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Dancing in the Streets


Raised in tenement Glasgow in the 1920s and ’30s, Clifford Hanley’s early training was in journalism, but his energies erupted into radio comedy, song lyrics (including the world-recognised anthem ‘Scotland the Brave’) and a score of novels including thrillers under the pen name Henry Calvin. He also wrote for the theatre, television and documentary films, notably the Oscar-winning Seawards the Great Ships, and poetry as Ebenezer McIlwham, the Bard of Whiffl et West.


He served on the Scottish Arts Council, was Scottish chairman of the Writers Guild, president of the Scottish Centre of International PEN and of the Glasgow Philological and Literary Society. In leisurely moments he could be found sailing in the Kyles of Bute, and playing incompetent golf. He enjoyed a long marriage to Anna. They had one son and two daughters. Clifford Hanley died in 1999.
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Let there be dancing in the streets, drinking in the saloons and necking in the parlours.


Julius (Groucho) Marx
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Introduction


Freshers Week, Glasgow University, 1973. Half a century ago, and I was swilling about Gilmorehill with hundreds of other hapless seventeen-year-olds, simultaneously thrilled with myself and absolutely terrified. Swaggeringly confident second-and-third years told us world-weary tales of drinking, political activism and more drinking. The Christian Union bussed prospective ultra-Calvinists out to Loch Lomond for a barbecue, possibly the only beer-free event of the seven days. And Cliff Hanley spoke at a debate.


I can’t remember who else was on the platform, or what the motion was. Only that the diminutive (five-foot-four) Clifford Leonard Clark Hanley gave one of the wittiest, most awe-inspiringly impressive public speaking performances I’d ever heard. And I’d competed in the Daily Express Schools Debating Competition, by the way (knocked out, first round).


I was vaguely aware of Cliff (goatee, receding white hair, long at the back; he seemed a kind of leprechaunish Soviet intellectual type) from TV and radio, and the fact that he’d written the words to pre-‘Flower of Scotland’ informal anthem ‘Scotland the Brave’; but the only newspaper columnists I read were Jack Maclean and Iain Archer in my dad’s Herald. Cliff at the QM, though, was something else. Fast, literate, screamingly funny and utterly Glaswegian. What else? What did he talk about? I can’t remember.


When I could afford it, I bought his book Dancing in the Streets, first published in 1958. Slivers stayed with me all down the decades. An elegantly brutal takedown of the 1955 Billy Graham crusade at the Kelvin Hall. Hilarious and note-perfect recollections of his childhood in the Gallowgate and then Shettleston, and most of all, a seductive picture of what it was like to be a journalist and radio broadcaster. All written in crisp, sardonic prose that flowed better than any non-fiction I’d read up to that point.


At least, that’s how I remembered it.


Time passed. Lots of it. I became a reporter, a columnist, a broadcaster, an author. Cliff appeared, towards the end of his life – he died in 1999 – on one of my Radio Scotland shows, and while he was less rumbustious than I remembered, elements of his verbal skill and sprightly verve were still evident in his write-and-read that morning.


Recently, something prompted me to search him out online. I knew about The Taste of Too Much, his coming-of-age novel that became a staple of school curricula, but the vast range of his work was a surprise – numerous pseudonyms (Ebenezer McIllwham, poet, is my favourite), thrillers under the name Henry Calvin that were hits in the USA, scripts for famous films like Seawards the Great Ships – for which he won an Oscar, no less – and gags for some of the biggest comedians in Scottish history, like Jimmy Logan and Tommy Morgan.


So I ordered Dancing in the Streets and prepared to be let down. Of the writers who thrilled my teens (Alistair MacLean, Hammond Innes, Desmond Bagley, John Creasey) only MacLean’s early work still pulses with energy. But still, it was worth a try.


Dancing in the Streets remains an absolute belter, as fresh and classy as it ever was. As a snapshot history of Glasgow, from the 1920s onwards, it’s invaluable. Hilariously funny, pin-sharp in its capture of dialect, and unlike other books in the ‘jeely piece’ genre, unsentimental. Written when he was at the very peak of his journalistic powers, it’s full of sharp observation and forensic detail. Things you rarely read about now – the Independent Labour Party in its dying days, all park-bench trainee speechifying and Saturday socials; a deft portrait of Jimmy Maxton; and what it was like to be a conscientious objector in World War Two, when all your brothers were serving and friends were dying overseas. TB and cancer, plucking the most talented from imminent success. Art and alcohol. Sex and the lost showbiz of the Glasgow Empire and the city’s may other music halls.


And it’s so stylish. One of the stars of the Daily Record in his day, when the best tabloid features were written with intellect and flair, Cliffis the enemy of dull. His prose sparkles, converses, leads you like an old pal (often to lost pubs like the Corn Exchange or ones that are still thriving, like the Kirkhouse in Shettleston).


Yet Cliff himself was always modest about what was his first published book (serialised in one newspaper of those very different times as My Gay Glasgow – out of around twenty. It was pretty much a journalistic comission, written at the suggestion of his publisher, who simply wanted ‘a book about Glasgow’.


Cliff wrote later: ‘At the time I thought it a rather pedestrian recital of childhood memories, and was taken aback by its critical and commercial success.’ And he added, pondering a lifetime of writing and his ‘serious’ literary work: ‘I suppose cheerfulness keeps breaking through. I am an entertainer as well as novelist, and the two may be compatible. My first commandment as a writer is not at all highfalutin’. It is “Thou Shalt Not Bore”.’ He never did. And yet there is a strength of purpose in all his work, beyond the desire to entertain and amuse:


‘On looking back, I realize that the tone… tends to be affirmation rather than despair. This may be a virtue or a fault, or an irrelevance.’


Of course, on re-reading Dancing in the Streets, I realise how influential it was on my own life. My own scribbling. The arc of a career, though mine nothing like as stellar. I used to dream of one day being able to walk into a newspaper office and meet the billowing cigarette fug shrouding chattering typewriters. Of phoning from some distant call box and shouting ‘Copy!’ while mayhem broke loose around me. Of seeing my name in print, somewhere, anywhere. As the chapter entitled ‘The Thin Red Line’ begins: ‘A writing job isn’t the same thing either as fame or the top of the tree, but it’s better than working.’


That life, of the weel-kent city newspaperman, columnist, boulevardier and wit, author, print-and-radio star, cabaret performer, (much) larger-than-life character, is hard to imagine in these digital days. Because when I think of Cliff Hanley, when I read this wonderful memoir, I see, hear and smell a city energised and blackened by heavy industry, by smog and industrial grime. Teeming, roaring with life. I can inhale the pungency of ink and hear the clattering roar of the big presses in Renfield Lane, Mitchell Street and Albion Street, all long gone. When a journalist was expected to be out and about, meeting, eating and yes, drinking with the great and the definitely up to no good.


Cliff died aged seventy-six, and in his Guardian obituary, Ruth Wishart memorably described him as someone who lived off his wit: ‘His hallmark was that brand of self-deprecating, but sharp, humour which ensures that no Glaswegian can entertain ideas above his station in the company of a fellow citizen.’ Dancing in the Streets, she said, ‘is still considered one of the most engaging books about Glasgow, the grittier experiences always leavened and laced with Hanley’s irrepressible humour.’


Another great journalist, the late Ian Jack, wrote how he was ‘a Fife boy who wanted to be a Glaswegian’ and reading Dancing in the Streets was his passport to ‘this great black city that seemed inexhaustibly interesting’. Writing in 2013, Jack added: ‘[Dancing in the Streets] never plays cheap or false to the city it describes. I loved it, and must have read it half a dozen times. Rereading it again, after a period that I’m daunted to calculate is half a century, I was struck by how much of it I remembered and how much vim went into each chapter’s opening sentence.’


Read this book. Relish it. It’s a lot funnier than yon Shuggie Bain. And I think that great optimism, that glinting, sardonic joy to be found amid even Glasgow’s darkest corners in the years after World War Two, comes rippling through. It’s so much more than a period piece. It throbs with life. This republication is long overdue.


Tom Morton


Hillswick, Shetland


August 2024




Author’s Foreword


Although I have not knowingly tampered with any essential truths in this book. I have taken the reasonable liberty of telescoping some events, reshuffling various bits of chronology, moving some individuals about and giving some of them false moustaches to save them possible embarrassment in a public appearance which they did not seek. A man who is bandying his friends about ought to bandy them gently. My bandy acquaintances will understand this, and forgive me.




There’s Something Out There


My brother Jimmie used to tell me the Hanleys came to Glasgow on a banana boat, and it worried me. I liked bananas, but I could tell from the way he said it there was something déclassé about travelling with them. When I was older, he changed his story to a potato-boat, and this seemed acceptable, and may even be true.


At any rate, when I think of Glasgow I can’t imagine it without Hanleys in it, and it has ended with a fair number, although some fled the country at intervals and tried to forget the whole thing.


The first Hanley of our line came from Dublin some time around the turn of the century. This was Fred, my grandfather. Although I recollect him as a tall, gaunt figure, it seems he was quite a small man, a piece of hereditary carelessness which we have never forgiven him. He spoke with a liverish precision of manner and took a terrible bucket. Soon after reaching Glasgow he settled in the far east of the city, in what was still virtually the quiet little village of Shettleston, and spent the rest of his life there, most of it in the same house as far as I know.


Fred was a master shoemaker, so good at the trade that he picked up a good job with the Co-operative straight away He would work away at this till he got thirsty, and then drink himself into a murderous state of grievance, or maybe work himself into the state without the thirst, and stamp out never to return. Then he would set up in his own shop in competition, till he had drunk the kitty, and go back to the Co-op. There was more room in Glasgow in those days for a good man with eccentric habits. All I know about him, apart from that, are that he was sometimes supposed to be related to O’Donovan Rossa, a hero of the Irish Fenians freedom movement, and he may well have been, since all Irishmen are related to the kings of Ireland; and that he was a man of uninhibited principle, as shown in two family legends.


One winter morning when my father was a boy of about fourteen, he got up with his father to go to work at some dauntingly early hour. As he was putting his boots on he dozed off gently in the chair by the fire, and Fred called him sharply to a sense of duty by throwing a shoemaker’s last at his head. That last has been flying through my own head since I first heard of it.


The other thing happened many years later when my mother had taken her first few children to visit the old man, who was very strong on the inaudibility of well-behaved children. My sister Mary asked innocently what was the stuff in the jar that Grandpa spread on his meat. Before my mother could hush her or explain, Fred cried, ‘If you’re inquisitive, miss, you can find out!’ And he filled a spoon with mustard and stuffed it into Mary’s mouth.


What went before Fred I have never plucked up the courage to find out. Another legend suggests that there was an uncle, or a cousin, or perhaps even a neighbour of some sort, in Ireland, who emigrated to America and became rich with a silk mill in Pennsylvania so that he could send money home to help the Irish throw out the English. It all sounds too pat to be true. If it is, he is the smartest Hanley yet. None of us has ever been able to trace hair or hide of him, which makes him even smarter.


But it isn’t only to parade the aristocratic blood I have mentioned this old history. The subsequent affairs of this immigrant breed are kind of symbolic of Glasgow itself, and if they aren’t I’m still going to tell them.


Fred was not only a Southern Irishman but a good Catholic, and yet he married an English girl who was a Protestant. This is a thing that goes on and on happening in Glasgow, in spite of the tuts of the ministers and the thunderings of the priests, and every time it does happen, Glasgow people shake their heads as if it was an original catastrophe, the first of its kind and the beginning of the end of the world. His large family was brought up in the Catholic faith, but all his sons married Protestant girls too. The wives turned Catholic, and twice as Romish as any born Irishman, so it looked like the vindication of the glum Protestant prophesies that the Papes are overrunning the country and will drive everybody else under in time. But my father did what he could to restore the balance by adopting Protestantism when he married his Protestant bride, and giving the city nine fresh Hanley children to keep things even. My mother’s maiden name was Griffiths but her mother was a McLean from Tiree in the Inner Hebrides, so our branch of the Hanleys can claim a thorough mixture of Scots, Irish, English and Welsh, and it would be ungrateful to ask for more.


But that is Glasgow – a million people as mixed and unexpected as any Oriental bazaar, and they can stay mixed as far as I’m concerned. That’s the way I like them. There are prettier cities, and it wouldn’t be hard for a city to be prettier, but few of them that I know have the seething cauldron effect that Glasgow has always had for me. Out of its horrible smoke-bleary streets it keeps throwing up jokes and songs and poetry as well as bloody murder. A dark jollity of life bubbles through it as if it were not a city at all but a monster, an enormous octopus of the kraken itself, except that this kraken has never slept. I can feel it around me as I write, and I can tell you, it fairly gives me the creeps.




A Breathless Hush in the Close Tonight


It is so ludicrous to imagine anybody actually building the things that I have always assumed that Glasgow’s tenements have just always been there. Nobody could have put them up deliberately. When I first read about the ancient Picts running about in woad and scaring the life out of Caesar’s legions, I took it for granted that they did their running about through the closes and back courts of Gallowgate, where I was born.


The tenements are built extravagantly of good sandstone, so that they have outlasted all those generations of Picts and are still there, and there doesn’t seem anything anybody can do about them. It’s true that in George Street and over in Govan, on the south side of the Clyde, some of them have started falling down spontaneously during the past ten years, but this is probably because people left them and they got lonely, and not through any constitutional weakness.


Most of them run to four storeys, built in rectangles to enclose the back courts. The back courts are divided by brick walls and brick-built wash-houses built for climbing over. It was on one of these that I made my first acquaintance with the terror that lurks in the big city. I would be four years old at the time, a perilous age in Glasgow because in order to live a full, rich life at four, you have to attach yourself to the bigger fry and they can always run faster and jump higher than you can. So I was at the tail end of the line one night on the run along the top of the back court wall in Gallowgate and on to the high wash-houses of Cubie Street, and I was good and far behind when I arrived at one of the obstacles of the course.


There was a turn in the wall, and in order to finish the run you had to dreep to the ground, stand on a dustbin to get astride the next bit of wall and then home to the roofs. The instant I lowered myself to dreep I knew it was too far. It was too dark to see the ground below, but I had heard enough about people breaking both legs I had heard practically nothing else, in fact, from the time I could walk. But by this time I was hanging by my fingers and I couldn’t climb back up either. I shouted, but nothing happened, so I screamed, and I had a good vibrant scream in those days. A Glasgow back court on a dark Tuesday night is the loneliest place in the world.


Some time later my sister Johanne, sitting in the house a hundred yards away and two storeys up, recognized the screams and bolted out to save me. She had to prise my fingers off the top of the wall before she could pick me down.


Danger and death were always familiar acquaintances. A few weeks later the boy downstairs, Tommy Mulholland, was playing on his rocking-horse on the first-floor landing when the whole thing overturned and carried him down a flight in a oner. It never seemed to cure him of riding facing the stairs, though it may seem odd that he was riding a rocking-horse on the landing at all.


The explanation is that the close in Glasgow is not just a hole in a building but a way of life. The close leads directly from the street to the back court, and the staircase to the flats above starts in the middle of it; and there is always something going on – somebody is always washing it or writing on the walls or hiding in it or giving a yell to test the echo.


After they wash it, the women give the stone flags a finish of wet pipeclay that dries bold and white and shows every footprint. Then, round the edges, they add a freehand border design drawn in pipeclay; sometimes a running loop like blanket-stitch, sometimes more tortuous key patterns, always mathematically accurate. It’s a symptom of the unquenchable folk memory, or something, derived from long-buried Celtic eternity and fertility symbols.


By day the close and the stairs rang with the old cries and chants of Glasgow. Sonny Hillhouse (Sonny would be about twenty years old), always obliged with his own version of the popular hits on his way upstairs. I can still hear him:




‘Am I wasting my time,


By smoking Woodbine


And wheezing the way that I do . . .’





Or another Gallowgate favourite:




‘If you should see a big fat wummin


Staunin’ at the coarner bummin’


That’s my Mammy . . .’





Some cheery housewife on the top landing would join in the chorus with encouraging shouts of ‘Nark it!’ or ‘Shut yer noisy jaw!’


The steady thud of a doormat being walloped against the back wall of the close would counterpoint the descending clatter of Tommy Mulholland’s rocking horse, and through the open stair-head window on the mid-landing my own voice would shrill up at our kitchen window from the back court, ‘Haw Maw! Throw doon a jeely piece!’ We had insatiable appetites for jeely pieces, cut thick from the loaf and spread thick, and at any moment of the day at least one kitchen window would be open and at least one slab of bread and jelly would be flying down to at least one ravenous wean in the back court. My mother, unlike some reckless parents, always wrapped it in a paper bag before she threw it. But the children of the non-wrapping parents picked their pieces out of the puddles and ate them all the same. We were all immune to earth and mud.


When young fry passed one another on the stairs, the close would clang to another two-part chant that gave us a deep sense of satisfaction.


‘Honny-ne-naw, watch yer jaw!’


‘Honny-ne-aye, watch yer eye!’


As night closed down, and in my recollection it closed down darker in Gallowgate, in spite of the street lamps and the lit shops, than it ever does in the unlit countryside, the close cries died too, but there were other noises for the dim hours. When it was really quiet, then was the hour of the curious yell, ‘Who broke Singer’s sewin’ machine?’ and the answering shout. ‘It was me, it was me!’ and the frantic clattering of feet on stone stairs.


Kicking other people’s doors is a sport with its own added dimension when played in Glasgow tenements. The gang requires an innocent sucker, and explains to him that it’s his turn to be het, and that he must go to the top landing of the close and running down answering. ‘It was me, it was me!’ when he hears the question from the close. As soon as he gets up, the rest of the gang kick all the doors or ring all the doorbells on the lower landings so that the tenants will rush out in answer just as the victim passes with his innocent, damning cry. I don’t believe anybody was ever taken in with this. The victim always knew what the game was, but he played it out anyway.


We always talked about getting bits of rope and tying doorhandles together in the closes or the landings so that two families would be trapped in their houses, but bits of rope were hard to find. Everybody remembered what a great game this had been the last time he played it, but nobody ever actually got a piece of rope this time. Except once. I was playing with two of the big yins, who let me come along to be ‘het’ in the Singer’s sewing machine game, and we actually got some string. I was given one end and they took the other, and we went into a close in Cubie Street to tie the two facing doors together. The two of them were giggling between themselves, and looking back years later I realized they were probably planning some surprise trick, like kicking their door and escaping in time to leave me behind and trapped. But as I stretched up to tie my end of string round my door-handle, the door casually opened and a man looked out. I was out of the close and scuttling for safety in less than a second, but the two others were caught red-handed.


It was fine ringing doorbells in a gang, but lone children coming up their own stairs after sunset had another cry – ‘O-pen!’ It penetrated through every house in the building, a merry ring. But under the mere expression of noisy high spirits was a thin undertone of fear. For a close at night, even your own familiar close, is a menacing thing, and there is nothing you want so much as the heartening sound of your mother opening the door for you upstairs before you even start climbing. There might be Anything lurking on one of the landings under the sputtering gaslight; in fact, there is, you know there is. But you can’t linger at the foot of the stairs either, for there you are too close to the back court, and that’s nothing but a rectangle of blackness at the rear of the close.


Even without going into the close at all you can feel the dark menace, for in a quiet street at night, your quiet footsteps abruptly throw back an echo each time you pass a close. You look in quickly, and there’s that dark limbo at the other end. Or you force yourself not to look round, but you can feel the blackness through the side of your face, and you break into a run, but that merely quickens the rhythm of your unease, for as your feet echo past each close, you realize that something is running along keeping in step with you at the back of the building, hurdling the back court walls effortlessly with its long legs, and how many long legs?


So when you see a boy running on the pavement and uttering a sharp hoot as he passes each close in a Glasgow street, he isn’t doing this merely to enjoy the echo and annoy the burghers. He is shouting his defiance at something in the back court that keeps pace with his every step.


And he is listening to it shouting back.


There was a doleful ballad of the First World War called Suvla Bay, and we grew up in Gallowgate singing our own words to that too, and they said:




‘Why do I weep?


For Flannelfeet


Is up a close


In Bellfield Street.’





I wanted to know who Flannelfeet was, but nobody could tell me very clearly, and I never found out, and later I didn’t want to find out. What I do know is that the closes in Bellfield Street were the worst.




Shopped


Sam the grocer had a daughter the same age as myself, and I can’t remember her name, but I know she had a red coat with white fur round the collar and she might well have been called Betty. It was always bright and cheerful in the shop, and one afternoon I got in to play with Betty and keep her out of Sam’s hair.


Soon we found the best place was behind the counter on our hands and knees, dodging Sam’s feet while he served and popping up to startle the customers. He must have been a long-suffering grocer as grocers go. But he had a girl assistant in the shop too, and she began to prey on my mind. She was a big, healthy girl with big healthy legs, and every time I caught sight of them from my position on the floor I got confused again. I was sure she was wearing silk stockings, the fine flesh-coloured kind, and I knew about them because I had four sisters quite a lot older than myself. But surely even fine stockings would look more like stockings? These looked just like skin. You couldn’t see a thread or a wrinkle. She wasn’t wearing stockings at all, in fact. And yet the next time her calves passed in front of my face I felt sure I had been right the first time. After about ten minutes of this my eyes were shrinking to pinpoints and I couldn’t bear the uncertainty, so I finally reached out, while she was cutting a pound of cheese, and touched her calf to make sure.


The cheese flew across the counter and she screamed. It seemed a terrible fuss to make over an act of simple curiosity, and I tried to explain that I had just been settling my mind, but I was ordered to get into the back shop and stay there.


Betty was a nice little thing. She spoke school even when she was just playing, saying ‘down’ for ‘doon’, and ‘I’ for ‘ah’. This put me instantly in her power. We ourselves grew up trilingual. We spoke the King’s English without any difficulty at school, a decent grammatical informal Scots in the house, and gutter-Glasgow in the streets, and we never mixed the three or used the wrong one except as a joke. There was nothing wrong with people who spoke school English all the time, but they were a little cut off from real life, or suffering from harmless pretentiousness, or maybe just foreigners who didn’t know. All the same, when Betty said things like ‘down’ for ‘doon’, or ‘girl’ – an alien, English usage this – instead of ‘lassie’ – when she did this, she somehow acquired authority with her strangeness, and with that and the fact that it was her father’s shop and not mine, I was as putty.


‘I like sticking my finger in the flour,’ she told me warningly. There was an open sack of flour just inside the door of the back shop.


‘Do you no’ get intae a row?’


‘Nobody would know.’ And she stuck a finger into the white flour and pulled it out white and slapped her hands together to shake the stuff off. It looked like a good idea, so I stuck my finger into the flour too.


‘Daddy!’ she shouted. ‘He put his hand in the flour!’


Sam came back, muttering and said to me. ‘Any mair o’ that, and right out the door.’ I shook my head and looked innocent with the flour dropping off my hand on to my jersey. As soon as Sam had gone back to the front shop, Betty said. ‘I won’t tell if you do it again.’


‘Ye will.’


‘No, honestly. I won’t tell.’


It was irresistible – all that lovely white flour crying out for a hand to be stuck in it. I stuck my hand in again, and Betty shouted again. This time Sam was quite angry. I was put out of the shop and barred for life. It was the first time I had been deliberately deceived. I couldn’t understand it.




Blood and the Demon


Glasgow stands on sixty hills where Rome can claim only seven; and it stands on the three principles that have made it famous over the world – drink, violence and crime. It isn’t very long since an American evangelist incited the headhunters of Borneo to pray for the soul of this brawling sinful city. It oppresses me to think of all those well-meaning headhunters praying at me and me not able to do anything back at them. But the drink and crime legend has got to the pitch nowadays at which Glaswegians slily encourage it as Aberdonians give currency to Aberdeen jokes.


There were gangs in Glasgow in those Gallowgate days of the twenties all right. They blossomed redly after the world war. It wasn’t until years later that I learned anything intelligible about them, because talk of such things was never encouraged at home, maybe on the principle that if you pretend they’re not there they’ll go away. As Rangers and Celtic were the giants of football – I didn’t even know there were other football teams until we had left Gallowgate – the Billy Boys and the Sally Boys were the giants of gangdom, and we sometimes played Billies and Sallies the way we played cowboys and Indians, although cowboys and Indians was better. We knew all about guns and bows and arrows, but we had never heard of razors.


The gangs of the twenties grew out of depression and unemployment as gangs have done in other places at other times in history. Glasgow, in spite of its sooty grey look, or maybe because of it, has always needed colour and the gangs gave colour to some people, if it was only the colour of blood. These were never comparable to the Prohibition gangs of Chicago. The American gangs were illegal business enterprises that used violence and death as trading methods in the rational pursuit of profit. The Glasgow gangs never made any money for anybody. They existed for fun. Gang bosses never graduated to Cadillacs or even Austin Sevens, far less villas on the coast and political pull. They just wanted a fight. They started poor and they finished poor and they stayed poor in between.


One of their best excuses for fighting was religion. The Billy Boys took their name from that remote Protestant gentleman King William of Orange and the Sally Boys took theirs from Salamanca Street, where the founders lived. But I never yet saw a Billy Boy or a Sally Boy to identify, though my father once had to nip up a close smartly to escape being mixed up in a brawl and maybe arrested since he was small-built and not likely to give the police trouble.


It’s odd that not only Glasgow’s Catholics but Glasgow’s militant Protestants take their aggressive inspiration from Ireland, for Ulster is the home of the Orangemen and a place given to good rousing religious bigotry just as Eire is the fount of the Fenians. Not that I would deprive Glasgow of any of the credit for Billy and Sally. Long afterwards, when I had read Sean O’Casey and heard about the 1916 Rising and once even met face to face the late Jim Larkin, senior – the titanic Irish patriot who came to Liverpool and told the authorities candidly that the purpose of his visit was to overthrow the British Government – these years later, I acquired a kind of astonished liking for the Fenians, astonished because such a thing denied the very principles of my childhood. And even before that I had taken a kind of scunner at the Orangemen, and not on religious grounds at all. It was the music of an Orangemen’s band that drove me away.


It must have been the day of an Orange Walk – ‘The Twelfth of July, the Papes’ll die’ – the formidable anniversary rally of the Orangemen when they gather from all airts to spend a day dedicating themselves to the downfall of Rome and the restocking of their fervour. It’s a poor Lodge that doesn’t have a band.


This one marched up Cubie Street on the way to some railway station to join the rally, and I caught the words ‘Orange Walk’ from passers-by with a strain of apprehension in them that infected me too. If they were Orangemen, then naturally I was on their side, but the way people said it suggested that they might decide to hit somebody, and how would they know I wasn’t a Catholic? But they didn’t hit anybody. They just marched up Cubie Street, wearing fancy blue sashes over their good suits and playing the strangest things – flutes. Now there’s nothing wrong with a good flute, but a chorus of flutes and nothing but flutes has a surprising quality, like a first acquaintance with those twenty-four-note Oriental scales, and the oddity of it combined with the tangible unease in the people listening, put me off; and to tell the truth, I thought that in spite of the blue embroidered sashes they looked a bit scruffy, and pretty silly too.


The reason for the flutes, I imagine, is only partly historical and partly because a flute is cheaper than a trumpet, and Glaswegians of any denomination were not too rich. But who would ever expect a thing like a flute to be a recognized religious symbol? One of the oldest Glasgow jokes is about a new Irish immigrant who went looking for work to a Glasgow Corporation building foreman, who he had been warned was Irish.


‘Hallo,’ he said, making the sign of the cross, ‘have ye ony jobs, I don’t suppose?’


‘Aye,’ said the foreman, imitating a flute player, ‘start on Monday, I don’t think.’


So on the twelfth of July, although at any other time we played with the Catholics of the neighbourhood and never noticed it, we would be exclusively Protestant, and always ready for the challenge from any other wandering gang—


‘A Billy or a Dan or an auld tin can?’ The wrong answer might mean a stand-up fight and personally, I always said an auld tin can because there was no known procedure for that. I suppose it meant a religious nothing, so it was prophetic. Still today, the day of the Orange Walk produces its little spots of trouble in Glasgow, for there’s nothing like religious zeal to put a man in the mood for a fight, and, not to shilly-shally about it, after the Walk some of the boys are not above taking a dram.


And then there are the songs to go with that flute music. Because people in Glasgow are always singing or dancing or both, as you can find in any side street in the slums any dry day of the year. Whether I was an auld tin can or not I could sing the fighting Orange songs with the best. There was one that went to the tune of ‘Marching Through Georgia’.


‘Hullo! Hullo! We are the Billy Boys.


Hullo! Hullo! We are the Billy Boys.


Up tae the knees in Fenian blood, surrender or ye’ll die


For we are the Brigton Billy Boys.’


I liked that. Another adopted the melody of ‘The Girl I Left Behind Me’.


‘King Billy slew the Fenian crew


At the battle o’ Byne Watter


A pail o’ tripe came over the dyke


An’ hut the Pope on the napper.’


Good, vivid imagery. You could actually see the pail, and when we were far enough out of earshot of home, it was something worse than tripe that was in it. The Catholics must have had their songs too, but apart from plainly Irish songs, there was little evidence of them. As well as the bloodthirsty songs, there were other Orange ditties like a sad-sounding ballad that drunk men often intoned with catches in their throats, and it still sounds hysterical to me.


‘If you want to see King Billy


Take a tramway to the cross


And you’ll see a noble soldier


Riding on a big white horse.’


It went on and on, but it was hard to pick out any of the following verses as I never heard anybody singing it due sober. But the choicest of the factional songs I didn’t hear until we had moved away from Gallowgate, and it was given to me as the signature tune of a Catholic gang that neither I nor anybody else had ever heard of. It had the tune of the ‘Irish Jaunting Car’.


‘Oh we are the Shettleston Antique Boys


We are Fenians every one


And when we meet the Billy Boys


They will make us Fenians run.’


It was my brother Jackie who sang it to me, and I objected that they wouldn’t sing a song like that.


‘They have to,’ he pointed out, ‘because it’s true.’ Jackie could convince me of anything, being the natural boss of our age group in the family. The family started with Harry my eldest brother, then the four girls one after another, then Jackie, Jimmie, myself and David the youngest.


But that was the sum of the gang warfare and religious riots of my experience – a tootle on the flute and a handful of lyrics about long-ago battles that were never explained. I didn’t even know that what I sang as the Byne was actually the Boyne.


There was the General Strike of 1926. And Gallowgate didn’t miss it. To this day the family still recalls the day of the big riot when the shop windows were broken and not a hundred yards from our close there was a rollicking looting party at McBride and Black’s the grocers, and scruffy brats were scuttling down Soho Street hitting whole cheeses before them with sticks as if they had been girds. Jackie and Jimmie and I accepted without question the dogma that people in Soho Street were a pretty low-class crowd by our standards, but we thought the cheese trick was great, if it ever happened.


All I can say myself is that I was living in a house with a grandstand view of one of the busiest main streets in working-class Glasgow and I never saw or suspected a thing. I recall with wonderful clarity that I was in the front room one day – not a very usual thing when there were no visitors because the front room had the good furniture and the alabaster model of the Taj Mahal my father had brought from India – and later I had the impression of recollecting rows of big brass spikes, as high as tramcars, standing up obliquely all the way along Gallowgate. I’m not suggesting that there ever were any such things. I do know I was taken away from the window in a hurry, and I decided afterwards that the oblique brass spikes were an optical illusion caused by my being yanked abruptly back into the room before I had a good look at anything. My mother was interested in my description of the spikes at the time, but she possibly didn’t want to tell me what had actually been going on, thinking it might frighten me, and by the time I was old enough to be told without catching the vapours she herself had forgotten.


And that wraps up my analytical history of the causes and effects of the General Strike of 1926 in Glasgow.


Then there’s drunkenness. At that time I knew what drunkenness was all right. It was never hard to find a drunk man in Glasgow if you know where to look – straight in front of you. Jimmie, who is three years older than I am, and was always a man of the world, explained to me that drunk men were really mad men, exactly the same thing, and he had the conscience to dissuade me from joining the crowds of kids who gathered round mirac’lous drunks in the hope of pennies. For a real Glasgow drunk, if he doesn’t want a fight, wants to give his money away. That’s why they love Glaswegians in Blackpool and the Isle of Man. The English industrialist may tip sixpence and the American millionaire may put a comptometer on the bill to check mistakes in addition, but the Glaswegian on a spree wants rid of the filthy stuff. When the genuine Glasgow keelie steps off the train or the boat in Glasgow after his holidays, he thinks he has cheated somebody if he has enough in his pocket to pay his tram fare home.


And the drunks did give pennies away. They swayed on the corners and dug into their pockets for more pennies. Jimmie said that their wives needed those pennies to buy food for their children, and I didn’t want to have their children starved, but I did feel that if the pennies were being handed out and the kids would starve anyway, I might as well have a penny as anybody else. That was before I discovered where Jimmie had picked up all this inside stuff about liquor. The Band of Hope, of course.


You can’t have Glasgow without that because it illustrates one of the truths about the Glaswegian: he takes a mad breenge at everything he goes for. Glasgow drinking is savage and Glasgow temperance is practically lethal and it’s hard to say which one is the cause of the other.


Jackie and Jimmie took me to the Band of Hope, in the Wesleyan hall in Wesleyan Street, and I got my first year’s membership card and my first stamp on it. Without the membership card and a good show of attendance stamps you were kept out of the annual dumpling night at Christmas. Well do I remember the stunned, incredibly innocent faces of the rejected on dumpling night – most of them gatecrashers from other branches or the Chapel, or England, even.


We sat at the back and joined in the hymn, an old Band of Hope favourite – ‘Dare to Be a Daniel, Dare to stand alone’, and a very useful watchword for five-year-olds in Glasgow. It meant that no matter how much your school pals joshed you, you had to look noble and skip your turn at the whisky and soda.


‘Dare to have a purple film


And dare to make it known’,


Jimmie sang.


‘What’s a purple film?’ I asked him, fascinated.


‘It’s in the hymn. I’ll show you it next week.’


Next week I caught on. They had a magic lantern and a dim purple light shone out at the back of it all the time it was performing. But I still couldn’t see what Daniel wanted a purple film for.


After the hymns and prayers the Band of Hope put on the main event. Many of these star turns stick out in my recollection, because even after we moved away from Gallowgate Jimmie and I kept going to another thing called the Guild of Honour, which was exactly the same as the Band of Hope except that it sounded higher-class and less proley.


The routine entertainment was a visiting speaker with a cute kind of title for his lecture, like ‘More Precious than Gold’ (water) or ‘The Secret Enemy’ (alcohol). Some brought anatomical charts to unroll and pictures of human tripes and cirrhosed liver sections, and so on, the kind of thing that interests toddlers to under-tens. Some of them didn’t altogether grip their audiences, and the Band of Hope was a noisy kind of evening, but not so noisy as when the arrangements broke down and a speaker didn’t appear. We had all the peevish impatience of a Roman arena crowd when the Christians have been withheld. All the same, I took everything in with passionate fixity. They didn’t have to work hard on me – I was their boy from the first hand-coloured liver section I met. The first rumblings of disaffection didn’t stir in my mind until the man with the water speech, which was years after my initiation.


He was a good enough performer, a bit on the thin, nasal side vocally but fast and slick and well able to shut hecklers up without any help from the chairman’s gong. But he was just obsessed with water. He wasn’t satisfied to take the traditional swipe at alcohol – any liquid except pure water was a fraud according to this fish. Tea was an insidious drug; coffee a rampant poison; cocoa an innocent enough thing in itself but dangerous and futile because, in making cocoa, you actually boiled the purity out of the water. You could see that given half a chance he would turn against water itself and leave us nothing to drink except saliva. I got so fed up with water that I finished up de-converted.


Apart from dumpling night, the star bill was easily the magic lantern. You could tell a magic lantern night instantly, from the mounting excitement in the hall and the burgeoning fear among the officials on the platform. They could put on as many hymns as they liked and stretch the prayers out till their throats cracked, but sooner or later they were going to be forced to bring on the big moment – Lights Out. And if we were a Roman arena mob in the electric light, what would we be in the dark? But why ask themselves the question? They knew the answer.


As Jimmie’s command of original mythology grew, and how it was to grow!, he revealed to me privately the reason why Big Jake always sneaked into the meeting with his young brother on lantern nights. Jake, a likeable shambling youth of nineteen or so and long past Band of Hope age, always sat right at the back.


‘He’s operating an illicit still while the lights are oot!’ Jimmie told me.


Finally the lecturer had been introduced and the moment of truth couldn’t be delayed longer.


‘And remember, boys and girls,’ the chairman cried, trying not to snarl, ‘Mr Johnson is a stranger – he is our guest, and we must treat him as a guest, mustn’t we?’ And the girls, in their solid segregated block to the right of the aisle, chorused, ‘Yes!’ Confused shouts came from the male block on the left aisle and the chairman’s eyes narrowed.


‘And if any boy interrupts . . . or throws anything . . . he will be put out at once – and not only for tonight. He will miss Mr Johnson’s lecture and he will not be allowed back in. Ever again!’ The words struck an answering spark in our hearts as we groped through pockets for jauries and crumpled paper and pencil-stubs. But we kept an eye on the lecturer too. Would he have a clicker, or bang his pointer on the floor, or just snap his fingers? It was too much to hope that he would just snap his fingers. But some of us had clickers of our own.


You could never tell what system he would use if he had any experience in this grim trade. He knew the value of surprise.


‘And remember, boys,’ the chairman roared, ‘there will be a monitor standing at the light-switch and I will not tell you when the lights are going to be switched on!’ There were mutters of ‘durty shame!’ and ‘Get them oot!’ and finally they went oot.


Mr Johnson’s assistant stood at the rear end of the aisle, among us, operating the lantern and changing the slides. Before he even had the first one flashed, some fool would start blazing away with his clicker and give the game away. Mr Johnson, smiling loftily to himself, would abandon his clicker and do his signals to the assistant by banging the pointer on the floor. It looked easy to impersonate this sound, but we never tumbled to it that the assistant knew Johnson’s patter too, and blandly ignored all the thump-thumps on the floor from our boot-heels. They didn’t really sound right anyway, but when one very rare effort did fool him, we were insane with joy. Once the darkness had grown familiar and safe a shower of pellets and bits of pocket-lumber started flying across the light beam. They were thrown so that they would register on the screen as well as landing on the defenceless rows of sanctimonious girls on the far side of the aisle. And now and then a desperate character would manage to escape from his seat and stick his hand right in the beam, a surefire show-stopper for the pew-sitters in the immortal words of Variety. It didn’t happen often because there was a monitor at the end of nearly every row, ready to beat back rioters with his bare hands.


Suddenly there was a sharp movement from the platform and the house lights went up.


‘That boy!’ the chairman yelled. ‘That yin there!’ he added, his well-controlled English shattering under the tension.


‘Me?’ A beetle-browed lout near the front gazed up, hurt at the accusation. ‘Ah never done anythin’!’ Instantly everybody near him shouted, ‘That’s right, it wisnae him, sir!’ and the chairman, losing the initiative, lifted his little gong with its wooden plinth and thundered with it on the table. ‘If there’s any more noise youse’ll all get put out and there’ll be no lantern night!’ He sounded as if he meant it.


The barrage thinned out and the screams were muffl ed to mere yelps and Mr Johnson resumed his unflustered routine like a real pro. And it was a great show, when you could get a second to look at it.


‘The Wrong Door.’ How’s that for a title? In full glowing unnatural colour too. You must remember that we were well into the movie era, although Al Jolson and the first all-talking, all-music film hadn’t quite reached Glasgow. Still, we had Chaplin and Douglas Fairbanks and Theda Bara (my fidelity to whom has never wavered), and Fatty Arbuckle and all the others, every Saturday at the penny matinées at Scoats Pitcher Hoose in the Gallowgate. We were sophisticated children of the mechanical age, and the lantern nights were something of a return to the primitive – stooky pictures, I mean to say. Like many religious bodies, the Band of Hope was usually some years out of sync with the times. As well as being stooky (still), the characters in ‘The Wrong Door’ wore the proletarian uniform of a generation earlier. They were principally a family – a big family, all merry and bright and knowing their Place in the World, living in a trim little kitchen with bright flowered wallpaper and a rash of little red shield-shaped inspirational texts pinned up on it. Mother and Father and the wheen of weans were discovered in the first shot sitting round the family board, which had a lot of plates but nothing to eat that I remember except a dish containing about half a hundredweight of boiled potatoes – good homely fare and to hell with that balanced diet nonsense. Mother was ladling out spuds to the chuckies, Father was patting the infant on its big fat head and everybody was happy, so insistently happy you knew something frightful was being saved up for them and you were glad.


In the second shot father was leaving the gates of the factory where he worked – always an ominous step in the world of stooky pictures. Two or three of his workmates, easily identified as low-life, foul-mouthed Lombroso specimens and thoroughly interesting chaps, were trying to induce him to go home by their route, but Father was answering with a painful stare of horror and pity and refusal, with unlikely quotes supplied by Mr Johnson, who fancied himself at the Man-with-a-Thousand-Voices business.


The third episode was soggy with the sudden illness of the wean, round whose miserable cot the whole tribe was kneeling, and towards shot five or six, Father, his honest brow corrugated like a washing-board, was actually accepting the base invitation of his degenerate chums to get his feet in the sawdust on the way home – Just One Drink, of course. And Oh, boys and girls! How many poor men have uttered those Words and never realized what they were letting themselves in for! Quick shot of a batwing door, period 1830, Golden Gulch – I told you the Band of Hope stuck to its own century – another quick cut to the bar. Father facing a brimming beaker, quick cut to Father downing it in one, slow sequence of Father insisting he must go – D. W. Griffith stuff all the way, or maybe Eisenstein; anyway, Mr Johnson’s assistant was flipping slides through the machine like a Mississippi card-sharp and Mr Johnson’s pointer was rattling a rhumba on the platform.


And what of Father’s little ones? Those innocent little spud-gobblers with pasty smiles who were waiting for his return? Yes, there they were, the whole flaming shower, lined up by a stroke of telepathic genius right outside the pub door; Big Teenie joggling the wean in one hand and shoogling the pram in the other, and the remaining dozen or so strung out along the frontage with their wee noses dripping and somebody shovelling torn-up paper on them from the flies. It was more than flesh and blood could stand. Back to Father – alas! the brain was fuddled and the beastliness that lurks in all of us was coming out in his frantic bid to buy another round for his chinas. It was the old, old story. He had belted the grape and the grape had belted him right back. And Mother? My God, here was Mother hanging upside down from a bosun’s chair – no, it wasn’t a bosun’s chair, oh, hurray! Heh, heh! Stamp your feet and coup the bench – Mr Johnson’s smart-alec assistant had finally got one in the wrong way up. Shut up at the back, here it came again. Ah, it wasn’t a bosun’s chair at all, it was the kitchen table, and Mother was sitting at it stricken with grief and shame.


In the interval since Dad left the factory gates, the paper had peeled off the walls, sizeable pieces of the ceiling had fallen, somebody had raked out the fire and thrown the coal away and the kitchen door had half a mind to come off its hinges. It was strong beer they sold in those days. Mother had shed about ten pounds of flesh too, and the mice had scoffed the last tiny tattie.


From that point on there was a definite decline in the dramatic value of the entertainment. Father, reduced in about four hours to a shambling alcoholic shell, reeled from the pub straight into another door – The Mission! (In those days they sent missionaries out to us to win us over to the Great White Father and the Queen-lady Empress far-off in heap big kraal by’m call um London.) Next minute a smirking individual was handing Father a tract which hit him like a prairie oyster, and putting his nerveless fingers round a pen poised above a pledge form.


The table-cloth re-materialized, the plaster flew back up to the ceiling and the paper went back to the wall, the Belfast boat came in with another forty tons of wholesome, nauseating potatoes, and Father resumed his place at the head of the table with his moon-faced smiling bairns. And if you wonder what they had to smile about you’ve missed the whole point – maybe it was you that was throwing that orange peel at the lantern! Yes, you in the third row with no behind in your breeks.




High Living


A terrible thing the drink, and no defence for us against it except the Band of Hope chant . . . ‘honour my father and my mother and refrain from strong drink as a beverage . . .’


But it wasn’t the drink that led us into crime. We couldn’t afford any kind of steady drinking on a halfpenny a week pocket money. We just turned naturally to law-breaking out of the badness of our hearts. Even I, essentially a sensitive, pure-minded keelie, was a hog for bad company. Something, I don’t know, some original flaw in my character, hurled me into the arms of any fast set who were up to something no good if it looked easy enough.


So maybe it’s just as well we flitted. That old Hanley wanderlust was stirring in the family, and shortly after my fifth birthday I found myself in the middle of the delirious excitement of a flitting.


Everybody else seemed to be busy hauling chairs and ornaments about, but in the middle of this Mary found time to wash my face. A few minutes later Johanne noticed me under somebody’s feet and for want of anything better to do with me she washed my face too – ‘You want to look nice for the new house,’ she said. That was all right with me. When nobody bothered with me for ten minutes or so I went back to the jawbox and ran the tap over my head. I wanted to make a proper job of the thing while I was at it. The flitting was abandoned while half the team pulled me out from under the tap and dried me off, but nobody was much upset. One more little thing couldn’t make any difference at a Hanley flitting. Soon afterwards I was hurried, wrapped like a mummy to keep the pneumonia out, downstairs, across Gallowgate and upstairs again. We had moved from the second floor flat on the south side to the second floor flat directly facing on the north side. We had begun to carve our way up through the amorphous social strata of the city, for there’s no doubt that from the new windows, the old building was patently on the wrong side of the tracks. Instead of a long thin lobby, the new house had a square hall; and a bath, in a dim dark room off the hall shaped like a three-decker coffin. We had a big, opulent front parlour too, with a vast oval table supported in a tentative manner by a three-legged curly mahogany thing. It was a splendid table with a heavy chenille mat draped over it, and it took us years to get rid of it – in the end, a friend and I carried it between us to a school jumble sale, dumped it in a corner and denied all connexion with it.
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