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‘The definitive account of my husband’s life’

Ness Shankly

‘No one ever said Bill Shankly wasn’t single-minded. Arriving with his team in New York at the start of a short American tour (the Beatles weren’t the only Liverpudlians to make the Ed Sullivan show in the mid-1960s), Shankly was asked by his assistant Bob Paisley if he fancied adjourning to the bar. Shankly said: “At this time of night?” Paisley pointed out that, on account of the time difference, it was five hours earlier than Shankly thought. “No Yank’s going to tell me what time it is,” Shankly said, and went to bed. That, you could say, was archetypal Shankly: stubborn, funny, appalling and, above all, powerfully parochial. Dave Bowler’s authorised biography has a hundred other stories that serve up the man just as crisply’

Daily Telegraph

‘It’s a great read’

Ivor Broadis

‘A labour of love … the level of Dave Bowler’s research into Shankly’s early life and background make this very much the Life and Times of Bill Shankly’

When Saturday Comes

‘A fine, beautifully observed account of the life of the most charismatic football manager ever … A fantastic, impeccably researched account’

Total Football


To Mom and Dad

When I was twenty, I thought I knew so much more than you did. You caught up very quickly. Sorry.

And for Denise

If I am sinking, no-one will know it

Always

David
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Anyone willing to read a biography has the right to know where the author stands on the subject before they invest their time and money. I believe that Bill Shankly is the pre-eminent club manager in post-war British football but that that is just part of the story.

Great success does not necessarily a great story make and nor are the successful always fascinating characters. For me, Shankly’s life is compelling, his story unique.

As a football manager, others accumulated more trophies than he yet none has been able to construct a footballing dynasty. Matt Busby created a succession of dazzling teams at Old Trafford yet on his departure, the club waited a quarter of a century for worthy successors. Don Revie made Leeds the most feared team in the land yet after his departure they lived through a decade and a half of turmoil and under-achievement. Bill Nicholson won the double with verve and panache yet ever since, Tottenham have been little more than a good Cup team and, like the others, have suffered the ignominy of relegation. Even Brian Clough, builder of two great teams, could not bequeath success in perpetuity. Derby rallied on his departure but soon found themselves in the Third Division and facing extinction while Clough himself presided over a relatively barren period at Forest before taking them down himself in his season too far. But Liverpool are still Liverpool. How did Shankly, this straightforward man with the overwhelming personality, leave a club that, living by his principles and employing capable men who understood his methods, could seemingly do no wrong?

I’ve never liked saints, never trusted them. I don’t think you’d want a saint lining up next to you at right half before a Cup Semi-Final, for instance. It’s rare that a man who makes an absolute virtue of complete honesty is well loved, for he must inevitably upset people along the way simply by speaking his mind. It could be argued therefore that Shankly’s greatest success was to pass into folklore, to become a legend who not only eclipsed the popularity of his own players but transcended the barriers of club loyalty. Whatever the Kop felt about Hunt, St. John, Smith or Keegan, you could double that, treble it for Shankly. At opposing grounds, there was a genuine warmth in the welcome he received from opposing fans who instinctively recognised him as one of their own.

It’s a moot point as to which was the more important achievement, building the greatest club in world football or becoming the most important and influential figure in the lives of 50,000 strangers. Whatever your opinion, there’s no doubt that a man who can achieve both stands apart from the crowd and is well worth remembering.


Liberty’s in every blow!
Let us do – or die!

Robert Burns

A working class hero is something to be.

John Lennon


FOREWORD

I’m delighted to be able to offer a few words of introduction to this book which I hope will be recognised as the definitive account of my husband’s life.

It’s difficult to imagine, but it’s more than fifty years since I first saw Bill running out of the camp, keeping fit, when we were both stationed at Bishopbriggs in Glasgow. After he had convinced me to go out with him and then to marry him, the years that followed flew by. We had a good life and I have many very happy memories of our time together. In his research, Dave has uncovered people, places and stories that even I had forgotten, so reading the book has been like leafing through an old photograph album. It has been a pleasure to revisit old friends on every page.

Bill worked hard all his life but he felt that all the effort was worthwhile. If it was worth it for him, then it had to be worth it for me to see him so satisfied with what he achieved. Whatever he did at all the clubs, but especially at Liverpool, wasn’t for himself but for the people who stood on the terraces. They were in his blood and it was for them that he put in those long hours looking for new players. I hope that they will read and enjoy this book for it will show them just how proud he was of them and how proud we all are of him.

NESS SHANKLY


Introduction:
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A WORLD TO WIN

A Saturday at the end of April. Anfield readies itself for the final game of the season, the last opportunity before the interminable summer for club, players and supporters to engage in that peculiar communion that is only really understood by the football fanatic. As kick off time approaches, the Kop are in full cry. Thousands of voices come together in spontaneous song. ‘Shankly, Shankly, Shankly, Shankly.’ The tuneless drone goes on and on but the emotion it contains is real enough and never wavers. For them Bill Shankly represents everything that is great about their club and their game.

This particular Saturday came in April 1994, ‘The Kop’s Last Stand’. Almost twenty years had passed since Bill Shankly sent half of Liverpool into mourning with his shock decision to retire from football and from the club that were the most formidable in the land. Yet in all those years, despite all the great players that have passed through Anfield, the enormity of Bob Paisley’s success as manager, the massive contributions made by men such as Fagan, Dalglish, Moran and Evans, the memory of Shankly remains the beating heart of Liverpool Football Club. One banner on the Kop said it all, a picture of Shankly headed with the words ‘Lest We Forget’.

Some saw the end of the Kop as the final act of release for Shankly’s spirit which continued to permeate every nook and cranny of Anfield. Nonsense, for his spirit has never been more alive among supporters than over the past two years; the upgrading of the ground necessitated by the tragedy of Hillsborough, which followed the numbing awfulness of that night at Heysel, would have found favour with Bill, the manager who had initially presided over massive improvements to the stadium in the 1960s and whose success had made such developments financially viable. Only the very best was good enough for those supporters who he termed ‘the real people of football’. His love of the game and its traditions did not extend to the perpetuation of squalor, outdated facilities and potential danger – the very idea of fencing people into their patch of terracing would have been anathema to him and he would have forcibly argued that if you treat people like animals, you should not be surprised if they act in that way. The ‘hot leg’ and the pocketful of someone else’s urine that were the staple of existence of an afternoon on the Kop might have made for an effective rites of passage tale for youngsters making their first forays into the bosom of the footballing family but British stadiums had to be brought into the 20th, never mind the 21st, century.

The Kopites celebrated the eternal verities of the Shankly way throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s until those values were upset under the stewardship of Graeme Souness. Observers noted that the age-old principles that had taken the club to the very pinnacle of world football were rejected in favour of new ideas and disciplines that did not always find favour with the players and which were not going to repeat the successes of the past. Murmurs of discontent grew louder, press and public alike grew more voluble in their condemnation of the new regime, anguished at the betrayal of the Shankly legacy. The writing was on the wall and in January 1994, Souness became the first Liverpool manager to be dismissed since Phil Taylor’s enforced resignation 34 years previously, which lead to Shankly’s appointment. Souness was the first appointment to be made from outside the club since then, even if he was an Anfield old boy. Returning to first principles, the club chose to replace him with Roy Evans, a graduate of the Boot Room academy. Suddenly the talk was of Shanklyism, the atmosphere changed overnight and as 1994/95 illustrated, Liverpool was revitalised.

Over the years, the very name Shankly has become a talisman across Merseyside, the fanatical legions certain in the knowledge that the lesson according to Bill was football’s own Gospel. It’s a conclusion with which it’s hard to argue. Few, if any, have ever been so thoroughly obsessed with the game in all its minutiae. His encyclopedic knowledge of players, their strengths and weaknesses was rivalled only by those who worked alongside him. Few could match his ability to read an individual and administer the appropriate motivational charger. His devotion to work is legendary, yet could never be exaggerated. Allied to these skills was a charismatic personality so strong that players would follow him anywhere and a wit so sharp that few ever got the better of him.

This is not merely the story of Bill Shankly but an epitaph for a lost era. Younger readers with no first hand experience of the way he wove his spell across Liverpool can only wonder at the way such a miracle was performed. There’s little doubt that the kind of transformation he wrought at Anfield and its environs would be virtually impossible today; Kenny Dalglish and Jack Walker may have spent their way to success, but they have not been midwives at the rebirth of a community, its confidence and its culture as Shankly and his lieutenants were back in the 1960s. Such a prize is now beyond them for the local football club is no longer the centre of a community as once it was.

It’s all too easy and all too tempting to cast your mind back a few years to a golden age of dimly lit memory, conveniently forgetting that we were all doing the same thing then; we are living in what will be the good old days of 2020. Much of the evidence does point to a sport that is in crisis, not simply because of the transient if unsavoury incidents of the 1994–95 season – Cantona, Grobbelaar, Graham, Wise et al – but because of a far deeper, more insidious malaise. The indiscretions of a few individuals will soon be hazy memories, misdemeanours perpetrated by long forgotten individuals. Let’s not be coy; football has always been a game whose beauty has been clouded by illegal payments, corruption, violent behaviour and rank stupidity. The threat that the game currently faces is far more serious which is why it is hidden beneath the sensational headlines penned by those seagulls that follow Eric everywhere. The vested interests have too much at stake to allow the public to receive accurate information on the way their game, the game that Shankly loved, is being taken away from them. Those in higher office have always been suspicious of football and its adherents, recognising its potential as an arena for radicalism and rabble-rousing as long ago as the fifteenth century. Mrs. Thatcher was not the first to attempt to kill the game for political ends.

It’s not the game itself that’s changed; football has evolved, formations have changed, tactics moved on but as the emblematic footballing cliché points out, ‘at the end of the day it’s just eleven men against eleven and it’s all about scoring goals’. Intrinsically football is the same game that ever it was and each Saturday, Sunday, Monday or whatever day football is now played, it’s quite possible to see feats of skill and matches of extreme excitement which rank with those of any cherished era of a past where bungs and bribes, fights and follies were every bit as common as they are today. It’s the landscape into which football fits that has mutated. The committed supporters can still promote arguments as to Hunt’s superiority over Fowler, Bergkamp’s suitability for the English game, the escalating awfulness of goalkeeping attire and so on. As Nick Hornby observed in Fever Pitch, football is possibly the social lubricant, certainly in the stunted world of male communication; if you know your football, you never have any difficulty finding another nutcase who will share your passion be it in a pub, club, factory, dole queue, office or school playground. This incessant debate is the oxygen which helps football maintain its premier position.

The context and content of that debate is changing. League football’s greatest strength has been the fierce hold it has on those who watch. The loyalty of this constituency, the working people for whom football was a safety valve, a badge of belonging and an expression of community spirit, is being tested to the limit. These are not new observations of course, for anyone who has picked up any club fanzine in the last decade will have seen them rehearsed and rehashed ad infinitum, but the voices of dissent are increasingly consigned to the wilderness, marginalised by the forces of capital exploitation that have devoured football and left it a very different game from the one which Bill Shankly knew and helped shape. The protesters are being forced into exile by the ever escalating cost of following the team. It is hard not to conclude that the decimation of football’s traditional support is as much a political as an economic act – once people become engaged in any protest movement, they often find other causes that motivate them. If you can take away the focus of their first tentative steps into activism, you can prevent their discontent spreading.

Forces beyond the game itself have conspired with those that run football for their own interest to transform it from the working man’s essential visceral release into another entertainment sideshow; once football becomes entertainment alone, it is nothing. Of course the term ‘working man’ has been rendered meaningless in anything but its broadest sense when compared with the way it was understood thirty years ago and beyond that to the roots of football’s popularity in the last century. Allied to the pauperising of the working, now under, class that has gone on these last fifteen years, politicians spend their time polishing homilies on the non-existence of society and its attendant communities, on the virtues of the individual above the collective. Civic pride has been treated as an eccentric attachment to a buried past. In every town where he was manager, Shankly exploited local pride to the full; not only the fans at Carlisle, Grimsby, Workington and Huddersfield but the towns themselves responded to the man who was giving his all to the people, people who lived in close proximity to one another and to the football ground. As families are forced to move to out of town housing developments their ties to their home are inevitably weakened.

The geographical population drift has eroded the identification with the home town team and left many clubs cut adrift from the source of their support. Enormous numbers of children now take in their football from the TV rather than going to their local club and so, for example, we see the Midlands awash with Blackburn Rovers and Manchester United replica shirts rather than those of Villa, Albion or Walsall. Ironically, Shankly’s very achievements meant that Liverpool F.C. was taken away from the Kopites as the club sprouted fan clubs across the country, filled by those who wanted to be associated with the club’s success, a development that found little favour with Shankly. Nevertheless the local fervour which he was able to tap into in those early days in Liverpool and then harnessed for the good of the club and then the city is a feat that would be almost impossible to match today. His triumph at Liverpool could not be measured in mere games won, points accumulated and trophies earned. Shankly’s achievement was to make himself, his team and his club indivisible and indistinguishable from those that stood on the terraces and shouted themselves hoarse, transforming them from followers of a second division also ran into ambassadors of England’s foremost club. Certainly money also came into the equation for he was able to convince his board of the need to speculate to accumulate yet most of their great players were either home grown – Phil Thompson, Hunt, Smith, Lawler – or came from the bargain basement – Milne, Clemence, Keegan, Heighway. Finance was nothing like as central to the ascent of Liverpool as it has been to Newcastle United or Blackburn Rovers.

While football rejects communities in the search for national and international revenue it does itself and the country a disservice. During the culturally turbulent years of the 1960s and 1970s, Bill had a dual role. Not only was he the manager of Liverpool, but he was also the most successful social worker in the city. Joe Mercer called him ‘Liverpool’s answer to vandalism and hooliganism because the kids came to see Liverpool … [he] was their hero, their football god’. The standards of honesty and integrity that Shankly set, his insistence on decent values, provided a greater example to the youngsters of Liverpool than any teacher ever could. While Liverpool still had its share of professional criminals like every other city, Shankly’s words and deeds did have an impact on many impressionable youths – many letters from local teachers testify to his commitment which saw him visiting local schools to preach the virtues of playing to win but living with integrity.

In this regard, Shankly was a true visionary just as, albeit in a different way, his friend and rival Matt Busby was at Old Trafford. History has it that it was Shankly who could only talk about football while Busby, committed though he was to Manchester United, had a range of interests beyond the playing field yet Busby only changed the face of British, particularly English football, while Shankly had an impact on the world beyond the game. Busby it was who ripped through the pathetically parochial vision that the Football League and Football Association had of the game, a view which held England up as the greatest nation in world football, a blinkered assessment which somehow persisted beyond England’s humiliation at the hands of the Hungarians. After Chelsea had been persuaded not to enter the inaugural European Champions Cup, Busby pointed the way ahead for the domestic game by leading his babes into the competition, breaking down the insular thought processes that held back the development of our game.

Shankly took the game as his theme in an attempt to improve other aspects of society. This is not to suggest that he was a great philosopher or social engineer for that would be stretching the facts to breaking point. His gut instinct was that football could be the focal point of a community, that an entertaining and winning team could unite people behind a simple cause. His own experience proved that football could be a force for the good. Events at Liverpool bore out the truth of these beliefs though they were scarcely new. The difference was that for once, football was being used in benevolent rather than sinister fashion. Fascist dictators around the world had long since acknowledged the value of a successful national team, its impact on morale or its ability to divert attention from political problems. Mussolini spared no effort to ensure that the Italians were World Cup winners, the military junta engineered an orgy of nationalistic celebration when Argentina took the trophy in 1978, while in the wider sporting world, no further comment is required on Hitler’s Olympics in 1936. For the ordinary people, particularly in depressed economies, sport provides the great release and as the people’s game, football is more important than any other. If Bill could not have articulated that philosophy, he knew it in his bones and he built a great club at Anfield to help alleviate the misery of ordinary life.

Bill Shankly is remembered not simply as a great football manager but as the most vivid and honest example of the working class hero that the game has to offer. It is as well to remember that we shall not see his like again simply because there is no longer the scope for such a man to exist in the same way. Shankly could never betray the supporters of his club. Today it is expected. Consider the position of Manchester United, a team threatening Liverpool-like dominance of the English game. At the time of writing, their fans are up in arms, ostensibly because of the loss of favourites Ince, Hughes and Kanchelskis. The root of their frustration lies in the way the most successful English club of the decade is being run and the way in which the hard-core support is gradually being squeezed out of Old Trafford and replaced by higher income groups who are more easily controlled, are less likely to air their grievances, will buy more souvenirs, use the catering facilities and so on. The typical terrace supporter has been perfectly happy to roll up to the ground half an hour before kick off having had a drink with friends in their local, watch the game and go home. He’s – for such support is predominantly male – not interested in buying United Cola, Fred The Red scarves or United burgers. He merely wants to shout at the referee for ninety minutes, see his team win and play well, in that order, and doesn’t particularly care if he has to stand in pouring rain to do it. He wants to escape the drudgery of a working week. As Ed Horton points out in his excellent book The Best World Cup Money Can Buy, ‘football is the sport of working people – who are lied to, exploited, manipulated in their working lives and then arrive in the stadium to see the liars, exploiters and manipulators sitting in the most expensive seats: complimentary, of course’.

The conventional argument among the biggest clubs in the land is that those fans represent the past, that football is a business, show business and they must cater for the ‘family audience’. Anyone who has the future of the game at heart should be delighted if attendances rise and a wider cross-section of society goes to games. As casual racism is gradually being eradicated, we can be pleased with the progress, yet this progress has been made by the fans almost alone, with little assistance from the authorities, the PFA excepted. It is good to see the threatening atmosphere, oppressive in some stadia, being lifted, great to see that more women feel comfortable at the game without being subjected to the levels of harassment that were prevalent a few years ago.

Football should not be an exclusive pastime ruled by inverted snobbery. At its best, it can be a huge, inclusive celebration. The increasing number of families at our grounds is excellent news because the game’s continuity is preserved, supporting your local club passed down the generations like an heirloom. Where the dangers of the Premiership lie is in its rules of natural selection; it wants the middle class family from the suburbs with no axe to grind, out for a day at the footballing theme park, with lots of income to dispose of, not the family from the local run down council estate struggling to survive on inadequate benefits.

It’s absurd to suggest that families have never been part of English football. In the past when grounds featured both seats and terracing, young working families generally took their place in ‘safer’ sections of the terracing or in the cheaper seats while the more affluent might sit in the grandstand. Football supporters have always come from every sector of society, it’s always been an egalitarian game in that respect. While the current crop of chairmen might complain that those who prefer the terracing are dinosaurs, that it is they who do not want the better off families taking their place at the club, the exact opposite is the case. It is the middle classes, prejudices hyped and hardened by the leader columns of the Daily Express that don’t want the working class fans at the ground. Consequently, the hard-core, largely working class support that follows a club through thick and thin is being priced out of the game with the supposedly exorbitant cost of transferring to all-seater stadia used as justification for higher ticket prices; it’s not just young working class males who are lost to the game with the loss of the terraces for as seat prices climb, the cost of a father taking his two children to the game each week is becoming harder to justify. In the climate of mass unemployment with which we’ve lived for the past two decades, this is a particularly vicious attack on those for whom football is their life, not a leisure pursuit. It is also a short-sighted betrayal of those who have put football on its pedestal as the nation’s sport.

Manchester United’s independent supporters association campaigned against another round of price increases at Old Trafford; the club’s finance director, in a gesture of which Marie Antoinette would have been proud, suggested on Newsnight that if they can’t afford to watch the first team they should go to the reserve and youth team games instead. Had such a comment been made at any club while Bill Shankly was manager, the explosion would have been heard for miles around yet Alex Ferguson is forced to accept the dictates of the board, forcing him to dip in and out of the transfer market at times best suited to the fiscal strategy of the club.

When today’s top of the table team are tomorrow’s also-rans or relegation candidates, when English league football becomes just another channel on Sky and when going to a game is merely a leisure choice rather than something that is in the blood and a compulsive act of allegiance, the future of the Premiership will look very bleak indeed as it already does for those, lower down the League pyramid, who have been deliberately starved of cash. All of this may seem to have little relevance to the life of Bill Shankly yet it is essential to accept that the football world that he inhabited is with us no longer, for from today’s perspective the story of his life is beyond credulity. If he were with us now, he would devour the fanzines and rather than attempt to silence them as so many clubs have done, he’d welcome them with open arms as contributions from those ‘real people’ that he loved so well. He would understand the language of Hornby’s Fever Pitch, empathise with the author’s obsession with his team. The dilettante face of the footballing media would get short shrift, those who change their club colours for political favour and a job on the radio would be treated with withering contempt.

We must also remember that though he was a romantic, besotted by the glory of the boys own game, Bill Shankly was no sentimentalist. He knew that the Kop had its share of rogues, knew that the people who comprised that powerful choir were not all leading angelic, blameless lives. Unlike the ‘intelligentsia’ who condemn the thousands for the acts of a dozen, Shankly was smart enough to approach the problem from the other angle. He dedicated himself to the majority who worked hard during the week in factories or on the docks and desperately required the fortnightly escape into excitement that Anfield could provide. He had an affinity with these working lads, for those were his own roots. There could be no greater testament to his feelings than his decision to watch a number of games from the Kop after his retirement.

We all know about Shankly the footballing legend, the man for whom football was more important than life and death, whose every waking hour was channelled into the game he loved. Yet this is just one side of the man who had a lively and original mind, an interest in politics and was the head of a happy family unit. The domestic stability offered by his wife and children were crucial to his success, his home offering a haven where he could forget about the pressures of club football and recharge his batteries prior to the battles that lay ahead. That family ideal was perhaps the central tenet of Shanklyism. As a boy he was one of a large family and a member of an even greater community in the mining village of Glenbuck. His political ideas grew from that time, leaving him a lifelong socialist who played like a socialist and managed like a socialist. Everything about Shankly was geared to fostering a community, a powerful team spirit that acknowledged the fact that no individual component was more important than the greater good. It’s ludicrous to suggest that Shankly loved football as some kind of Marxist intellectual exercise for he was no intellectual and had no time for theory above practice as he demonstrated on the training ground; in any case his love of the game came long before any political ideas had formed. It is not too outlandish to argue that the politics he embraced were shaped every bit as much by experiences on the football field as at the coal face where he first hewed his living. Ultimately his socialism and the way in which he lived his life and played his football became indivisible. He was absorbed by the game and its infinite variety. He was consumed by the sport, spoke of little else, but that gave a false impression. Football wasn’t everything to him for he saw it in its context within society. It also provided him with a frame of reference, a window through which he saw the rest of the world. Everything that happened could be simplified into a footballing analogy. Football was a matter of life and death for to accept defeat was a living death.

The legacy of Shankly is one that will endure. In the midst of the mean spirit that has infected top flight football, Liverpool has of course to operate on the new playing field. Decisions are made at the club which would doubtless jar Shankly’s principled sensibilities but much of the blame for that has to be laid at the door of changing times rather than an inept club. They tread the fine line between finance and respect for their supporters more successfully than most – price increases have generally been well managed and justified, the rebuilding of the ground has retained its atmosphere, marketing has not been allowed to bring the club into disrepute, public relations have been skilfully and sensitively managed with the Souness era representing the only dip in their reputation.

Much of the credit should be laid at the door of indefatigable Chief Executive Peter Robinson, regarded by most in football as one of its unsung heroes. Since it was Shankly who recommended Robinson for the job as Liverpool’s Secretary back in the 1960s, much of the Shankly ethos was either shared by or passed on to Robinson. Liverpool’s dealings as a club have the stamp of decency, honesty and an interest in the welfare of the supporters, prizing ethical behaviour in an unethical milieu. At times they have fallen short of the highest standards just as the crowd have failed to learn from Shankly – he would have been appalled by the moronic banana greeting handed out to John Barnes or the ritual chants of ‘Munich’ that disfigured Anfield whenever Manchester United visit. Yet the dignity which marked the club’s bearing through the different disasters of Heysel and Hillsborough held echoes of Shanklyism. Above all else, as the scenes on that April afternoon showed, Liverpool F.C. is, quite genuinely, a family. Anfield and its Shankly Gates are not the only lasting monument to the work of Bill Shankly.

Winning prizes is one way of making a mark in life, concrete evidence of excellence in the chosen field. Yet the way to immortality is to live on in the hearts and minds of those who carry on. When we come to remember the tigerish tackling and will to win that earned him international caps, the captaincy of his country and an F.A. Cup winners medal and which characterised Shankly the footballer or the tactical acumen and Svengali-like hold over his charges that made him such a great manager, we would do well to recall that Bill Shankly was, above all else, a good man who made a difference to the lives of thousands who never even met him but felt his loss as keenly as that of their own father or brother.

True greats should not be reduced to caricature for we are not so rich in men of such stature that we can afford to diminish them. As the years pass the Bill Shankly that we hear of has been reduced to shorthand; the wise-cracking Scot with a witticism for every occasion, a God-like genius who never put a foot wrong when it came to football. In reality, Bill Shankly was no saint, had a powerful temper at times, upset a few along the way, made a few errors of judgment on and off the field but finally left the world the richer for his presence and those whose lives he had touched grateful that they had come to know him. Such has been his effect that few can still come to terms with the fact that he has been gone some fourteen years now. Turn on Match of the Day and there is still an expectation that this seemingly indestructible man might be spitting out his opinions of the players of the day. ‘Ryan Giggs? Aye, he’s quick, good feet, but if you want to hear aboot wing play, now you start with Tommy Finney. Oh! What a player. He’d win this game without takin’ off his overcoat.’

Bill Shankly lived life the only way he knew how. He lived it his way by the principles of honesty and integrity that were instilled in him as a child. This is an honest account of that life.


chapter one

[image: image]

GLENBUCK

Has there ever been a village like Glenbuck in all the history of British football? If there has, it doesn’t come easily to mind. Tucked away off the main road from Muirkirk through to Ayr, on the edge of the Ayrshire coalfield, Glenbuck was the birthplace of Bill Shankly, his four elder brothers and five sisters. The boys all went on to play football professionally yet in Glenbuck that was a feat only marginally less common than going down the pit to graft for a living. If Yorkshire legend of the time suggested that you need only shout down the nearest mine shaft to come up with a fast bowler, then this passionate corner of Scotland could claim the self-same distinction where footballers were concerned. This tiny hamlet fostered the game of football as no other village before or since. Amid a population that rarely exceeded 1,000 and was generally around the 750 mark, Glenbuck provided association football with more than fifty professionals in something less than fifty years.

Shanks’ memory is revered not simply for what he achieved, but for the manner in which he set about accomplishing it and for the man that he was. Though he won his fair share of the trophies that football can offer as player and then manager that is perhaps the smallest part of his story. Supporters love and respect the man not simply the winner. It is memories of his enthusiasm for the game, the intensity of his commitment, his insistence that his standards should be upheld and his undisguised feelings for the people who stood on the terraces that are most convincingly recalled when remembering his career. All these traits were legacies of his upbringing, the many formative experiences that shaped the way young Willie Shankly looked at the world.

Indeed it would be unforgivable not to delve into the richness of his early life and the development and character of the town of his birth. That very birthplace is steeped in footballing significance – Glenbuck, the home of the celebrated junior side the Glenbuck Cherrypickers, in the county of Ayrshire, the same mining territory that gave the game those other managerial giants Jock Stein and Matt Busby. Football provided the great escape for ambitious young men who wanted to leave the real hard work of the mine behind them, to flee from the enveloping darkness of the pit and go out to make a living in God’s fresh air. Just as in some places today boxing is the way out of the working class ghettos, so football was the passport to a wider world for the young men of Glenbuck.

To concentrate solely on football would be to misunderstand Glenbuck and its environs, its people and their ilk in similar mining villages across Ayrshire. The communities of that time bred a certain kind of man; strong with native intelligence and an abiding sense of right and wrong, powerful yet with an empathy for their neighbours, idiosyncratic individuals who worked for the common good. Men like Stein, Busby and Shankly.

‘His way of working was individualistic while yet commanding collectivity. He loved the common people en masse but often quarrelled with the single individual among them. He had difficulty with figures of authority but always encouraged the young.’ Those words could have been written about Bill Shankly, yet in fact they refer to another great miner who first rose to national prominence in Cumnock, a town just a few miles from Glenbuck itself. The description comes from Caroline Benn’s biography of Keir Hardie, one of the founding fathers of the Labour Party. The comparison with Shankly is neither as fanciful nor as highfalutin as it might first appear, for many of those that he went on to work with suggested that had football not been his passion, he too could have been a great socialist leader, perhaps in the trade union movement. Robert Burns, another kindred spirit and one of Shankly’s heroes, a man that he described as ‘poet, philosopher, prophet’ was also born into poverty in Ayrshire. Just why so many great Scots should have been fostered in such an area requires examination for in the greatness of his fellows lies the key to Shankly’s character.

The Glenbuck that the Shanklys came to know started to evolve around 1800, as the nation began its transformation from agriculture to industry, a move that was to culminate in the exploitation of the rich seams of coal that were soon discovered throughout Ayrshire. The New Mills Weaving Company opened for business in Glenbuck in 1760, allowing the village to expand to a population of almost 600 within just a few years, but it was as the industrial age gathered momentum that Glenbuck came into its own.

Rich mineral deposits were discovered in the area, exploited ironically enough in such a fiercely Scottish village, by English businessmen. Just a few years later at the turn of the century, Glenbuck was the home to 800 people with public housing having been built for the workforce. Industry comprised an ironworks with its foundry and blast furnace, a limestone quarry, two dedicated ironstone pits, two coal mines and two pits that gave up both coal and ironstone.

In the last decade, we’ve heard much about the special nature of coal mining communities, the close knit relationships engendered in a village built on dark, dangerous, claustrophobic work. That’s perfectly true today in an industry with a vastly improved, if still imperfect, safety record. How much more important must it have been in the early nineteenth century to know that you could rely implicitly on your friends, family, workmates and neighbours at a time when private mine owners were notoriously reticent when it came to spending their brass on improving working conditions and standards of safety? Certainly when almost every family was dependent in some way or another on the mining industry, dependent on a way of life that forever flirted with the possibility of fatal accidents, it was inevitable that people would come together and accept their neighbours for what they were, rather than sniping at one another. In such communities, everyone had to pull their weight. Letting the side down could have had disastrous consequences. The people were further forced together by the closure of the ironworks in 1813, an event which had a traumatic economic effect on the town and led to the first great exodus through the following generation as people sought work elsewhere.

In the still novel surroundings of heavy industry, the people of Glenbuck were drawn together both in adversity and in the attempt to improve their lot; if the mines had brought heavy, back-breaking work to the village, they had also brought better money to a village that had hitherto been prey to disease on a terrible, if fairly typical scale. As Glenbuck expanded to take in nine pits with names like ‘Spireslack’, ‘The Lady’, ‘Grasshill’ and ‘Galawhistle’, the townspeople banded together to improve standards of cleanliness in the town, to dean up the gutters and the dunghills that had been at their doors. Over many years, things improved; although the village was inevitably grimy in appearance – the discharges from the coal-mines saw to that – the miners and particularly their wives became increasingly houseproud. By the 1880s, J.M. Hodge wrote in his Through The Parish Of Muirkirk that Glenbuck was filled with ‘tidy little houses with garden plots in front or rear’. A contemporary of Bill Shankly’s, Jean Roberts, then Jean Ferguson, remembers that by the 1920s, the ‘women kept the houses like little palaces’, a feat of industry when you remember that the men would come home from the pit caked in coal dust and would have to wash at home. Such was their dedication to their homes that they provided the only source of rivalry as ‘the women were inclined to vie with one another about houses. Someone got a piano at one time, so then they all wanted one!’

In the homogenised world of today where one town is very much the same as another, living in communities that have long since fallen apart as people become ever more isolated from one another, it’s desperately difficult to imagine that a place like Glenbuck ever existed. Glenbuck was not the idealised vision of age old Britain that politicians like to conjure up when they discuss the erosion of the nation’s values, values which they have done more than most to eradicate. It was not a village filled with old maids cycling to and fro distributing scones to clean and shiny children. Glenbuck was a raw, hard boned environment, a working town where everyone had a tough job to do but where they could be relied upon to do their bit without complaint, where everyone was entitled to go about their own business without incurring the displeasure of others and where people stuck together when the need arose. Again, Jean Roberts recalls that ‘it was a very happy village. We probably had a little more money because my father was the station master, but it didn’t make any difference to anyone, there were no comments, no nastiness, no petty jealousies at all. Even during the strike when my father was still earning money, no-one ever said “it’s all right for you!”.’

Essentially then, community and solidarity were the themes of life in Glenbuck and its inhabitants worked hard to improve their lot. Organised schooling was established in 1876 though there had been a schoolmaster giving some lessons there since 1806, while a church was built from funds of £2,000 raised by the villagers in 1882, an enormous sum in those days. Sport too played a part in the life of the village and those around it. In the village of Douglas for example, just a few miles to the east of Glenbuck, a young man by the name of John Shankly was causing quite a stir in the local athletics world as a middle distance runner through the 1890s, even beating the celebrated Canty Young over the half mile. Dedicated to maintaining his fitness, he was a strong man, powerfully built and useful at most distances; even in later life he would regularly walk the eight-mile round trip to Muirkirk, to visit the nearest cinema, his greatest form of relaxation.

A tailor by trade, as Glenbuck’s coal mining industry continued healthily through the final years of the last century, it was no surprise that he should move there to look for work. Naturally enough given the circumstances of the miners, John found most of his work in repairing and altering a variety of garments for as his son Bill was to remark many years later in his autobiography ‘if you could alter clothes you could make a bigger living out of that than making clothes’. It was a talent that ran in the family, particularly through the female line, and it probably accounts for Bill’s own insistence on high standards of dress in later life; few could ever accuse Bill Shankly of being anything less than immaculately turned out throughout his life. Other good habits for a professional athlete were picked up from his father too – the Shankly house was teetotal and nor did they smoke.

All the boys took after their father in many ways. They were good athletes, strong on self-discipline; Bill was later to remark that it was a bad day for the world when boys were no longer frightened of their father. John Shankly was not an aggressive man however, but one who demanded and commanded respect, a stickler for standards of behaviour which he drummed into his children from an early age. Bill remembered that ‘we were brought up to be 100% honest … our father was a fiery fighting man with strong principles. Very strong principles indeed. He knew the Bible as well as anyone alive … He had an unquenchable spirit which I luckily inherited.’

As in so many of Glenbuck’s families however, it was John’s wife, Barbara, who ran the household. Barbara came from one of Glenbuck’s most celebrated families, the Blyths. Her brother Bob, who rejoiced in the nickname ‘Reindeer’, was reckoned to be the fastest sprinter in the village, timed at 11 seconds for the 100 yards dash. He went on to make his name further afield, playing top class football for Glasgow Rangers, Middlesbrough, Preston and Dundee before becoming player-manager and finally chairman at Portsmouth. A second brother, Billy, plied his footballing trade at Portsmouth, Preston and Carlisle before joining Bob as an administrator and director and then chairman of Carlisle. As we shall see later, Billy had a great influence on Bill Shankly’s career in the game.

Bill, or Willie as he was more commonly known, was born on 2 September 1913, the ninth of ten children, youngest of five boys. Like the others before him, he was born in the family home, in Auchenstilloch Cottages, known locally as ‘Miner’s Row’ or ‘Monkey Row’. Jean Roberts lived just outside the village with her parents at the local station, but she spent much of her childhood in Glenbuck and naturally enough attended the local school in a class below Willie Shankly who was a few years her senior. Her memory of the cottages is of ‘very comfortable little houses and of course in winter they had warm fires from the coal. I think the Shanklys were one of the main families in the village because there were so many of them. In the Monkey Row they had two houses next to one another and knocked them into one so that they could all get in. The beds were built into the walls like bunks. Later on there were some new council places built, and the Shanklys got one of those.’

Inevitably with ten children to look after, life was sometimes a struggle for the Shankly clan, even if not all of them would be at home at any one time. Bill recalled later that his mother was his greatest inspiration in life and he would often marvel at her devotion to raising the family; he told journalists ‘I told you that all the Shanklys were total abstainers. Well, I was wrong. We had a bottle of whisky in a cupboard. It came out of that cupboard ten times – once each time to help my wonderful mother in childbirth. She achieved a miracle of dedication. I try, but mine is nothing in comparison.’

His feelings for his mother were shared not only by the rest of the family, but by the rest of the villagers, Jean Roberts recalling her as ‘a wonderful mother. She kept the whole family together and wherever they went to work, they’d always come back home. Mr. Shankly was kind of quiet, quite a small man but I can’t remember him having all that much work to do sometimes. I don’t know how they managed so well. She would make them tatties and neaps (potatoes and turnips) and they were never deprived. I always looked forward to seeing her. You were never left outside on the doorstep, you always went in for a cup of tea, though that was true of the whole village.’ Bill’s memory of his childhood was similar, though he maintained: ‘our father earned quite a good wage for the times but with such a big family to feed and clothe and such primitive conditions in the village we had to fight for everything … How did my mother feed ten of us on a humble tailor’s income in a little mining village? Imagine your wife bathing the children in front of the fire. All the water from this primitive house had to be brought from outside. I never saw a bathroom until I left Glenbuck.’

Barbara Shankly couldn’t have brought up such a hungry brood on a shoestring without having her wits about her though. ‘We kept a few hens,’ Jean remembers, ‘so we would take a few eggs up to Mrs. Shankly. She’d always give me a penny for myself for bringing the eggs up to her, but she always knew exactly what price the eggs should be even before my mother did!’ Undeniably sharp, Barbara Shankly was universally liked throughout the village for her willingness to help anyone in trouble and for the way in which she and her husband John brought up their family.

The Shankly boys all managed to avoid the preordained path of a lifetime down the pits by virtue of their footballing skills. Alec, or Sandy as the family knew him, was the eldest boy. He had played football at inside forward for Ayr United prior to the outbreak of the Great War, whereupon he went into the Royal Scots Fusiliers and then the Royal Flying Corps. With his career over, he found himself a miner once more. Jimmy played as centre half and then centre forward, taking in spells at Portsmouth, Halifax, Carlisle United, Sheffield United, Southend and Barrow, his final club before retirement in 1933. He was a particular inspiration to the young Willie, though not for his masculine achievements on the football field; he felt that Jimmy was perhaps the finest man he ever knew because when he was away at his various clubs, he never forgot his parents, brothers and sisters back home. In the summer he’d come back to Scotland to help out and in the winter, whatever he could spare from his wage packet went back to Glenbuck to support his family, a dedication to duty that Bill was to prize above all else in later life.

The middle brother, John, was an outside right for Portsmouth, Luton Town, Alloa, Blackpool and Greenock Morton. Not so hardy as the rest of the family, he trained too hard during his time at Portsmouth and was out of the game for three years at Luton with a strained heart muscle. He had to return to Glenbuck to recover and again, when his career was over, he went back to the village and the pit, while his mother continued to watch over his failing health. Tragically, if somehow appropriately, John’s death in 1960 came in footballing surroundings, after suffering a severe heart attack at Hampden Park during the Real Madrid versus Eintracht Frankfurt European Cup Final, finally passing away that night in hospital. The fourth brother, Bob, was closest to Bill in every way, going on to have a very successful career in football management, notably with Dundee, who he took into the later stages of the European Cup, and Falkirk after having played there and with Alloa.

The boys didn’t get things all their own way at home though, for there were five sisters to contend with, girls who were perhaps more high-spirited than their brothers. In much the same way as the boys were predestined for work as coal-miners, the girls saw careers in domestic service ahead of them; the difference was, of course, that football did not offer them an escape route! Because there were so many men in the house, usually with one or more of the boys working down the mines, Jean Roberts remembers that the Shanklys followed the tradition of the larger village families. ‘Generally, there would be an older daughter kept at home to help her mother with the house, to look after the younger children and the men when they came home from the pit. There was a lot of work, washing all the clothes. Of course there was no way of washing the clothes at home so they had to carry all those heavy pit things out to the wash house and clean them there. If your father was a miner, there was always plenty to do at home. The Shankly girls took turn about. One would go away to service because there was just no other work for them to do – the minister’s wife would get work for them with her well-to-do sisters in Edinburgh. I do know that they were all very highly thought of when they went away, they were great workers.’

The five sisters, Netta, Elizabeth, Isobel, Barbara and Jean, all had parts to play in village life and in the life of young Bill. Netta and Isobel for instance were the girls with the responsibility for washing the boys’ footballing clothes. Elizabeth was the life and soul of Glenbuck, ‘she could always give you the news’ according to Jean Roberts. ‘They were all very outgoing, but we used to call Liz the loudspeaker. She’d come down to the station to pick up the newspapers for the village – Willie would sometimes come with her – but she’d a loud voice and you could hear her long before you could see her! She was as good as a local paper too, collecting news from the houses and passing it on as she went.’

Jean was equally animated. ‘She was in the same two-class classroom that I was in. She was always being told to “sit still” which was just impossible for her. She had fiery red hair like her sister Bel, a real character, full of mischief but good fun. She was the only one in the family who went on to Higher Grade school in Muirkirk, perhaps because she was the youngest. We had to go by bus and on the first morning, we new ones had to put up with a bit of ragging and we were rather intimidated by it all, but not Jean! She and her friend Mary Tait always gave as good as they got. They always sat at the back of the bus and one day Mary fell out when the door burst open; she wasn’t hurt but Jean made quite sure the bus company knew all about it and replaced the stockings she damaged in the fall!’ With a sharp wit, the young Jean was obviously similar to the Bill Shankly who later became a national figure through his TV appearances. As Jean Roberts continues, ‘She was very funny when the class photos came, her remarks were really rich. She didn’t spare herself, she’d say things like “Look at me! I’ve got eyes like peas in a bottle!”’

Young Willie naturally held his family in the very highest esteem and it’s easy to see why. His parents were able to create a warm and comforting home despite the privations of the time and his mother in particular seems to have had endless patience to help her deal with the children. Recognising that they would probably be all too soon cast into lives of hard work with little respite, she indulged them whenever she could, even when Bob and Willie would play football indoors. Each Sunday at the tea table, they would blow up balloons and play head tennis, breaking vases as they went, yet Barbara Shankly would never reproach them for it. Perhaps, with Sandy and Jimmy already having played the game for a living, she felt that supporting her younger children in their love of football might be the best way of providing them with a better life for themselves. Whatever the reasons, the Shankly boys were never short of encouragement, surely the most important nourishment a child can receive.

Back in the 1910s and 1920s, social life in most small industrialised villages was centred around three things: the church, the pub and the school. As already noted, the local church was opened in 1882 having been paid for by public subscription. It was established in the Protestant Church of Scotland faith but by the time Willie Shankly was growing up, the church was no longer central to village life, Jean Roberts confirming that ‘it wasn’t a lively church. The minister and his wife were very nice but the miners weren’t inclined to go to church. I suppose they were glad of the rest on a Sunday. It was the farmers and a few of the miners’ wives that went.’

In fact, Glenbuck mirrored the way in which organised religion was fragmenting across the country in the early days of the century for many reasons. The strict regime of Calvinist Presbyterianism imposed restrictions of behaviour that hardworking men no longer had any time for. They believed, perfectly understandably, that their enormous efforts to earn a living for their families meant that they were entitled to some rewards – perhaps to take a drink every now and again, to gamble a little money on card games, to enjoy a day’s rest before the working week started. While Mr. McKenzie, Glenbuck’s minister, was well liked, the church that he represented had begun to mean less and less to his potential congregation. The miners may well have thought that their whole-hearted acceptance of the Protestant work ethic was evidence enough of their spiritual integrity. A failure to attend church did not necessarily mean that the people were atheists or agnostics of course. In fact, their behaviour is very similar to that of millions today who have evolved their own form of Christianity. In later life for instance, Mrs. Shankly, then alone at home with her son John, liked to spend her evenings having Bill Smith, of the Christian Brethren, come to the family home and read to her from the Bible. She brought up her children in the Christian faith, even if churchgoing wasn’t always on the agenda.

One characteristic of the people was their distaste for imposed sectarian barriers. Rather than try to classify people by their beliefs and exclude one another from any kind of social gathering on that basis, Glenbuck was a community that believed in bringing people together, that they should concentrate on the ideals that brought them together rather than minor disagreements on emphasis that might drive them apart. It is little wonder then that there was a Christian Brethren hall in the village. Today, the Brethren’s importance has been severely diminished, but its philosophy is pertinent to the way in which Bill Shankly thought about life. It sought to create a unity or fellowship, standing firmly against the practice of alienating any particular branch of faith by the imposition of strict, dogmatic rules. Brethren ideology frowned on organised religion and doctrinal formulations, seeing the Bible itself as the only word by which people should live. It’s been compared with Southern Baptist sensibilities in America, the idea of no smoking, no drinking, no enjoying yourself, but the reality is far more complex than that. Central is the concept of social service and in the last century they took a pivotal role in the establishment of orphanages and charitable institutions throughout Britain, and particularly in Scotland. In order to achieve their ends, the Brethren community is more than willing to join forces not only with other congregations but with other denominations when the need arises. In Glenbuck for instance, the Brethren Sunday School would organise annual outings on which all were welcome: ‘We might get to the seaside at Ayr by train,’ remembers Jean Roberts, ‘or if we weren’t so affluent that year, we’d go out to a local farmer’s field by horse and cart and have a picnic.’ Once more, the pattern of life in Glenbuck, the pattern which so influenced Bill Shankly, is clear – do not judge others, help the community, act as a unified group.

Alongside the Brethren, the Rechabites were particularly strong in the area. In essence, the Rechabite ideal was quintessential behaviour for that community; the establishment of a friendly society. It is significant that one of the few stores in town was a co-operative. Those who subscribed to the Rechabite methods gave money to a general fund against which they could draw in future for funeral expenses, or a wage if the man of the house was injured or taken ill. Effectively, they were a local insurance company. There were other facets to the Rechabites’ operations though as Jean Roberts recalls. ‘There were big certificates up on the wall in a lot of the houses for the Rechabites to show that they were teetotal. I suppose that’s how they managed so well, they didn’t spend money on anything else but the house and the family. They were awful against drink most of them.’

Many argue that the problems of alcohol in the final quarter of the nineteenth century afflicted our cities every bit as savagely as the drug culture does today and the Temperance movement continued its work well into the new century, spurred on by memories and graphic accounts of the effect of the demon drink on family life. Inevitably, it had been the poor, seeking recreation and a means of retreat from their dismal working lives and appalling conditions of dirt and squalor in the industrial towns who had become besotted with drink. Consequently, the family’s earnings found their way to the local brewery while a man’s wife and children might live in fear of his violent temper, exacerbated by drink; it sounds a little like some quaint melodrama, but a hundred years ago it was a very real and increasing social problem. In modern terms, the Rechabites created self-help groups where the victims of alcoholism could find refuge and assistance in overcoming their difficulties. Their work had a great impact. By the 1920s, by Jean Roberts’ testament there was ‘only the odd problem where a father might drink’. Even so, Glenbuck did have its own pub, The Royal Arms, and it could become rather boisterous at the end of the week. This was the only side of the town that Bill did not take to for some of the inhabitants would criticise the miners for taking too much drink on a Saturday night. Inevitably Bill stood up for the rights of those workers to relax in whatever way they saw fit after putting in a hard week’s work.

The Temperance movement was especially important in Scotland, having roots in strict Calvinist doctrine, but it also grew from increased levels of political activity. Ironically it was this that helped advance the cause of socialism in Scotland to the detriment of religion. It must be remembered that the years surrounding Bill’s birth were times of great political radicalism, where ordinary people were beginning to question their status as mere chattels in the hands of land or factory owners and were starting to organise, to fight in a unified manner for improved rights. It was also a time in which sectarianism was being questioned and re-evaluated as another means by which the working classes could be divided. Around the country, politics was regarded as a vehicle for change. The working people had begun to turn away from the church as union activity and the march of socialism seemed to provide them with a more potent voice. While the church might seek to mitigate the awfulness of their circumstances, political engagement was a means of breaking the stranglehold which locked them into that depressing way of life. It was a lesson that the Shanklys learned the hard way and throughout his life, Bill continued his political self-education, reading up on the subject when time would allow though he became increasingly disenchanted with the behaviour of MPs – what he would make of the current crop does not bear thinking about.

With its standards of equality, Glenbuck can seem to resemble some kind of socialist utopia but in reality it was far from that. People were forced to help one another out because their very existence meant that someone would always be in trouble, perhaps due to a mining accident, illness in the family and so on. Mining work was terribly hard physically, ‘an awful job’ as Jean Roberts makes clear. ‘They’d come home covered in coal dust and there were no baths at the pit until very late on. Before then the men had to come and have a bath in the house; there was no water in the houses so it all had to be carried in from a pump outside and then heated on the range.’ Small wonder that the miners wanted social change to come and come quickly.

According to Hodge in his Through The Parish Of Muirkirk, there had always been a communist element in Glenbuck for ‘ground here was given to a few communists to work out their pet ideas’. While it would be inaccurate to suggest that Glenbuck was some kind of Marxist hotbed, there was plenty of evidence that the village was on the move towards the political left and the headmaster’s report as late as June 1929 suggested that ‘there seems to be a spirit of “Bolshevism” in the village and some children would “kick” against any attempt at discipline’; this minor change in the atmosphere might be ascribed to the sense of hopelessness that was by then enveloping a dying village as well as feelings engendered by the miners’ strike three years previously. Jean Roberts again remembers that ‘they were very strongly Labour. James Brown was the candidate for South Ayrshire for many years and he always got in because they wouldn’t vote Conservative but I know he was too mild for some of them, he wasn’t a keen socialist. There was a communist element there, they called themselves red hot socialists which was a bit stronger than just Labour. It was around the time of Keir Hardie and they supported him very strongly, I remember that there was some celebration in Cumnock where he was speaking and some of the men went on the train to hear him.’

It came to be something of a motif of Bill Shankly’s career that he found some directors difficult to tolerate at his various clubs. There was a general feeling of animosity that could clearly be traced back to his youth and the atmosphere in which he grew up, one where mistrust for the mine owners and the ruling classes was rife. In particular Shankly found it hard to disguise his contempt for men who might espouse their Christian values on a Sunday having spent the week trying to swindle their workforce, condemning them to live in what we would now regard as abject poverty: ‘You are born what you are, born a socialist. The politics that are in me is me. Your politics have to reflect what your religious beliefs tell you. How can a man vote for one party at one election and then change his mind to vote for another?’

Certainly his politics were heavily ingrained for he never lost those beliefs. Jack Mindel, with whom he served in the R.A.F. during the Second World War, remembers that ‘his attitude to the Conservatives was very simple. He objected to them. He knew all about capitalism, he’d seen the poverty in Ayrshire, grown up in it. Whenever there was a scandal about the treatment of working people, Bill was ready to stand up for them. Those politics came from experience, working in the mines, seeing the conditions people lived and worked in. He couldn’t understand anyone from that area being anything but Labour.’

As well as the political edge to the village, Bill received further socialist education at school where he immediately took to the works of Robert Burns. Combining the two strands of influence on his personal philosophy, he later remarked that ‘Burns was an early socialist – the first was Jesus Christ of course. He didn’t think that God made people to be unequal, he thought everyone should share in the work and the rewards.’ His interest extended to a wide knowledge of Burns’ life and the respect paid to his memory – ‘he was a great favourite in Russia, they even brought out postage stamps in his honour’. When his time came to appear as a castaway on Desert Island Discs, the book he selected was The Life Of Robert Burns by James Back. He was aware of his failings too, such as his eye for the ladies. ‘In his day,’ Bill remarked, ‘if a man committed fornication, the local minister would humiliate him in front of the congregation by sitting him on the Cutty Stool. Burns had a season ticket!’ Such an interest in the minutiae of his hero’s life, in his works and in his ideals gives the lie to the commonly held belief that Bill Shankly was solely devoted to football with time for nothing else. His was a bigger spirit than football alone could contain.

Paradoxically, football’s greatest evangelist, its biggest fanatic, was moulded and driven by forces beyond the game to such an extent that his footballing philosophy was his philosophy on life in microcosm.
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