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ALISTAIR FINDLAY worked as a frontline local authority social worker from 1973 until 2009, one of the first recruits to the new ‘generic’ (one-door) social work profession which integrated all four previous specialist services – probation, mental health, childcare and welfare. Prior to social work he was a part-time professional with Hibernian FC 1965–8. He worked as an apprentice quantity surveyor and general labourer until training for social work in 1970, when he began a three-year training course at Moray House College, Edinburgh, then worked between 1973 and 1975 as a social worker for Falkirk Burgh, becoming a Senior social worker there with Central Region until 1977. He became an Emergency Duty Senior for Nottingham and then Derbyshire 1977–80, after which he was intake Senior for Craigmillar in Edinburgh from 1980 to 1984, and was Lothian Region’s Coordinator for Child Protection from 1984 to 1991. He then joined West Lothian as a senior social worker in Broxburn becoming a Children and Families Practice Team Manager in Livingston from 1992 to 2009. Active in NALGO, the local government trade union, he was Convener of the Lothian Region Social Work Shop Stewards Committee and Branch Education Officer between 1982 and 1986.
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‘Big Eunice’, drawing by Anne Dickson.
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Author and Big Tam, 1999. Photo Marion McWilliam.


He qualified CQSW (Certificate of Qualification in Social Work) from Moray House College in 1973, receiving the June Gordon Memorial Award for merit, then took an MA in Applied Social Studies (Bradford University, 1979), an honours degree in History and Literature (Open University, 1993), a certificate with distinction in Scottish Cultural Studies (University of Edinburgh, 1995) and an MPhil with distinction in Modern Poetry in English (University of Stirling, 1999). One of West Lothian’s – and Scotland’s – finest poets, his first book was Shale Voices, an acclaimed social history of West Lothian’s shale mining communities, and he has since published three volumes of poetry – one of which, Dancing with Big Eunice: Missives from the Frontline of a Fractured Society, is a book of social work poems. His songs have featured on Greentrax CDs produced by Ian McCalman, No Pasaran! Scots in the Spanish Civil War (2012) and Scotia Nova: Songs for the Early Days of a Better Nation (2016). A critical anthology Lenin’s Gramophone: Scotland’s Left Poetry and Song 1860s–1990s is forthcoming from Luath.
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Glossary of Acronyms






	ADSW


	Association of Directors of Social Work, renamed Social Work Scotland







	BAAF


	British Association of Adoption and Fostering
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	British Association of Social Workers
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	Central Council for Education and Training of Social Workers







	CI


	The Care Inspectorate (Scottish Government Inspection body)
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Note to the Reader


I HAVE ADOPTED what some readers may consider a rather free-wheeling tone not only to entertain but also to suggest something of the black humour that was commonly shared by social workers and their managers, no doubt to counteract the constantly unpredictable and emotionally draining situations we routinely faced. Frontline social workers can flit in the blink of an eye from the ordered calm of a courtroom to absurdist Beckett-like dialogues with psychotic individuals to struggles with distraught mothers – for example, one wielding a claw-hammer on a tenement landing, as happened to me. This is beyond the ken of most non-social workers, I suspect, and in trying to portray some of this I have sometimes taken the liberty of carnivalising some aspects of my own and colleagues’ behaviour in certain situations. Some of the serio-comic passages given may invoke the slapstick of an 18th century novel by Henry Fielding in which the hero typically survives in a corrupt society by living on his or her wits. This is intended to illustrate the wider, more elusive truths and pressures often acting on individual workers and their managers. This depiction can range from the rueful to the comical but always with an eye on the intense pressures that the work can impose on everyone involved. Likewise, chapter introductions purporting to offer a brief synopsis of what each contains is highly unlikely to be found on any Scottish Government recruitment website. I have of course not named individual clients because of professional confidentiality.




Preface


My mother, ninety-three,


blames me and my kind


for mollycoddling the feckless.


‘Mollycoddling’, Dancing with Big Eunice


Comprising confident assertions as to the width and quality of the author’s professional background; a depiction of social work’s unique importance to the social care, child protection and criminal justice systems; a vigorous refutation of how it is portrayed by right-wing gobshites as a repository for simpering, liberal-minded idealists persistently duped by old cons, young thugs, paedophiles and general deadbeats which simply encourages more of them. The author points out how he managed many social workers, many of whom were female exponents of tough love and who he was pretty much afraid of himself for most of his four decades.


EVERYONE KNOWS WHAT a teacher or a doctor does because everyone has met one. Very few people meet social workers, unless they have committed quite a serious offence; appeared before a children’s hearing; been taken into foster, residential or adoptive care; been admitted to a mental health facility; been abused or neglected by their parents; or have a significant level of disability or vulnerability through their youth, age or infirmity. Your chances of meeting a social worker increase the poorer you are; the more jobless; the more deprived the area you reside or are homeless in; the more addicted to substance or drug misuse; or the more liable to gang sub-cultures or low school attendance and performance levels. If you have been subject to some or all of these disadvantages, you could probably write a better book about social work than I have. But I did not set out to write about the people social workers deal with except to shed light on social workers and their mindsets, using my own practice and frontline management experience as a guide.


Social workers do not all think or react in exactly the same way when facing the same set of predicaments and decisions about the same kind of people as teachers, doctors and police officers. They call the people being discussed ‘pupils’, ‘patients’ or ‘suspects’ but we call them ‘clients’ and, although that is not brilliant, it is better than some later attempts to rebrand them as ‘consumers’, ‘service users’ or, heaven forbid, ‘customers’. A client is not only a pupil, a patient, a tenant or a welfare recipient: a client is a person who may have all kinds of difficulties – and perhaps creates all kinds of difficulties for others – for which the state deploys social workers to support or supervise them, preferably on a voluntary basis but compulsorily if that is required. Clients are not always that easy to categorise or put in the same box. A recent survey (Mental Health in Prisons, National Audit Office, 2017, p9) shows that 80 per cent of people in prison have a history of mental health issues. Unfortunately clients do not come along with their destinations already stamped on their foreheads as buses and trams do.


Politically, the social work departments I joined in 1970 were part of a new social policy project, an integrated welfare profession strong enough to compete for resources with the established giants of health, social security, education and housing. Our remit was to build community-based services to replace the outmoded institutions and mindsets that had built huge prisons, mental hospitals, orphanages and approved schools. In that process, social work coordinated the new care system on an inter-agency basis which kept more people in the community than ever before. This ‘holistic’ approach slowly set up wider networks of community care, support and scrutiny than any single agency could have achieved alone, including ‘one door’ social work departments. My generation embedded inter-agency working practice where it mattered most – on the ground. What the ‘one door’ social work departments did was to take professional ‘ownership’ of the community-based care system at large. I know this because I was one of those who encountered that system before there was any effective coordination and cooperation operating between the main services – to which condition private market models threaten to return us.


This is not to imply that social workers act merely as hod-carriers for the social care and protection system. Social workers are in their own right central to the adult and juvenile justice and mental health systems charged with providing reports and assessments and recommendations to sheriffs and panels and tribunals which help determine whether individuals end up in prison or in residential or hospital care or are placed on supervision or probation orders in the community – which social workers are responsible for carrying out.


It is social workers who have the ‘difficult conversations’ with the people who are jailed or placed on probation or supervision; who visit them in their homes, institutions and communities; who explain stuff after panels have made their decisions and case conferences have placed their children’s names on the Child Protection Register; or when children or old people are removed from home. That is social work’s key skill set: to be supportive and authoritative, and often both, in the same difficult conversation. Too much of the one and not enough of the other is the tightrope that social workers have to walk routinely. That is what social workers do that no other professional group can or is trained for or better placed to carry out within the care and justice system as it has evolved over the last 50 years.


If this memoir has anything to offer today, it may be to remind people of how the modern social work system began and why, and what it faced over decades of experiment, conflict, bemusement and hostility, both within and outside the profession. What may surprise readers unfamiliar with social workers is the extent to which my depiction may not conform to the common right-wing caricatures of us as the naïve, idealistic, over-sympathetic and gullible ‘do-gooders’ of popular legend. That ignores the ‘tough-love’ reality which our role in respect of courts, hearings and tribunals often entails – including compulsory removal from home or the community, no matter how sympathetically that may be achieved.


Such selective vision I think has helped fuel some of the wrong-headed attempts by populist politicians and corporate executives to recast social work as some kind of local Government ‘customer-friendly service provider’, just like any other. This is not only untrue but has distorted the peculiar combination of ‘care and control’ that distinguishes statutory social work from private and third sector agency models which, though these can enhance certain aspects of public sector provision around the edges, can be used – as it has by mainly right-wing political forces – to dismantle the core ‘public service’ ethic and social funding infrastructure on which the welfare state was built and still essentially relies. That at least is what my generation of professionals understood and based our practice on from the very start and which many of us continued to believe up to the point I retired and published Dancing with Big Eunice in 2010, for which this memoir may be seen in many respects as its prose background. The respected social work academic and community worker Bob Holman made the following remarks in his Champions for Children (2013: 220).




I have read thousands of pages about social work, brilliant research by academics, helpful analysis by practitioners, endless proposals by cabinet ministers for administrative reorganisations, yet none give the feel of social work like Alistair Findlay’s poems. He conveys its sweat, its smell, its reality. He understands both its trivia and its enormity. He perceives why clients do what they do and what drives social workers to continue in their hard and thankless jobs.





I belonged to the generation that pioneered the new, large, ‘one-door’ (generic) social work departments of the 1970–90s. We took what were called at the time ‘one-man-and-a-dog’ town hall operations, typically comprising a childcare officer, a couple of welfare officer clerks (untrained), a mental health officer (hospital-based) and a few Probation Officers (Home Office trained) working through the local Sheriff Court and unified them into a single, modern welfare state apparatus. My generation was as cynical of this inheritance as a new generation of welfare staff are now no doubt as dismissive of our legacy to them. Indeed, it was one of the annoyances of my final years as a frontline manager to have to listen to a re-writing and junking of social work’s actual history by a new breed of corporate management flunkies (mainly middle managers) who barely knew the period and who would not have lasted five minutes as managers through the tumultuous times leading up to Mrs Thatcher and then through and beyond her attack on the welfare state and local Government services. While I welcome informed criticism of my profession, this would have to exclude anyone whose perceptions of the 1970s are based largely on excerpts from Life on Mars and endless re-runs of the Winter of Discontent narrated by someone like Martin Amis.


As a student on placement in the brand new social work department of Hamilton Burgh in 1971, I recall being quizzed by a motley crew of exchildcare, mental-health and welfare officers, all miraculously re-branded overnight as ‘social workers’, as to what this new ‘generic’ stuff was all about. Never before or since has a body of new recruits to a foundling profession exercised such influence in its development. There was no doubt plenty of scope for change and maybe even improvement in the old Burgh and county halls, in which this new breed of college and university trained social workers would set up our stalls to serve, in the parlance of the times, ‘the mad, the bad, and the sad’. My generation were in effect ‘upstarts’ in a profession or, rather, a series of vocational specialisms established before the Second World War (apart from Children’s Departments) still rooted in social policy assumptions and legislation reflecting widely held cultural ideas concerning the divide between the ‘respectable’ skilled working-class and the ‘unrespectable’ working-class poor, the work-shy, the criminal and the insane. These were now to be the collective concern of the one-door social work profession. My generation had grown up ourselves amongst such cultural beliefs which we would meet and take on, head-on, in the homes and lives of the people we encountered every day in the course of our working lives: clients.


The book’s title comes from a poem in Dancing with Big Eunice called ‘Mollycoddling’ which conjures up the clash between the cultural mores of my parents’ and grandparents’ generations and my own, the 1960s generation. We were naïve but certainly not innocent as we hurled ourselves at the reforming task, fearless and bold in comparison to the professional cultures prevailing in education and health as much as in our own field of welfare. In the event, whether by accident or design, and probably a lot of both, we would become the ‘shock-troops’ for a piece of late-1960s liberal social legislation, The Social Work (Scotland) Act, 1968 – much too progressive for those decrepit institutions waiting expectantly to absorb and contain us when we emerged, blinking in the sun. Many of these institutions would get broken and re-made in the course of the next decade, mostly because they needed to be. That decade and the following three are the subject of this memoir, a personal memoir about what is in fact a collective activity, welfare, whose trajectory from liberal caring vocation to political football should become clearer in the telling. I also discuss football.


For nearly four decades, I witnessed Scotland’s small Burghs and Counties become large Regional Authorities in 1975. I was Convener of Lothian Region’s Social Work Shop Stewards Committee during the strikes over Tory public-sector cuts in the 1980s and Lothian’s first Child Protection Coordinator during the Cleveland (1988) and Orkney (1990) Sex Abuse Inquiries. I saw the return to Specialisms in 1992, the replacement of Regions by Districts in 1996 and the emergence of the new Scottish Parliament in 1999, which turned the public services into one huge political football. I worked for six different authorities, lived through nine external and internal reorganisations, occupied eight distinct roles and grades and worked through 22 changes of boss, roughly one every 18 months over 36 years. During this time, I never left the field of play, the frontline, in thought or deed except to dance, laugh, sing and even imbibe at the Christmas pairties.


I offer a personal account of what is a little understood and often deliberately maligned profession. Social work is in reality a diverse occupation, a collective activity relying as much on teamwork and difference within the profession and between professions – the police, health, education and voluntary organisations – as it does on the initiative and ability of individual workers. It has been a central part of the scapegoating of social workers from the outset for right-wing media to blame individual workers for ‘failures’ which are rooted in intractable social conditions – criminality, ill health, poverty, inequality, family breakdown – exacerbated by limited welfare funding. The continuing ‘bad behaviour’ of those whom social workers spend their time trying to help, stabilise, and turn their lives round is relentlessly blamed on them, and I explain why that is so above and beyond what my old granny would have called ‘badness’.


I did not set out to defend the profession so much as write about myself and the people I worked and laughed with, who I now complain and tell awful or amusing tales about in the hope of showing us to be frail human beings taking on virtually impossible tasks which other professions and agencies have failed at before us, and will do so again – the police, judiciary, prison, lawyers, medics, teachers, charities, churches, chapels, RSSPCC, the Old Firm, Parliaments. I write about people who work every day with other people who can be threatening, hostile or the very opposite, suicidal or despairing or skint and at the end of their tethers, in need of genuine comfort or a metaphorical boot up the arse – whatever the worker thinks or feels is best at the time – in real time, that is, not after, at some lawyer-led special case review second-guessing already known outcomes. Anyone can do that, and, indeed, many have and in the process suggesting levels of certainty that social work – dealing with complicated and often messy individual lives – cannot offer, and which no social agency can offer.


Social work, I have tried to convey, is not a beige profession, dealing with beige people. The day it does you will know it has become what most of its critics insisted it was from the outset: a dead parrot. I never thought that and neither did most of the people I worked with or for.




1


Judges’ Daughters


Yonder see the morning blink:


The sun is up and up must I,


To wash and dress and eat and drink


And look at things and talk and think


And work, and God knows why.


Oh often have I washed and dressed


And what’s to show for all my pain?


Let me lie abed and rest:


Ten thousand times I’ve done my best


And all’s to do again.


AE Housman, Last Poems


Showing the author being lifted from the streets of Bathgate in autumn 1970 by press-gang – through a local misunderstanding – and transported to Moray House College, Edinburgh, as an indentured student social worker for the next three years. He falls in with a rowdy crew of future senior managers becoming pally with a particular fellow apprentice cutthroat, Big Tam. They are taken on as cabin-boys by a right pair of old sea-dogs, tutors called Morrison and Carnegie, who give the impression of being respectable bank managers – which they patently are not.


I FIRST CAME across the term ‘social work’ in early 1970 speaking to Jack Ingles, who was in charge of community education in West Lothian. His granddaughter, Heather Reid, would become known to later generations of BBC Scotland viewers as ‘Heather the Weather’. Heather’s father was Peter Reid, a PE teacher at Broxburn Academy, West Lothian, who managed the County Schools football team which myself and John Gorman – another Winchburgh born lad, who became a professional player with Celtic, Carlyle United and Tottenham Hotspur, later chief coach for Glenn Hoddle’s England squad – played for. I would last three years as a part-timer with Hibernian FC which, with Hearts of Midlothian, enjoyed the same kind of rivalry in Edinburgh as did Celtic and Rangers in Glasgow, and for much the same biblical reasons. I would still have been a writer though. (I write of my time with Hibernian FC in Andy MacVannan’s We Are Hibernian, published by Luath Press in 2011.)


I was visiting Jack at my father’s suggestion in his office at Wellpark, a stone-built mansion on the upper reaches of Bathgate which was also home to the District Library. I was hoping to arrange some voluntary youth work to put on my application for teacher training at Moray House College, Edinburgh. In the middle of our chat, Jack said, ‘Why don’t you apply for this new social work course they’ve started? They’re looking for guys like you. It’s full of judges’ daughters.’


Twenty-one years old and just married, that did not sound too bad to me so I also applied for the Three Year Diploma Course in Social Work and Community Work Studies which would give me a Certificate of Qualification in Social Work (CQSW), a licence to practise whatever that was exactly.


I was duly called for interview at Regent Road, Edinburgh, the School of Community Studies, an annexe of Moray House, half a mile beyond the Canongate, just past what is now the Scottish Parliament building at Holyrood, and up towards Easter Road, my old stomping ground. The course organiser was Alan Smart, son of a former Moderator of the Church of Scotland. Alan was a bright, conscientious, self-deprecating academic in his early 30s. I think there were 50 or so places for several hundred applicants. The figure 700 sticks in my mind and of the group I was interviewed with, only Rosemary Taylor and I got through. We all received an individual interview before being placed in groups of about twelve to discuss topics introduced by Alan while being observed by a couple of other tutors sitting silently in an outer circle, making notes.


I think I impressed Alan no end when he asked the group to discuss whether we thought that individuals could ‘change the system better from within or without’. I hung back to let the reckless, the verbally incontinent and the most desperate batter the subject to death before stepping down from the Olympian heights to offer an analogy taken from Ghandi and quoted by Aldous Huxley in Ends and Means: roughly that any individual who enters ‘the machine’ will almost certainly be misshapen by it but the machine will also be forced to alter its own shape, however slightly, in order to absorb them. Stunned silence. Alan’s eyebrows shot up as he looked meaningfully across at the outer-seated observers. Killer blow, I thought, and so it proved. Letters from Moray House duly arrived offering me places on both the teaching and social work courses and I plumped for the latter, a decision I have never ever regretted.


I continued working the rest of the year as a labourer, building a huge reservoir near Slamannan, Falkirk, until a week before the course began in September. I and the 50 or so other successful applicants were gathered together for a residential week at Middleton Hall, an early 18th century historic pile standing in its own grounds a few miles south of Edinburgh. A semi-carnival atmosphere prevailed, half Jimmy Hendrix concert, half sixth-form debating society, well-lubricated in the evenings with drink, no doubt a little wacky-baccy and blethers, otherwise known as ‘group discussions’. It was there I first set eyes upon my abiding pal, Big Tam, who had given up his job as a metallurgist in Ravenscraig Steelworks to tramp round the States in search of ‘the blues’. Coming from Hamilton, I suggested, need he really have travelled that far? Big Tam looked like a young Karl Marx, with a mass of thick black curls, a dark green figure-hugging jersey and a reservoir of jokes and stories, the tang of which would later make Billy Connolly famous.


Tam Wallace was a couple of years older than me, not long married, and we discovered we were the oldest in the group whose gender balance was roughly 50:50. I was certainly startled by the youthfulness of some, many of them young women not long out of school. I need not have feared though, except perhaps for my own safety. Feminism was in the air along with revolution and beer. I met Big Billy Gorman, Big Rab Murray and Wee Mike Tait, not long after I met Big Tam. We were more sizeist than sexist, evidently. Indeed, some of the young men had longer hair and frillier shirts than some of the young women. Myself and Big Billy still had fairly short hair. He came to my notice one evening in a group sitting round discussing ‘freedom’. Big Billy had thick black NHS glasses and was smoking a pipe. He made taciturn seem almost raucous. He said nothing even more often than I did. Eventually I decided to climb down once more from the mountain to announce that ‘the only freedom worth having is economic’. Big Billy sprang into life, tapped out his pipe and said, ‘Quite right, big man’, which silenced everyone.


If my nemesis was Big Tam, then Big Billy’s was to be Big Rab. Big Rab was as loud as Big Billy was not. Big Rab was one of the young men whose hair and shirts were longer and frillier than the lassies’. Later a Director of Social Work for Glasgow City, Big Rab is perhaps worth describing in some detail at this juncture: a pair of long thin Donald Dewar-type legs, Mick Jagger bouffant hair-do, Vietcong combat-jacket, John Lennon specs, a pair of distressed blue jeans before the term became confused with a fashion statement, white scuffed plimsoles (‘gutties’) complete with in-built ventilation (‘holes’), and a voluble and constantly excited Easterhouse accent which got him (and Big Billy) lifted one night (completely maliciously) by Dunfermline’s finest simply for being present at Harry Lister’s stag night – but that’s another story. The least said about Wee Mike the better. He would share a flat with Big Rab and Big Billy for the next three years in Edinburgh, about which he has sworn an oath of secrecy. Well, almost.


Needless to say, the induction week flashed past to a soundtrack provided largely by The Rolling Stones, Simon and Garfunkel, Joni Mitchell and Carole King. There were no judges’ daughters at all but certainly the offspring of some doctors and ministers of religion. All the shires of Scotland seemed represented and a few from England and Ireland. Obvious hippies rubbed shoulders and other parts of the anatomy with obvious squares, boyscout leaders or anarcho-syndicalists from Banff or Buckie. There were people who were obvious misfits even for this course, like someone called Jim, a young working-class Tory from Castlemilk, a fluent talker who would abandon the course after a few terms to take up drama or possibly investment banking. Big Tam and Big Rab spent most evenings competing over who would run out of telling jokes on any chosen subject first. Unfortunately, neither did. Big Billy smoked his pipe and listened intently. Wee Mike donned a bushman’s hat with corks dangling from strings and led some dancing maidens through moonlit groves playing his guitar, just to see ‘who would follow’. Needless to say, Big Rab, Big Billy, Big Tam and myself never bothered.


Days were taken up with self-selected groups working on some kind of improvised play or spectacle to be performed on the closing night with the Principal of Moray House College present, a Dr McIntosh. If I remember right, my group’s project seemed loosely related to the musical ‘Hair’ but without the nudity, punctuated by a scene which had Big Tam, hair streaked white, wearing a tartan shawl with his bare feet placed in a tin-bath pretending to be his coalminer grandfather from Hamilton. If this were not spooky enough, I was assigned the role of narrator which culminated with everyone on stage and a spotlight directed under my face while I recited the final words of the Sermon on the Mount. It was all judged to be a resounding success. Word went round that Dr McIntosh had been forced to abandon his pre-prepared speech in favour of some off-the-cuff remarks about being overwhelmed by youthful energy, excitement and social conscience. The tutors were obviously delighted too, though none of them had made much impression on me at this stage. All seemed reasonably calm and, well, rather normal individuals. This would change soon enough when the actual course began the following week.


Regent Road in fact trained over half the field and residential social work and youth and community work students in Scotland, a main feature being to mix us into weekly joint ‘group-work’ tutorial groups. Some were as young as 17 and some were in their 50s, including a couple of SWSG (Scottish Office) Prison Advisers, Harry Richmond and Jim McKiddie. In contrast, the universities offered about a dozen or so places only to social policy graduates – aged about 21 – and they undertook a one-year social work degree course focused mainly on ‘casework’ principles and practice but with only a passing academic critique of group-work and community work skills and methods. The Moray House course offered its recruits a core ‘group-work’ experience intended to make quiet people louder and loud people, well, quieter – though the failure rate for the latter must have been pretty high. After the first week of initial lectures at Regent Road and talks about timetables from the School’s Principal, Brian Ashley, and his depute, Ross Flockhart, my tutorial group, comprising about 15 individuals between 18 to 21 years old, met on the Friday afternoon for something called ‘Principles and Practice’ or P and P – our initiation into group-work theories and dynamics, had we but known.


We sat gathered in a huge room, the September sunshine filtering through the high, elegant windows of Regent Road. The tutor was not there and, after five minutes, some were shifting about in their chairs, wondering whether to go. The door opened and a shortish, squarish middle-aged man in a grey suit came in and sat down. He had the large head, battered face and sturdy build of a boxer or perhaps ex-rugby player. He did not introduce himself. In fact, he said nothing, just smiled and looked round, looking everyone straight in the eye. If we were expecting a ‘leader’ or ‘teacher’, as most of those present had had until very recently, then we were about to be put right. Nobody spoke.


Eventually the wee guy said, ‘Imagine there has been a nuclear war and everywhere outside this building has been obliterated but we still have good air to breathe and a clean water supply. What would we need to do to survive as a group?’ I expected folk to laugh but not a bit of it.


For the next 45 minutes, ideas, suggestions and contraptions poured forth to which the wee guy raised practical or ethical questions which led to more and more convoluted modifications to our imaginary social schemes, utopian and dystopian, until I could stand it no longer. I spoke once more from the region of Mount Olympus.


‘Just listen to yourselves,’ I said. ‘This wee guy comes in off the street, you don’t know his name, if he’s a janny or just let out for the day, and now, after voting to send out corpse-gathering parties to use the radiation in their bodies as a power-source, we have just agreed a proposal by a Church of Scotland minister’s daughter (Francis) that part of our future food supply will include cannibalism, to be precise, eating every second male baby born to our little colony.’


The tutor, Iain Morrison, sat back, twinkling, and said, ‘Perhaps that would be a useful note to end on?’


The P and P group broke up in a clamour of noise. Iain Morrison never moved from his seat. I slowly gathered up my haversack and slung it over my shoulder. Still he never moved, just sat there like a lighthouse beaming out. I shook my head and stared at him. He said nothing, just kept on beaming and staring back. Had the film The Madness of King George been made back then, this non-verbal exchange would have resembled the scene where the mad King says, ‘I have you in my eye, sir’ and the equally mad Doctor replies, ‘No, I have you in my eye, sir’. As I chuckled and nodded my way out through the door, little did I suspect that the basic essentials and lessons of the last hour would repeat themselves and be reinforced between this wee guy and myself not only over the next three years but for the rest of my professional career and, indeed, my life, as, indeed, they still do. In that sense, Iain Morrison has never left me, or I him, in spirit.


***


When I started training as a social worker, I would describe myself as a sensible young working-class man who had grown up in West Lothian in a small pit village, then a large council housing scheme, a progression many made in 1950s and ’60s Scotland. I attended local council schools, had working-class parents, three older and one younger brother, as well as grandparents who lived with us for all my life until they died by the time I was 16. We lived happily enough cheek-by-jowl with what sociologists then called ‘a good social mix’ of the ‘respectable’ and the ‘unrespectable’ working-class. The latter, to us, were simply ‘the Stewarts’ or ‘the Parkers’, who never gave us any bother, mostly because we were even more frightening than they were.


These were the kind of people I would later learn to call ‘clients’ but whom my mother knew as ‘poor souls’ and my second-oldest brother, Alan, uncharacteristically sympathetic for the times, called ‘the pathetics’. I ran into many of them on the building sites and labouring jobs I worked in during the two years prior to my entering social work training, guys who had been in prison or on probation, who I had played football with, delivered papers to, heard stories about from friends or family. They were a relatively small part of the general scenery of ordinary working-class life in the housing schemes of Glasgow and Edinburgh such as Easterhouse and Craigmillar (where I worked in the 1980s) as much as they were in smoky Bathgate with the coalmine, the railyard, the steelworks and the factories which I also grew up amongst in the Central Belt of Scotland in the 1950s and ’60s.


So far so typical. But what I should perhaps add about my own background is that my father had been a shale-miner for the first 25 years of his working life, then took up local journalism, becoming the editor of the weekly newspaper, The West Lothian Courier, in the mid-’60s. We were a decidedly political household, therefore, largely through my father’s support for Harold Wilson type socialism, exemplified by our local MP, Tam Dalyell. My brother, Alan, on the other hand, was a Marxist shop steward involved in a strike for trade union recognition at Caterpillar, then an American-owned non-union tractor plant at Bellshill. The continuous soundtrack of reformist and revolutionary rhetoric I heard at home and in the pub emanating from my brother and my father and their like-minded friends and acquaintances no doubt influenced my future left-wing social and political attitudes, which later exposure to social work training and practice did nothing to reduce.


And so I landed in 1970 at the School of Community Studies which sat on a little island triangle precariously positioned between the east end of Regent Terrace, overlooking Edinburgh’s Old Town, the vistas of Arthur’s Seat and the top side of London Road just where it meets the traffic lights at the top of Easter Road. It seemed an unreal seat of learning waiting there just for me, a solid Victorian public school building on the outside, but with another world inside, where ‘feelings’ and ‘beliefs’ and ‘intuitions’ were spoken of as though they were as apparent as the lectures we received on society, sociology, psychology and law – the alleged real world. This sense of unreality was further added to by the fact that the building was in sight of the bus stop on London Road where I had alighted every Tuesday and Thursday evening for three years between the ages of 16 and 19 to then walk down Easter Road to train as a part-time professional footballer with ‘the Hibs’. There, I had kicked a ball about with folk like Peter Marinello, Alex Cropley, John Brownlie, John Blackley and even such luminaries as Pat Stanton and Pat Quinn. One somewhat unlikely world thus collided with another equally uncanny one and their close proximity seemed initially quite odd to me. Once inside the Tardis that would become ‘Regent Road’, however, I knew that I had picked the right place or it had picked me.


I fell on the opportunity to read and study that social work training offered me like a flea on a mangy dog. University education had been denied me for the past three years, although I had left school with the requisite Highers to have allowed admittance. That is when I discovered that I was part of ‘the bulge’, the statistical name given to the huge birthrate upsurge in the wake of the war and which went through the country’s existing provision for education, housing, employment and health like a size 10 foot trying to get into a bairn’s bootee. Being knocked back from university despite having more than the required entry qualifications was more distressing and revelatory to me than being freed by professional football which, although largely commercially driven, was a skill-based ‘meritocracy’ nonetheless. Being deprived of further education for which I had felt both suited and eligible – indeed, entitled – was a real political awakening, deeply personal and, well, enraging. I would then end up taking a job as an apprentice quantity surveyor with an Edinburgh building firm until, square peg in round hole, I gave it all up, much to my mother’s disappointment, for labouring on building sites until something better turned up, teaching most like, hence my interest in applying to Moray House.


Journalism was no doubt also in the frame then but I wanted to explore the world more widely before considering taking up my father’s trade. Young middle-class people would later take sabbaticals prior to going to university and, in a sense, my enforced sabbatical would be three years long and spent in offices, mines, building-sites and factories. While labouring, I read all kinds of esoteric material from the existential novels of Camus and Sartre to the poetry of TS Eliot and WH Auden and the classic socialist-realist novels of Jack London, Patrick MacGill and John Steinbeck which, like Robert Tressell’s The Ragged-Trousered Philanthropists, had once been standard fare for earlier generations of autodidacts (self-educated, working-class intellectuals) that swarmed round the socialist movement. I had no sense then of participating in that kind of tradition, which came later when I began writing myself. And so, at Moray House, I studied and read, discussed and debated and was exposed to a life of feeling and emotion that the intellectual life on offer at traditional universities, several of which I have since attended, rarely matches.


In sociology, we studied the Hawthorne Experiment in 1920s America, which subjected factory workers to psychological pressures and work-control methods designed to increase job satisfaction but only if it also increased productivity levels. Another behavioural study that impressed itself on me sought to test notions of decency and justice held by some university students having white-coated ‘experts’ telling them to apply electric shocks to fellow students who were suspected of being deviants or spies. This showed that the students were prepared to use voltage levels that would easily have killed the ‘suspects’. George Orwell’s ‘Big Brother’ thus met the McCarthyite witch-hunt trials of 1950s America, which chimed pretty much with what was also on the course reading lists: Marx’s theories of ‘alienation’ and their role in reproducing capitalist social relations. Our group-work classes served to make the implications of such studies ‘real’ rather than remain intellectually interesting but dormant pieces of social information. In group-work, our personal relationships and values were exposed and examined not as theoretical constructs ‘out there’ – equality, fairness, justice – but personal factors rooted ‘here’, in this place, and continually going on ‘inside’ one’s own unique ‘self’. Needless to say, I found all of this intellectually stimulating and personally absorbing.


The first year of the three-year Diploma course seemed designed to broaden young people who had recently left school with little experience of life and people like myself who had some work experience but little or no exposure to social work in its various existing settings. Iain Morrison said we were a bit like tomatoes in a greenhouse, forced to grow a bit faster than nature had intended. But grow, I think, we did.


In our P and P group-work classes, there was great emphasis placed on keeping confidential any information shared or arising within the group to itself, rather like football teams now speak of training ground punch-ups ‘staying in the dressing room’. Class soon emerged as a major driver of difference, or punch-ups, emotional and ideological, between group members. The intense nature of the feelings aroused in groups in which individuals were encouraged by other members to articulate their basic thoughts and feelings, and so ‘own’ them, was a very powerful mode of personal learning. The downside was the spectacle of young women, often the daughters of doctors or ministers, being regarded almost as ‘class enemies’ by young working-class men. I forcefully criticised this on several occasions, though I was struck by how composed many of these young women could be in defending themselves, hurling back a few good pelters of their own at the inverted working-class snobbery detected in their erstwhile assailants.


This pluck and verve was, of course, exactly why they had been selected for the course in the first place. There was a notable absence of sectarian religious conflict which may have been because the true religion of most of us was now the recently discovered hedonism of the age combined with the atheistic social liberation movements erupting all over the world, affecting even Zen-Calvinist Scotland. There were some evidently Catholic or ‘churchy’ young people amongst us, too, but they were all seen as rather similar, more soberly attired and restrained, more polite and mannerly, more conservative in their social attitudes compared to the larger student body with whom they nonetheless happily shared flats, classes, tutors and, of course, weekend parties.


Along with lectures and group-work classes, we performed role plays in drama classes run by Miss Milroy, an ageing thespian who seemed to me to be due for retirement but I was young myself then and the young really know very little about such things. Miss Milroy, who never said ‘call me by my first name’ (Alice), forced us by dint of her implacable will and personality to do two things. First, in her Communications classes, we had to write a speech of some sort and perform it for her and the rest of our group to comment on and constructively criticise. I chose Lenin, declaiming how the primary function of welfare in capitalist society is to keep the working-class from revolting. Miss Milroy said she was thrilled by my opening dramatic gesture of throwing my jerkin, the inside of which was a violent red, across the lectern before giving it laldy, what she called ‘a vivid and energetic performance’. I was quite thrilled myself – my first public performance before an audience not linked either to playing football or singing at New Year.


Big Billy was also in our group. Miss Milroy had taken the precaution of stating that if people did not come up with their own ideas for role plays then she would provide them with some. I think this was how he ended up being ‘a sergeant on parade’. Billy nodded his head, put his pipe in his pocket and stepped forward. He politely invited all the rest of us to also step forward onto the floor in front of him. When assembled, he suddenly screamed at the top of his voice, ‘yeio ’orrible feckin’ shower’, so transforming himself into a bellowing psychopathic monster for the next five minutes that it still makes me shudder to think of it. The whole class was shell-shocked except Miss Milroy, who was splendidly agog and captivated, as we all were, really. She applauded Big Billy, who immediately subsided as quickly as he had erupted, retrieved his pipe from his jacket pocket and looked out resolutely once more into the middle distance.


The second thing that Miss Milroy forced and cajoled Big Tam and me into were ‘observational visits’ to a care establishment to record our impressions. This is how we ended up attending the local psychiatric hospital in West Lothian one night a week for the duration to play cards and dominoes with some of the old men in the long-stay wards. It had touches of the cult film One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest about it. As with Jack Nicholson’s character McMurphy, Big Tam did not take too kindly to the inmates persistently cheating. It was not the Hamilton way. What really unnerved us, though, was the occasional flurry of activity to the side or behind us when nurses would suddenly rush towards some old guy standing in the middle of the floor and shake his waistband wildly until a perfectly formed wee jobby would appear magically down one leg and roll slowly and seemingly deliberately towards us. Another nurse would appear almost as magically with a shovel and a plastic bag and then wheech said object into it and the old guy responsible for it just as suddenly away. Big Tam and I looked on helplessly and just kept playing the cards until the visit’s end.


This was all brought suddenly back to me a couple of decades later when I read a book called Buster’s Fired a Wobbler: A Week in a Psychiatric Hospital by Geoff Burrell, a vivid factional account of a young man training to be a nurse in Victorian-built psychiatric hospitals in England in the early 1980s, which seemed even worse than the one Big Tam and myself visited in the early 1970s, albeit with our hands over our eyes. The wobbler that Buster fired was neither a jobby nor a strunt but a reasoned argument for closing institutional monoliths that had once housed the psychiatrically ill, the handicapped and children in care. Such places were what our generation of professionals met when we eventually entered the field and which we then began pushing to have replaced by community-based services. The closing paragraph of Buster shows the crux of the book’s argument enacted between a young trainee and a veteran nurse, Sam, who has challenged the youngster to explain what can practically take the place of isolated ‘looney bins’ that the public might be prepared to accept and the politicians to pay for. It states the conundrum that also faced my generation and which we still face today – how to change cultures that are ingrained not only within professions, but also ‘out there’ in that fabled place, ‘the community’:




To me though, the only way forward is in the community. A chance to break the power of the bin. It’s not enough to tinker, to put out a new syllabus like they did in 1982, the one I trained under, if you’re going to leave the institution intact. Learners will still come out the same as Sam because institutional life attracts people like Sam. What’s needed is people like Jayne – risk-takers, thinkers, individuals, people with character, people who can develop the new skills needed to work out there, in the community, where people live. And that’s why the kind of nurse needed can never be produced in a bin like this, where the skills they need to learn are virtually non-existent. Anyway, the best education in the world would always be destroyed by the attitudes fostered and perpetuated within these walls. Attitudes that Sam shows in the extreme and with which all of us are tainted to some degree. And if we can’t produce the quality of nurse we require, in the quantities needed to be effective, then who is ever going to help the poor bloody patients?





This was a very good question for Buster to ask, the answer to which my generation of social workers, had we been asked it in 1971 and if ‘patients’ were changed to ‘clients’, would have given the resounding reply – ‘us’! That’s what we were being trained for, to dismantle and replace the existing institutions of health, care and incarceration, for society’s benefit as much as for the client population we would have to deal with directly. As a codicil, a history of the hospital that Big Tam and me visited then (The Bangour Story, WF Hendrie and DAD MacLeod, Mercat Press, 1992: 166, 222) shows that the number of patients, drawn from Edinburgh and surrounding areas as well as West Lothian, peaked at 1,200 in the early 1970s. This then gradually fell back to around 500 beds. By spring of 1992, Bangour was closed and a new psychiatric ward set up in a wing of the new St John’s General Hospital, Livingston, with 100 psychiatric assessment beds. That number is now reduced to 35 beds or so. Such an outcome was made possible only by improvements in drug treatments and the development of community-based support services over the intervening decades. But the demands this has made on community care services and the nursing staff who have to deal with the core of highly complex patients now filling these comparatively few beds are huge. Anyone doubting this can read Dennis O’Donnell’s The Locked Ward: Memoirs of a Psychiatric Orderly (Jonathan Cape, 2012), an account of modern psychiatric in-patient treatment by a compassionate and untrained outsider to the nursing profession who, like myself, is a writer of West Lothian heritage.


The theme of large ancient institutions and their passing brings me to the ‘duff-plate’ that some of us encountered during an observational visit arranged by the college to a young offenders prison, probably Longriggend, since Glenochil had not been built then. Unfortunately, I missed it but Big Rab was pleased to describe it afterwards to me or anyone else that would listen. The students were taken round in a group by a prison warder of the type that would later become familiar to the nation through Fulton McKay playing Mr McKay in the prison comedy, Porridge. Big Rab and the group eventually reached the canteen, the door was opened, whereupon all the inmates sprang to attention. Mr McKay, played by Big Rab in his rendition of the story, his bouffant hair-do notwithstanding, interrogated some of them, asking if they enjoyed their food, was it good, did they get enough of it, all at the top of his voice. Finally, Mr McKay reaches out and picks up a huge plate from a pile which he flourishes and holds upwards on the palm of his hand as a top-class restaurant waiter would, then addressed the group in the following manner: ‘This is a duff-plate. They get all the duff they want. If they want more, they just have to ask for more and they will get more.’ At which point, Mr McKay narrowed his eyes and put his other hand side-on to the rim of the plate and balanced it there for a few seconds, to indicate depth, before barking out, ‘Duff up to here!’


We all laughed at Big Rab’s performance, of course, but we all knew by then that what was waiting for us out there was ‘duff up to here’ and as much as you could possibly want.
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Mini Skirts and Scandals


a category-mistake


Dougie Carnegie, Moray House, 1970–3


The author is set adrift from the mothership with four other crew members to inhabit a large Glasgow housing scheme called Castlemilk to fraternise with the natives; a mega shtooshie erupts regarding the late arrival of living expenses which creates a minor mutiny and a great night out in the Blue Blanket pub; right-wing politicians are slated; tutors are observed closely and social work training revealed in mind numbing detail. No one dies, but a chance voyage to London results in an emotional incident for the author.


A GLIMPSE OF life beyond college slowly began to intrude upon us. Indeed, we were sent out in the final term of our first year on ten-week long ‘community placements’ the length and breadth of Britain in small groups of about five students. I was sent to Castlemilk in Glasgow in the company of four others to study it and write a report of our findings. We visited local schools, social work departments, day centres, employment offices and local projects of every description. Three of us – myself, Linda Joy/Race and Ian Neil – lodged with a young Church of Scotland minister for Castlemilk and his wife, John and Mary Miller, in a large manse in Rutherglen, which they eventually were allowed to leave after a struggle with the Glasgow Presbytery to take a council house in Castlemilk, where they lived for the next few decades bringing up their children at the local schools. Mary is the only judge’s daughter I have ever met – her father, Lord Hope, was Scotland’s Second Senior Law Lord – and though she was not a social worker in the professional sense, she was in most ways that mattered in that community. Both were.


Another dedicated character I met there was Bob Purvis, head of the Family Service Unit (FSU), a voluntary support service. I was so impressed with him and the work of the Unit that I would return there two years later to undertake a casework placement, which I will discuss later. The Unit was a converted council house – indeed, a couple of flats knocked together – which offered ‘intensive support’ to a few families rather than the 30–50 cases local authority social workers were commonly expected to deal with mostly on a statutory basis. The FSU therefore tried to reach out to struggling families on an early basis to avoid them being referred to the statutory services, which is what the families wanted too.


The report involved me interviewing the highly regarded local Tory MP, Teddy Taylor, a thorough and assiduous constituency MP, who gave the impression of being a One Nation Tory but he wanted to reintroduce capital punishment and birching. Teddy was charming and looked like a well-scrubbed RD Laing but he was really a wolf in sheep’s clothing. He became a thoroughly Thatcherite MP for Southend East after the voters of Glasgow finally gave him the boot in the 1979 election, otherwise he might well have become Secretary of State for Scotland in Mrs Thatcher’s Government instead of the affable and reputedly ‘wet’ George Younger. Indeed, as the Labour MP Brian Wilson once remarked, calling himself a nice cuddly name like ‘Teddy’ was like calling the Hound of the Baskervilles ‘Rover’. Teddy was not the only hang-’em-and-flog-’em politician then trumpeting in Scotland. In Edinburgh, every ignorant utterance of the infamous populist local councillor, John Kidd, got headlined in the Edinburgh Evening News.


‘Councillor Kidd’ seems to have made his own way to Edinburgh from the depths of reactionary Northumberland in the mid-’60s to champion every cause so long as it was retrograde enough, from keeping public wash-houses open, to criticising the corporation for profligate spending and condemning sexual permissiveness, vandals, hippies, long-haired students and ‘filth’ wherever it appeared on screen or stage, particularly during the Edinburgh Festival. He was anathema to liberal, progressive opinion, though it is perhaps instructive to recall that the Tory Party in Scotland received over 50 per cent of the popular vote and over half the seats in Scotland in the 1955 election. Mrs Thatcher received 31 per cent of the Scottish vote and 22 seats in 1979 and, in the election of John Major in 1992, the Tories polled 26 per cent of the vote. It was under Major in 1997 that the Tories in fact lost all of their Westminster seats in Scotland. There continues to be a deeply reactionary seam inside Scottish civic society that is able to politically mobilise up to 25–30 per cent of the voting population, as the 2017 general election confirmed. That is the same political bloc my generation of welfare professionals faced half a century ago, and it remains intact.


In the early 1970s, Kidd’s kind was rife in most councils in most parts of Scotland, rural or city, whether Labour, Tory or Liberal. It was his ilk that encouraged the right-wing press to coin the phrase ‘mini skirts and sandals’ to describe the dress and appearance of the new breed of dedicated young social workers being unleashed on the ‘underclass’. Many were, of course, less bothered about the youth, gender or dress of those being trained to help ‘wasters’ than upset that any help was being offered at all. Media criticism was also fuelled by those with professional axes to grind, such as the courts, the parole board, directors of education, and the police. This is neatly summarised by Gill McMillan in British Social Services: The Scottish Dimension (John Murphy, Gill McMillan, Scottish Academic Press, 1992 179):




One sheriff described the Social Work Act as ‘a most bungled piece of legislation’, another speaking of the disastrous decline in service, described the new social workers as mini-skirted ‘Rosemarys and Gwendolines’. The chairman of the Parole Board, a very reverend gentleman, also troubled by mini skirted supervision of men sentenced for rape, complained that reports were now based on hearsay and ‘worse than useless’. Reasonable claims as often, were devalued by unreasonable rhetoric, the shortage of dress unnecessarily diverted attention away from shortages of service. The directors of education viewed with suspicion the new ‘semi-educated’ upstarts, who seemed to question their primacy of knowledge with deviant children and difficult parents. The police were generally critical of social workers, not least for their poor performance with absconders, and tended to see the perceived soft line of children’s hearings as largely social work inspired.





From such perspectives such folk had every right to be worried. We were being actively trained and encouraged to ‘support’ people, not just keep them ‘in their place’. As part of that new breed, we were beginning to show that, as a body, we were prepared to stand up for ourselves, both as students and as future professional workers. Intimations of this surfaced at the end of our first year, when various financial cock-ups regarding board and lodgings payments not being received during our ten-week-long community placements, strung out across Britain, erupted as soon as we had all gathered for a fortnight’s outward bound course at Glenmore Lodge, Aviemore. The first night passed in universal greetings and drink-related activities but a different mood set in the following morning. I was looking forward to the day’s events (kayaking, I recall) when murmurs of discontent arose among the student fraternity. Big Rab and Wee Mike had been inflaming the troops about the iniquity of it all and calling for a mass show of hands to up-sticks and leave the Lodge immediately in protest.


Big Tam and myself, having actually worked for a living for three years since leaving school, were entitled to a ‘mature’ student’s grant, unlike many of our younger colleagues who only received a token £50 per year, their parents being expected to effectively support their offspring for the duration of the course. Big Rab, Big Billy and Wee Mike stood resolutely with their hands held up. All eyes seemed to turn towards Big Tam and me, possibly because we had not yet put our hands up. We looked at each other. I saw the smokestacks of Ravenscraig flit briefly across Big Tam’s eyes and he saw apprentice quantity surveying hover across mine as we slowly lifted our hands too. Every hand shot up, even those who had been looking forward to Gartmore the most – the track-suited ones who were even now preparing to show every kid how to play basketball in every community centre then spreading across the land like a rash on a baby’s bottom. Now, no kayaking. We climbed into our buses and went home or to still-rented digs in the Edinburgh tenements round Moray House.


I remember a rather triumphant entry into the Blue Blanket pub next to the College, now The Canons’ Gait, the local used by generations of Moray House students and lecturers. Gerry O’Regan and Harry Cohen, senior psychology and sociology lecturers respectively, were at the bar buying the drinks, both delighted at the reports of our walk-out. Gerry and Harry were everybody’s idea of what late-1960s radical, progressive lecturers in their mid-30s were like – academically gifted and dressed much the same as their students. Sitting beside them was Douglas Carnegie, a recent recruit to the Regent Road tutorial staff, wearing a dark suit. Dougie was in his mid-40s and looked the very double of George Brown, deputy leader of the Labour Party under Harold Wilson, who had recently come to political and personal grief mainly through hubris and drink. Apart from coming from Leeds University, little was known of Dougie at that point, although this would change in the coming term when he would link up with Iain Morrison to form a kind of Regent Road double-act, almost joined at the hip, like Morecambe and Wise. I became tutored by Morrison and Big Tam by Carnegie to both our benefits as professionals and people, I think, since they each engaged with our different outlooks and temperaments.


I respected Dougie as a person but always felt that he was too obviously a games-player compared to Morrison and, well, a bit of a bully – without meaning to be – in his relentless pursuit of individuals whom he seemed to want to ‘emote’ just to show how much you cared. Needless to say, Dougie pursued me in this fashion for several years, both through and beyond college, to zilch effect. I think I felt that for someone employed to promote self-awareness in others, he could often display a surprising lack of awareness in himself. In Dougie’s case, the promoting of self-awareness could turn readily into the provoking of it through some kind of emotional confrontation that Dougie seemed to get more out of than anyone else. Both Morrison and Carnegie would have been amused by the suggestion of them acting like Morecambe and Wise but I feel Dougie would have made the ‘category-mistake’ (one of his favoured expressions) of seeing himself as Morecambe rather than Wise. What both of them were not, clearly, were the conservative bank managers they appeared in dress and outward demeanour.


Both were, in fact, anti-authoritarian, self-directed, empathetic and deeply caring teachers, utterly committed to the task of taking raw youngsters like ourselves and preparing us emotionally and professionally for the demanding work that lay ahead. In effect, what I learned from them both is what actual revolutionaries looked like in the modern era in Scotland: not Che Guevara, more like what everybody else looks like given their age, gender and class. Morrison and Carnegie wore the same kind of suits as Jimmy Reid and Mick McGahey – my actual idea of revolutionary heroes. And what Morrison and Carnegie also did, rather like Reid and McGahey, was to emphasise that what one did rather than what one talked about doing was the real mark and measure of a person. In their own different styles, Morrison and Carnegie, in my book, embodied all of those precepts and, just as importantly, demanded all of them back from us in return.


So this is what lay ahead, but thankfully next term, as we made merry in the Blue Blanket pub. That first summer I would get a job labouring, loading lorries with huge red roof tiles down at Plean, Stirlingshire, courtesy of Stuart, my next-door neighbour in Armadale, an under-manager for Redlands. Roof tiles are heavy, insensitive and fairly uncomplaining objects which I turned to with some relief – indeed, almost gratitude – as my first year’s training came to a fittingly unexpected close. Roof tiles were just roof tiles, endlessly replicated, unlike the human objects in the world I had now entered into, where everything was not necessarily what it seemed on the outside. This much I realised.


***


At some point that summer, I squeezed in a month’s residential placement at a girls List D school in Haddington, East Lothian. I had long fair hair, a Frank Zappa moustache and an athletic build, which did not go unnoticed by some of the residents, and I was left a few anonymous but highly explicit notes and drawings. In turn, some of the staff began to chaperone me rather more closely than they did some of the girls. The emotional level in such places could rocket in the blink of an eye. The staff on duty would then run to the immediate source as though cordoning off an explosion, separate youngsters who were ‘acting-out’ – shouting, crying, spitting, attacking each other – and then take them off individually to quiet areas, perhaps their bedrooms, to ‘talk it through’. There could also be repercussions arising from these outbursts, aftershocks amongst kids who had not been directly involved but had witnessed the incident, perhaps igniting violent feelings or grief memories of home lives that had brought them here in the first place.
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