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Ian MacDougall played a pivotal role in recording working people’s lives and curating their stories. He was a driving force in the Scottish Labour History Society and subsequently in the Scottish Working People’s History Trust. He compiled and edited numerous books of social history including All Men Are Brethren, Voices of Scottish Journalists, Voices from the Spanish Civil War and Voices from the Hunger Marches.


He died in 2020.
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IAN MAC DOUGALL



Many of us will be familiar with the old song ‘A Man You Don’t Meet Every Day’, which is often sung at convivial gatherings and among friends. Most recently it was made popular by The Pogues, amongst others.


These words could have been written for Ian MacDougall too, though he was also, in the truest sense, a man of the people. Proof of that lay in his lifelong commitment to the broad labour movement and to giving its history back to it, as well as to giving the people of Scotland a voice in their country’s history. He did this through his work as a patient and meticulous scholar – one with a lifelong resolve to drawing upon the testimony of ordinary people to illuminate their lives, their work and their struggles. Some had it in them to respond to the challenges of extraordinary times, like the Scots who went to fight for the young Spanish Republic against the age-old reactionary elements in Spain and the new menace of Fascism. Voices from the Spanish Civil War is surely one of the finest of Ian’s many books. It should be brought back into print as, deservedly, has this smaller book on the French onion sellers who used to be a familiar sight in Scotland.


Ian’s method, with his wife, Sandra, often there in close support, not least with her car to take Ian to awkward locations, was simply to let his subjects talk. And talk they did. The words flowed like a burn and the result, with minimal editing by Ian, was a veritable goldmine of memories from miners, millworkers, hunger marchers in the 1930s, teachers, librarians and many more. Among them too were the people of Lilliesleaf, the border village Ian loved and where he had been a happy wartime evacuee. One of his final books was devoted to them.


Ian could also bring back to us and give life to voices from beyond the grave. He did this to superb effect in his 2008 book All Men Are Brethren. This is a monumental piece of research into the experiences of French prisoners of war who found themselves in Scotland between the years 1803 and 1814. They too were ordinary men, far from home and with no certainty as to how long their captivity might last.


This book, much neglected by reviewers when it came out, offers graphic proof of Ian’s tireless scholarship. Its footnotes, sources, appendices and index alone run to three hundred pages, longer than many of the books the rest of us have attempted to write. He used them, and the main narrative, to give vivid life to the enormous encampment at Penicuik where thousands of prisoners were held. No details were neglected. There are even two chapters entitled respectively ‘Beds’ and ‘Bedding’.


Decades prior to this, Ian had shown his capacity for relentless hard work when he compiled his seminal bibliography of the Scottish working-class movement and all its myriad organisations – union branches and head offices, constituency Labour parties, Spanish Aid committees and many more. Nobody had done it before or even thought of it. The end result was a publication thicker than an old-style telephone directory.


Ian was also a splendid organiser not just of his own research but for the causes and undertakings behind which he threw his weight. He always knew the right phone calls to make and addresses to write to. He would not have liked the word but he was a networker and a talented one. Proof of that lies in his unstinting work for the Scottish Labour History Society, the Scottish Working People’s History Trust and, before and during 1989, in coordinating Midlothian’s unique commemoration of the bicentenary of the French Revolution.


Its huge success led to the creation of the Midlothian World History Society. Ian became its secretary and held the position until 2006. He was indefatigable in finding speakers for it – often very distinguished ones – and for finding venues for what originally was a peripatetic body before it settled in Dalkeith. Its meetings were well attended and vibrant events that vindicated Ian’s belief that History was nothing without open and democratic discourse.


What Ian achieved owed everything not just to his own abilities and enthusiasm but also to his unfailing courtesy to everyone he worked with. This, and his self-effacing good humour, gave him an instructive flair for getting the best out of people, which he inevitably did.


He was someone who gave much and wanted little in return. When two Scottish universities belatedly gave him honorary degrees he reacted with unfeigned surprise. That was typical of the man I knew well over many decades. He was always a loyal friend and generous about anything I attempted to put into print. I have written about him elsewhere since his death, but this is not the place to repeat what I have said. There have been many other tributes to him, and the re-issue of this book should surely be seen as another.


Ian S. Wood
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INTRODUCTION



For almost 150 years until the late twentieth century French Onion Johnnies – or Ingan Johnnies, as they were usually known north of the Border – were a familiar group of seasonal immigrant workers in cities and towns throughout Scotland and indeed Britain. At the beginning of the twenty-first century only one, so far as is known, was still at work in Scotland. He was Yves Rolland, based in Leith, and he and the only other eight known surviving Johnnies (or seven Johnnies and one Onion ‘Jenny’, Madame Anna Gourlet) who worked in Scotland at one time or another between the 1920s and the 1970s present in the pages below their spoken recollections of their working lives.


Their recollections were recorded in interviews in Leith and in Brittany in 1999 by the Scottish Working People’s History Trust. The project was part of the Trust’s commitment to gathering the oral recollections of working men and women about their working lives in Scotland, and also about their educational, housing, recreational, and other experiences, and to publishing them in edited form. Three volumes of such recollections – by Roslin, Midlothian, gunpowder mill and bomb factory workers, by bondagers (south-east of Scotland women farm workers), and by Leith dockers – have already been published by the Trust. Many other volumes are in various stages of preparation. They include recollections by miners, journalists, railway workers, Penicuik paper mill workers, Hebridean and north-west Highland crofters, fishermen and others, Borders men farm workers, Leith seamen, public librarians, Co-operative society workers, Peeblesshire textile mill workers, Sutherland and Caithness farmers and fishermen, and building trade workers. To gather and publish in edited form such oral recollections by working men and women is, the Trust believes, a task both important and urgent if hitherto often unexplored aspects of the history of Scotland within living memory and of its working men and women and their organisations are to become generally available and accessible.


About the Onion Johnnies, scores of whom formerly came every year as seasonal workers to sell their onions in Scotland, relatively little has ever been published, except for occasional paragraphs or photographs in newspapers. What distinguishes the nine accounts in the pages below is that they are the Johnnies’ own spoken recollections of their years of working in Scotland.


Five of the nine began working as Onion Johnnies between the First and Second World Wars (even if, in the case of François Perron, only for the month before the outbreak of the Second War in September 1939); the other four began as Johnnies only in the 1950s (or in Claude Quimerch’s case, in 1949–50).


Several of these nine Johnnies (or eight Johnnies and one ‘Jenny’) began selling onions in Scotland as mere children. Thus Jean Saout, the oldest of the nine and now nearing the age of 90, first came with his father to sell onions in Glasgow in 1921 at the age of eight. Jean Milin first arrived as an onion-seller in Leith as a twelve-year-old boy during his school holidays in 1929. That was the age also at which Eugène Guyader, having newly left school, first crossed the English Channel from his home in Brittany to become an Onion Johnny. Anna Gourlet appears to have been slightly younger even than either Eugène Guyader or Jean Milin when, as she recalls, at the age of 11½ or so she accompanied her mother in 1930 or 1931 on the long journey by Channel ferry and train to Leith to become a working member of her father’s onion business there.


The others of the nine were older when they became Onion Johnnies. Anna Gourlet’s brother François Perron, who was six years younger than she and who had begun school in Leith at the age of seven in 1932, did not, as has been mentioned, become an Onion Johnny there until he was fourteen – and then only for a month or so because of the outbreak of the Second World War and the return then or within a few weeks of all the Johnnies to France. Monsieur Perron returned, however, to Leith as a Johnny after the War in 1949, when he was 23. Yves Rolland, the youngest of these nine Johnnies, began work in Leith in 1959 at the age of 14½. The school-leaving age in Scotland then being 15, it was hardly surprising that his boss or patron warned him: ‘If you ever get stopped by the police, if they ask what age you are you say 15.’ None of the other two or three, however, of these Johnnies who between the Wars began selling onions at even more tender years appears to have recollections of such warnings or of encounters with the police or other authorities on the matter of their age. Jean-Marie Tanguy, whose father’s onion-selling business was based in Dundee, recalls attending school there at the age of six or seven in 1935–6, although also because of the disruption caused by the Second World War he did not himself become an Onion Johnny in that city until he was 21 in 1951. Claude Quimerch and Guy Le Bihan, like Jean-Marie Tanguy, were also in their twenties when they became Onion Johnnies at respectively Glasgow in 1949–50 and Ayr in 1957.


For several of the nine the occupation of Onion Johnny was virtually an hereditary one. ‘There were,’ says Jean-Marie Tanguy, ‘four generations of us Onion Johnnies in my family.’ From around the middle of the nineteenth century his great-grandfather had been an Onion Johnny at Dundee, his grandfather sold onions there from about 1880, and his father likewise from an early age before the 1914–18 War. Eugène Guyader was at least a third-generation Johnny, and three of his uncles, as well as the wife of one of them and his own brother, were similarly employed. Second-generation Johnnies at least were Jean Saout, whose father had first gone to sell onions in Britain at the age of 10 or 11 in the 1880s, and also Anna Gourlet and her brother François Perron, as well as Claude Quimerch. On the other hand, of the nine below the remaining three – Jean Milin, Guy Le Bihan, and Yves Rolland – were evidently first-generation Johnnies, although Guy Le Bihan’s father-in-law was one and it was he who persuaded Monsieur Le Bihan to join him at Ayr in 1957.


Those three (Jean Milin, Guy Le Bihan, and Yves Rolland) of the nine whose fathers were never themselves Onion Johnnies recall that they nonetheless worked on the land either as small farmers (in the case of both Milin and Le Bihan père or senior – and also as a fisherman, in the case of Jean Milin’s father) or, in the case of Yves Rolland’s father, as a farm worker. The only one among the fathers or grandfathers of the families of the nine Johnnies who is recalled as having been a craftsman is Yves Rolland’s paternal grandfather, who was a clog maker.


Only two or perhaps three (Jean Milin, Claude Quimerch, and possibly Yves Rolland) of the nine Johnnies appear when young to have had an ambition to work other than as Onion Johnnies or on the land as a means of helping their parents. Jean Milin wanted to become a merchant seaman, Claude Quimerch a naval officer. The former succeeded in becoming a seaman – but, because of the coming of the Second World War, not in the merchant navy but as a regular in the French navy. Claude Quimerch, as the oldest in a family of six children, had at the age of sixteen to abandon his studies at college (where among other subjects he was learning English, Latin, Greek, German and Spanish) and become the breadwinner as a lorry driver when his father became ill and soon afterwards died. The ambition of Yves Rolland as a boy, influenced, it appears, by his reading of comics, was to come to Scotland. It was as an Onion Johnny that he came aged 14½ – and more than 40 years later he was the only one of the nine Johnnies below who continued to sell onions and other vegetables in Scotland.


Of the occupations before marriage of the mothers of these nine Johnnies, most are recalled. Five of them (the mothers of Jean Milin, Anna Gourlet and her brother François Perron, as well as of Eugène Guyader, Jean-Marie Tanguy and Guy Le Bihan) appear as daughters of small farmers to have worked in their fathers’ fields. Yves Rolland’s mother was employed as a baker’s roundswoman. After marriage the mothers of Anna Gourlet and François Perron and of Jean-Marie Tanguy worked with their husbands in their onion-selling businesses at respectively Leith and Dundee. The mothers of Jean Saout and Claude Quimerch died when both were infants.


Premature death indeed stalks several of the recollections below. Eugène Guyader’s father lost his first wife while he was away fighting in the 1914–18 War, which claimed the lives also of two of his five brothers. The death of Monsieur Guyader’s own young son in 1957 was a factor that resulted in his transferring his work as an Onion Johnny from the south of England to Glasgow. Guy Le Bihan’s grandfather and one of Claude Quimerch’s uncles were killed in the 1914–18 War.


As the only seasonal immigrant onion sellers in Britain, Onion Johnnies all came from a relatively small area of Brittany. As Yves Rolland puts it: ‘There weren’t onion sellers like us Johnnies who came from Spain or Poland to sell their onions. The only Onion Johnnies were from Brittany.’ It was from the English Channel port of Roscoff and its small neighbouring towns or villages such as St Pol de Léon, Plouescat and Santec and their surrounding farms that the Johnnies and their onions came. Of the nine veteran Johnnies who present their recollections in the pages below, four (Anna Gourlet and her brother François Perron, Eugène Guyader and Jean-Marie Tanguy) belong to Roscoff, two (Jean Saout and Yves Rolland) to St Pol de Léon, two others (Guy Le Bihan and apparently Claude Quimerch) to Santec, and Jean Milin to Plouescat.


The recollections by these nine veterans make no claim, of course, to constitute an objective, systematic or comprehensive history of Onion Johnnies in Scotland. They are their personal recollections of their work and other experiences in the various towns and areas of Scotland where they were based and where they sold their onions. While a scholarly history of the Onion Johnnies in Scotland has yet to be written, it appears that the origins of the yearly journeys to there and elsewhere in Britain by the Johnnies and their cargoes of oignons rosés or pink onions have to be sought in the decade or more after the Napoleonic Wars had ended in 1815 at Waterloo. Eugène Guyader refers to the first Johnnies setting out from Santec in 1828 to cross the Channel to sell onions in Britain, while Yves Rolland recalls his patron or boss at Leith telling him the traffic arose out of the rescue from drowning at Roscoff of British royal personages and the consequent grant of permission to local people to sell their onions on the other side of the Channel. Whatever the origins, Monsieur Rolland says: ‘We didn’t need to apply for a licence to sell onions. We have an Association in Brittany and it gives you freedom to come and trade in this country with onions, garlic and shallots. So we didn’t have to apply to Edinburgh Town Council for a licence. We never had any kind of licence.’ François Perron, in expressing a similar view, adds: ‘I think it was the parliament in London which gave the Onion Johnnies the licence to sell their onions in Britain. The Johnnies’ job was special. It was authorised in that way.’


Whatever and whenever the origins of the Johnnies’ annual migration across the Channel to England, Wales and Scotland,1 it took place regularly toward the end of July and in early August. ‘In those days,’ recalls Jean Saout of his first journey with his father in 1921 at the age of eight to sell onions in Glasgow, ‘the onions were ready sooner than they are nowadays … So normally when I was young the Onion Johnnies went to Britain in the month of July to begin the season of selling the onions. The Pardon – a Breton religious festival – took place on the 15th or 16th of July. So the Johnnies set off from home about ten days later.’ François Perron, a younger and later Johnny, recalls that ‘… from 1949 onwards we went to Leith every August for the onion-selling season.’


Most of the Johnnies, at least in the twentieth century, appear to have travelled to Scotland from Brittany by Channel ferry and train. When, aged 11½, Anna Gourlet first went in 1930 or 1931 with her mother to Leith to work in her father’s onion-selling business there, they went by train while her father sailed from Roscoff to Leith with the cargo of onions. ‘I was very excited,’ Madame Gourlet recalls. ‘We went from Roscoff to Paris on the train, then from Paris to Dieppe. We took the ferry across the Channel from Dieppe to Newhaven. That took about four hours, I think. And then the train again from Newhaven to London, and from London to Edinburgh. Oh, it was a long journey, but I wasn’t tired out! … And I wasn’t seasick at all. The sea was quite calm.’ Several others among these nine Johnnies recall similar annual journeys to Scotland, sometimes by varying routes. The two days and a night spent in travelling from Roscoff to Leith recalled by Yves Rolland on his first journey in 1959 at the age of 14½ were enlivened by the determination of some of the older Johnnies to pay frequent tribute en route to Bacchus. Jean Milin, on the other hand, was, like Anna Gourlet’s father, a Johnny who sailed with the onions from Roscoff to Scotland. ‘It was a small boat,’ he recalls of his first such voyage in 1929 when he was 12 years old, ‘a sailing boat with no motors and no nothing at all! It took us fifteen days to sail from Roscoff to Leith because the weather was bad. The sails of the boat were torn twice by the winds. But a small British boat came and took us into the port of Leith … But I wasn’t seasick on that voyage. I was already accustomed to sailing … It was always my wish to sail. Every year after that I went with the boat with the onions from Roscoff to Leith, because I liked the sea, I liked it so much.’ ‘The first time I went, in 1934,’ recalls Eugène Guyader, ‘we were all nine or ten of us in the boat that took the onions from Roscoff to Torquay. It was small, 20 or 25 tons, like a fishing boat … Oh, there were so many boats that were going to England, and we all left about the same time – in the middle of July.’


Once arrived in Scotland, the Onion Johnnies generally worked in the first half of the twentieth century either in companies varying in numbers from half a dozen to almost a score of men, youths and even mere boys, or in some cases in smaller family groups, as Anna Gourlet, her parents and her brother François Perron did. They lived at and worked from fixed bases in Glasgow, Leith, Dundee, Aberdeen, Ayr, and several other towns that are mentioned in these recollections. None of the nine Johnnies in the pages below worked in Scotland before the 1914–18 War but several of them did so between the two World Wars. Their testimonies make it clear that living and working conditions in their bases in those years were usually distinctly Spartan. The bases were generally, in the 1920s and ‘30s, old shops. ‘At Leith,’ Anna Gourlet recalls of the years she worked there in the 1930s, ‘my mother and father had a shop which was also our home in Quality Street. Later on we were at No. 8 Bernard Street. But at Quality Street it was a very simple place. There was really nothing there to begin with. But we managed to store the onions there and to sleep there, too. There weren’t any separate rooms in the place in Quality Street: it was a shop, a store place. You made rooms by building up the sacks of onions as walls … There was no toilet, nothing, in the shop in Quality Street. The ‘toilet’ was in the ‘room’ made with the sacks of onions. I don’t remember clearly what water supply there was but there must have been a tap. We slept on the floor to begin with and then later on there were iron bedsteads.’ A decade earlier, when Jean Saout, aged 8, first arrived in Glasgow to work with the onions, he recalls that ‘… we lived in a shop in Kingston Street, near the Central Station and near the River Clyde. You used to hear all day, oh, all day, bbbbbrrrrrhhhhh, bbbbbrrrrrhhhhh – hammering and banging of metal as ships were being built on the river. It was a big shop. You slept there, too. My father and I and all the Onion Johnnies slept there. There were perhaps eight or nine Johnnies and perhaps about six bosses, too – patrons … We had trunks to keep our clothes and things in. But there weren’t any beds. We slept on straw and we had blankets to cover ourselves with. It was only on Sundays we shook up the straw with a pitch fork. And then we carried on sleeping on it. You had pillows, too. They were filled with hay. Sometimes you had bits of straw that marked your face when you slept. But you slept well, you slept well.’ At Leith, where at the age of 13 in 1930 he began working full-time as an Onion Johnny, Jean Milin found himself a member of a company of nine or ten Johnnies whose base was a shop on three floors at No. 18 Quality Street. ‘There were no beds – only straw,’ he recalls. ‘We all slept together in a row on the straw, like herrings or sardines! I was the youngest and I was in the middle of the row. You had covers, blankets. But we also had a sack or bag to sleep in – a sleeping bag. Oh, it was very comfortable. We were there all together, quite warm in the straw, so we didn’t feel cold … Then you had a little table to eat on. The kitchen was quite small. There was a tap with running water, and there was a wc downstairs – a flush toilet.’ Living and working conditions in such bases appear to have improved in the course of the 1930s and particularly after the 1939–45 War, when the Johnnies returned to work in Scotland and elsewhere in Britain. Jean Saout, for example, still based with the other Johnnies in his company in Kingston Street, Glasgow, recounts how after the war beds or bunks in tiers had replaced the earlier straw for sleeping on, the onions were stored in a room separate from where the Johnnies slept, and there was a small cooking place or kitchen, as well as a wc and sink. Nonetheless conditions for many or most Johnnies seem to have remained rather basic. Yves Rolland recalls how the base in Maritime Street, Leith, of the company of Johnnies where he was employed as a teenager in the early 1960s, was ‘a sort of front shop … maybe 15 or 16 feet long. And behind it we used to have a wee kitchen, where we used to do our cooking or washing and everything. The shop was full of onions. So at that time we slept in very cramped conditions. Have you ever had rats running on top of you? Well, that’s what we had in that shop in Maritime Street … I remember there was an old Ingan Johnny … [who] … used to snore in his bed. This night he was snoring – and this rat was in the bed beside him! You could see everything … But at Maritime Street we slept among the onions.’


The companies, particularly in the first half of the twentieth century, were composed generally of a majority of ordinary rank-and-file Johnnies or ouvriers, but also of one or two, and in the larger companies up to perhaps half a dozen, bosses or patrons. Some of the rank-and-file Johnnies were sons, nephews, or brothers of one or other of the bosses. Thus Jean Saout when he began work as a rank-and-file Onion Johnny in Glasgow in the 1920s was the son of one of about six bosses in charge of the company which employed him. Jean Saout himself became a boss of a company in Glasgow after the 1939–45 War. Jean Milin, on the other hand, for the six or seven years he worked as an Onion Johnny at Leith in the 1930s remained always an ouvrier. An ouvrier who worked for some years as a rank-and-file Johnny, who could somehow manage to save enough from his wages, who might additionally be fortunate enough to rent or own a small farm in Brittany where he could grow his own onions for sale in Scotland, and who might have the further good fortune to have a father or uncle who was an onion company boss, might himself eventually become a boss or patron. It seems likely, however, that at least in the first half of the twentieth century, when there were more Johnnies at work in Scotland and more competition among them than became the case from about the 1960s, most Johnnies remained ouvriers during their working lives. In the small family companies, such as that headed by the father of Anna Gourlet and François Perron, it was no doubt far more likely that the son would in due course succeed his father as head or patron. For any Johnny who, like one nicknamed Pencolo or Tête de Paille (Strawhead) based in Glasgow and mentioned below by Guy Le Bihan, branched out on his own it was not easy to make a living. As Monsieur Le Bihan emphasises: ‘It wasn’t common for Onion Johnnies to work on their own. It wasn’t easy to make a living out of selling the onions if you were on your own. Once you finished work selling them you had to come home and make the strings yourself. You didn’t have a division of labour, where one Johnny or more sold the onions, and another or others were stringing them in the shop. You really had to have a worker, un ouvrier, who strung the onions all day long, preparing them for the sellers to go out the next day and sell them.’


There are frequent references in these nine testimonies to the stringing of the onions, and the important task (carried out usually, it seems, on Sundays) of gathering rushes, straw or hay from nearby fields to form the strings. The numbers and weight of onions in a string (ficelle) or bunch (botte) are also discussed, as is the skilful way the bunches were formed. ‘When you made a bunch of onions you started it with the big onions and after that the small onions, then big ones again. That made the bunch prettier, more attractive for commercial reasons,’ recalls Jean Saout. It was such strings and bunches festooned over the handlebars and rear wheels of their bicycles that made the Onion Johnnies so instantly recognisable wherever they went in Scotland. ‘When I set off in the morning on my bike at Ayr,’ says Guy Le Bihan, ‘I’d have maybe thirty bunches hanging from the handlebars or over the carrier above the back wheel. So that would be about 350 or 360 onions altogether. Oh, it was very heavy!’ It was that kind of weight that made the achievement of the young Jean Milin so remarkable when, as he modestly recalls, on one occasion he actually cycled all the way from Leith to Glasgow with his bicycle loaded with onions. ‘Well, it was quite a flat road from Edinburgh to Glasgow,’ he says. ‘Oh, well, there weren’t many hills. I set off very early in the morning.’


Yet in the earlier years of the twentieth century it was not the loaded bicycle but a wooden baton or pole carried over the shoulder that identified the Onion Johnny at work. ‘You carried only one baton. That was enough!’, says Jean Milin of his early days working as a teenage Johnny in Leith in the 1930s. ‘I don’t know, but I think the weight of the onions we carried for selling was about 25 or 30 kilogrammes – about 50 to 60 pounds. But we didn’t go very far away with that load! … Of course, the weight was heaviest at the beginning of the day. Then, well, once you sold some it was lighter after that. Of course, when we were tired we used to put the baton on to the other shoulder to carry it. But the first eight days I was selling the onions my shoulder was sore, oh, là, là! As sailors say, I had a list to port!’ Although the baton was being replaced by the 1930s by the bicycle, nonetheless as late as the early 1950s Jean-Marie Tanguy recalls that he used a baton on his selling rounds in Dundee.


Another earlier form of transport for the onions the Johnnies sold was a small handcart or charrette, and Jean Saout and Jean Milin both recall pushing one through the streets of Glasgow or Leith respectively. But just as the bicycle gradually replaced the handcart and the baton, so the bicycle, if not replaced, was at least beginning to be supplemented in the later 1930s by the van. Vans, use of which by the Johnnies became much more widespread after the 1939–45 War, were employed as mobile depots from which the Johnnies, lifting out their loaded bikes once that day’s destination was reached, could pedal their rounds and return to the van again for fresh supplies if needed. Other forms of transporting the onions are also mentioned by these veteran Johnnies. Anna Gourlet, when she began as an Onion ‘Jenny’ at Leith at the age of 13 or so in the early 1930s and before she acquired a bicycle, at first simply carried strings or bunches of onions in her hands. There are references also to the use of motor cycles, one of them with a sidecar which Jean-Marie Tanguy’s father drove on his rounds at Dundee before the Second World War: ‘But if there was rain or snow it was no good. Everything got soaked.’ Tramcars and trains are also mentioned by several of the Johnnies as among the means they used for transporting their bicycles loaded with onions.


The distances or areas these Onion Johnnies covered from their bases in the cities and towns of Scotland may strike many readers as surprising, not to say astonishing. Although each company or family group of Johnnies was based in a particular city or town, the Johnnies did not confine themselves to making their rounds there. ‘Glasgow was a big city,’ Claude Quimerch rightly recalls. ‘When we started in 1950 the population there was about a million. But, you see, there weren’t enough customers for us in Glasgow! In Gorbals, for example, we weren’t able to sell our onions. The people there’d got no money. I mean, Gorbals had many very poor people. And there was quite a lot of unemployment there. We needed to go where there was money. And then in Glasgow there were shops, vegetable shops, all around. So we had to go out more to the suburbs of Glasgow where people were better off, and then outside the city itself and away to other towns and places. There was much more money in places like Milngavie, Bearsden, Clarkston.’ Thus Claude Quimerch, an employee or ouvrier, and something of a specialist as a van driver, in the company of Johnnies of which Jean Saout was a boss or patron, also found himself selling the company’s onions in, for example, Balfron, Dumbarton, Balloch, Alexandria, Wemyss Bay, Gourock, Greenock, Johnstone, Kilbarchan, Paisley, Thornliebank, East Kilbride, Kilmarnock, Saltcoats, Largs, Muirkirk, Motherwell, Carluke, Lanark, Dumfries, Stranraer, Lochgilphead, Inveraray, Ardrishaig, Tarbert, Campbeltown, Machrihanish, and Oban, and even across the Border in Carlisle. Jean-Marie Tanguy, from the base of his father’s company in Dundee, journeyed to sell its onions at Forfar, Brechin, Montrose, Laurencekirk, Kirriemuir, St Andrews, Crieff (where the Hydro was a particularly important customer), Comrie, and Perth. Jean Saout was unable to return home to St Pol de Léon to attend the funeral of his aged father in Brittany because of the lack of transport from Arran, where he was selling his onions at the time. Even as a young boy based in Glasgow he had accompanied his father to sell onions at Rothesay and Dunoon, and in later years he himself with his loaded bike went down the Clyde on the train to Greenock and Gourock, and also journeyed (with his bike, it seems, transported in his van) as far north as Fort William. The notes kept in his pocket diary in the autumn of 1977 by Guy Le Bihan provide further illustrations of distances covered and numbers and weight of onions sold in the course of a Johnny’s daily work.2


‘Well, we Onion Johnnies were always working. It was a hard life,’ Jean Milin states. Since at least on some days considerable distances, some of them uphill, as, for example from Leith to Fairmilehead on the southern outskirts of Edinburgh, had to be covered with heavily laden bicycles, Johnnies often had to set off early in the morning from their base if they were to find customers at home before they left for their places of work. At the other end of the day, as Guy Le Bihan puts it, ‘It was a matter of pride almost for the Onion Johnnies not to return [to their base] with unsold onions!’ Consequently, Johnnies’ working hours were often very long. ‘Well, you used to start sometimes at five o’clock in the morning,’ Yves Rolland recalls of his years as a rank-and-file Johnny or ouvrier in Leith in the 1950s. ‘And there was no finishing time. You had so many strings to sell in a day – and you had to sell them. I’ve seen myself when I was 14½, well, maybe I was 15½ … and I was in Musselburgh to sell onions. I went from Leith at five o’clock in the morning. And I came back again that day round about half past-ten at night. That wasn’t a normal day’s work. It depended how lucky you were. But normally it was round about seven or eight o’clock at night we used to finish. Most days the leaving time from the shop or the base was from about six, half-past six in the morning.’ For the Johnnies there was no five-day week: Saturdays, at least till midday or mid-afternoon, were also working days, and on Sundays, although no onions were sold, there were almost always two or three hours that had to be devoted to stringing the onions or to gathering rushes from the fields for stringing them.


The system of payment of the Johnnies was distinctive, though it perhaps bore some resemblance to the payment of Scots farm workers in the nineteenth century at the end of their six months’ engagements.3 ‘As for pay or wages, when I was a boy in Glasgow I got nothing,’ Jean Saout recalls of his early years as a Johnny in that city in the 1920s. ‘It was the boss who took the money. I passed all the money I got from selling the onions to my boss. My papa was a boss, too, but I never received money from him. At times I had nothing at all. I had perhaps only 6d. per month in those days. And, oh, ‘a penny for myself’ from customers! … But I never got a pay, a salary, in those days.’ He was aged 26, he says, and had been working by then as a Johnny in Glasgow for almost two decades before he was able to retain some of his own pay. If the system of payment was difficult enough for Jean Saout as the son of a boss or patron, it was even worse for a rank-and-file Johnny or ouvrier such as Claude Quimerch. He was already married with one child when he became a Johnny in Glasgow in 1949–50, and he and his wife had their second daughter two or three years after that. Yet for the first four years he was a Johnny, Claude Quimerch was paid none of his wages until the end of the onion-selling season. ‘So my wife had to live for six or seven months without any pay coming in … How she managed during those months for those four years is a mystery. We certainly didn’t have plenty money! It was very hard, very, very hard. My wife didn’t have a job because she had the girls to look after.’ How precisely Madame Quimerch did manage at home in Santec she recounts below in an informative and eloquent addition to her husband’s recollections. Many, perhaps most, other wives of Johnnies who were ouvriers must have suffered similar hardships.
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