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The Tartan Army

The people. In the end, it’s all about the people. I was so lucky to play football professionally for over two decades, and there are so many wonderful memories that come with playing for clubs and country, but an enduring factor is the crowd that we do it in front of, and none come with more passion and personality than the Tartan Army. A set of fans so loved and so well known, they even have their own name.

These are the fans who, by fair means and sometimes foul, have got into stadiums all over the world, with a desire to see their country try to win football matches as unquenched as their seemingly never-ending thirst. Such has been the fervour with which they do it, they are perhaps even more famous than the players who have pulled on the blue shirt.

It’s difficult to put into words what playing in front of such passionate fans is like. When I first started, with no official national anthem, songs such as ‘Scotland the Brave’ were used to rouse the spirits, and then towards the end of my international career, ‘Flower of Scotland’ came into play. To be honest, stood in a line with your pals and about to represent your country, they could play anything – Ultravox, Proclaimers, Bay City Rollers – you are so ready to run through walls for that crowd, most things will get you going.

Today, the Tartan Army has made their rendition of ‘Flower of Scotland’ every bit as exhilarating as the rugby crowd at Murrayfield, and that is the biggest compliment I can give them. Hampden has always been a rousing place to play football, especially when I started in the early 1990s with about 74,000 in that huge bowl, but as a player, you do also appreciate the opponents.

Don’t get me wrong, nothing beats the roar of the Tartan Army, but I remember being lined up in Paris before a game and ‘La Marseillaise’ began, and then the ground was rocking as the revolutionary song was being belted out. I whispered in Mo Johnston’s ear next to me, ‘I tell you what, wee man . . .’

‘Wha’?’

‘This song is an absolute belter.’

Mo nodded his head in agreement, and it was all we could do to stop from tapping our feet.

But, as I say, nothing much beats a floodlit game at Hampden, on a frosty Scottish evening pierced by the sound of tens of thousands of voices with patriotism and glory on their minds. So loud, it might even be a distraction. A sound like thunder from the gods might be enough to sidetrack us mere mortal footballers, but fortunately, when it came to scoring or trying to score, I was able to shut the noise out.

I had it from a fairly young age, when the sound was more like three men chatting in the background at Alloa than the roar of 74,000 at Hampden, but be it a one-on-one situation, or a snap shot at goal, there would suddenly be silence in my head. Maybe it’s a strikers’ thing, being able to close off the outside world, but then if I was lucky enough to score, there was that noise again, that guttural eruption of shared joy, and other than the sound of the laughter of my kids, I might never have heard anything better.

That’s why I say it’s all about the people. It was big Jock Stein who rightly said that football was nothing without fans, and it is their presence and their support and their sheer emotion that makes it all so much more memorable.

Two of the most memorable moments of my international career involved me and the crowd. One was my goal against Greece that helped us to qualify for the 1996 European Championships. The goal itself was special to me, and when I saw my header glide in slow motion past the keeper and into the far corner, my natural instinct was to be near the supporters. I was off, hurdling those advertising boards, slightly concerned that wee John Robertson might struggle should he follow me, because being near the delirium is what it’s all about.

There was also that game against Switzerland at Villa Park, in those 1996 Euros. I remember warming up and in the crowd, behind the goal where I would score, I saw an old schoolmate, Ian Buchanan. I used to play football with Buch for Hunter High and I remember a great strike he had in a big school match that hit the bar and I scored from the rebound – and now there he was right in with the Tartan Army. We acknowledged each other and it reminded me just how lucky I was to be playing for my country, and whilst I’m out there in the kit, those who have travelled to support us have come from the same places as me, with the same backgrounds.

I certainly used to be in the stands with them. My first game watching the national team was a 2–0 win over England in Glasgow. I remember the walk to Hampden and being around the older guys, knowing not to talk but to listen, to take in their thoughts about the game, the players, and of course the English.

I can recall being enthralled by the sheer number of people. My friend and I had sneaked out of our houses and onto a train, and managed to get lifted into the stand to join over 120,000 supporters for the 1973 Cup final between Celtic and Rangers. That day was an eye-opener for a ten-year-old, but then to be there a year later, this time with the Scottish international fans, I remember being hypnotised by the sea of yellow Lion Rampant flags, and revelling in the sheer magnitude of a nation united in passion.

My first away trip with the national team was in 1979, when me and my pal Knoxy travelled south for a game at Wembley. We stayed with Knoxy’s family in north-west London, but I remember the train going down getting fuller and fuller at every stop and the noise getting louder and louder, until the train was shaking as we pulled into Euston.

We lost the game 3–1, but like on so many of these occasions, the two hours spent in the stadium was just a bullet point in an adventure that included the fountains in Trafalgar Square being filled with both lager and Scotsmen showing off their far from synchronised swimming skills. It was a day shared with thousands of kindred spirits with a combined goal for their weekend: to drink, laugh and let the nation’s capital both see and hear them in their full glory.

By then, I was playing professional football with St Johnstone, but I would be lying if I said I was stood on those Wembley terraces, thinking to myself that I would one day be playing for the Tartan Army. I was doing all right, scoring some goals in the lower leagues, but I certainly wasn’t being touted as a future centre forward with the national team. No, as Knoxy and myself joined the train home the following day, a train still lively but not as bouncing as twenty-four hours earlier, my hungover thoughts were only about a life with the national team to be lived from the terraces.

London will probably have been pleased to see the back of us that day, but whilst Trafalgar Square might have needed a wee spring clean, it was nothing like the outcry that came after that notorious fixture two years earlier, when thousands of Scottish fans celebrated a famous win on the Wembley pitch and their high jubilation turned into what some English folk described as basic vandalism.

With a level of infamy guaranteed after that day in England, the Tartan Army went global in 1978, when they travelled in their thousands to Argentina for a World Cup in which the team drastically underachieved, but the people of our nation made themselves very much known, loved and remembered.

There are hundreds of stories of fans selling washing machines and cars, even looking for a good price for their kids, just to try and get out to South America. Fans were turning up in Canada, only to realise that they still had a wee way to go, and eventually the nation of Argentina was greeted every morning with a new influx of these strange men in kilts and tammies, arriving on trains, or having hitched lifts and on bicycles.

There is one story about the guys who somehow got a lift on a submarine. I can’t confirm if it is true, but I think it has to be and until my dying day, I will laugh at the idea of a group of Scotsmen who got as far as the Azores before talking their way onto a passing sub. As the days went by, upping the periscope, one of them turned and said, ‘Hey, fellas, get the last of those tinnies open, we’ve almost made it.’ I love it, and the very fact that I think it must be true says everything about the Scots’ sheer determination to be at the match, and to be in and around an international tournament.

Things change in life and in football, but one thing remains the same, and that is the numbers that Scotland take to international occasions, and the humour with which they do it. The fashions might change, the feather haircuts and bellbottoms of my early days are no longer around, but those who make the journeys do so with the same wit and resolve.

Back in the late 1970s and 1980s, when hooliganism was very much a problem in the game, those that followed Scotland abroad seemed to distance themselves from it. England’s problems with trouble abroad were very much publicised, and I have a theory that it was because of that, the Tartan Army policed themselves. ‘If other fans are known for causing trouble, then we are going to be the exact opposite.’ Stubborn and cantankerous to the end.

Don’t get me wrong, there was trouble in some quarters of the Scottish game. I was at Hampden in 1980 for the Cup final between Rangers and Celtic and witnessed running battles between the fans on the pitch, like I’d never seen before, but when it came to the national team, travelling supporters took the view that yes, drink would be taken, but the only damage would be to sore heads and livers. It is a policy that has very much stuck.

It is always easy to spot a Scottish football fan abroad, especially in sunnier climes where pale limbs and rosy cheeks are as much part of our national identity as the tartan. To be fair, it’s not just the fans. I remember having the honour of being asked to play in a game for Luis Figo’s charity out in the Algarve, back in 2004. There were big names everywhere, Sir Alex Ferguson took the team I was playing for, the original Ronaldo came along, Gazza was there and Rui Costa, up front we had Michael Schumacher, and whilst I was playing, on came an almost seventy-year-old Bobby Charlton.

I can report that even then Bobby was still a special footballer, but it was afterwards I was in the shower, and I could hear some of these superstars laughing.

A wee bit concerned, I thought, are they laughing at me? The laughing continued.

‘Ally,’ they said.

‘Aye, wha’ is it?’

‘Do you like golf?’

Strange question, I thought, especially in the circumstances, but I nodded and said, ‘Aye, aye I do. Love it.’

They all began to laugh.

‘Why? Wha’ of it?’

They stopped sniggering and gestured to my arms and my legs. What they were laughing at were my red or almost tanned arms and legs – the sort of Scottish suntan that must only have been forged out on the golf course.

My chance to make the leap from international punter to international striker came in 1986, and whilst my debut was that friendly out in Holland, it was some six months later that I made my first appearance for my country at Hampden. Luxembourg might not have been the most illustrious opposition, but the occasion was given a sense of historical importance in that it was the last of Kenny Dalglish’s 102 caps. To me, just being out on the same pitch as my idol was something not to be forgotten, but on top of that, I was there not only representing my country, but doing it in the old stadium that I had visited so many times with my father and with my pals.

I immediately wanted more. It’s just different playing for your country. Pure pride. My thoughts turned naturally to the many people who played such big parts in helping me get there. My relationship with the Tartan Army itself always seemed to be a positive one. There was no ill-feeling towards us Old Firm players, in fact, I can only recall one occasion that the fans turned on any of us, when Gary McAllister got some stick for his form. It stood out for two reasons. One was that Gary Mac was always that good and never deserved any sort of stick, and the other because it was just so rare to hear.

My first goal for my country took six games, but never were there any signs of discontent from the supporters. Just the usual backing that helped me feel like I belonged. With all that great support, the feeling that rushed over me when I scored my first goal against Hungary at Hampden in September 1987 (an effort that was followed just half an hour later with my second) was pure euphoria. Tick, I’d played for Scotland. Tick, now I’ve scored. Magic.

When you score for Scotland and you run to that crowd, you can see the people, and as I say, those faces in the throng are very much like ours, especially back then. We were athletes, but times were a wee bit different, and even the great players might have the odd vice or two. I remember being away with the squad. We were in a hotel room, myself, wee Mo Johnston and Steve Nicol.

Stevie was some lad, a great player and a great character. We were all playing cards in the room, and every now and then, every half an hour or so, he would put his cards down, go over to the bed, get on the phone to room service and simply say, ‘Same again.’

Then, some ten minutes later there would be a knock on the door, and in would come a tray with four things on it. A pint of lager, a packet of salt and vinegar crisps, a single cigarette and a Swan Vesta match. That was it. Now you can’t get more simple or man of the people than that, can you?

Away at tournaments, we might be left to live in our hotel bubble, but that wouldn’t bother the fans. Scottish football fans could blag their way into Fort Knox and leave calmly with a bar or two of the good stuff. In places such as Italy, staying in our beautiful coastal hotel, a few of us would be enjoying some downtime by the swimming pool when suddenly blocking out the sun would be three burly lads from Aberdeen. ‘All right, boys?’ they’d ask. ‘Where’s the bar?’

Sweden in 1992 was the same. I always laugh at the image of this beautiful Swedish policewoman in an embrace with a fairly well-oiled Scot, his beard in full growth, his breath no doubt propelled by whisky. That was the tournament when myself and Stewart McKimmie were held back in our Gothenburg hotel after a drugs test, and whilst the squad flew back to our northern base, we had to stay put.

Andy Roxburgh must have heard the news that two of his players would be absent, and one of them was me, and screamed blue murder. Luckily, Stewart was one of the nicest men in the squad but also one of the most sensible, so any thoughts of a raucous night out on the town were somewhat tempered.

What did happen back in our hotel, though, was rare and memorable. The place was full of Scottish fans, and so to sit and mingle with them, to listen to their stories and hear about the laughs they were having travelling around the country watching us, only underlined how vital they are to everything. Andy might have had a sleepless night wondering what his number 9 was up to, alone in a faraway Swedish city, but he needn’t have worried. Whilst it is true that the lads we met were very keen to buy us drinks, and whilst it may also be true that many of them succeeded, Stewie and I were up in our beds at a more than healthy hour.

That was over thirty years ago, and today I am blessed, not only because of the sixty-one times I ran out in a Scotland kit to play for those fans, but also in the fact that through my work, I still get to travel the world and see once again the humour, fun and dedication to a party that they have always brought to footballing occasions.

Us players might get the plaudits, we might get our names in the odd history book, but we know it is the people we do it for that really count.
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Lighting the Fireworks

Here’s a name for you. Alexander Watson Hutton. You may not have heard of him, but to some of us Scots, he remains one of the most integral figures in the long history of Scottish football. Did he win many international caps? Not one. Score many league goals? None. Did he manage early Scottish league clubs? Nope.

Watson Hutton was born in the Gorbals area of Glasgow in 1853, becoming a sports-mad schoolteacher who emigrated to Argentina in 1882. By now football had taken off in Britain with gusto, but it was in his new home that he spread the word. In the schools that he founded in Buenos Aires, the game began to blossom with a South American feel, and under the Glasgow man’s stewardship, the Argentine Association Football League was created in 1893. It was the first football league outside of the British Isles, and with Watson Hutton’s help and the game’s growing popularity, a football association was born, the national team began to excel, and eventually three World Cups were won.

Today, Watson Hutton is buried in Buenos Aires and the library at the Argentine Football Association is named after him. Ask those in the know out there, and they will gladly call the schoolteacher from the Gorbals ‘the father of Argentine football’. Why am I going on about Alexander Watson Hutton? Well, the way I see it, if it wasn’t for Watson Hutton, there may well not have been a Diego Maradona, and therefore us Scots can (and do) sit back, sip on a wee dram, and take a fair share of the credit for not only one of the greatest players the world has ever seen, but his two goals that knocked England out of the 1986 World Cup.

Clutching at straws? Too right I am, but when it comes to football’s oldest rivalry, any Scottish foot on an English throat must be taken with undiluted joy. However tenuous it may be. If you walk into a pub in Scotland, you will find in many of them, pinned up on a bit of wall behind the bar, a grainy photograph of Maradona in his now infamous ‘Hand of God’ pose.

It is there to celebrate a moment of English demise, but because of our Glaswegian ancestor – who brought the game to the very streets of Buenos Aires that gave the world Maradona – Scotland’s part in it must also be celebrated. The English might find that petty, and they may be right, but schadenfreude is best when it wears tartan.

I can’t put my finger on the precise moment that I understood the age-old rivalry between the football teams of Scotland and England. I do know that one of my very earliest footballing memories was watching the 1970 World Cup in Mexico. I wasn’t yet eight years old, but the football on our new colour television was enthralling, as was the quarter-final between Sir Alf Ramsey’s England and West Germany.

England were 2-0 up with about twenty minutes to go, but after Beckenbauer scored to make it 2-1, Bobby Charlton was taken off, presumably to rest his legs for a possible semi-final. Despite being replaced with a quality player in Colin Bell, the Germans then took control. They levelled things 2–2 and then in extra time, Gerd Müller, a player who would soon become an idol of mine, scored an acrobatic volley from close range past Peter Bonetti, and England were out.

I was watching with my mum and dad. Scotland didn’t make World Cups then. The thought was fanciful, and whilst there was no wild celebrating at our poor neighbours’ demise, I can safely say that no one in the McCoist household fell into a bout of depression either. It was just quietly there. My dad and his friends, all football crazy, were subtly smiling for a couple of days. I didn’t ask, but looking back, I can imagine why. For four years they had lived with the consistent reminders from down south of their world champion status. Four more years and it might have got a bit boring.

I was certainly too young to acknowledge any historical rivalry. Over a drink, my dad and those friends would crow about that legendary team they called the Wembley Wizards, the 1928 side who went to Wembley and won 5–1, a highlight still to many of us Scots who have taken a keen interest in the world’s oldest international football fixture.

Scotland vs England. The first ever international game was played in 1872 at the West of Scotland Cricket Club in the Partick area of Glasgow, a ground that still stands there today, and one where Rangers used to train often in my days at the club. We would all get on the minibus and head over there, some of us appreciating the history of the place and the match that gave birth to international football.

It is said that football in Scotland goes back much further than that, often with macabre connotations. In the border town of Jedburgh, they still play the frantic game of Hand Ba’, an old medieval version of the beautiful game, before it got its makeover. It’s basically a mob version of football with locals chasing a ball around, attempting to get it into goals on the opposite side of town. It remains a tradition, but fortunately, the fact that when it started the ball used was the head of some poor dead English soldier, has been largely neglected.

When the English arrived in Glasgow in November 1872, their heads were firmly on their shoulders, but worryingly those shoulders were very broad. Football in Victorian England was a game for the elite. The players were sons of the aristocracy, old Etonians, well-bred and well-fed, wearing top hats and cravats; I can imagine the visitors must have fancied their chances on seeing their smaller opponents, a Scottish winter having made them pale and weathered.

Football was very much a physical game to the English. Like the Empire, the new sport, and the FA rule book written at their universities, was all about gaining territory and that meant individually dribbling the ball upfield using strength and attrition. The Scots weren’t really built for that, and whilst they managed to keep the English at bay for a goalless draw in that first international game, in time Scotland’s tactics became all about teamwork rather than celebrating the lone individual.

The passing game, as we now know it, was born and with these idiosyncrasies, the Scots began to dominate the fixture. Of the first sixteen games, us Scots won ten, including a 7–2 win at the original Hampden Park in 1878 and a 6–1 win in London at the Kennington Oval.

With such obvious skill and knowhow, it wasn’t long before the new English Football League clubs sought to tap into our clear knowledge and superiority, bringing plenty of us Scots down with offers of work and relative wealth, in the hope that their success could rub off on them. It worked and the English clubs blossomed. Those Scottish pioneers were known as the Scotch Professors, and they benefited most of the northern powerhouses in the game: Blackburn Rovers, Sunderland and Preston North End all won honours thanks to their new Scottish employees. Liverpool’s first ever XI in 1892 was made up completely of Scots.

Despite so many of us making the move south, the game in Scotland didn’t cease in its own expansion and popularity and by 1892, Glasgow housed all three of the biggest football stadiums (Ibrox, Celtic Park and the new Hampden) on the entire planet. Say it quietly, but it’s as if Scotland is indeed the real home of football, isn’t it?

Now, if I had my way, this chapter would finish here. A nice clean ending with the nation sitting firmly on top of football’s new and ever blossoming tree. But unfortunately time moves on, and whilst we continued to enjoy great moments such as those Wizards casting their witchcraft at Wembley in 1928, I have to report that England improved and every now and then gave us the odd beating too.

One such occasion was at Wembley in 1961. With the post-war fixtures becoming more and more tribal, England were glad to be at home. The late, great Jimmy Armfield used to joke that the England team would drive through Glasgow on the way to Hampden, the streets would be lined with the locals, nine or ten deep, and that ‘all were eager to show us their wedding rings’.

The Scots boasted plenty of legendary names that day at Wembley. Billy McNeil, Dave Mackay, Denis Law, Ian St John, Eric Caldow – not too shabby. Eric was a wonderful guy, whom I got to know at Rangers. He’d played over 250 games for the club, won forty caps for Scotland, fifteen as captain, and was one of those old-school footballing gentlemen. He would be at Ibrox for every game, the blazer and the club tie on, hair immaculate, always there with a smile and up for a chat. I felt a reverence towards men like Eric.

Bob McPhail was another one. An Ibrox legend, a forward who held the club’s post-war goalscoring record, and as I started to edge nearer to it, he was always there to greet me, again in the blazer and tie. ‘Won’t be long now, Alistair,’ he used to say to me.

‘Not sure about that, Mr McPhail,’ I’d say, as if greeting a headteacher.

When I did break his 57-year-old record against Raith Rovers in 1996, the first man to meet me in the tunnel was Bob, and with a smile and a handshake, he made my day. ‘Congratulations, Alistair!’ What a man.

Unfortunately for the tens of thousands of Scots who made their way to Wembley that afternoon, even the many great names of our game couldn’t stem the flow of a fine English team that included Armfield, Johnny Haynes, Bobby Charlton, Bobby Smith and Jimmy Greaves. The latter two grabbing a brace and a hat-trick respectively.

The English like to brag about the game, the biggest winning margin in the fixture’s history, but if you take a closer look, with fifteen minutes left it was only 5–3 to the hosts, before a collapse that saw four goals in seven minutes, adding to the sore heads that some of the visitors surely experienced the following morning.

In goal for Scotland that day, and nursing his own sore ego, was Celtic’s Frank Haffey. It was his second and last game for the national team, and whilst many of the nine goals were far from his fault, some did squeeze through him or under him. That night on the way home, when an English newspaper photographer tricked him into posing next to platform 9 at King’s Cross station, his humiliation was complete. Haffey emigrated to Australia soon after, but some older Scots still wonder if it was by choice.

With his three goals in the rout, Jimmy Greaves certainly took advantage of Haffey’s bad day at the office, and years later he would make a television career shine with a constant jibe about Scottish goalkeeping and the quality (or lack of it) on show. Haffey’s stint in goal that day must have got his mind ticking, and the likes of Alan Rough and Jim Leighton were unlucky to be on the end of his devilment.

Plenty of Scottish folk took umbrage at Greavsie’s comments about our custodians, but that would only encourage the former England man. You have to laugh, and such was the humour and the cheeky patter with which Greavsie made his jokes, I think most of us would have secretly had him as a Scot, given the chance.

Five years after the 9–3 result, Jimmy cut a sad figure as he left the Wembley turf, an injury having stopped him from playing in England’s World Cup final triumph. Some of the more nationalistic of us Scots would have argued that whatever misery he was feeling that day, they could see it and raise it by a hundred.

I was far too young to remember England’s big victory in 1966, and as a football man, I can certainly marvel at what a great achievement it was, but I do like to hear about the likes of Denis Law, who was asked where he had watched the match that saw his teammates Bobby Charlton and Nobby Stiles win football’s biggest prize. He replied that he hadn’t and instead he had taken himself for a round of golf. As he strolled into the 19th hole after the round, he was told England had won. Legend has it that he offered one word in response: ‘Bastards.’

I can confirm that later in my own career, had Chris Woods and Terry Butcher (my Rangers teammates in 1990 and members of England’s World Cup squad that year) made it past the Germans in the semi-final, I would have been on the phone to the great Denis Law and organising a round at Turnberry.

The game in 1966 is special, but in this age of goal-line technology and VAR, I do like to ask my English friends to take a closer look at Geoff Hurst’s vital third goal, and with hands on their hearts tell me the ball crossed the line. Many of them point to the reaction of Roger Hunt, Hurst’s strike partner, and say that as a goalscorer he would have nodded the rebound in had it not crossed the line. Instead he held his hands aloft and by doing so conned the linesman. It was an act of heroic skulduggery. Geoff Hurst got the knighthood, but I reckon the Queen’s sword should have been tapping Sir Roger’s shoulders too.

Even recently I had some fun with that moment. It was at the 2022 World Cup final in Qatar when I was on co-comms. Sam Matterface was the commentator and myself and Lee Dixon were alongside him. When Kylian Mbappé scored his third goal late into extra time to take the game to penalties, the crowd were going mad and Sam was making his points. I then piped up with, ‘What a special moment that is. Mbappé is the first person to score a hat-trick in a World Cup final . . .’

There was a pause, Lee went to turn to me, Sam pulled the microphone up to put me right, but before either could speak, I continued, ‘. . . where all three crossed the line.’ The three of us all sat back, our shoulders bouncing up and down in silent laughter, unable to say anything for ten or so seconds. Social media wasn’t that keen on me that night.

Sixty years on from 1966, and you can’t begrudge the English for still going on about their win. In fact, if I have one annoyance, it would be that they don’t go on about it enough, because I can tell them this. If or when Scotland win the World Cup, there will be massive banners and uplighting at St Andrew’s, there will be 24-hour fireworks shooting up from a now blue-and-white Forth Bridge, and the M8 will be lined with those of us able and sober enough to do a Highland jig. And, by law, all of that will go on indefinitely.

I mean, we already have some form for such crowing, and that was when we became the world’s ‘unofficial’ champions in April 1967, less than a year after England’s somewhat fortunate victory over the West Germans. Scotland came to Wembley needing a win to secure that summer’s Home Championship, but more importantly, knowing that victory would mean global bragging rights.

They came meaning business. A fact noticed immediately by Nobby Stiles when he saw that his Manchester United teammate, Denis Law – usually a player known for having his socks loosely around his ankles – was wearing shin-pads. Yes, this was far from a friendly.

Scotland might have been without wee Jimmy Johnstone and Bobby Murdoch, who just a few weeks later would help Celtic to Britain’s first European Cup, but in the likes of Law, Jim Baxter, Billy Bremner, Tammy Gemmell and John Greig, they had players and proud Scots eager to take the wind from England’s glorious sails.

And that is exactly what they did. Goals from Law and Bobby Lennox gave us a 2–0 lead, before Jack Charlton pulled one back, but a late goal from Sheffield Wednesday’s Jim McCalliog restored a two-goal advantage that even a very late Hurst effort couldn’t bridge.

No offence to McCalliog, but the greatest part of his goal, the match and possibly the history of Scottish football was in the build-up, when Jim Baxter slowed the game down to a trotting pace, flicked the ball up and started to do keepy-ups before laying the ball off. All under the nose of a snarling Nobby Stiles. The great Jim Baxter, very brilliant and very brave. Archie Macpherson later described Jim’s moment of cheeky finesse as coming with an ‘element of mischief’. I think what Archie meant to say was that Jim was taking the absolute piss.

It was a moment and a match that my dad and his pals never, ever tired of talking about. A lull in any conversation could be filled by a retelling of someone’s version of the day Jim Baxter toyed with the English and the team became the champions of the world. As my love of football grew and grew, I also never tired of hearing about it.

My first real experience of our rivalry was a friendly in 1973 in a game marking the centenary of the Scottish FA, which England won 5–0. I wasn’t at the match but as a ten-year-old, I recall thinking how downright rude the English were, given that we had invited them to our party and they had the temerity to give us a battering.

I seem to remember Leeds’ Allan Clarke doing most of the damage, and Emlyn Hughes making one of his early appearances for England. Years later I would be on A Question of Sport with Emlyn and it’s hard to tell what gave the great man more pleasure, the win itself, or telling me about it some fifteen years later.

The first game that I went to between the two countries was in May 1974, just before that summer’s World Cup, and this time we won 2–0. Big Joe Jordan claimed the first, but it might have been an own goal from Stoke City’s Mike Pejic, and then the second was a Colin Todd own goal following a shot from Kenny Dalglish. It was a great occasion, fuelled by the expectation of the upcoming World Cup in Germany, but it also gave me my first taste of a Hampden crowd playing against the auld enemy.

I could tell that this game was different. There was something more intense about the people there, a unity. Basically, this was some 90,000 Scots sharing one mutual goal, to send them back down the A74 with their tails between their legs. I was hooked.

And what a time to be hooked. Being a teenager in Scotland in the late 1970s was a joy, supporting the national team passionately and looking for bragging rights over those poor souls south of Carlisle. Not only were we planning for World Cups, whilst the English were only planning for Benidorm, we enjoyed an abundance of victories, at home and at their place.

In 1976, the wonderful Ray Clemence let in an effort through his legs from his soon-to-be teammate, Kenny Dalglish, and gifted us not only the win, but the Home Championship; and not only the championship, but smiles as broad as Kenny’s in the knowledge that an Englishman’s misfortune had led to our delight.

Then in 1977, Jubilee year, another Kenny goal led to more jubilation, this time at Wembley, and a somewhat raucous celebration from the thousands of fans in the ground, in England’s capital and partying at home. With England failing to get to either the 1974 or 1978 World Cups, it truly did feel like we were kings of our island. And oh, how we let them know it.

When I became a professional footballer, a common route for players in Scotland was to go south, and whilst I never felt a great pull to be an English First Division footballer, when the opportunity arose to move to Sunderland, it was one that excited me. Not because I felt that the English game was superior, but I wanted to step up a level, and seeing some of the players I’d be sharing a dressing room with at Roker Park, I felt it was a place I could continue to learn. And learn I did.

Sunderland
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