being there under my own steam and avenging the hidings of old.

You think some amount of cobblers when you’re thirteen, eh?

3. SNEAKING DRINK IN

It was only when you reached bevvying age that you realised why flares were invented.

It is also at this point I realise I’m in for a thick ear from my mother, because I have to confess to:


(a) drinking under age,

(b) sneaking drink into football matches,

(c) having appalling dress sense.



The last one I’m sure she remembers. And possibly still believes.

Actually, it’s remarkable to think there was a day not so long ago when taking bevvy into the game was allowed. Thousands and thousands carted bottles of whisky and vodka and wine and whole cases of beer through the turnstiles with them and got tanked up and the authorities scratched their heads for reasons why the fans generally then started fighting.

You wonder why it took a televised riot at the Old Firm Scottish Cup final in 1980 to make police and MPs sit down and go: ‘Hey, you know how there’s always bottles and cans getting thrown about at games, yeah?’

‘Yeeeesssss . . .’

‘And, well, you know how loads of people get their heads caved in with them?’

‘Uhhhhhuuuuu . . .’

‘And, like, you know how 99.999 per cent of the people nicked at games are howling drunk?’

‘Hmmmmmmm . . .’

‘Well, just let me throw this in here, run it up the flagpole and see who salutes it, pop it in the toaster and see if it comes out brown – but what do you think might happen if we didn’t let punters bring drink in?’

‘You mean, like . . . not give them a way to further fuel their aggression and frustration during the game?’

‘Yep.’

‘And take away the opportunity to hurl sharp-edged metal at innocent people or stick broken bottles in the faces of others?’

‘Sounds good to me.’

‘Radical. But, hey, don’t you think it might turn people off coming to games?’

‘Maybe, maybe . . . but here’s the spin. We still let them smuggle in Stanley knives and tomahawks and golf balls with nails in them, at least until we eventually realise the damage they do.’

‘Agreed unanimously!’

Thus, in 1980, taking bevvy into football matches was banned and suddenly fans had to use the toilets instead of peeing in empty lager cans and adding a subtle twist to the joy of being whapped on the skull.

‘Hey – not only have I suffered severe concussion and lacerations, but I smell like a public lavvy as well. Hurrah!’

It was such a magnificently obvious move, yet it took us a hundred years to think of it. That’s football. Yet I’ll admit I regarded it as part of my education that in the final years of drink being an integral part of matchday I, as a minor, was able to outwit the law and take mine with me illegally.

It was Ibrox, December 1978. I was sixteen. I was in a sky-blue zipper hooded top with my Saints strip underneath, the obligatory bobble hat weighed down with badges and the four scarves. Flat-soled, wide, heavily segged brown Frank Wright tassled Weejins, for shoes had moved onwards and downwards. And even more enormously flared, high-waist Brutus jeans, for trousers had moved onwards and outwards.

How wide were those jeans? Wide enough to stuff a can of Tennent’s down each side of each football sock and still have the legs blow freely in the chill wind of Edminston Drive.

With the new Broomloan Stand under construction, we were given not only the west end of the enclosure under the main stand but also the privilege of being spat on from above by people who cunningly disguised their moronity by wearing decent clothes.

It was around this time that I came out of a League Cup quarter-final at Ibrox with my mate John, a rabid Rangers fan. We had lost 3–2 after being 2–0 up and having a third disallowed, and you’d have thought their lot would have been happy as Larry Hagman after his per-show fee on Dallas went up to $1 million and a jacuzziful of naked ladies. But no. Not only did they give me and all the other Saints fans horrendous stick as we headed for the bus back to Paisley, just for being someone other than themselves, but John got it as well for being with one of the Other Lot. And so he took off his Rangers scarf, dropped it over the bridge onto the M8 and, come the next Saturday, he went on our bus to a 1–1 draw at Pittodrie and supported us from then on.

I’m digressing, though, probably to lull my mother into missing the bit about me standing in the queue with the beer down my socks. To be honest, it wasn’t hard to get away with it. You could have comfortably hidden a piano inside each leg of
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