



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  THE GLASGOW SMILE




  Allan Brown was born in Glasgow in 1967 and attended the city’s university. A former Scottish Journalist of the Year, he is the author of Inside the Wicker Man

  and Nileism: The Strange Course of The Blue Nile. He lives in Partick.




 





  [image: ]




 





  [image: ]




 





  This eBook edition published in 2013 by


  Birlinn Limited


  West Newington House


  Newington Road


  Edinburgh
 EH9 1QS




  www.birlinn.co.uk








  Text copyright © Allan Brown 2013




  The right of Allan Brown to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988




  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form, or by any means, electronic, mechanical or photocopying, recording or

  otherwise, without the express written permission of the publisher.


  

  ISBN: 978-1-78027-062-3


eBook ISBN: 978-0-85790-235-1




  British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data




 A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library




 

 





  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




  Johnny Beattie, Wattie Cheung, Gavin Docherty, David Flynn, Jonathan Melville, Tony Osoba and Kirsten O’Neill. Particular thanks to Alison Kerr for use of her John Byrne,

  Emma Thompson and Robbie Coltrane interviews; and to Kevin Pocklington, Alison Rae, Andrew Simmons and Kenneth Wright. Thanks also to Julie, Jim and Scott, Brian McFie, Hugh Hood, Craig Mann, Edwin

  Moore and my mother and father for photographs. And to Lavinia Blackwall, Michael Hastings, Simon Shaw and Alex Neilson, the constituent members of Glasgow’s (and Yorkshire’s) own

  Trembling Bells, whose wondrous music soundtracked the writing of this book.




 





  PICTURE CREDITS




  Every effort has been made to trace copyright owners. Where this has not been possible, no credit is given. The Publisher will be happy to include appropriate credits in future

  editions.




  see here Wattie Cheung; see here Allan Brown; see here Hugh Hood; see here Edwin Moore; see here Edwin Moore; see here Brian McFie; see here Arnold Brown; see here Chris Close; see here Edwin Moore; see

  here John Byrne; see here Allan Brown; see here Malky McCormick; see here Andy Scott; see here

  Scottish Screen Archive; see here Jeremy Cutler; see here The Daily Mash; see here Tony Osoba; see here Edwin Moore; see

  here Corbis; see here Carol Foreman; see here Hugh Hood; see here the Glashan family; see here Malky

  McCormick; see here Allan Brown; see here Chris Adkins; see here Linda Nylind; see here Knowle West Media Centre; see

  here Claire Pendrous; see here Gillian Kyle; see here Wattie Cheung; see here–here;see

  here Joe McGrath; see here Scottish Film Archive; see here Hugh Hood; see here–here;see

  here Annabelle Meredith; see here–here;see here Ranald McColl; see here The Herald; see

  here Harry Papadopoulos; see here Ian Dickson; see here Edwin Moore; see here Brian McFie; see here Edwin Moore; see here Brian McFie; see here Newquest; see here David Shrigley; see here Corbis; see

  here Wattie Cheung; see here Hugh Hood; see hereAlan Harrison; see here–here;see here Edwin Moore; see here The Torrington family; see here Jean-Christophe Beaumarchais; see here John Byrne; see here John Byrne; see here Craig Mann; see here Craig Mann; see here Brian McFie; see here Brian McFie;

  see here Craig Mann.




 





  CONTENTS




  Introduction




  

    A


  




  Aladdin




  Ancestry




  Appetites




  Atletico Partick




  

    B


  




  ‘The Barlinnie Hotel’




  Stanley Baxter




  Johnny Beattie




  Black Humour




  The Bogie Man




  Booing




  The Britannia Panopticon




  Arnold Brown




  Burnistoun




  John Byrne




  

    C


  




  Susan Calman




  Andy Cameron




  Casino Royale




  Chewin’ the Fat




  Collins Dictionary




  Robbie Coltrane




  Comfort and Joy




  Billy Connolly




  Elvis Costello




  Cumbernauld Hit




  Ivor Cutler




  

    D


  




  The Daily Mash




  Gavin Docherty




  ‘Drumchapel Mist’




  

    E


  




  Sheena Easton




  Charles Endell




  European Capital of Culture




  

    F


  




  Fags, Mags and Bags




  The Fall of Kelvin Walker




  Basil Fawlty




  Craig Ferguson




  Francie and Josie




  

    G


  




  The Girl in the Picture




  The Glasgow Empire




  The Glasgow Smile




  Glasgow International Comedy Festival




  Glasgow’s Miles Better




  ‘The Glasgow Underground’




  John Glashan




  Pastor Jack Glass




  Janey Godley




  Alasdair Gray




  Gregory’s Girl




  Annie Griffin




  Groundskeeper Willie




  

    H


  




  Cliff Hanley




  Navid Harrid




  Lord Haw-Haw




  

    I


  




  Armando Iannucci




  ‘I Belong to Glasgow’




  

    J


  




  The Reverend I.M. Jolly




  Dr Samuel Johnson




  

    K


  




  Harvey Keitel




  ‘Kelvinside Man’




  The Krankies




  Krazy House




  Gillian Kyle




  

    L


  




  Laidlaw




  R.D. Laing




  Stan Laurel




  Limmy




  Lip Service




  Jimmy Logan




  

    M


  




  The McFlannels




  Matt McGinn




  Joe McGrath




  Fulton Mackay




  Kenneth McKellar




  Alexander Mackendrick




  Jack McLean




  Lex McLean




  Adam McNaughtan




  Michael Martin




  Glen Michael




  Monty Python’s Flying Circus




  Stephen Mulrine




  Chic Murray




  

    N


  




  Bud Neill




  Rab C. Nesbitt




  

    O


  




  The One O’Clock Gang




  Only an Excuse?




  Orange Juice




  

    P


  




  Parliamo Glasgow




  Dorothy Paul




  

    Q


  




  Question




  

    R


  




  Revolution




  

    S


  




  Jerry Sadowitz




  ‘Sausages is the boys’




  Scotch & Wry




  The Reverend Bill Shackleton




  Charlie Sheen




  Tam Shepherd’s Trick Shop




  Tommy Sheridan




  Tom Shields




  David Shrigley




  Signs




  The Slab Boys




  John Smeaton




  Sonia Bytes




  The Steamie




  Still Game




  The Reverend Obadiah Steppenwolfe III




  

    T


  




  Teaching




  That Sinking Feeling




  Tongs, Ya Bass!




  Toponomy




  Jeff Torrington




  Tough Hippies




  Malcolm Tucker




  Tunnock’s




  Tutti Frutti




  

    U


  




  The Ubiquitous Chip




  Utilities




  

    V


  




  Victor and Barry




  

    W


  




  Molly Weir




  The Duke of Wellington




  Richard Wilson




  In the Wings




  The Wombles




  

    X


  




  X-certificate: Frankie Boyle




  

    Y


  




  Ygorra




  Andrew Young




  Your Cheatin’ Heart




  Youth: Kevin Bridges




  

    Z


  




  Zenith




  Index




  

    

  




  

    

      [image: ]

    


  




 





  
INTRODUCTION





  In a 1980s diary column, the Glasgow Herald, as was, ran a most instructive item. It told of a German tourist to Glasgow encountering a harassed mother smacking her

  errant child. The tourist interrupted: ‘In Germany,’ he announced ‘we do not hit our children.’ ‘Is that right?’ replied the mother. ‘In Partick we

  don’t gas our Jews.’




  Reflect upon this remark. Consider its aggression, its swift, rhetorical kick to the tender regions. It is defensive, yet offensive, to extents that border on the sociopathic. It takes no

  prisoners, gives no quarter, bars no holds. It is a boxing kangaroo of a comeback, up on its hind legs instantly, lashing out. It invokes, almost casually, what is perhaps the darkest hour in human

  history, the Holocaust, merely to disoblige an impertinent stranger – an impertinent German stranger at that, who, being so, was probably a mite sheepish about the matter anyway. Such is the

  humour of Glasgow – if not at its best then certainly at its most refractory and oppositional, which is to say at its most typical. The retort contained all one needs know about the

  temperament of this vital, restless, charismatic and, above all, unyielding city. Truly, the humour of Glasgow is a formidable thing. No place in the kingdom has anything to compete or compare with

  it.




  In fact, when it comes to wit, the entirety of Scotland is but Glasgow’s colonial outpost. There is no Scottish comedy that is not Glaswegian. Subtract Glasgow from the comedic equation

  and Scotland becomes the square root of nothing much; a wasteland, an eternity spent in Ronnie Corbett’s anecdotal armchair. To identify a Scottish comic figure of consequence who is not

  Glaswegian is like naming an American map-maker or a great Welsh painter. It can’t be done.




  You’re welcome to try, of course. You might point out that Alastair Sim, star of the St Trinian’s films, hailed from Edinburgh, as did Muriel Spark, whose early

  novels were exquisitely comic. Aberdonians would cite Scotland the What?, the dusty stage revue decipherable only by Aberdonians. Sir Harry Lauder came from Portobello. Neil Munro, writer

  of the Para Handy stories, was an Inverary man. Will Fyffe, author of the music-hall standard ‘I Belong to Glasgow’, came, wouldn’t you know it, not from Glasgow but Dundee.




  But the exercise is pointless. North of Carlisle, only Glasgow can do humour. For a nation of 6 million souls over the span of more than a century Scotland has proven pitifully deficient in the

  provision of wit, a calamitously unfunny place. When people speak of the Scottish sense of humour, what they mean is the Glasgow sense of humour. It needs admitting that, really, there is no

  Scottish sense of humour, no funny bone running from Gretna Green to John O’Groats. There is simply Glasgow, and the wit it lends out like a library book. Glasgow’s humour is what

  linguists term a synecdoche, a part that stands for a whole. In this respect, as in so many others, Scotia is merely the chaff around the grain that is Glasgow. The comic productivity of the entire

  nation was outsourced to the city by the Clyde.




  It can even be argued that Glasgow’s standing in this regard is global, that this is the funniest city on the planet. You’d assume such a designation would belong somewhere grander:

  New York, for example, with its history of club comedy and cabaret, the city of Woody Allen and Joan Rivers; or to Los Angeles, centre of film and television production; or to London, which has

  given us Chaucer, Noel Coward and Monty Python. Yet each of these cities is essentially just a hub, a magnet, pulling in talent from hundreds of miles around. As a rule they have not given birth to

  the stuff.




  Glasgow has. Pound for pound, per head of population, no city on earth has produced such a ceaseless torrent of comedy, created by and for its own folk, though enjoyed across the globe. As the

  Irish sociologist Sean Damer wrote: ‘Glaswegians are among the best talkers in the world, the most articulate debaters, the wittiest storytellers, the best one-liners, the best purveyors of

  what they themselves call the “lightning repartee”.’ A close analogue in this is Jewish humour. The wit of Glasgow, also, is less a type of entertainment than a philosophy, a

  prism, a telescope, a way of seeing the world – or, to be more exact, a means by which Glaswegians can ‘see’ Glasgow better.




  This comedic prowess, however, is not immemorial; the mastery is modern and post-industrial. We have little way of knowing if the Glaswegians of yore were amusing or

  otherwise. Mass literacy was yet to come, and anyway the market in conspicuous cleverness was being cornered in Edinburgh, by Hume and Boswell, by Blackwood’s Magazine and the

  Edinburgh Review. In Glasgow there was no paper trail of tradition, nothing much written down. The Presbyterian hierarchy had set its face against theatre, believing it redolent of the

  pageants of Catholic times. In 1754, for instance, a playhouse at the top of the High Street was demolished on the orders of George Whitefield, a Methodist preacher, who’d labelled the

  structure ‘a limb of Satan’. Edinburgh, then, had the Enlightenment; Glasgow had the Endarkenment.
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  But then came industrialisation and with it an explosion in Glasgow’s population, few of whom were to be mollified with Bible stories. Instead came the era of the ‘penny

  geggies’, wild, illicit jamborees which turned streets into open-air theatres. There were four such in the Saltmarket alone, with the street’s length divided up by concentrations of

  collapsible canvas booths. Inside them were presented historical dramas, songs, storytelling, though the gatherings were also hotspots of pickpocketing, drunkenness and brawls, which often had to

  be calmed by performers.




  Their popularity saw some Glasgow publicans convert their premises into makeshift mini-theatres, where performances were given by gymnasts, jugglers and comics. From the 1850s, such adaptations

  gave rise to concert halls, their attendances swollen by the depressing fact that domestic dwellings of the period were too grim to be lingered in. Soon it was estimated that Glasgow’s city centre contained 26 theatres, purveying cleaned-up versions of the bacchanals offered in the penny geggies. These mutated into the Victorian music-hall, followed

  eventually by the advent of cinema. By the early 1900s a Glaswegian in search of distraction was spoilt for choice; between the penny geggies, saloon shows, cinema, variety theatre, concert halls

  and any number of museums of curiosity, or freak shows, such as the one in the Britannia Music Hall on Argyle Street, enhanced by a rooftop carnival and a waxworks. And this inventory omits the

  pantomimes, operas, miscellaneous concerts and Shakespearean productions staged in ‘legitimate’ theatres such as the King’s and the Theatre Royal.




  This was happening as the city itself changed. In the decade after 1841 the Irish community in Scotland increased from 4.8 per cent of total population to 7.2 per cent, compared against 1 per

  cent in England and Wales. As workers were drawn by naval engineering Glasgow absorbed a third of the population of the west Highlands. Jews arrived too, fleeing Russian pogroms and, later, the

  rise of National Socialism: by the end of the First World War 9,000 Jews were living in the city, almost the entirety of their population in Scotland, employed mainly in tailoring. Glasgow became

  home also to the UK’s third-largest community of émigré Italians. And few of the incomers could afford to settle anywhere but the Gorbals, the notorious slum district just south

  of the river.




  ‘The streets were slippery with refuse and often with drunken vomit,’ recalled Ralph Glasser in his memoir Growing Up in the Gorbals; or as Jeff Torrington wrote of Crown

  Street in Swing Hammer Swing!: ‘We came now to a thorough-fare that blitzed the senses with its sudden blitz and uproar. Here, there were many shops doing business: bakers,

  fruitshops, fishmongers, banks, dairies, butchers. Above these thronged premises there were dental surgeries which shared their common stairs with tenanted flats from between the curtains of which

  faces could now and then be glimpsed. On the pavements, shoppers’ feet churned the slush to fine black mud.’ The squalor and violence were delineated most famously in the novel No

  Mean City, by Alexander McArthur and H. Kingsley Long, with a vivid grimness that ensured the book’s infamy has never faded. The Gorbals grew to be among the most overcrowded areas in

  Europe, a sump of dereliction and despair, where the ethnic poor competed for survival in a Colosseum of disadvantage. In shipyards and railway yards, or in pubs, jails and pawnshops, or in the

  shadow of the hellish Dixon’s Blazes ironworks, where five vast blast furnaces belched smoke and ash unceasingly, the character, the tenor and timbre, the very identity of modern Glasgow was

  being forged, in literal and metaphoric fire.
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  For comfort and distraction the city wrapped itself in the patchwork of its people, began to see itself through the kaleidoscope of its citizenry. Glasgow absorbed the fatalism of its Jews, the

  vigour of its Highlanders, the verbal ingenuity of its Irish, and the machismo of its Italians. The Glaswegian dialect and mindset came defiantly to stand apart. In contrast

  to Cockney rhyming slang, say, this was not a patois made to alienate the outsider or to help criminals confound the police. Neither was it the lobster pot of nautical allusion and country wisdom

  heard around the sea coasts. Rather, Glasgow was breeding a mongrel argot: from the flinty consonants of the Doric and the whispery poetry of the Gaels; from the fragranced expressions that floated

  over from Edinburgh; from the glottal weaponry smuggled in from Ulster; from American songs and cinema – but, most of all, from the contingencies of hard, industrious lives, in which each

  word was galvanised, stressed and tempered until it flashed the keenest edge.




  Hardly surprising, then, that the new audiences began to look beyond the theatrical fare of the day: the soppy romances of Victorian music hall, the kailyard entertainments of Harry Lauder et

  al. In Glasgow, the demand was for entertainment that described and reflected these tempestuous surroundings. The first significant figure in this was Tommy Lorne (1890–1935), whose face

  paint, long gloves and high strangulated voice owed much to the European clowning tradition. Lorne’s catchphrase – ‘In the name of the wee man!’ – is common Glasgow

  parlance yet. The city’s sense of itself deepened with the popularity of ‘I Belong to Glasgow’, Will Fyffe’s ditty of well-refreshed bravado. But the comic who did most to

  legitimise the local tongue was Tommy Morgan (1898– 1958). To the modern ear Morgan’s comedy is impossibly quaint but he is remembered in the city, by those old enough to remember him,

  with deep fondness: ‘A man and his wife are going to the air raid shelter,’ went one routine. ‘The wife shouts, “Ah hiv tae go back tae the hoose, Ah forgoat my

  teeth.” The husband says, “For Goad’s sake, wumman, it’s bombs they’re drappin, no’ sandwiches.”’




  In the 1960s Lex McLean (1907–1975) was anointed Morgan’s spiritual successor, though by now the genie was out of the bottle. The humour of Glasgow was living its life beyond the

  shipyard and the variety stage. It was becoming a fixture of radio and television, of books and newspapers, beginning on radio in 1939 with The McFlannels, a couthy, homely BBC Scotland

  sit-com. Soon after, entertainers began to return from active service. To keep theatres and performers busy the year round, summer seasons were introduced. These begat lavish revues like the

  Five Past Eight Show, which in turn produced Francie and Josie, still perhaps the most consequential stitch in the tapestry of Glasgow comedy. In 1949, meanwhile, the Evening

  Times had introduced Lobey Dosser, a strip by Bud Neill in which the Wild West became the adopted home of Glasgow characters and scenarios. BBC Scotland was launched in 1952; STV arrived five

  years later and launched The One O’Clock Gang. In 1959, Stanley Baxter debuted The Professor, the sketch that would develop into Parliamo Glasgow. Also flourishing was a

  distinctively Glaswegian style of pantomime which became in time the kind of training academy once furnished by variety theatre. In the 1970s the floodgates opened, ushering in Scotch &

  Wry, Billy Connolly, Ivor Cutler, The Slab Boys. The years since have added countless others: Tutti Frutti, Victor and Barry, The Steamie, Gregory’s

  Girl, Susan Calman, Still Game. Today, Craig Ferguson sits at the summit of American network television. Armando Iannucci is British comedy’s puppet-master. Billy Connolly is

  named regularly the world’s favourite stand-up comic. Frankie Boyle and Kevin Bridges perform in stadiums and arenas to tens of thousands. It is all some distance from Tommy Lorne in clown

  make-up in the back room of a spit-and-sawdust pub.
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  The statue of Lobby Dosser, Rank Bajin and El Fideldo in Woodlands Road, Glasgow.


  	

  




  Documenting the humour of Glasgow, then, is akin to measuring a coastline – to merit inclusion, how big need a bump be? The corpus of the city’s humour swells by the day, as writers,

  comics, cartoonists, councillors, footballers, police officers, publicans, cab drivers and even concerned German tourists play their parts in the sketch show of Glasgow street

  life. As William McIlvanney’s novel puts it: ‘Laidlaw said to Harkness, “That’s what I love about Glasgow. It’s not a city, it’s a twenty-four-hour

  cabaret.”’




  This all legislates, I’d argue, against a history recounted chronologically. Glasgow’s wit is disruptive; it bursts through unbidden. It can be funny when least expected, or

  intended. It is peripatetic, al fresco and extra-mural. Could there be another city in which a police squad hunting a serial killer in local dance halls dubs itself the Marine Formation Dance Team,

  after the nickname of its headquarters? Where else would a future Lord Provost retail a necktie bearing the slogan ‘Ya Bass’ above a heraldic shield of crossed swords? And surely

  Glasgow is alone in producing a churchman whose autobiography recounts his dealings with mass murderer Fred West as he operated his Mr Whippy ice-cream van? Each of these incidents occurred in

  Glasgow and illustrates as effectively as any bit of show business the city’s raw and fearless levity. Hence the nature of this survey: equal parts encyclopaedia, miscellany, anthology and

  treasury – a study of the Glaswegians who have made us laugh, and of the gloriously fractured milieu whence they have sprung.




  This is not to argue that Glasgow’s humour is fully achieved. It clearly isn’t. It comes up short in many areas. The novel, for one. The Glaswegian comic novel is difficult to find.

  Certainly, many Glasgow novels are funny, but inadvertently, because they are so relentlessly, proudly grim and take themselves so seriously. In terms of intentional comedy there is only really

  Swing Hammer Swing! by Jeff Torrington; bits of Alasdair Gray; Anne Donovan’s Buddha Da. And, basically, that’s it. Prior to the 1970s, comedy featured seldom in the

  works of the city’s playwrights; 7:84 and Wildcat redressed this, and today we have D.C. Jackson, Johnny McKnight and Douglas Maxwell. Glasgow’s comic theatre is still largely a kind of

  pantomime for grown-ups, whether it’s a nostalgic confection like Paras over the Barras, the history of a football club or a musical about the heyday of the Apollo concert hall. When

  Glaswegians visit the theatre they’re happier, it seems, if the ghosts of variety and music-hall stay close at hand.




  Neither has the city tackled smut or innuendo of the Benny Hill or Whitehall farce kinds (excepting, perhaps, Jimmy Logan’s appearances in Carry On Abroad

  and Carry On Girls, in the latter as a character named Cecil Gaybody). With the exception of Ivor Cutler, Glasgow has attempted only rarely the absurdist humour of a Monty Python or Spike

  Milligan type, or touched upon the macabre, like The League of Gentlemen. It has never really done surrealism or slapstick, or the comedy of embarrassment, as typified by The

  Office. Unlike Dad’s Army or Yes, Minister, it has little interest in the peculiarities of the British social order. Stanley Baxter aside, it prefers to avoid camp. It

  barely does satire, excepting the work of Armando Iannucci. It wouldn’t touch racial issues; it barely does whimsy of the kind found in, say, the cartoons of Heath Robinson or in the humour

  of Stephen Fry (though the work of John Glashan is an exception here).




  Put like this, there doesn’t seem much Glasgow humour does do. Which is sort of the point. The comedy of Glasgow is a mirror, not a window. It considers the world outside Glasgow of

  limited interest. The purpose of its humour is to reflect for the benefit of Glaswegians what it is to be Glaswegian. It is local humour for local people. Any appeal it might hold for those outwith

  Glasgow is a bonus, but it is scarcely the point. The point is to forge an ongoing oral autobiography, a sociological celebration of a city and its people: their speech, their rituals, their joys

  and despairs. The mission is predicated upon a confident, happily immodest, assumption: that Glasgow is simply a place apart, altogether a different calibre of city, with qualities as disparate and

  contradictory as its ethnic make-up; tough but tender, warm but wary, blunt but philosophic. You may say these claims are arguable, but, then, that’s precisely what we want you to say –

  so we can argue with you.




   




                Allan Brown,




                Glasgow, 2013




                allanbrown@mac.com
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ALADDIN BY MICHAEL PALIN AND TERRY JONES





  (pantomime, 1971)




  [image: ]




  In 1971, a version of Aladdin written by Michael Palin and Terry Jones of the absurdist BBC series Monty Python’s Flying Circus appeared at the Citizens

  Theatre in the Gorbals. The theatre’s artistic director Giles Havergal had commissioned the production while running the Palace Theatre in Watford and had brought it with him on moving to

  Glasgow, staging the first pantomime the Gorbals had seen in many a decade. Palin recounted the experience in his 2006 volume Diaries 1969–1979.
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  ANCESTRY
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  BLIND ALICK




  (poet, 1771–1840)




  Born Alexander Macdonald, Blind Alick was, indeed, blind, lending him the soubriquet of ‘Glasgow’s Homer’, even though the Greek poet in question, we now know,

  was not actually blind. A character from the city’s pre-Victorian galère of destitute and toothless eccentrics, Blind Alick would not detain us long were it not that his

  poetry was so catastrophically amusing and deserving of the delighted pity more commonly thrown the way of William Topaz McGonagall. The latter wrote infamously, for instance, of the Tay Bridge

  disaster of 1879: ‘Beautiful railway bridge of the silv’ry Tay/Alas! I am very sorry to say/That ninety lives have been taken away/On the last sabbath day of 1879/Which shall be

  remembered for a very long time.’




  Nearly a century earlier, though, in 1797, Blind Alick was penning this:




  

    

      Good news I have got, my lads,




      For country and for town;




      We have gained a mighty fight




      On the sea at Camperdown,




      Our cannon they did rattle, lads,




      And we knock’d their topmasts down;




      But the particulars you will hear




      By the post in the afternown.


    


  




  ALEXANDER WYLIE PETRIE




  (barber and publisher, 1853–1937)




  Some Westenders in Glasgow might recall a fellow who in the mid-1980s was a constant presence on the streets. Wearing full Culloden regalia and an expression of infinite cosmic

  resentment, he trudged a grim circuit of local bars attempting, usually fruitlessly, to sell copies of the SNP newsletter he carted round like a leper’s bell.




  Alexander Wylie Petrie was his spiritual forebear. An iconoclastic individual, Petrie edited and published a late-Victorian civic scandal sheet entitled The

  Clincher. Verbally and in print, he waged a one-man war against the city corporation and its police service, lambasting both for their principles and their practices. Launched in 1897, the

  publication was sold on the streets by Petrie personally, rendering him highly identifiable, both to his readership and to those he criticised.




  He was so persistent a thorn in officialdom’s side, in fact, that in time he was arrested and committed to Woodilee Lunatic Pauper Asylum near Lenzie – a touch extreme, you might

  say, though it’s to be remembered this was an era when a man could be sectioned for glancing at an uncovered piano leg. Happily, Glasgow rebelled and a public outcry was raised against the

  treatment of Petrie. Before his release, however, he underwent one final examination. Passing with distinction, Petrie requested its conclusions be stated explicitly on a medical certificate. For

  years afterwards, Petrie insisted he was considered the only man in Glasgow to have been officially declared sane . . .




  ALBERT ERNEST PICKARD




  (theatre owner and impresario, 1874–1964)
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  History has not recorded whether A.E. Pickard set out to be screamingly funny. It may have been that his comic value was a by-product of the latitude provided by his enormous

  wealth. Either way, he was one of the last great variety-hall showmen, a dynamo of flamboyance. Born in Bradford and trained as an engineer, Pickard moved to Glasgow in 1904 and soon developed an

  ambition to dabble in property. Starting with the Gaiety Theatre in Clydebank, Pickard assembled over the following six decades a mammoth portfolio, to the point where he knew neither how many

  buildings he owned nor how vast his fortune truly was.




  More certain was the wilful levity with which Pickard comported himself. One early purchase was the Britannia Music Hall in the Trongate, soon to become the Panopticon, where the comic who would become Stan Laurel made his stage debut. Packard had a singular approach to the role of proprietor, sitting atop a ladder by the side of the stage to hurl screw-nails

  at rowdy audience members. He wielded also a long pole with a hook, for removing unsatisfactory acts. At his home, Golden Gates, Pickard kept 18 Rolls-Royces in the drive, only one of which was

  functioning. Neatly, he required 18 attempts to pass his driving test; when he finally did so the news was reported in the Daily Telegraph. Cars loomed large in Pickard’s life, as

  might be expected of a very wealthy man living in a very damp climate. As a Francie and Josie routine had it: ‘Aboot twinty year ago there was a famous explorer in Glasgow called A.E.

  Pickard. Ye mind o’ A.E. Pickard?’
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  ‘Aye, he used to have a lotta old bangers up wan side o’ his driveway.’




  ‘That’s right. And a lot of old motor cars up the other.’




  The first person in Glasgow to be booked for a parking offence, he once famously parked in a rush on Platform 8 of Central Station; the £1 fine he paid with a £100 note. During the

  Second World War he built in his garden an air-raid shelter, cone-shaped and decked in neon lights. ‘The Nazis wouldn’t dare bomb A.E. Pickard,’ he commented. He died in a fire at

  his home, aged 90.




  WIT
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  APPETITES




  (diet and lifestyle, 17th century onwards)
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  It is meretricious, perhaps, to describe the history of health and nutrition in Glasgow as a black comedy. Yet anyone planning to crack wise at the city’s expense knows

  the subject is a safe bet. For an equivalent number of years, Glasgow’s citizenry and their physical dereliction have served honourably as the punchline that comics can use between jokes

  without ruining their appetites.




  The city takes this ribbing in good part, mainly because it doesn’t care particularly, it just wants its chips and a half with which to wash them down. When it comes to diet and lifestyle,

  Glasgow is happily, wilfully resistant to any suggestion that its collective innards are mutating into time-bombs. Glaswegians believe the entire matter is out of their hands. A complex tangle of

  reasons explain this native craving for alcohol, nicotine and battered carbohydrates, proceeding from climate, budget and habit. But unambiguous are the consequences. In 2008, the World Health

  Organisation reported that in some areas of Glasgow life expectancy was as low as 54, less than in Colombia, Albania or North Korea. If you wish to die with greater expedience than someone from the

  Calton you would require to hail from Burma, Nepal or Somalia. Glasgow is, as The Economist put it, no city for old men. In September of 2012 the television documentary series Extreme

  World examined poverty in Glasgow and found a man subsisting on hamburgers priced at £2 for 20, resulting in a constitution so compromised he had snapped off five of his own toes.




  Even so, some natives derive from all this some measure of impish glee; diet is the joke Glasgow tells against itself. The diet features the culinary equivalents of pantomime villains: the

  deep-fried Mars bar (conceived in Sussex but annexed by Glasgow); Buckfast tonic wine; battered pizza; square sausage – and the Scotch pie, considered by the humorist AA Gill in this column

  in the Sunday Times from June 2012.
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  All the horrors of the Glasgow diet await within Gerry’s Snack Bar, 1974.
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  ATLETICO PARTICK




  (aka Partick Thistle aka The Jags, football team, 1876–)
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  ‘I used to live by the dockside near Partick,’ said Billy Connolly on his acclaimed An Audience with . . . TV show in 1985, ‘as in where Partick

  Thistle FC come from. I say Partick Thistle FC as most Englishmen think they’re called Partick Thistle Nil.’




  One half of this remark isn’t strictly accurate – as most Glaswegians know, it has been more than a century since Partick Thistle was based in Partick. The club is associated now

  with the area of Maryhill, where its stadium, Firhill, is located. This imprecision arose because the club, founded in 1876, had its Partick ground bought from under it during construction of the

  hulking Meadowside Granary building. A nomadic period followed before the club settled on Firhill in 1909.




  The second half of Connolly’s claim does hold water; it is held widely that Thistle are especially prone to not scoring goals. This anti-talent is now something of a running joke. In

  Scotland and beyond, and particularly over the past two decades, Thistle have become synonymous with a brand of plucky, heart-warming ineffectuality. No other football team, foreign or domestic,

  can provoke the same indulgent sigh. In Bill Forsyth’s film Gregory’s Girl, the blithe foolishness of Gregory is alluded to by a Partick Thistle scarf on the wall of his

  bedroom.
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  It isn’t easy to identify why the club is so associated with failure, though it certainly didn’t help that Thistle were the first British team to play in a pink strip, as they did in

  2008. Many British football teams are conspicuously less competent than Partick Thistle. And the team has on occasion achieved truly great things, most notably humiliating Celtic 4–1 in the

  1971 League Cup final. The club is commended to glory also by a remark made by manager John Lambie on hearing that his striker had sustained concussion and didn’t know who he was.

  ‘That’s great,’ Lambie barked at his assistant. ‘Tell him he’s Pele and get him back on.’ (Lambie has earned a place in the Malaprop hall

  of fame too, for describing a Thistle goal as ‘pure textile’, as opposed to ‘textbook’.)
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  Nonetheless, the die was cast and Partick Thistle were installed in the public’s mind as the canonical gaggle of semi-pro blunderers. Billy Connolly underscored the point in the tour film

  Big Banana Feet when he said: ‘I support Partick Thistle. We’ll be in Europe next year . . . if there’s a war.’ In his 1981 book Glasgow photographer Douglas

  Corrance put it like this: ‘In Glasgow the Huns support the Bears. A small but indomitably faithful crowd of eccentrics support Partick Thistle.’ A similar insinuation was made in the

  title of Atletico Partick, a 1995 BBC Scotland comedy series concerning a hopeless Sunday league team. Or consider Partick Thistle Las Vegas, an amateur side in the city’s Platinum

  Division, founded in the 1990s by ex-pat devotee Billy Smith. The joke seems to be that the shiny, sunny, energised culture of Las Vegas could have no more amusing contrast than the drab and

  thwarted environs of Firhill.




  Thistle supporters have learned to bear the cross of ridicule manfully, though a quasi-ironic masochism lies inside each supporter of a small club. At heart, though, Thistle supporters believe

  themselves to be on the side of the angels. Football in Glasgow is divided along rigorously sectarian lines, with the Protestant Unionist majority of Rangers on one side and IRA-sympathetic Irish

  Republicans on the other. Those who prefer to be unaligned know they have a home at Partick Thistle, or as a club song puts it: ‘There’s a well-known Glasgow football team/They

  don’t play in blue and they don’t play in green/Red and yellow are the colours we love/The colours of Partick Thistle Football Club.’




  This has resulted in the team garnering a rather particular sort of support. Disavowing the bitter quarrels of sectarianism, the Thistle fan tends to come from a better social station and,

  commonly, to possess some acquaintance with further education. The club’s physical location – on the fringes of the West End, where the city’s principal university is found

  – only enhances this. One school of thought argues it is the very refinement of Thistle’s support that has landed the club with its semi-comic reputation. The

  prejudice has it that Thistle’s support isn’t a ‘real’ football support; isn’t a gathering of ordinary blokes kicking back with a pie and a Bovril after a hard

  week’s manual labour; the type of supporter who might follow, say, Motherwell or Hamilton.




  Rather, the Thistle support is a more selfconscious group, whose members relish the proletarian authenticity that only football can bestow: university lecturers, trainee doctors, actors, those

  of the media and the professions; the type of people who were first in their families to make it to university. Essentially, Thistle is a club supported by those who, in a hilariously prim fashion,

  believe themselves above the quarrels of the Old Firm, which is doubly rich given the bitterness of relations between supporters of Partick Thistle and Clyde FC. Think of Thistle less as a football

  club, in fact, than as the athletic wing of the Tron Theatre.
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  Firhill, home of the much-maligned Partick Thistle.
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‘THE BARLINNIE HOTEL’





  (traditional song)
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  As well as serving as the temporary postal address of several notable persons – disgraced politician Tommy Sheridan, tycoon Duncan Bannatyne (for a teenaged resisting of

  arrest) and Lockerbie bomber Abdelbaset al-Megrahi, to name a few – HMP Barlinnie is legendary in Glasgow folk mythology as the destination guaranteed to all who risk the city’s

  disfavour. Part netherworld, part snake pit, the Bar-L is comic, also. To Glaswegians the Bar-L isn’t merely a prison, it is a judgement set in stone; the last word in loss of face; a threat

  whose power borders on the supernatural. Accordingly, the place is the punchline of a thousand sitcom sketches and variety routines; the place so serious it is almost amusing. The fact is

  commemorated in the following traditional ditty:
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  STANLEY BAXTER




  (entertainer, 1926–)
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  Were you to nominate Stanley Baxter as the father, the true progenitor, of modern Glasgow comedy you might be treated sceptically, especially by anyone who ever saw him wearing

  a fruit bowl and the bulk of the Max Factor autumn range. But a progenitor is how Baxter must be considered, despite his years as drag artist and Hollywood parodist in a series of expensive London

  Weekend Television specials.




  What Baxter (and his co-writer Alex Mitchell) did at the dawn of the 1960s was seismic. From early days, Glaswegians had treated their comedy as a means of showing to them how they spoke and

  carried themselves. Not for Glasgow the humour prevailing in the music halls of Cockney London, romantic and wryly reflective about class and social status; nor the interest in political theatre

  and burlesque of Dublin. What Glasgow demanded was the reflection of Glasgow: comedy vérité.




  It received it to an extent in the work of Tommy Lorne, Tommy Morgan and Lex McLean, comics whose routines made a point of foregrounding local idioms and colloquialisms. Again, this had been the

  case elsewhere, with the likes of Frank Randle in Lancashire or Charlie Williams in Yorkshire. It was wholly to be expected that entertainers would mine the stuff of everyday life, in the provinces

  especially. Humour rarely works without recognition.




  For the humour of Glasgow, however, the deal would be sealed by television, or rather television would help construct a wholly new deal. In the late 1950s a comic in, say, Macclesfield or

  Halifax could not reasonably expect to appear on television – their accent would be regional, while television was rigorously metrocentric. Yet, in the north, the division was less decisive.

  BBC Scotland had been introduced in 1952, STV five years later. Both had their headquarters in Glasgow. To fulfil their charters, each was required to screen a given quantity of home-grown

  material. Suddenly, the conditions that kept local entertainers off the national airwaves were, in Glasgow, courtesy of devolved broadcasting, singularly advantageous.




  And Stanley Baxter was among the first to benefit. He had been a beloved entertainer in Scotland since the 1940s, in pantomime and on radio. But, as a man of a thousand

  faces and of risqué sensibility, he would find his natural medium to be television. He started as a writer and performer on the now obscure BBC Scotland sketch show On the

  Bright Side, from which sprang Parliamo Glasgow, a series of mock tutorials in the local patois, launched in 1960.
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  The show was a watershed for the humour of Glasgow. Its popularity revealed the true depth of the city’s self-fascination. It demonstrated that Glaswegians wanted more than basic outlines

  and broad brush-strokes; they were invested in the minutiae, the nuts and bolts, the dots and commas of being Glaswegian. Half a century later, they still are.




  JOHNNY BEATTIE




  (entertainer, 1926–)
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  Like the living equivalent of an Easter Island statue, Beattie is the last man standing, the final link to an ancient civilisation. Unlike Stanley Baxter, who relocated to

  London, Beattie remained. Age has not withered him, and we shall not see his like again. He made his stage debut at Ayr’s Gaiety Theatre in 1952 and there is scarcely a lively art in which he

  has not since involved himself (he even made an appearance on the silver screen, in the 1990 adaptation of William McIlvanney’s The Big Man). If the humour of Glasgow were

  represented à la Mount Rushmore, the face of Beattie would feature on its higher reaches. Or you could settle for the animatronic Johnny Beattie that stands in the Winter Gardens,

  Rothesay, reciting the history of Scottish variety theatre.




  Beattie is associated with three showbiz specialties; with pantomime – for many years he was the doyenne of the dames at the Pavilion and the King’s; with television (in the BBC

  Scotland soap River City and, much earlier, the STV game show Now You See It); and he appears, even yet, on the variety stage, where when occasion demands he dusts off the old

  schtick for testimonials and anniversaries. ‘Do you know, in 2011 there wasn’t one summer show in Scotland,’ he says. “When I started there were at least nine

  summer shows on the Clyde coast alone – Largs, Gourock, Rothesay, Millport, Dunoon, Saltcoats, Troon, Girvan, Ayr. It was like the old George Burns line – they

  were places you went to be lousy. If you did a show and it died the death you just thought, Well, I’ll no’ do it like that again . . . And now, it’s ta-ta Bella, they’re all

  gone.’




  Even for the time, Beattie always had something stridently wholesome to him; something cheerful and kilty: ‘I was known as the Mary Whitehouse of Glasgow comedy at one point, though I

  don’t think it was meant as a compliment.’ In such theatres as the Alhambra, the Pavilion and the Glasgow Empire he operated squarely within the respectable Scottish variety mainstream,

  his style foregoing the raciness of a Lex McLean or the cheek of a Rikki Fulton. As Glasgow forged its humour in the 1960s Beattie stood to one side. ‘I had a rule for playing Glasgow,’

  he recalls, ‘I always wore the kilt. I wanted to tell the audience straight away, I’m one of you!’ He was, he admits, a technical performer, a cog within productions possessing

  many moving parts. ‘I was what they called a production comic,’ he recalls. ‘You had your big opening, then I’d go on and do warmup, six minutes or so, then I’d

  introduce the first act, maybe an accordionist, then I’d do a sketch, then another act, then I’d do a big comedy scene at the end of the first half. The second half began with the

  dancers, then I’d do a few quickies, then an act, then a sketch, then another act, then a single act at the end, then a finale.’
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  Last man standing – variety veteran Johnny Beattie.


  	

  




  Accordingly, a conversation with Beattie can resemble delving into a heap of yellowing theatrical directories as he recalls acts that never made it into the footlights of posterity:

  ‘Charlie Stewart and Ann Matthews, Ivy Carey, Eric V. Marsh (he was a great act), the Fol de Rols, Alice Dale, Wee Jimmy Fletcher – every one of them was just fabulous.’ But

  Beattie came right up to date in 1974 by taking a hand in the career of the young Billy Connolly, watching as the comic floundered at a Rotarian function in the Golden Lion hotel in Cumbernauld,

  then hiring him as his warmup act during a run at the Pavilion. ‘Billy was a hairy monster then and his audience came from the folk clubs, of course,’ Beattie recalls. ‘They were

  sitting in the stalls with their cans of beer. I remember the theatre manageress showing me that they’d used the stairs from the stage door as a toilet.’




  Now in his ninth decade, Beattie celebrated his showbusiness diamond jubilee in May 2012 with a gala charity show at the Citizens Theatre, featuring Alan Cumming, Andy

  Cameron, Una McLean and the cast of River City, the continuing drama in which Beattie plays Malcolm Hamilton, the amiable patriarch of the Rossi clan. ‘The producer came to me

  recently and said, “We’re thinking of giving Malcolm Alzheimer’s.” I said, “Is Alzheimer’s no’ a bit grim, a bit heavy?” He went away, came back and

  said, “OK then, Johnny . . . how’d you feel about a touch of dementia?”’




  BLACK HUMOUR
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  When out of the earshot of the general public any police officer will tell you a ghoulish sense of humour is an occupational necessity, as will those in the criminal arena or in

  emergency medicine. When death, injury or imprisonment are near such customer-facing roles tend to assume a certain piquancy. Officers claim that an appreciation of the grimly comedic is a kind of

  pre-emptive post-traumatic stress counselling, a crucial mechanism of psychiatric self-repair. In the coining and sharing of inappropriate remarks a camaraderie is implied, a sense of perspective

  is fostered; or, with the habitual miscreant, a sense of the absurd.




  The criminal underworld of Glasgow is replete with black humour, attaching usually to nomenclature. The late Arthur Thompson, son of the equally late criminal overlord, was distinguished from

  his paternal namesake by the addition of the soubriquet Fat Boy. With a wit recalling the cartoons of Bud Neill, the compound of knocked-through villas in which the Thompsons lived was known to all

  as the Ponderosa. Gangster Ian ‘Blink’ McDonald was so dubbed in recognition of a facial tic. Thomas McGraw, the late gangster, was nicknamed the Licensee in rueful recognition of the

  ‘arrangement’ he enjoyed with Strathclyde Police (he was known also as Wan-Baw McGraw, for reasons we shall not dwell upon; the same applies to the late Kevin ‘Gerbil’

  Carroll). The mobster Paul Ferris, meanwhile, won much scandalised admiration in 1994 when he told a court that the crack cocaine with which he’d been apprehended was for treating his

  psoriasis.




  As for those opposed to crime, two examples of Glaswegian police mordancy have been commended to posterity. In 1968, a manhunt was launched in Glasgow for a murderer dubbed Bible John. Known to have quoted scripture to one of his victims, Bible John haunted the Barrowland Ballroom, a dance hall in the East End. The venue became a focus of such intensive police

  scrutiny that the squad assigned to investigating regulars at the hall became known in the press as the Marine Formation Dance Team, after the name of the local police division.




  Similarly, in the 1980s, the so-called Ice Cream Wars raged through the city’s bleak housing schemes as gangs vied to supply narcotics by means of mobile confectionery vans. To gather

  intelligence Strathclyde Police established and sent out a fleet of fake ice-cream vans staffed by undercover officers. It was quickly awarded a nickname – the Serious Chimes Squad.




  THE BOGIE MAN




  (graphic novel, written/illustrated by John Wagner, Alan Grant and Robin Smith, 1989)
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  Like Your Cheatin’ Heart and Charles Endell Esquire on television, The Bogie Man traded on Glasgow’s spiritual kinship with modern urban

  America, particularly its film and music. Turned down by DC
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      Of all the cities in all the world it had to be Big G




      Kenneth Wright marks the publication of the first adult Glasgow comic with a survey of the latest cult reading matter, The Herald, 7 June 1989.
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      Bathed in the cinematic lamplight on that mean street he’s just gone down, our hero hunches deeper into his trench-coat under a dingy snap-brim and takes another draw,

      waiting to meet the next development in the sordid little noir B-movie in which his is the starring and heroic role. This urban knight in slightly soiled armour is The Bogie Man,

      authentic bottled-in-bond gumshoe hero of the first big-production adult comic to be set in Glasgow. Out of all the cities in all the world . . . he walked into mine?




      Well, why not? Not for nothing has Glasgow been called the easternmost city of the USA. Always a big, tough, dirty town, or so its fans like to think, Big G has lately been picking up the

      kind of tacky glamour – real as well as media-made – that makes it a fit home for a down-at-heel shamus with a shaky licence and an adventurous taste in customers.




      It’s easy to see him killing a few imported lagers at a waterfront nightclub with a tough door policy, asking the barman if he recognises the dame in the picture or buying information

      from an ex-employee with a grudge. Glasgow nowadays has a nightlife, a café society, and a lot of fast and funny money flying around. It could use a good cheap detective. Heck, this

      guy’s so tough he’s already (to give his CV a romantic interpretation) made New York too hot to hold him. That’s the beat he worked when the idea was turned down by Marvel

      Comics, proprietors of a whole pantheon of superheroes, who felt he wouldn’t fit into their marketing strategy with the boys who wear their drawers outside their tights.




      So his creators, John Wagner of Greenock and Alan Grant from Edinburgh, dumped him on a shelf, where he lay for some time until the entry into the game of John McShane, part-owner of Glasgow

      bookshop AKA Comics, who came up with the idea of moving Bogie Man’s seedy operations to Culture City.




      And here he is, or will be in a fortnight, courtesy of Fat Man Press, the imprint set up by McShane and his friend and business partner George Jackson for the purpose. No penny-ante

      up-a-close production, this: Fat Man are looking at a print run of 70,000–100,000 copies at a quid a shot, with mainstream distribution in Britain, Canada, and the US. Plus a book-format

      graphic novel release in full colour if the four planned bimonthly episodes go well. Nor are the talents behind the Clydeside private eye any raw hands at this racket. One writer, John Wagner,

      is the co-creator of cartoon cop hero Judge Dredd, a sort of cybertronic Dirty Harry (‘in the 21st century, he is the law”) whose gonzo satirical adventures are Britain’s

      biggestselling comic. The other, Alan Grant, is the present bubbles man for Batman, now in his fiftieth year of caped crusading. Artwork comes from Robin Smith, former art editor of 2000

      AD, award-winning original home of the noble Judge. About the storyline the publishers are as yet almost suspiciously coy, but hints have been extracted, in a teeth-like sort of way, over

      a few beers in a dirty little deadfall not a .45 calibre shot from these offices. ‘The Maltese Falcon meets Tutti Frutti’ is one of John McShane’s

      descriptions of what is promised to be ‘a hilarious romp through Glasgow on the heels of a hard-bitten private eye . . . an irreverent black comedy with a startling twist in the

      tale’. A preview of some early pages of the harsh, 50s-style artwork sets the opening scenes at a New Year staff party at sinister Spinbinnie Hospital, an institution for the very highly

      strung. The time is about ten minutes into the future; tattered posters for Culture City Year flap forlornly around the corners of later frames.




      Perhaps the best manifesto yet for The Bogie Man is the episode titles, knowing cod-Hollywood gems like ‘The Big Neep’ and ‘Treasure of the Ford Sierra’.

      Glasgow fit for cheap fiction may just be about to meet a cheap fiction fit for Glasgow. Here’s looking at you, Bogie.


    


  




  Comics, the strip was taken by writers John Wagner (creator of Judge Dredd for 2000 AD) and Alan Grant (previously a writer of Batman strips) to an independent

  publisher in Glasgow, Fat Man Press. The strip remains an admired but well-kept secret among comic buffs.




  Distinguished by ingenious Glaswegian variations on hard-boiled scenarios and dialogue – the hero pursues his fantasy woman, soup kitchen operative Lauren McCall, for instance – the

  stories concerned Francis Forbes Clunie, a schizophrenic who escapes Spinbinnie Hospital convinced he is the incarnation of the gumshoes played by Humphrey Bogart. Pastiching the plots of such

  Warner Bros films as To Have and Have Not and Farewell, My Lovely, The Bogie Man followed Clunie’s movements through a comically hopeless Glasgow underworld as the

  city prepared for its stint as the European Capital of Culture – for example, a tramp begs for £20 to buy himself Scottish Opera tickets. The quality of the writing garnered The

  Bogie Man generous coverage during 1990, but a Christmas television adaptation two years later, starring Robbie Coltrane, was received badly, despite sharing much of its creative nucleus with

  the team behind Tutti Frutti.




  BOOING
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  In 1906, the English anthropologist Sir Francis Galton, cousin of Charles Darwin, hit upon a theory he was to dub the Wisdom of Crowds. Galton was attending a country fair where

  a prize was offered for guessing the weight of an ox. He reasoned, correctly as it turned out, that if each guess made was added up and averaged the total resulting was more likely to be accurate

  than any one individual guess. The implication of Galton’s theory was that, somehow, crowds are greater than the sum of their parts and develop an enhanced collective intelligence. Throw some

  unwarranted aggression into the mix and we have a working definition of the Glasgow crowd. The infamous Riot Act, for example, was read at the Red Clydeside battle of George Square in 1919, or it

  nearly was; rioters tore it from the hands of the city’s sheriff.




  This waywardness has been witnessed more recently. As 1989 became 1990 the comic and actor Robbie Coltrane was hosting a Hogmanay celebration, televised live from the same George Square. He

  incurred the crowd’s wrath, however, though perhaps illogically, by displaying unmistakable signs of seasonal cheer, culminating in his failure to draw attention to the

  bells at midnight, a cardinal error in the Glaswegian mind. A similar spirit of mass derision manifested later that year when the singer Sheena Easton insisted on addressing an audience at Glasgow

  Green in a mock-American accent and received for her considerations a hailstorm of bottled urine. And it was present in September 2012 when the oily and opportunistic Alex Salmond, First Minister

  in the Scottish Executive, was booed in George Square at a reception for British Olympians, having demonstrated little interest in same prior to their winning a haul of medals.




  It was present, too, in the ABC cinema in Sauchiehall Street in 1995 at a screening of Dr Jekyll and Ms Hyde, a female-friendly Hollywood update of the Robert Louis Stevenson classic.

  The film’s heroine is leafing through a family scrapbook with her grandmother when she comes upon a snap of a fearsome, snaggle-toothed man. ‘Who is that?’ she asks her

  grandmother. ‘That’s your Great-Uncle Henry,’ the old woman explains. ‘He was from the Glaswegian side of the family.’ Immediately, something arced through the

  darkness of the theatre; a can of Coca-Cola, which emptied itself messily as its flight was halted by the cinema screen.




  THE BRITANNIA PANOPTICON




  (venue, 1857–)
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  Stepping into the Britannia Panopticon, the world’s oldest surviving music hall, is an exquisitely spooky experience. In 1938 this wooden theatre – sited then as now

  in the floors above an amusement arcade, slap in the middle of Glasgow’s busiest shopping street – pulled down the curtain and became storage space for a tailor. When that business

  folded, the space was sealed off and forgotten about. And there it slept for sixty years, until it was chanced upon by one Judith Bowers.
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  What she found was remarkable: a theatrical time capsule, unaltered since the earliest years of the twentieth century – a ghost theatre, lost in time. Since then, Bowers and a charitable

  trust have worked heroically to preserve the fabric and fixtures of the Panopticon, and to return to it with film shows and performances a measure of the life that made it a pillar of

  Glasgow’s showbusiness history. ‘The Britannia is of such rarity and interest in a national context,’ concluded the Theatres Trust, ‘that a full physical and documentary

  investigation needs now to be undertaken.’
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  None of this is to say that visiting the Britannia Panopticon is necessarily a salutary experience. Although the theatre is intact structurally, decades of dereliction hang in the air, giving

  the place an ambience bordering on the melancholic, like any place that holds the distant echo of laughter. Nevertheless, minor is the act of imagination needed to visualise the theatre as it once

  was; when the rambunctious shop and shipyard workers of Victorian Glasgow crowded the compact balcony, the young Stan Laurel trembled in the wings and A.E. Pickard perched atop his on-stage ladder

  to aim screw-nails at the less decorous members of the congregation. This latter aspect persists into the present day: in 2012 the theatre was pressed into service as a principal location for

  series two of the tittersome Sapphic psychodrama Lip Service.
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  The fading grandeur of the Panopticon conceals a theatrical time-warp.
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  ARNOLD BROWN




  (comic, 1936–)
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  Rather by accident, Arnold Brown played a momentous role in comedy history. As the first act to take the stage on the opening night of the Comedy Store in London, he was in at

  the birth of the movement that changed British humour forever. Like being the chap who introduced Ringo to John, Paul and George, then, Brown was at close quarters as all was redefined and the

  nation’s sharper comics rose against all that was represented by the likes of Bernard Manning, Benny Hill and Jim Davidson. The coup went mainstream, and Brown’s pioneer status meant

  that, in the resultant television and cinema projects, he was often to be spotted in the background, retained as some kind of lucky mascot. Nearly 35 years later, he’s still on the go, too

  straight to be hip and too odd to be big.




  A chartered accountant until middle age, and hence at one remove from what he terms ‘the comedy’, Brown is seldom a vital proposition. Slow and ruminative, he is unafraid to say not

  very much, not very quickly. His material is scraped together from man-at-the-bus-stop kvetches, abstract thoughts, impractical suggestions and autobiographical whimsy, rendering it practically

  unquotable beyond Brown’s catchphrase ‘And why not?’ The cumulative effect rather resembles confinement with a tentative and quietly spoken egomaniac.




  BURNISTOUN




  (sketch show, BBC Scotland, 2009–)
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  At first glance, this sketch show, written and performed by Robert Florence and Iain Connell, owes much to Chewin’ the Fat (to whose scripts Florence and Connell

  contributed). Like the earlier show, Burnistoun is an assemblage of sketches hinged around everyday, blue-collar street life, its characters, cabals and catchphrases – pub life,

  petty feuds and spoof TV adverts – abound. Burnistoun, though, retains one point of difference, or a point of difference to anyone who missed its debut appearance in The League

  of Gentlemen: the sketches all take place in the same fictional town, the titular Burnistoun.




  Hence, Paul and Walter, a pair of eccentric brothers, squabble while piloting their ice-cream van around the town; two constables cock up their investigations repeatedly

  while still insisting they are ‘quality polis’; a cheerful family are secret diabolists (‘In your dark name/Christians we will kill!’); at North Burnistoun Housing

  Association a resident complains he is being disturbed by a ‘maddening chanting in an unspeakable eldritch tongue that would drive you insane just to hear it’; and a single-issue local

  politician rises to the office of prime minister on the back of his campaign against ‘the needless installation of traffic lights at the Dekebone roundabout’. Though broadly similar,

  Burnistoun grows to reveal itself as several shades darker than Chewin’ the Fat. One of the show’s implications is that a madness or compulsive disorder has seeped

  into the Burnistoun gene pool, presenting in the locals’ nonsensical staccato conversations and their intimations of the supernatural, like the suitor who curtails a relationship because

  he’s able to read the minds of cats, or the four uncles who tremble constantly on the brink of inflicting extreme violence upon a harmless boy who wishes to take their niece to the cinema

  (‘Are you squarin’ up tae me, in ma ain hoose?”).
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  Town called malice – BBC Scotland’s sketch show Burnistoun.


  	

  




  Grace Dent was so taken with the show that, inadvertently, she opened one of Glasgow comedy’s oldest cans of worms, access to the national television network, or, rather, the continuing

  lack of it: ‘Due to the unique way in which it is funded,’ Dent wrote in the Guardian in March 2010, ‘the BBC produces a diverse range of excellent telly, then promotes

  it in such a piss-poor manner that no one ever sees it. Take, for example, the brilliant BBC 2 Scotland comedy Burnistoun. This assumption that Scottish comedy is of niche appeal rankles

  me hugely. Iain Connell and Robert Florence’s imaginary landscape of demented ice-cream van owners, petty single-issue local MPs and hapless husbands deserves a much wider audience.’

  The debate is time-honoured. In one sense, Burnistoun comes from the same place as Tommy Morgan and The McFlannels, presenting a heightened version of the world that Glaswegian

  audiences were familiar with, replete with routines about the pub, local loonies, bottled soft drinks and the citizenry’s constant and comically doomed attempts to triumph over circumstance. At the same time, the series was – alongside The Limmy Show and Gary: Tank Commander – among a raft of new comedies created in

  2009 by the Comedy Unit, addressing BBC Scotland’s historical reliance upon proleporn. With Burnistoun, an agreeably twisted start has been made.




  JOHN BYRNE
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In Glasgow's fair city,
There's flashy hotels,

They give board and lodgings
o all the big swells.

But the greatest of all now

ts still in full swing -

Five beautiful mansions
Controlled by the king.
There’s bars on the windows
And bells on the door,

Dirty big hard beds

Attached to the floor.

1 know ‘cause Pve been there
And, sure, | can tell

There’s no place on earth like
Barlinnie Hotel.

1 was driven from the Sheritf,
And driven by bus -

Driven through the streets,
With a terrible fuss.

Drove through the streets,
Like a gangster in state.

And they never slowed up,
ill they got to the gate.

As we entered reception,
They asked me my name,
And asked my address,

And the reason | came.
As| answered these questions,

A screw rang the bell ~ It was time for
my bath,

In Barlinnie Hotel.

After my bath, | was dressed ke  doll.
The screw said, ‘Quick march,

Right into E-hall.”

As | entered my flowery,

Tlooked round in vain ~

To think that three years, here,

1 had to remain.

For breakfast, next morning, | asked

for an egg,

The screw must have thought

1 was pulling his leg.

For, when he recovered, he let out a yell
“Jailbirds don't lay eggs,

In the Barlinnie Hotel!

The day came for me,

When 1 had to depart.

1 was as sick as a dog,

With joy in my heart.

For the comfort was good,

And the service was swell,

But Il never return

To Bariinnie Hotel.
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“The citizen of Glasgow is not, generally | caustichumour is concerned. The shallow wit
speaking, a very witty person, but he | which appeals to the average Londoner is
possesses in some degree that dry humour | conspicuously absent in Glasgow. But despite
which is to be found in most an unfavourable climate and a
Scotsmen. Everyoncis awarc that [RSSCRCT WP sioke-laden atmosphere, the
all Englishmen believe, oratleast [V IOMN Glasgow Scot  occasionally
say, that Scotsmen are devoid of [IERCECRICECU I manages to make ajoke, even if it
humour and are unable to see a Raibches is made ‘wi deeficuley’ ... che idea
joke; but recently one writer has has been to illustrate the types of
been found courageous enough to assert that | humour which are perhaps most frequently
all the inhabitants of Scotland are humorous. | to be found in Glasgow, and, generally

This seems a fairly strong claim; butitis | speaking, the dry and caustic is principally in
not very wide of the mark so far as dry and | evidence.”
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0 a fiiend called to say
S he'd gotaspare ticket and
a seat on a private plan.
We were off to Munich for the
Champions League final. Oh
cruel fute. Oh cruel Scottish fate.
I couldn’t. Much as I'd love to
be able 1o chant “Two world
wars and one World Cup’ over
and over, I'd aready committed
myself to an altogether higher
Corinthian contest. 1 was
heading north in cconomy for
the Scotiish Cup final at
Hampden, betwixt Hearts and
Hibs. You effete Sassenach
muckle-faced  blathershites
won't understand the signifi-
cance of that. Hibernian and
Heart of Midlothian are the two
Edinburgh teams. Hibs are
Catholic, from Leith, started by
poor,  mouth-breathing Irish
immigrants. and Hearts are
supported by upright, hard-
working Protestant Scots. The
twa live in the sporting shadow
of Rangers and Celtic, and have
not met in a final since before
the Clearances. This was a big
one, and mah friend Dougray
Scott has been a lifelong Hibs
fan, and, at a push, if I'd stayed
in Edinburgh and if 1 liked
football, Pd probably have been
a Hearts fan. It was cnough. We
went up with Dougray’s missus,
Claire, and his lad, Gabicl, for
what they were calling the
salt'msauce final. On the west
coast, they cat their fish and
chips with salt and vinegar. On
the eastcoast, the condiments of
choice are salt'n’sauce. That is,
broon sauce, epicureanly cut
with vinegar and a litle water to
get the consistency right. And
it's just as tongue-scouringly,
ishly vile as it sounds.
“The march of the two east
coast armies through the

lowering Glasgow day was
cacophonous. Glasgow always
fecls like a bungalow. The sky
hangs so low. The fads shouted
with a guttural, furry-tongued
fury, Swaggering loons, naked to
the waist, with painted faces.
weped  their  black-toothed.
plosive roars. Mostly they
walked with hunched shoulders,
bent heads, the stance of men
habituated to rain and blows.
There is something movingly
pessimistic about lange groups of
Scotsmen. You just know this is
all going to end badly. It has
always ended badly. The great
Caledonian strength is humour
and resolve, spat in the stony
face of repeated defeat. *Ifs very
real,isn'tit?” said Claire, with a
tremulous whisper. Life does
scem more real here. There isno
stylish cushion, no prophylactic
of irony, no soft and sweet
words, The reality is granite and
cold. The game was like a kids’
after-school  kickabout, 22
mottled-thighed lads running
after the ball in a shin-hacking.
scowling huddle, taking swipes
at each other and falling over. It
was the characteristic rout. The
Hibees were put to the stud not
prettly but relentlessly. The
army of fans, like so many
Scottish amies before. them.
melied away. By the time the
fifth goal had gone across the
Tine, halfthe stadiurn was empty.
Justblowing programmes, and a
handful of die-hard teuchters,
Keening for a tearful vengeance.
Dougray took it hard, nursing
his head, but 1 told him it was
justanother historie defeat to be
filed away in the great lexicon of
Scottish  shortcomings  and
disappointment.

“The high point for me was
the half-ime pie in the press

room. One in three Scottish
football fans cais a pic ot a
match. Pics are far morc the
national dish than hagis
“They're made with mutton and
heavily spiced with pepper and
onion, encased in a hot-water
pasty crust with a 1id that sits
half an inch below the side.
brillantly making a small plate
1o add your mash, beans or
vy, Scotish pies are like
Hinduism. You can't convert
You have t0 be bom to them. |
offered a bite of mine to Clire
She made a face like someone
whose dog has inadvertently dug
upa mass grave.

The best pies are fll of
Steaming, dark, unctuous, silky,
pungent meat, but you never get
the best pics. What you get is a
pe that has  layer of slag at the
bottom, a siicky puddie of
textureless effluvia, and a space
bewveen this meat and the pastry
oof. s in this space that the
flavaur seems (0 live as a
‘miasma of something that might
Have been. The wafl of dreams,
“The soul of a pie that never was
The hole in the hope and the
cmptiness in the heart

There is something very
football and very Scots about
pies. and 1 love them, despite
myself. | love their gawky, pale,
unkempt ook, their_mottled
edges, their goitred bellics, and
their lfelong ability o be simul-
taneously welcoming and disap-
pointing. The Scotch Pie Club's
moto is “Say aye tac 4 pic’
Which I think would make
bonny tattoo. A man travelling
from: Chelsea 10 Glasgow
reduces his life expectancy by
14 years. Drop that n batter and
iy

A4, Gill
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Our rooms had been booked in the Central
Hotel which adjoins the station. It is a
railway hotel built in monumentally
impressive proportions in the great age of
railway expansion. The walls were about
three foot thick, with about fifteen foot
width to play with on each step of the
mighty staircase. After leaving our bags we
decided to walk in the direction of the
Citizens Theatre.

We never did reach the Citizens but
we did find a bar with very old brown,
varnished tables and a wooden floor, and
we did meet three shabby men, one of
whom told us at great length why he was
an alcoholic, and then asked for one of our
empty whisky glasses. With elaborate
furtiveness the rather sad-eyed, younger
man of the three took the glass towards his
flies, unbuttoning his coat at the same
time. I watched amazed, and then a little
relieved, as he produced a surreptitious
bottle of what looked like sherry and filled
the alcoholics glass with it.

‘We walked back to the hotel, bathed,
and took a taxi across the river to the
Citizens Theatre where Aladdin by
Michael Palin and Terry Jones was the first
pantomime the Gorbals had seen in years.

The theatre is a neat size, with a circle
and a balcony. We were met at the door and
ushered into the Manager’s office. The
Artistic Director, Giles Havergal, we
learned was in Tangier. After seeing the
pantomime, we understood why. None of
the cast seemed to be able to act too well —
they certainly didn't seem to be enjoying it

—and, despite the enthusiastic support of
the kids, they hurtled through it. What few
gems of wit there are in the script were lost
forever, and the creation of atmosphere,
which is perhaps something the script does
best, was spoilt by the speed and
incomprehension of the line delivery. The
principal boy had been taken ill and the
girl playing her looked marvellous, but
acted like a Canadian redwood. The love
scene with the princess was one of the
most embarrassing I've ever witnessed —
combining as it did, her extraordinary
lack of acting ability and the princesss
extraordinary lack of charm.

Afterwards, we met Phil McCall, the
Widow Tvankey of the pantomime. He
regarded us cautiously at first, as though
he felt rather guilty about the way the
pantomime had been done — but when he
realised that we didn't hate every minute of
it, he became quite friendly, and we went
next door, to the Close Theatre Club —a
student-run club with a bar and
homemade food. We ate plates of chilli and
drank a bottle of Scotch which Phil McCall A
produced, surreptitiously, from his coat.
‘We parted on very convivial terms, and
walked back across the bridge to our hotel.
In one of the huge high-ceilinged rooms,
we watched the Marx Brothers film Duck 1
Soup on TV. Sank, happily, into bed at about *
100

Michael Palin, Diaries 1969~1979
(Phoenix, 2007)
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A sense of humour is a serious business; and it isn't funny,
not having one Watch'the humourless closely: the cocked
and furtive way they monitor all conversation, their flashes
of panic as irony or exaggeration eludes them, the relief
with which they submit to the meaningless babble of
unanimous laughter.They are handicapped in the head.The
humourless have no idea what is going on and can’t make
sense of anything at all.

Martin Amis,
The War against Cliché
The energy that otherwise would have been used to
repress a desire is saved by joking which allows aggression
to be released. |

Sigmund Freud, g
Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, 1905
The trouble with Freud is that he never played second
house at the Glasgow Empire on a Saturday night.

Ken Dodd

FIC o0 D00 S0 T T






OEBPS/html/docimages/a9.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/c2.jpg
‘A maddening
chanting in
an unspeakable
eldritch tongue
that would
drive you insane
just to hear it

BURNISTOUN
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The Smallest Man in Existence.
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IN LOVING MEMORY OF

“Dr. RBodie.

Who was killed to avenge an insult,

Thursday, 1i1th November, 1909
{vp The Merry Devil has gone to rest, IRy
‘ With all the swaok that filled him, d
The Carneigie joke was rotten yoke
The Glasgow Students killed him






