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I would like to dedicate this book to Ann Laird of the Friends of Glasgow West, and to Hunter Reid of the Maryhill Burgh Halls Trust, two people who in their different ways have made a solid contribution to Glasgow’s Renaissance.




Pre-Amble


THIS BOOK COMPLETES a trilogy of works begun in 2005 with This City Now: Glasgow and its Working Class Past, and continuing with Clydeside: Red Orange and Green, published in 2010. The three books have all had basically similar aims in trying to raise the profile of forgotten or neglected areas and aspects of Glasgow’s and wider Clydeside’s history – especially working class history – and thus in a small way to try and boost the esteem of the people who live in the locales covered, as well as to combat any possibly negative images held of these districts by outsiders. None of these books aim to be walking guidebooks, though to varying degrees in each chapter of each book there are enough directions and signposts for the reader to find his or her way around should they choose, as I hope they might, to leave their armchairs and exchange a virtual tour for the real thing. And neither are these essays meant to be, impossible anyway in the space given, full histories of these neglected districts. Rather, they represent my own personal encounters with the areas, enlivened and enriched, I hope, by my knowledge of the history they had undergone before I encountered them.


I have been wandering Glasgow’s streets for over 40 years. Initially the aim I had was to inform myself about the city in which I had come to live and to educate myself by finding my way about its uncharted territories. As the years passed I realised I was living through a time of great and irreversible change in the city, and was witnessing the ultimate stages of its de-industrialisation, with the attendant social and economic issues raised by that process. I began to record this transformation in notes and images for myself. Then, as the city began its renaissance as a City of Culture, and interest in its present and past increased, I thought it would be useful to write about Glasgow, about its history and about my own personal encounters with that history for any others who wished to actually go walkabout, on virtual or real journeys, off its beaten tracks and rat runs.


It was only later that I realised I was following a trodden path, and that there was a long tradition of urban walking stretching back to those who explored the London streets from the late 18th century onwards, writers such as Blake, De Quincey and Stevenson. As cities grew in size in the 19th century, they became unfamiliar wildernesses, peopled by dangerous tribes (the Parisian underclass were designated ‘Apaches’). The city became a new frontier, and, as the French poet Charles Baudelaire said, ‘what are the dangers of the forest and the prairie, compared with the daily shocks and conflicts of civilisation’. In Paris Spleen, Baudelaire imagined the urban wanderer as follows:


The crowd is his element, as the air is that of the birds and water of fishes. His passion and his profession are to become one flesh with the crowd. For the perfect flaneur, for a passionate spectator, it is an immense joy to set up house in the heat of the multitude, amid the ebb and flow of movement, in the midst of the fugitive and the infinite. To be away from home and yet to find oneself everywhere at home; to see the world, to be at the centre of the world, and yet to remain hidden from the world…


Paris especially became the urban walker’s homeland, with such writers as André Breton and the exiled German thinker Walter Benjamin roaming its streets, the latter theorising in Reflections, about the meaning of the urban landscape:


Not to find one’s way in a city may well be uninteresting and banal… But to lose oneself in a city – as one loses oneself in a forest – that calls for quite a different schooling. The signboards and street names, passers-by, roofs, kiosks or bars, must speak to the wanderer like the cracking twig under his feet, like the startling call of a bittern in the distance, like the sudden stillness of a clearing with a lily standing erect at its centre. Paris taught me this art of straying.


Between them these quotations illustrate respectively the learning process undergone by the urban walker – who has to know where to look and what to look for – and the intense pleasure such an activity brings to the engaged and informed observer. And you can experience this learning, and this pleasure in any large city, not just London – or Paris.


Over the past decade or more there has been an explosion of writing and theorising about this phenomenon of urban walking which has emerged as the subject of a new academic discipline, taking on the name psychogeography – a phrase coined by the French writer Guy Debord half a century ago. There are writing careers and academic posts in psychogeography now. But in this process urban walking appears to me to have lost a little of its edge, and to have headed towards a certain narcissism. Many studies from this school of thought appear to indicate that their authors spent their time not actually on the streets, but in libraries and archives reading other psychogeographers past and present, and addressing their written productions not towards a wider audience, but towards these, their peers. The books produced are often more about what is going on inside the head of the observer than outside of it in the social streetscape.


In trying to avoid this pitfall, I am pleased that through the writing of these books I have come involved in giving talks to, and leading walks for, both local people and visitors, in many of the areas concerned. I have also been involved in a modest way in helping with various social, community and heritage projects in Maryhill, Govan and elsewhere in the city. More than with any other works I have written, these books of urban wanderings have made a modest connection with their audience in a practical and interactive way, which is deeply gratifying.


A century ago, Glasgow was one of the ten largest cities in Europe, the only non-capital city (apart from Naples) which had over 1,000,000 people. In keeping with this, it has built a legacy which the authoritative The Buildings of Scotland: Glasgow by Elizabeth Williamson, Anne Riches and Malcolm Higgs (2005), describes as follows:


A visitor with time to spare will find that the city centre is rich with remarkable buildings from the height of its industrial prosperity and that the grandest suburbs are planned on a scale comparable with many European capitals.


That much is now widely accepted, but the claim to greatness of the city goes further than its built heritage, encompassing as it does a much broader range of creative output. When we compare its contribution with that of other non-capital cities of a similar built size with regard to historical-cultural legacy, we can see that Glasgow has punched far above its relative weight. No city of comparable dimension has had a world impact of comparable measure, in economic, social and artistic terms, Looking at possible rivals, where is Glasgow’s peer? Birmingham? Lyon? Turin? Hamburg? Posing the question answers it.


Barcelona may have its Gaudi to rival Mackintosh, but where is its Watt, is Kelvin? Outside of the capital cities – and not all of these – nowhere suggested can match the overall rounded contribution to ‘culture’ in its broadest sense, that Glasgow has had in the past two centuries or more. To try and demonstrate this was one of the aims I had in writing this book. The gauntlet is on the ground, I would be interested to see who attempts to pick it up.


Ian Mitchell, 2013




CHAPTER ONE


Glasgow: Cinema City Reborn?


IT IS SOMETIMES said that if an Edinburgher has a pound, he or she will save it, but that if a Glaswegian has a pound, they will go out and spend it. When one looks at the vast crowds in Glasgow that patronise football matches, or went to the dancing in its heyday, there would appear to be at least a grain of truth in this statement. It is given further credence by the statistics of cinema attendance in its classic period 1920–60, when the term ‘Cinema City’ was often applied to Glasgow due to the huge number of cinemas located there and the large audiences they boasted. In 1950 the district of Govan alone had nine cinemas, one more than the entire city of Aberdeen, which was home to twice Govan’s population.


During this classic period of cinema, Glasgow itself hardly featured on the silver screen, except in a few documentaries such as the 1960 Seawards the Great Ships, directed by Hilary Harris. This was written by John Grierson and Cliff Hanley and showed the Clyde shipyards at the height of their post-war reconstruction boom. It was the first Scottish film to be awarded an Oscar. But now the reel appears to have come full circle, and Cinema City has been re-born as a place where, increasingly, feature films are actually made. Glasgow itself has become a movie star. The city’s universities now have prestigious Film Studies courses on offer, and the facilities for making movies in the city are world class, such as the Film City unit located in the former Govan Town Hall. In recognition of this, the City Council has created a dedicated Film Office to promote the use of Glasgow as a film location. Whilst it is not yet Hollywood on the Clyde, the film industry is one of the growing economic sectors in the Glasgow region, worth an estimated £25 million a year.


Many of these recent films have featured Glasgow as Elsewhere. In Terence Davies’ The House of Mirth, the city doubled for late-19th-century New York, with the tenements of Hillhead and Woodlands acting as stand-ins for those of the Lower East Side a century before, and Alexander Thomson’s Great Western Terrace doubling as the homes of the New York plutocracy. The city’s Moss Heights housing project has been Moscow, Rome has been recreated with the City Chambers as the Vatican, and the steep streets of Partick have doubled as those of San Francisco. The great variety of architectural styles in Glasgow allows this transformation to happen. Few places have such an eclectic built environment within so manageable an area; it is, for obvious reasons, a director’s delight. A recent example of Glasgow as Elsewhere was the filming of World War Z, starring Brad Pitt, with Glasgow serving as Philadelphia facing a zombie invasion.


Because Glasgow can be Elsewhere, it can also be Nowhere. It is not a city in which you might consider setting an urban version of Brigadoon. It has, at times, a stark grimness, and this allows it to be used as an imaginary place and the setting for dystopian studies of urban and social breakdown, such as in Death Watch. This is my favourite film set in Glasgow, indeed one of my all-time favourite films, which I saw on its first release over 30 years ago. Then it was a total flop, despite boasting an A-List cast which included Harvey Keitel and Romy Schneider, but it has just been re-released to what I am certain will be a much better reception. Bertrand Tavernier, Death Watch’s director, came to the Glasgow Film Festival in 2012 to launch its re-release. Tavernier described how he fell in love with Glasgow and its people back in the 1970s, and how he has been here many times since. He talked of the filming of Death Watch (despite the warnings he had had that the film crews would be robbed and mugged) as the easiest shoot he has ever done, and of the enthusiastic help and participation offered by local people. The film describes an imaginary future in which reality television looms over every waking moment of our lives. A grim vision, Tavernier thought it would remain an unrealised science-fiction fantasy, but in many ways it has actually arrived, as has the time of this very prescient film.


Late 1970s Glasgow; the slums still standing, black as night and unoccupied, is the setting for this future. The poor live on the city margins, held down by the authorities, and the middle classes lead lives where death by illness has been abolished and where intrusive, commercially-driven reality television dominates people’s existence. The city has never been portrayed as dramatically, or in such tones of brooding beauty, as in Death Watch. From shots of the Necropolis (then still wild and unprettified), to scenes by the riverside (which at that time still had ships at the docks), it captures a dark side of the city to startling effect.


My main interest, though, is not in Glasgow as Elsewhere, or even as Nowhere, but as itself. How have directors, producers and script writers portrayed the city in what is essentially its period of post-industrial development, its City of Culture period, following upon the industrial greatness of Second City and then the urban decline of No Mean City? What aspects and issues have attracted their interest, and how representative is the view of the city which they have given? Let us first look at what these works do not concentrate on.
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Death Watch promotional poster for its re-release. A prescient account of the horrors of ‘reality’ television. (Park Circus).


There have been almost no historical films made about the city, set in its rich and varied past or in its industrial and commercial heyday, which lasted till the early 20th century. This may change as Glasgow’s film profile rises, but to date, the only full length film about Glasgow set in a historical context is David Lean’s Madeleine from 1950, based on the true story of a young woman’s attempt to challenge the strict bourgeois values of the mid-19th-century. As this was a studio production, the city was literally a stage backdrop, and this backdrop full of inaccuracies. Madeleine’s lover lived in a replica Edinburgh High Street slum, when in reality he occupied a bourgeois flat in Argyle Street. Wild Highlanders partied at the Smith family’s holiday house… in Helensburgh. The list goes on. But historically accurate mise en scene was not Lean’s interest; Madeleine’s drama was.


Historical is possibly a strong word to apply to Young Adam. Directed by David Mackenzie in 2003 and starring Ewan MacGregor, it depicts life in industrial Glasgow and its environs around 1950, as seen through the work of bargees on the Forth and Clyde canal, a life and a world that has almost totally disappeared in the ensuing half-century. We can thus be forgiven for using the term here. Documenting the claustrophobic and conformist society of the time from which the young writer Joe wishes to escape, the director encountered a fundamental problem in capturing the industrial environs of the canal from half a century ago: they are simply no longer there. In fact, the Forth and Clyde canal was re-opened early this century as a leisure, cultural and environmental project, reflecting changed times. To blot out these changes, much of the film was shot in bad weather (no problem in Glasgow!) and with the background out of focus, so that, for example, the warehouses at Spiers Wharf could still look like warehouses, and not the luxury flats they have become.


I would make my first plea for film makers to use Glasgow’s past more than they have as a future subject for their works. From the Covenanters and Jacobites to the Tobacco Lords, from the Industrial Revolution to blockade running during the US Civil War – the choice of topics is almost endless!


One special omission, given that Glasgow is and has been a working-class city and the crucible of the Scottish labour movement, is that the working class and its struggles have not featured on film, either in historical or contemporary times, apart from in documentaries. An obvious and worthwhile film topic, heretofore ignored entirely by the film industry, would be the Red Clydeside period around the First World War and the life of the great Glasgow socialist John MacLean. But there are many more potential topics available. The atmosphere which surrounded the UCS Work-In is retreating into history to such an extent that it could also offer scope for imaginative cinematic treatment.


But unfortunately, what sells Glasgow is its No Mean City image. It is therefore surprising that the best-selling and most famous work of fiction on Glasgow, the novel of that title by Alexander McArthur which was set in 1930s Gorbals, has never itself been made into a film. In the last 30 years the marginalised and excluded of the city, first captured by McArthur, must have become one of the most over-documented fauna on the planet. I have no problem with the issue of Glasgow’s poverty and violence being given attention – quite the contrary, I would hate to see it airbrushed, or soft-focussed, its existence denied – I do, however, have an issue with this being projected, almost to the exclusion of the mainstream life of the city, as the paradigm of the place. There have been exceptions. Think of the TV dramatization of John Byrne’s Tutti Frutti, which virtually launched the careers of Emma Thompson and Robbie Coltrane. It charted the problems of a group of edgy, marginal (but not socially excluded) musicians in the mid-1980s with great warmth, humour and sadness, and was set in a Glasgow that showed the scars of its past alongside the emerging Culture City. But too much of the film coverage of Glasgow in the last couple of decades could be described as Miserabilist.


The first really outstanding and internationally successful Scottish feature film director was Bill Forsyth. Sadly, after making the successful Local Hero in 1983 (which featured Burt Lancaster, then at the height of his career, who was BAFTA-nominated for his role), Forsyth departed for Hollywood where, many would argue, he experienced an atrophy of his talents. Before that he made a cluster of films set in Glasgow and its environs which dealt with the then newly emerging problems of unemployment and social marginalisation. Films such as That Sinking Feeling, Gregory’s Girl (set in Cumbernauld, a bit of Glasgow overspill sited on a windy hill) and Comfort and Joy deftly captured the pitfalls of urban life without denying its corresponding benefits. The latter film, which starred Glasgow’s own Bill Patterson, portrayed, with Forsyth’s unique brand of whimsy and banter, the origins of the so-called ‘Ice-Cream Wars’ of that period on the Glasgow housing estates.


What is surprising in rewatching these films is that there is no despair in them. The kids in Forsyth’s films are healthy, reasonably-dressed and optimistic; when one character in That Sinking Feeling says ‘there must be mair tae life than suicide’, he means it. It isn’t a statement of despair, but one of optimism. There were no drugs in these kids’ lives, and there was little violence. Even the feuding gangs in the Ice-Cream Wars of Comfort and Joy spray each other with raspberry juice. Some argue that Forsyth was casting a rosy glow on his image of Glasgow at that period. Violence was an issue even then, and indeed, shortly after the comic hi-jinks of the Ice Cream Wars in Comfort and Joy appeared, large scale thuggery broke out as Ice Cream vans in the peripheral housing estates became the carriers of drugs, heralding the onset of organised gangsterism and its attendant brutalities. These tensions certainly simmered beneath the surface of Forsyth’s film but, in casting his battles as acts of comedic absurdity, he developed a broader portrait of Glasgow’s human side that was unburdened by the grim realities of such smaller social pockets, allowing the city a dimension of warmth that is denied by too many. The warm-hearted whimsy and cheering banter that characterised Forsyth’s films did not altogether vanish from Scottish cinema, and in 2002 there appeared a film which readers of The List magazine voted one of the three best Scottish films of all time. American Cousins, like Comfort and Joy, is set in the Italian community of Glasgow, though in its fish and chip rather than its ice-cream sub-culture, which its director Don Coutts portrays with perhaps a pinch more accuracy than Forsyth did, as those familiar with this most successfully integrated immigrant community will testify. The film deals with the issues of gangsterism, poverty and urban decay, but with an uplifting humanity that produces a wonderful feel-good factor. The city is nicely showcased, with icons such as the former Luma Works and its riverscapes – even its urban wastelands – shown to be a thing of staggering beauty. The List readers might agree with my own love of this film, but to the wider public, it remains little known.


Glasgow’s film profile rose meteorically when the renowned director Ken Loach fell in love with the city, engaged, like Tavernier before him, by both the energy and humour of its inhabitants and the dramatic possibilities offered for filming in myriad locations in and around the city. Films like Sweet Sixteen and My Name is Joe were international successes for the director and brought Glasgow and Clydeside to a wider audience. Glasgow native Peter Mullen, who had starred in the latter film and in others such as On a Clear Day, then went on to direct his own films in a similar genre: Orphans, and, most recently, Neds, set in the Glasgow of the 1970s. Where one might argue that Forsyth underplayed social problems in his films, it could also be argued that Loach and Mullen overplayed them. Glasgow gangs of the 1970s certainly existed, but not to the extent dreamed up by sociologists at the time. Loach himself has recently taken a leaf out of Forsyth’s book, creating films that appeal on a feel good level. His most recent work, Angel’s Share, is a redemptive drama about a group of unemployed Glasgow kids who go on a whisky heist. The world in which their tale takes place is a more brutal one than that portrayed by Forsyth 30 years before, but the comedic heart still beats at its core.


Generally, though, it is Miserabilism that still dominates cinematic images of Glasgow. A bleak misery certainly directs much of Andrea Arnold’s stylish thriller from 2006, Red Road, named after the mega-rise flats of that name (now in the process of being demolished) on the edge of the Springburn area of the city. A well-cast and gripping film which won the Jury Prize at the Cannes Film Festival, Red Road does nothing, however, to combat the misleading and widespread image that Glasgow consists of little more than alienated urban wastelands. With its rich history, wonderfully varied built heritage and current cultural renaissance, Glasgow deserves better from the silver screen than that.


Cinema should certainly not forget the middle classes. The West End of Glasgow has a population of well over 100,000 people. It is a city-within-a-city, with a built environment equivalent to that of any European capital, and where reputedly there are more University graduates as a proportion of the population than anywhere else in the UK, and where health and wealth statistics are far from those of the Death by Deep Fried Mars Bar image of the Dear Green Place so beloved of cosmopolitan scribblers. Though these social groups have featured in a couple of television drama serialisations, most notably The Book Group (dealing with the mores of a group of Byres Road would-be literati) and Lip Service (about a group of professional lipstick-lesbians, though that was set in the detached West End colony of the Merchant City), they have yet to feature on film.


There have thus been few, if any, attempts to follow up on Lean’s account of the 19th-century Glasgow middle class in Madeleine. A possible exception might be made for the 2002 film Wilbur (Wants to Kill Himself), directed by Lone Sherfig. This was an almost entirely Danish-written and directed film, but set in Glasgow (as Glasgow) with a Scottish cast! It deals with a pair of brothers running a struggling second-hand bookshop, and despite its title it is a film which treats suicide, death and loss in a beautifully uplifting way, without any schmaltz – and also without any Miserabilism!


If Glasgow has a future as a Cinema City – as opposed to just a wonderfully chameleon-like location for films set Elsewhere – it can only be by widening the topics which have dominated the films of the last 30 years, and by providing us with a more accurate portrait of the city in its past and its present. Miserabilism may currently sell, but the cinema-going public will eventually tire of it. Broaden the social canvas, broaden the historical dimension. There is more material there than there is oil in the North Sea. In the chapters which follow I hope to be able to present a picture of Glasgow, a city which may be cinematically rooted in an image of Miserabilism, but which has in reality been a launch pad for an incredible wealth of intellectual and human culture of an intensely positive nature.


Much fascinating information on the history of cinema in Glasgow (and elsewhere) can be found on the Scottish cinemas and theatres project’s website


http://www.scottishcinemas.org.
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CHAPTER TWO


The Fabulous Factories File


THE WORD ‘FACTORY’ has acquired mostly negative connotations over the past two centuries. Just as ‘tenement’ came to be linked with the idea of slum housing, so ‘factory’ has developed an association (from the time of William Blake’s blast in his poem Jerusalem against the ‘Dark Satanic Mills’ of the Industrial Revolution) with ugliness on the outside and unpleasant things going on inside. Whilst we have gradually come to realise that other monuments of the industrial era, such as railway stations and canal aqueducts, are often things of staggering beauty, there has been a much slower shift in our perception of industrial buildings, many of which, until recently, stood begrimed and disused, regarded mostly as suitable cases for demolition and landscape clearance.


It would be pointless to claim that all, or even most, of the factories built in the two centuries of Scotland’s industrial era were creations of architectural merit. Architectural flair, ornamentation and expenses were largely devoted to the stately homes of the aristocracy and gentry, or to the town halls and suburban villas built by the urban bourgeoisie in Victorian times, for obvious reasons. Many industrial buildings were erected quickly, out of the cheapest materials available and with no regard for aesthetic value other than the beauty of the profit-sheet which they were expected to generate. However, there are numerous exceptions to this, and these exceptions have left us with a generally under-appreciated legacy of striking industrial buildings in Scotland. Much of this legacy lies on Clydeside, and especially in Glasgow, where most of the examples in this chapter are located.
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