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Foreword


This book comes due to pressure on me from Professor Joe Farrell. He argued that there are events in my political life, lessons learned from them, some of the thinking I have done and expressed, that will not only be of interest to those involved or simply interested in politics but useful to the younger generation now taking its rightful place in the forefront of public life. I have been reluctant to comply with Joe’s urgings, not from any false sense of modesty. In elected office or out of it, I have been influential in politics especially on the Left. The reluctance comes because I have always been able to keep my private life private. I intend keeping it that way. This is not an autobiography. I bring in personal matters only where circumstances or people have been important in shaping or influencing me politically. During an interview with a journalist who thought he was entitled to probe when I was an MP, I told him that, although the public paid me, they didn’t own me. It is a principle I recommend to today’s politicians.


I did not have a good formal education – this was partly my own fault and partly due to the system and attitudes in place in my school days. I have sought to make up for that by self-educating through reading, with an emphasis on history, geography, political biographies, memoirs, philosophy, economics and articles by numerous thinkers and opinion formers across a wide spectrum. I have not restricted myself only to socialist literature, although that has had a great influence on me. I think I am one of the last few survivors of a working-class political culture that produced its own leaders.


I have also learned a great deal from working in other countries and with people of other cultures. My two years studying law at Edinburgh University, when I was no longer an MP, was the best educational experience of my life and, while I did not complete the course, it gave my mind a cutting edge and stimulated my interest in spheres of knowledge into which I would not otherwise have ventured.


If ‘democracy’ is to be genuine, it must have not just diversity but a multiplicity of ideas that generate dispute and fire up debate. Explicit to that is the recognition that the ‘other side’ has legitimacy and that understanding where that legitimacy comes from can only be obtained from reading, talking to and discussing with those on that ‘other side’. People who engage in politics and seek to shape public policy should make themselves study the other point of view and so recognise that no ideology or single set of opinions can make the claim to absolute truth and certainty.


Bertrand Russell has had the greatest influence on me. From reading him, I have developed a personal guide – to treat every ‘ism’, including my own socialism, with scepticism. I first made public reference to this principle in a debate at Glasgow University in 1976. It was immediately denounced by a young student as cynicism. It is not. It is a bar to dogma – a fault of all ideologues. And, if the young treat every ‘ism’ with scepticism, as essential to the rigorous interrogation of ideas and policies that can make or mar the lives of people, they will be better equipped to address the issues they will face.


Here, I come to another reason for my reluctance to write and publish – will the young really learn anything from my experience and, more particularly, the opinions I express in this book on contemporary matters, which do not fit into the present orthodoxies, and certainly not into identity politics? I have never lived in a ‘safe space’ on any subject and I find it impossible to believe that the intellectual life of a society can remain undiminished by designating no-go areas and restricting the boundaries of free speech.


I was once a professional organiser of campaigns and elections. Compared to my successors today, with the technology they have, data collection, analysis of electors and an ability to target them individually, I was in a Stone Age. Yet we managed far greater turnout of voters than is regarded as ‘good’ today. It is likely that young people today would probably see my generation as having also been in a social and political Stone Age. We would have been puzzled if anyone had raised ‘identity’ as a subject of concern. So, what can today’s young idealistic generation, who want to change the world for the better, learn from my experience? How do I persuade them of the value of experience without being patronising or puncturing their idealism? That is the formidable challenge Joe Farrell has set me.


I hope that any younger person reading this book will realise that the lessons and critiques I am seeking to pass on from a long political life of sixty years are not meant to throw cold water on their belief that they can finally tackle and remove the injustices in our national society and internationally. This is meant to help them in that endeavour. I want them never to stop trying


But let me be candid. Any young person engaged in politics to change the world, requires more than idealism and passion. Gathering experience does count.


Here are examples from Labour history and my own life, where the lack of experience on the back of idealism has been a sobering corrective. In the 1930s, as Hitler began a massive German rearmament programme, Labour in Parliament voted against every UK government defence budget, all modest, on the grounds of an idealistic belief in internationalism founded on the League of Nations. Clement Attlee spelled this out at the October 1934 annual conference: ‘We have absolutely abandoned every idea of nationalist loyalty. We are deliberately putting a world order before our loyalty towards our own country . . . We want to put on the statute book an act which will make our people citizens of the world before they are citizens of this country.’ The reality broke upon Labour only in 1936 with the German and Italian air and ground support for the fascist Franco in the Spanish Civil War. Attlee became Churchill’s deputy prime minister as the Second World War compelled Labour to shed much of its international idealism. The final breach with that past came when Attlee, as prime minster of a Labour government, secretly decided to build the UK’s own nuclear bomb.


In the early 1960s, young members of my generation were active in the Movement for Colonial Freedom. As British colonialism retreated from Africa, we rejoiced. We firmly believed that the newly free people would easily shrug off the effects of colonial rule and their prosperity would be the result. Instead, we saw the emergence of ‘the Big Men’, such as Robert Mugabe, naked power play and corruption. Hope is not extinguished, however, as a new generation of young people in the African states are starting to assert themselves and openly challenge mendacity and corruption.


Problems that were at the forefront during my time of political activity have been displaced with new priorities that claim the attention of the younger generations. Now the emphasis is on identity, politically correct speech and condemnation of historical figures for what they said and did in their times. I used to think ‘woke’ meant waking up from sleep. But there are things that do not change at the national and international levels and continue to confront and sometimes confound us generation after generation.


Within our own state, ideologies continue to frame attitudes that frame policies – vested interests still compete with each other in the struggle to exert influence on governments; the exploitation of labour by capital still exists; the role of the public sector and its claim on national wealth remains contentious; the size and proper role of the state is still unresolved; poverty levels are shameful; people still need to be fed and housed, and children educated; the ‘big tent’ characteristic of political parties is still in place, providing a constant source of friction within them. In the post Covid-19 crisis era, these will all become more demanding of priority attention and resolution.


On the international scene, the realist school (of which I am a member) has been proved right about the basic factors in state-to-state relations. State interests and spheres of influence are as dominant today as they have always been, as are the existence of Great Powers and the contests between them. Academics identify the practices of the Amarna civilisation (1550–1200 bc), in what we now know as Egypt, Syria, Iraq and Turkey, as the beginning of international relations. It was an age of kingdoms. The reality today of spheres of influence, alliances of weaker states with powerful ones, and changing alliances, would be recognised as normal conduct of international relations by an Amarna ruler or diplomat if he were to visit us today.


While the fundamentals are still there, improvements have been made in states’ practices, the norms of international conduct and legal protections of people as individuals. Although I am in the realist school, that does not mean discounting the achievements, some of great significance, others on an incremental scale, of the idealist school that most of the younger generation adhere to.


However, it is necessary to explain that they will require resilience because the old verities are still there in operation and gesture politics, which appears to ignore them, carries as much weight for change as a butterfly.


Take, as an example, the Left’s pursuit of an ‘ethical’ foreign policy – a call which I have heard at countless meetings. It is a chimera. Robin Cook, who was MP for Livingston, had a first-class mind and was a brilliant parliamentarian. Within weeks of becoming Foreign Secretary in 1997, he announced New Labour’s ethical foreign policy. He was supremely confident at the press conference. The permanent secretary beside him looked pained. Robin, on behalf of the UK, signed the legal instrument setting up the International Criminal Court, explaining that, in doing so, he could not conceive of a British government or service personnel breaching any part of its statute. It was not long before he was lamenting and condemning his own government from the back benches for its invasion of Iraq.


The UN’s power structures remain those formed in 1945, bearing no resemblance to the world that now exists. Defending their state interests has, so far, prevented the smaller veto powers, Russia, UK and France, from ceding their seats to others who, on the face of it, would more accurately reflect the new economic and political balances in the world.


Human Rights declarations and conventions are easiest to apply where it is easy to do so but are without meaning in places where they are most needed. The violence of war, whether by states or non-state entities, remains an instrument readily reached for. The International Criminal Court has no jurisdiction over the superpowers. The International Court of Justice has no power to enforce its decisions. This is as much the world of today’s younger generations as it was for mine.


Then there is that whose consequences all generations must struggle with – power. Although, while seeking to exercise or constrain it, societies may use different political tools, institutions, conventions and rules, it will remain the main driver of human conduct. The emergence of Artificial Intelligence, far from altering that fact, will merely bring in new tools and new methods of pursuing, accumulating and asserting power.


So perhaps the experiences I relate and the views I have formed from a world that seems to have disappeared will not be redundant and will contain valuable knowledge for the younger generation to use as they meet their own challenges.


This book is the truth as I saw it during my time in politics from 1960 to the present day. ‘The truth as I saw it’ is an important caveat. This is my view of events and what shaped them, and what shaped me; but others will have different opinions not so much on what happened, but why it happened, and how the events were handled.


I have tried to avoid making this a self-serving justification of my political life and actions. It is an explanation, including acknowledgement of mistakes, of why I took the positions I did while in the Labour Party, later as an active member of the SNP and, even later, over the past thirty years. I have changed my mind on policy issues, believing that to be consistent, while a virtue, can also be a block on the mind when faced with new situations not hitherto encountered, or when previous positions are overtaken and changed by events. I have always been willing to reconsider policy, guided by a desire to be intellectually honest with myself and to be honest with the public.


This book is a hybrid – part memoir, part comment on a wide range of matters past and present as I saw and see them. It does not travel in a direct line from childhood to the present and I do digress here and there. I learned to touch-type as a radio operator in the Royal Navy and have built up my typing speed so much that, for more than sixty years, my thoughts have flowed straight from the keyboard. This book is as it came from there.


I was married to Margo MacDonald for thirty-three years and she will loom large in a number of these pages. It could not be otherwise. We were two halves of one whole. I am incomplete without her.


Jim Sillars
Edinburgh
July 2020





1


A Working-class Start


I was born on 4 October 1937 in Scotland, in a council flat at 6 White Street, Ayr. Shortly after my birth we moved to 35 Seaforth Crescent, another council flat nearby, where our family stayed until after I left primary school. Seaforth Crescent was working class. The Second World War started when I was two. My father was Matthew Sillars, a railway locomotive fireman at the time of my birth and later an engine driver. My mother was Agnes Sillars (née Sproat), a weaver at a carpet factory before her marriage. My brother Robert was four years older than me.


Also living in Seaforth Crescent were Grandpa and Granny Sillars, Aunt Peggy Sillars, Uncle Robert Sillars – disabled, he worked as a cobbler and went to his work each day, about half a mile away, on crutches – and two sisters of my mother and their families. In an adjacent street, there was another of my mother’s sisters. A bit further away, about a twenty minutes’ walk, lived my Grandpa and Granny Sproat and my aunt Nellie Sproat. In another direction, about ten minutes’ walk away, lived my father’s brother, Uncle Jock, and his family. His house had no electricity and was lit by gas mantles. This nearby extended family was not unusual in those days. We were not poor but not well off either.


The flat in Seaforth Crescent was an upstairs one in a block of four. It contained a living room with a fireplace, a bedroom with a fireplace, a kitchen and bathroom. The floors were covered in linoleum. We had a back garden in which my father grew vegetables. No one dreamed of owning a home. Paying rent was what you did. Over the back of our garden was a big area of allotments which were called ‘the plots’. These had been abandoned, probably because the holders were involved in the war, and there were many thorn bushes that proved perfect for hiding in when we played soldiers.


The first event that shaped my life was the death of my mother in April 1942 from tuberculosis. I was aged four years and six months. Her passing was devastating and, even today, it can cause me pain to think about it. Papers found by my brother’s daughters, after his death at the age of eighty-seven, show that he mourned her to his last day. We shared the same view – we felt cheated by her death.


Young as I was, I knew my mother was not well as she was often in bed. I slept on a bed settee in the living room and I can remember waking up one morning and there she was out of bed, fully clothed, lighting the fire. I recall asking something like, ‘Are you well now?’ and she gave me a strange smile, something in my adult years I came to understand as enigmatic. My mother knew she was dying. I was oblivious to that. She moved into the living room in the last days of her life and I slept in the bedroom. I woke up one morning to find my brother in the arms of my father, crying. When it was explained to me that my mother had died, I don’t think I took in what that meant. I didn’t join my brother in crying.


But the day of her burial was different. I had been taken to one of my aunts in the Crescent. Why she did it I don’t know but she picked me up and took me to the window to let me see my mother’s coffin leaving our house. That’s when it hit me that she was dead, gone forever. I went berserk, trying to tear myself away from my aunt to get out and stop them taking my mother away. I would not experience that level of grief again until my wife, Margo MacDonald, died. I sometimes think what I experienced that day enabled me, both at a personal and political level, to absorb blows and stay standing. On that day, the well of grief within me was almost emptied and it took a long time to refill.


I have been told that when she was finally succumbing to TB, my mother asked to see my brother and told him to look after me. That he did. The loss of our mother bound us as closely as twins. I was a small boy, it was rough on our street and there was a much older and much bigger boy who picked on me. My brother fought on my behalf. It wasn’t that I was afraid of fighting – I would take on anyone my own size – but this one was way out of my class.


TB was a terrible scourge before antibiotics became widely available after the Second World War. In our extended family, in addition to my mother, three other female cousins died of the condition. Diphtheria and scarlet fever were killers of children. I can recall as if it were yesterday Mr Logan, a neighbour, standing in our kitchen, tears rolling down his cheeks, telling my father that his three-year-old grandson George, my pal, had died of diphtheria. Today, people do not expect premature deaths but it was different then and it was usual to see men walking around with a diamond-shaped black patch on their overcoats as a mark of mourning.


My father eventually married again and I had a lovely stepmother in Madge Duncan from Dundee. I had no problem, despite always missing my mother, of taking to her. She was exceptionally kind and I quickly came to love her. I was delighted when she gave birth to my sister Jean in our flat in December 1945. A sister – a wonderful Christmas present.


Money was tight and we lived from week to week with nothing to lay aside as savings. We had nothing with which to compare our position. The well-off people lived in the posh areas south of the River Ayr, in places where we never ventured. No one where we lived had a car. Coal and milk were delivered by horse and cart. The biggest local shop was the Co-op and it wasn’t a supermarket in those days.


Wartime rationing, not only of food but clothing, was an austerity that we lived with as the natural order. Entertainment came via the radio and the cinema. We had a radio that plugged into the electricity supply but others in our street had ones run on large batteries, and it was usual to see people taking the batteries along for re-charging at the local garage. The local cinema, the Regal, showed what we called ‘pictures’ – a mix of British and American films. In the British war films, officers were all upper-middle class and the other ranks were from the working class. We thought that perfectly natural. There were films about Russian partisans beating the Germans. We all called Stalin ‘Uncle Joe’. It was in the non-war American films that we could lose ourselves in a fantasy world before going back to the harshness of the real one. At the end of every showing, we all stood while the national anthem was played, a practice that began to break down only in the late 1950s. We were still in the age of deference.


We lived in the context of the war. Even as children we knew how important Franklin D. Roosevelt was and I remember the pleasure and relief among the adults in the Crescent when he won the 1944 US presidential election and the shock when he died before the war ended.


Among the things I remember from those war years was powdered egg. When my mother died and before my father married again, he would sometimes cook. He was typical of his time –men did not cook or do housework – and so when he put his hand to powdered egg it came out of the frying pan like a piece of leather. His lumpy custard matched his other non-existent culinary skills. Then there was the concentrated orange juice and cod liver oil. The former was OK but I hated the taste of the cod liver oil.


There were shortages all the time. I learned to knit and darn holes in my socks and jerseys. When I got a new pair of boots, my father would hammer steel tacks into the soles to make them last longer. Dead silence was required when the nine o’clock news came on the radio with the latest bulletins on the war. I checked with my brother and he confirmed that never once did we hear anyone in our street question that we would win the war. I knew who Winston Churchill was and of his importance.


We never went hungry. A piece of bread and jam, the ‘jeelie piece’, was always available. Neighbour helped neighbour. Mrs Kelly, who lived below us, was a great baker and we got our share of her efforts. Doors were either not locked or had the key kept on a string which could be retrieved by a hand through the letterbox behind them. The local policeman was Jimmy Alexander and, knowing our situation after my mother died, he would check up on my brother and me if he knew our father was at work and we were likely to be alone in the house, as was often the case.


A few years ago, I took part in a debate in Edinburgh about the merits or otherwise of Margaret Thatcher and, once again, her claim was trotted out that the Good Samaritan could not have been good had he not been wealthy. To counter this, I cited Mrs Kelly, whose family was as hard up as ours, yet who, time and again, gave my brother and me from the little she had.


Steam engines even to this day hold a fascination for people and, in my young days, having a father who fired and drove them was a reason for immense pride in him. We were a railway family. My great-grandfather, my grandfather and his brother were all railwaymen too. We talked about the railways at home. Railwaymen got free travel passes for the family every year and could go anywhere with them. We used ours once a year to holiday in Dundee with my stepmother’s brothers. I loved the train journey, first from Ayr to Glasgow and then from Glasgow to Dundee, but I intensely disliked where we stayed, which was a room and kitchen in Lochee Road. My brother and I slept with one of the uncles. He was anything but happy about the arrangement and neither were we. There was an outside toilet, shared with everyone else on the stair, which I hated using.


My father was a strong supporter of Labour and the trade unions and greatly admired Nye Bevan, although he was not uncritical of him. He told me that Archie Manuel, a railway driver like him, who was MP for Central Ayrshire, lost his seat in 1955 because Bevan had called for the nationalisation of ICI in Irvine, by far the largest employer in the county. The other thing I remember from that conversation was that, on the morning after the election result, young Tories had hung a pair of railway overalls on Manuel’s front door handle – my first lesson in how cruel politics can be.


I was just three months from my eighth birthday when I stood in the kitchen with my father the day that Labour won the 1945 election. It was joy unconfined. He rushed out, met our neighbour across the way, Mrs Logan, and they literally danced up and down in celebration. Even at that age, I knew something significant had happened in our lives. ‘A Labour government’ were the words I heard spoken with unmistakable satisfaction.


There was one incident during the 1945 election campaign which struck a chord in my young mind. All during the war, Churchill seemed to be placed just below God but above the king in importance. I had never heard one word of criticism against him. During the election campaign, my father had taken me with him on a visit to another railwayman. There were several men in the house. Churchill was speaking on the wireless, when one of the men, in a voice steeped in anger and contempt, made an attack on him. I heard it and was surprised at how different that was from normal. Years later, when Churchill died, I was in a meeting of Ayrshire County Council Labour Group agonising over whether, at the full council meeting, we should stand and engage in the one minute’s silence. In that meeting, a lot of anger spilled out because of Churchill’s past actions. As Home Secretary, he had sent the troops in against the Welsh miners and, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, had been the leading protagonist against the unions in the 1926 General Strike. These were unforgiven crimes against the working class. In the end, however, it was Danny Sim, the group leader, who laid it out – Churchill was a political lion, one we may have cause to detest, but a lion nonetheless, and his role in halting Hitler had to be acknowledged. We all stood for the minute of silence.


I must have had politics built in to me because, as well as picking up the importance of my father’s friend’s abuse of Churchill, I read avidly the two papers my father bought – The Daily Herald, a Labour one, and The Daily Express, a Tory one (because its racing section was the best, my father explained). In those days, the newspapers reported speeches of major political figures in detail and I was able to see how two sides could disagree on issues. I was in a local shop when the announcement of Gandhi’s assassination came through on the radio and ran home to tell my father because I knew it was important. I remember surprising the dairy owner I worked for as a milk boy by expressing political opinions.


In January 1950 I went from Newton Park Primary School into a transition class at Heathfield Primary School, as entry to Ayr Academy was not until summer of that year. Because of the impending general election in February (which Labour won, narrowly), the teacher thought it would be a good idea to have a class election. I put myself forward as the Communist candidate. When my turn came to address the class, the teacher heckled me, which I thought was unfair as he had not done that to anyone else. I’ve no idea what I said that riled him. I got two votes (including my own). I was clued up about the general election and, among my schoolmates, kept repeating the slogan about the Labour leader Clement Attlee – ‘Vote for Clem because he’s a gem’.


I was with my father, again in the kitchen, when Labour’s defeat was announced in 1951. It was as though the world had ended. He said something like, ‘We’re in for it now.’ so dark was the picture he painted of what was to be delivered to the working class by the Tories. I left the house to play ‘headers’ with a pal in a state of dread, thinking the sun would never shine again. Of course, it didn’t turn out as bad as my father feared. His view of the Tory Party was formed in the 1930s and he was not aware of how the likes of Rab Butler and Harold Macmillan had changed it.


My father was typical of our class. He brought in the money, did not even contemplate cooking or washing up and expected his dinner to be on the table when he came home. Not until he was sixty-five, with my stepmother ill in bed, did he deign to go to the shops. That was not his only working-class characteristic. My brother and I went to the selective Ayr Academy and, for my father, having got there was enough of an achievement. At that time, I was not university material but my brother was. He was quite brilliant at mathematics. In later life, he taught himself chemistry to pass his Fire Service exams, finally reaching Division Officer level. But the idea of either of us going on to further education would never have crossed my father’s mind. I never heard the word university until I was in the Navy in Hong Kong.


That is not say he was not ambitious for us. He was anxious to get us into an apprenticeship in a trade but that was as far as it went. My brother became a bricklayer and I got an apprenticeship as a plasterer. He was immensely pleased when my sister became a nurse. I have been amused over the years when hearing middle-class socialists extol the virtues of the working class, as though we are a noble people with no faults. In reality, our class had its own inner-class system. White-collar workers, clerks, joiners, brickies, plasterers, electricians, engineers and railway engine drivers were at the top, with miners, labourers, postmen, bus drivers and conductresses below them. Keeping the differentials between the skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled was one of the prime functions of the craft unions and the reasons for the closed shop. (The closed shop, for those who do not know, operated on the basis that you had to be a member of a designated trade union or you didn’t get a job. And you could only be a member of such a trade union if you were a skilled craftsman or an apprentice.)


*


I digress here. One day, in the tearoom of the House of Commons, a number of us were gathered round Left-winger Tony Benn as he spelled out another of his ideas – that the way to have a greater representation of the working class in the Commons was to restrict everyone to one parliamentary term only. It just so happened that I was the only working-class person present. Tony was surprised, therefore, when I said it wouldn’t work and would be against our class interest. I cited his junior minister, Alex Eadie, as proof. Before entering Parliament, Alex had been a stripper in the pits. That was the most back-breaking underground job of all. If he came away to Parliament for four years, going physically soft, he could not possibly return to it and would have to find a job on the surface for lower wages. So, the Alex Eadies of the world would not come. Then I turned to my old man, by then the senior railway engine driver at Ayr sheds. Such was the speed of technological change in signalling that he would not ‘know the road’ after four years away and the only job available to him would have been in the ‘shunting engine’ category, which was usually kept for men no longer medically fit for the main line. With that potential loss of status, there was no way the likes of Matt Sillars could come to London for four years. But, as I pointed out, college lecturers, academics and lawyers would not mind a parliamentary stint on their CVs.


I had a great liking for Tony Benn and admired how he was willing to explore new ideas, and he had the most attractive and charismatic personality. But I thought he was in love with the perfect working class of his imagination – a legion of Jimmy Reids – and had a deep-felt need to be one of us. This view was, I believe, underlined when David Lambie and I, both MPs from Ayrshire, once went to see him in his ministerial office in Victoria Street about a local problem. Behind Tony’s desk was a huge Transport and General Workers’ Union (TGWU) banner and, while David and I drank our tea from good china cups, he took his from a big mug of the type favoured by lorry drivers. After the meeting, as David and I walked to the lift, I asked if he needed the big banner behind his desk to complete the working-class picture. He laughed.


*


On the railways most drivers and firemen were in ASLEF (the Associated Society of Locomotive Engineers and Firemen), describing themselves as ‘the cream of the railway’, while a small number of drivers and firemen were in the NUR (National Union of Railwaymen), which took in other workers such as guards, signalmen, shunters, wheel tappers and rail maintenance men. There was a separate union for salaried staff (the TSSA). My father was in ASLEF. My grandfather, an engine driver, told me he joined the NUR because he didn’t believe in an elite and that, if every railwayman was in the same union, they would all be stronger. When, in later life, I wanted to wrong-foot Dad, I would ask him to justify being in ASLEF which seemed to be contrary to his socialist principles. He was generally good in debate but not on that issue.


My father was a gambler. Not an amateur gambler. He studied racehorse form and pedigree and pored over the football fixtures before he filled in the Littlewoods football pools coupon, from which he had several good winnings. I cannot recall my stepmother or us children ever getting anything substantial extra, like a new football – popularly known as a football tube at the time – football boots or ice skates, as a result of his winnings. Every September, there was a major horse racing meeting in Ayr and the big race, the Ayr Gold Cup, was run on a Friday. Just up the road from our street was a park where an annual fair was held at the same time. We called it ‘the shows’. Whether my brother, sister and I had a good time on the night of the Gold Cup meeting depended entirely upon the horses my father had backed that day. A big win and we were on the roundabouts and the bumper cars and had shots at the shooting gallery. No win – nothing.


As I say, he was no amateur and sentiment played no part when placing a bet. In 1978, the Scottish football team went to Argentina with their manager, Ally McLeod, convincing the nation we would win the World Cup. I sat with my father and brother to watch the first match on television against Peru. When we lost 3–1, he greeted the news with, ‘Och well.’ The tone alerted me. I asked if he had backed Peru, to which the answer was yes – the odds had been terrific. Before the team departed for Argentina, we had lost 1–0 to England at Hampden. I looked at him and asked if he had bet on an England win, to which he said yes, for two reasons – first, we did not have a good team and, second, the odds had again been too good to ignore. He had wanted Scotland to win both games but the gambler in him could not ignore the odds. He had a peculiar attitude towards his winnings. Once, when he won a substantial sum – around £100 – and it quickly disappeared, I asked him where it had gone. He told me the money wasn’t really his – it was the bookie’s – so there was no problem gambling with it.


I was too young to remember but my brother told me that, during my father’s first marriage, he had come home one pay day without any money, having gambled the lot away, and that my mother’s reaction had been to hit him hard over the head with a toy tin hat and take both of us off to Granny Sproat’s house. It seems my mother was a very strong character and never again, while she was alive, did my father repeat that mistake. However, my stepmother was no match for him. He never brought home an unopened pay packet. The various experiences with my father and the bookies put me off gambling for life.


The man who most mattered in my life, after my father and brother, was my grandfather, Robert Sillars. A senior engine driver, he was forced to leave the railway after suffering a nervous breakdown. He got no help from my grandmother. She was cruel and, in front of me, often taunted him for his idleness. I was very young but remember being distressed at these scenes. It was an appalling level of domestic abuse. As I grew older, I came to detest her for the way she treated him.


He loved reading – books, papers, periodicals, anything he could get his hands on – and I was on the same wavelength. He was often banished to the kitchen and there he and I would talk for hours. Even though I was just a young boy, we would talk about Burns, the Bible and what the newspapers were saying. He explained why he changed from Liberal to Labour, why he and others went back to work when the 1926 General Strike collapsed (there was no appetite for a revolution) and shared his views on trade unions, football, golf (he was a low handicap player) and the railway. It was from him I learned about Gallipoli, for which he blamed Churchill. He had no gifts to give me, except an old encyclopaedia, which was like being handed a gold mine.


He had a prodigious memory and was able to recite very long poems from Burns. Later, when my grandmother died and he moved in with us, we would talk for ages and play cards, with me ensuring that he won with great frequency, something that delighted him. I remember one disagreement we had when, in my idealistic youth, I declared that, after the 1939–45 war, we would have no more. He replied, ‘Jimmy, there will always be wars and rumours of wars.’ – a view I dismissed. There have been almost 200 big and small wars since 1945.


I cared about my grandpa and admired his intellect, his self-learning, his love of books and his thirst for knowledge. He was reading ten minutes before he died suddenly at the age of eighty-seven. I regarded it a privilege to conduct his funeral.


*


On my mother’s side, the Sproat family consisted of eight sisters, one son, and the illegitimate son of an aunt. My grandpa, Jimmy Sproat, was an engineer in the local ice factory. I have photographs of me with him and my Granny Sproat but no memory of them. My uncle, Sony Sproat, was in the 51st Highland Division captured at St Valery in 1940 and died later of cancer in a POW camp.


The Sproat aunts were important up until my mother died and my father remarried. They gave my brother and me a shock soon after my mother’s funeral when, with my father out at work, they came and, laughing together, emptied her wardrobe, tried on her clothes and stripped the curtains from the windows. With wartime rationing, it was, of course, sensible for them to take her clothes but it was the way they did it – the insensitive way they behaved in front of two grief-stricken boys left us shaken. After that, I never really trusted my aunties on the Sproat side again and the episode caused a breach in the family, which became wider after my father married again.


The aunties were resolutely opposed to it and made their opposition clear to my stepmother. In a sense, my brother and I were put to a loyalty test – it was either them or our stepmother – and, although they did not cut us off completely when we took our stepmother’s side, we were, from then on, definitely regarded as not ‘one of them’. One aunt in particular, who I used to visit regularly, started keeping me at the door. My father used to tell me that blood was thicker than water but I found that was not true and preferred the idea that you can pick your friends but not relatives.


All in all, although my father and stepmother gave me a good home, my mother’s death caused an underlying sadness. I wished so much that, when my brother became a senior fire officer and I was elected an MP, she could have seen how her two boys had got on. But it wasn’t to be.
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School


When I was five, I went to Newton Park Primary School – or, to be more exact, that was where I was supposed to go. I hated school. It ended my freedom and I saw it as a ten-year prison sentence, with a short parole each summer. That glorious Friday when we broke for the long summer holiday was better than Christmas. My brother Robert had to drag me to the school gates and I would hold on to the railings like grim death as he tried to prise my fingers free and force me into the playground. He was pleased when the railings were removed for the war effort. Once the bell rang, he went into school and I ran away to an aunt’s. This went on for some weeks.


Eventually I did attend classes every day but my only interest was in English and history, which for me included the Bible. I remember being taught about Clive of India and that his magnificent victory at the Battle of Plassey was key to ‘us’ conquering India – apparently a beneficial event in world history. We were told of the Black Hole of Calcutta into which white women and children were thrown to die during the Indian Mutiny but nothing of the barbarity with which the mutiny was put down. As for the Opium Wars, I was left with the impression that they ware an altruistic act by the British to save the Chinese from the addictive effects of the drug. And the Boers were regarded as having stood in the way of Britain’s right to rule in southern Africa.


I don’t mention any of this disparagingly to gain approval from those who have a present-day need to mentally flagellate themselves in expatiation for their colonial ancestors’ sins. The idea of the Empire and the British right to rule was taken for granted, seen through a very different lens from today, by all classes. Racism was deeply embedded in British society. Kipling’s poem, ‘The White Man’s Burden’, was an assertion of white supremacy over black and brown people, with the implication that the whites were their natural tutors who would ‘civilise’ them – over a long period of imperial rule, of course. Africa was described as having been the ‘dark continent’ before the Europeans arrived and we were totally unaware that Africans had their own long history of civilisations and achievements, the truths of which were smothered in colonial times. People today cannot claim to be so oblivious to this.


It was only when I began to read widely, after leaving school, that I discovered truths about colonialism. I don’t blame my teachers. They were captives of the imperial zeitgeist and would have been incapable of questioning what was in the standard text books, all of which extolled the creation of the British Empire with its explicit superiority of the white over the coloured. That racist legacy of Empire lingers, despite the laws that have been enacted that seek to ensure respect and equality for people of all colours.


The only thing that I liked about school was the prospect of playing in the football team. In those days, the main interests of working-class youngsters were boxing and football. In our family, there was also golf. I had three boxing heroes – Jack Johnson, a previous world heavyweight champion, Joe Louis, then the current world heavyweight champion, and Bruce Woodcock, the British heavyweight. I was sure Woodcock was heading for a world title fight when he took on Joe Baksi, an American ranked third in the world. Baksi broke his jaw in knocking him out. That brought forth the Yankee gibe about ‘horizontal’ British heavyweights.


Boxing gave me my first lesson in the disgrace of racism. Live bouts were reported on the wireless. During a fight in 1946, I heard one commentator remark to another what a pity it was that the ‘colour bar’ would stop the obvious winner going on to fight for the British title. I was struck by how unfair it was. The British colour bar, preventing a boxer of colour fighting for the title in this country, was made in 1911 by the British Boxing Board of Control and not removed until 1947.


But, for me, football was king. I was very good at it, having converted from the usual one of ‘best-foot’ (the right) players to being equally skilled with both feet. This was achieved by kicking a small ball, about the size of a tennis ball, with my left foot all the way to school and back every day. When in Primary 6 and chosen for the team, I was in raptures. The night before my first match I put on the jersey (made of wool) and paraded in front of the big mirror in the bedroom. No political event or winning any election compares to how I felt the day I put that jersey on for the first time.


I wasn’t the best player in my first year in the team. That was Jackie McInally, in Primary 7, who later played with Kilmarnock in the then First Division. But in Primary 7, I was the team’s best player, out on the left wing. But I failed in the Mackie Cup Final against St Margaret’s when we were beaten 1–0. That was the first time I had to face up to my own responsibility for failure. It wasn’t that I played badly – I didn’t perform at all. I didn’t need the teacher, Mr Allan, and his look of disappointment in me in the dressing room to know that I had let the side down. I am not sure to this day whether it was nerves at taking part in a cup final – a very big deal – that was the problem, but I saw it as a failed test of character, that was never going to happen again. In the final games of the season, I played brilliantly and we won the league. But that loss in the cup final, and my self-assessment afterwards, proved to have great influence on me in the life that followed.


I warmed to Mr Allan, not just because he organised the football team, but because he never seemed to need recourse to the belt – the long leather strap used for hitting pupils over the hands. His class was the only one I felt relaxed in. Two things he said have stuck with and influenced me. I can see him now, standing at his desk telling us that one of the greatest things that happened in our society was the emergence of the age of tolerance, in which each of us learned to treat those who held different opinions or belonged to other religions with respect. This tolerance was the foundation of civilised conduct. The other was advice – to be our own most severe critic. That way, he explained, we would be immune to flattery and unfair criticism. If we knew we had done badly at something, no matter what praise we got, we would know it was not true and vice versa. I have passed it on to my grandchildren.


Whether we now continue to live in an age of tolerance is an open question. The right to speak freely, even if it is offensive to some other individual or group, no longer seems to apply. This is the thin-skin society, with some unable to endure opinions that are different from theirs. I have watched with astonishment as people have been coerced to make an apology when no apology should have been given. Of course, it cannot be claimed that there is an absolute right to say anything we want and we have libel laws to ensure that. Even in the United States, with its constitutional right to free speech, there is case law that defines a narrow unacceptable level of comment. But, whatever inhibitions we may place upon ourselves (which is different from the state doing so), in steering clear of language that some communities might find deeply offensive, our right and the right of others to speak our minds should be vigorously defended.


My worst school year was in Primary 5, which was an episode in purgatory. The teacher was Mrs MacArthur and her reputation came before her. She had a long thin wooden stick she hit us with when she was not using her fists. Once, when we doing long division, she looked over my shoulder and spotted a mistake. I got a hammering from the fists. I think I must have transferred my fear of her – and it was fear – to the subject itself as, even now, when I am presented with an arithmetical problem, I do it twice to make sure of the conclusion.


In Primary 7, we did not sit an English 11-plus. We sat the qualifying exam at age twelve, to determine whether we remained at Newton Park School, a junior secondary, or went to the selective Ayr Academy. I qualified for Ayr Academy, as had my brother before me.


If anything, I hated Ayr Academy more than primary school. It was clear that people from working-class backgrounds were not welcome. On my first day, the deputy rector, Mr Casells, called us out one by one to his desk. He asked me if I was a relative of Robert Sillars. I said yes, he was my brother, to which his reply was, ‘You will end up a common labourer just like him.’ I was angry – my brother was an apprentice bricklayer, not a labourer. That did it for me, on day one.


Just how much we were looked down on by the teachers was brought home on two particular occasions. Many of us who came from the Newton side of Ayr and the mining villages had been brought up playing football, whereas the Academy played rugger and cricket against private schools. We set up a scratch football team and challenged Newton Academy, the winners of the Ayr league, to a game on a Friday after school. They were a good team captained by David Dunsmuir, a schoolboy international. We beat them 3–1 and, chuffed, thought ,once the word got out, Ayr Academy would put together an official football team. Far from it. On the Monday morning after assembly, our names were read out and we were told to report to the gym master, Captain T.B. Watson. He lined us up in the gym and punched every one of us, first for playing the ‘lower-class’ game of soccer and second for engaging with what he called ‘the dross’ from the other side of the river, where of course most of us lived.


The other arose when the Academy held a boxing tournament in the gym. One fight was between the son of the local lemonade factory owner, who was in the audience, and a boy called Adam Truesdale. Adam came from a very poor family. He wore wellingtons not just in winter but in early summer. But he could box. Adam was knocking seven bells out of the other boy, then the bell rang and he was disqualified. It was outrageous.


The irony was that when Ayr Academy decided to send a team to the Scottish Schoolboy Boxing Championships in Glasgow, Adam and I were among those who went. I fancied myself but, in my first and only fight, I was walloped by a Glasgow boy, a real boxer. I hit him only once and was so surprised that I dropped my guard and got more punishment. Pride was at stake and I held on until the end of the fight. Adam Truesdale didn’t lose. He demolished every opponent, to become the Scottish champion at his weight.


Only one teacher at Ayr Academy, Mr Inglis, who taught English, did anything for me. I bought into his love for English literature but only had him in the first year. I started to play truant – we called it ‘plunking’. Another boy and I would leave home to catch the bus to school and then it was into a small wood to disappear for the day. In the last three months, I didn’t bother hiding – I just didn’t go except for the final week. The rector, Mr Cairns, called me and a pal into his office in the last day to show his displeasure and told us that we would never make anything of ourselves. One night, on an aircraft coming back from London, I met that pal. He was a senior engineer.


Years later, when I was MP for South Ayrshire, I met Mr Cairns at Ayr railway station. He came over to say how pleased he was to see an old boy do so well. I told him I considered myself not an old boy of Ayr Academy but of Newton Park School.
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First Jobs


I can’t remember ever getting pocket money from my father and I was desperate to get a job. I was ten when the first one came along, in the small local hardware store a couple of streets away from my home. It involved filling empty bottles, of all shapes and sizes with bleach (which the owner made up) and then delivering them, using a small wooden box on wheels, to customers. I had no protective clothing. The different bottle sizes meant there was spillage but I was oblivious to any danger. After the deliveries, I got my first pay – a sixpence. I went home full of myself but, when my father asked how much I had been paid, he went through the roof about exploitation and I was forbidden to go back.


My next job, at eleven years old, at Bryson’s, the local dairy, was different. We milk boys worked mornings seven days week. It was the horse-and-cart age. Jimmy Bryson was a good man and I got on well with Betty, his daughter. Twelve shillings a week enabled me to buy all my comics and sweets. And a bonus – plenty of milk to drink.


In the harsh winters, it was agony delivering the day’s milk and then lifting the empties that had been out on the doorstep all night in the snow or rain. Gloves were no good, getting instantly wet. My fingers would swell up and be very painful. One time, on returning to the dairy, I plunged my frozen hands into a tank of very hot water that was being used to wash the bottles and fainted with the pain. I remember, when my hands were freezing, asking myself how it was possible for scientists to create an atom bomb but not produce a pair of gloves that would keep a milk boy’s hands warm. That kind of glove exists now for, among other things, use by golfers in winter.


We only got New Year’s Day off, Christmas not then being a public holiday in Scotland, although schools were closed. To get that one day off, we made our usual delivery in the morning and then came back at 7 p.m. on Hogmanay and did another delivery. There were no fridges in our area in those days, so the second delivery would remain outside in the cold overnight and not go sour.


I stayed with Bryson’s dairy even after we moved to the other side of the town. But when the dairy changed hands, I looked for a new job closer to home. I did so because of the way the new employee who was in charge of my milk run treated the horse who pulled the milk cart. On his first day, he went into the stables, took out a hammer and started to hit the animal. The horse was terrified. So was I. As I stood there aghast, he told me this was to show her who her new master was. I wanted out and soon left and went to work delivering milk for another dairy.


My new dairy, unlike Bryson’s, did not serve working-class areas. It was the posh Doonfoot and Alloway we delivered to (my daughter Julie lives in Alloway now). I was by then at secondary school and very happy with the change. When I worked at Bryson’s, at Christmas I got a lot of tips – something like seven shillings in threepenny bits, which would be left in an envelope in the neck of the empties. My logic was that, if I gathered that much in working-class areas, where money was short, I was bound to cash in big in the posh areas. Mistake. Come Christmas-time deliveries, not even a farthing (one quarter of a penny) had been left in the empties. Milk boys were appreciated in working-class communities and would be rewarded from what little the people had. But, in well-heeled Doonfoot and Alloway, we were anonymous – milk appeared on the doorsteps and that was all that mattered.


*


On leaving school at fifteen, I got an indentured apprenticeship (a signed commitment to work for five years) with James Legatt, plasterer, in Ayr. I was cheap labour. In those days, to plaster a wall, the tradesman first put on a mixture of plaster, sand and water. Once that was dry, he put on the finishing skin, made up of plaster and lime. My job was to mix the first course of plaster on a big wooden board, with a shovel (it set fast), then fill a hod and carry it on my shoulder into the tradesman, dumping it on a flat table. I then mixed the finishing coat, taking it in, this time, pail by pail.


The first job I worked on was a group of shops in the Forehill housing scheme in Ayr, which are still standing today. Hugh Muir was the journeyman, Tommy Potts the senior apprentice and then me, labouring. I can claim to have mixed most of the plaster, the cement for roughcasting and the concrete for the floors. I was paid a first-year apprentice wage of thirty-nine shillings a week, I discovered from listening to the men at tea-break that the boss would be charging the client labourer’s wages for me, a rate much higher than mine. This, I learned, was a normal swindle in the building trades.


The only break in the cycle of labouring came one week in every month when I attended a technical college. A labourer replaced me for that week. It was at the college that I learned how to put plaster on a wall. After the Forehill project was finished, we were sent to work on a house renovation. By this time, I was really fed up just labouring. When Legatt came to check on progress, I took the opportunity of asking him when I was going to start learning my trade. I doubt if anyone had ever talked to him like that before. He took umbrage and an argument started. I told him I was leaving and he warned me he would charge my father for the weeks I had attended college. That did it. I was raging, thinking how much he had made out of me at the Forehill shops and was still doing so in this job. I had just mixed a batch of first coat plaster. I dug the shovel into it and told him to take it in himself and walked off the job.


My father and stepmother were very good about it. My father knew I had been exploited and could not bring himself to criticise me, although he was concerned about me losing my apprenticeship. Within a couple of days, a letter arrived from the Master Plasterers’ Association summoning me to an evening meeting in the County Buildings. My father came with me. There it was explained to me that I was indentured and therefore required to complete my time with Legatt, and had to go back to work the next day.


I was just fifteen when I faced this group of stern men admonishing me. There was not one word from them about how I had been exploited – not surprising, perhaps, as they too were surely misusing their first-year apprentices. I refused point blank to go back. Nothing they said about my indentured contract counted. My father had to tell them that he was not capable of making me return to work and I didn’t.


So I was out of work with a black mark against me in the building trade. No more apprenticeship. My father got me a job at the Ayr railway engine sheds, where I started work as a cleaner, just like my father and my grandfather before me. I was very happy – the railway suited me fine and the money was a lot more than I got with Legatt.


In winter, a cleaner’s job was to wash the engines using a cloth dipped in paraffin, which we drew in pails from the main store but we could earn extra money, at men’s rates of pay, by working in the coal screes when there was a shortage of workers there, due to holidays or sickness. Wagons of coal were shunted up into the screes. We emptied them into big tubs, then pushed the tubs to a tipping point with the coal then going into the engine tender below, as preparation for the next shift. It was big money at the screes, earning me about an extra six or seven pounds a week, much of which I gave to my stepmother over and above what I gave for my room and board. The screes were hard work – back-breaking for a youngster – but, because of the money, I kept it up as long as I could.


In the summer holiday period, we cleaners became firemen and, once, I got the chance to fire the same engine my grandfather had driven. I was bursting with pride and he was delighted. We got firemen’s wages and I loved working on the steam engines. It was quite skilled and responsible work, entailing more than just shovelling coal into the firebox, which itself required skill as you had to know where to place the coal to get the most combustion. The fireman worked the entry of water into the boilers through a steam injection system, and if he got it wrong, disaster followed. Every boiler had a brass plug which, if there was no water in it, melted and the engine would grind to a halt.


My shifts were mostly hauling empty wagons up to the Ayrshire pits and taking loaded ones back down to Ayr harbour for onward shipment to Northern Ireland. On one occasion at the pits, a lesson was burned into my mind about family responsibility. It was the last day of work in the pits before the start of the miners’ annual holiday. My driver, who had witnessed it before, told me to watch what happened when the men came out with their holiday pay packets. I watched a tragedy. Not all but a number of men took a couple of coins and tossed for each other’s pay packet – the loser went home to a family getting ready for the holidays with no cash.


This was the time I became an underage drinker. It is the Scottish male curse – the desire to show our manhood by the amount of alcohol we can consume. At the Butlin’s holiday camp just outside Ayr, they ran a dance on Saturday nights during which lots of drink was on sale and no questions about age were asked. I was not interested in dancing – I never have been – and access to drink was the attraction. It was the same in the Bunch of Grapes pub in Ayr, where we young railway cleaners would gather and down our whiskies and beer. In the railway cleaner’s bothy we would boast (exaggerate) about how much we had drunk.


Then came my first trade union experience. I had, like my grandpa, joined the NUR. It was 1955 and railway drivers and firemen wanted wages commensurate with the skills they had as locomotive footplate men. Anthony Eden, Tory prime minister, had just won a general election on Thursday 26 May. ASLEF decided to strike for more wages on the 28th but the NUR decided not to strike. I was at home off work on the first strike day. My father wanted me to join it. I told him I was in the NUR and, as it had decided not to go on strike, I would be going to work the next day. There was a major row, as I dug in my heels. My stepmother made the clinching argument, telling me quietly that, no matter the difference between my union and my father’s, the fact was that I would have to cross a picket line and, in doing so, I would bring shame on the family and forever be known as a scab and a blackleg which, in working-class circles, was the mark of Cain.


So I said I would join the strike cycled down to the strike headquarters in a church hall and signed up. There were strike meetings at which senior officials of ASLEF told us we were in a working-class struggle, along with the dockers who were also out on strike. The enemy was not so much the Railway Board as the Tory government, which had declared a state of emergency.


The little strike pay we got was handed over to my stepmother and I was flat broke. That strike taught me a lesson for life. I hadn’t realised up to then that all I had to maintain myself was the ability to sell my labour and this was a vulnerable position to be in. As well as learning that fundamental lesson, which applies to everyone who has no inherited wealth, I learned something else too. I found out that it was a false idea to believe that the longer a strike goes on and the more skint strikers become, the more likely they are to cave in and return to work. Years later, when I was a Labour MP I tried explaining to John Biffen, a leading Tory MP, that, once people are out on strike, the union has difficulty getting them back in, no matter how hard up they may be. He couldn’t understand. It seemed so illogical to him.


To bring the strike to an end, there was some arbitration with the drivers getting a wage increase but there was hardly anything for the firemen and cleaners. The men were not happy – they wanted a bigger settlement. The problem the ASLEF national leaders had was getting us to agree to go back to work. Those final meetings were stormy, with the men condemning the leaders for selling out. Finally, however, back to work we went, marching in a show of solidarity down to the engine sheds to sign on again, demanding no victimisation against the strike leaders.


So, between my experience as a milk boy in the richer parts of Ayr, my exploitation at the hands of the master plasterer and my experience of struggle in a strike, by the age of sixteen, I was well and truly embedded in working-class political culture. Now, with the benefit of access to Cabinet minutes of the time, far from wanting to grind us into defeat, the government, desperate to get us back to work, seized on the idea of a ‘referee’ making an award the union would accept. We didn’t know that was their position. We saw it as us against the Tory government, which men like my father still saw through the lens of the 1930s.
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The Royal Navy


Although happy on the railway, wartime austerity had come to an end and my generation became more ambitious about broadening our horizons. Moreover and much more important, I would be called up to do my National Service once I reached eighteen.


Ayr was home to the Royal Scots Fusiliers. A number of lads I knew had been drafted into that regiment and the tales they told when on leave about the discipline and stupidity they encountered made me determined to avoid it. My brother had been called up to the RAF but I thought my chances of that were slim. My pal Bobby Etchells and I decided the best way to dodge the Army was to join the Royal Navy as regulars. That does not sound logical but joining the Navy to see the world seemed infinitely preferable to the picture painted of National Service in the Army. We joined up in Glasgow. As I had attended Ayr Academy, I was designated Ordinary Telegraphist – a radio operator. Bobby, who had gone to a junior secondary school, became a stoker.


I was seventeen and, when I went home and told my parents I had just signed up with the Navy and would get my papers in a few weeks, my father said I wasn’t going. I said I was going. Rows followed but there was nothing he could do – I was going. The papers and rail tickets arrived in September 1955 and off I went to Glasgow, where a number of us were met by RN staff and put on a train that would, after a few changes, get us to Victoria Barracks (HMS Victory) in Portsmouth. My first problem was that I spoke Lowland Scots rather than the English as pronounced by the BBC. On our first weekend leave, I went into a newsagent’s to buy a paper and was duly humiliated by the man telling me he didn’t understand me and would I repeat myself. I knew damn well that he understood me but decided that I would need to master the ‘English’ way of speaking the English language.


After being issued with uniforms, we new recruits were marched to a store and given 200 cigarettes each – a free ration every month. Along with my brother and sister, I had never smoked but here they were for free. I tried a couple, didn’t like them and gave them away. Later, I learned not to dispose of something valuable like that but to use them as barter with, for example, someone to do my duty shift when I wanted to go ‘ashore’ – the term used even when living in shore-based barracks.


Cleanliness was a naval priority. During a six-week induction course we were taught to dhoby (wash) and iron our clothes. Aspiring radio operators were given an aptitude test and we were all given lectures on the ethos of the Royal Navy, in which reverence for Nelson was unmistakable. We were told of the great battles won by various admirals and were required to remember them all because, at any time, we could be stopped by an officer and answer questions about them.


At the end of six weeks, our group went its different ways. The Ordinary Telegraphists went to HMS Mercury, the Navy Signal School, up in the Hampshire hills near Petersfield. Mercury was a big estate, where trained operators monitored Russian communications and the raw recruits were trained to read Morse code at twenty-five words a minute and touch-type at thirty-five words a minute. It was a nine-month course and included learning how to code and decode messages, develop skills in voice communication and master how the communications system of the Royal Navy was organised worldwide. Mercury was commanded by Captain Alexander Gordon-Lennox. When I entered Parliament in 1970, he was a retired Rear Admiral and the Serjeant at Arms of the House of Commons. We both found it amusing how our positions had changed – a bit.


Personalities and events from those training days have stuck in my mind. On one occasion, we had paraded in full kit and rifles as a guard of honour for Lord Mountbatten, the First Sea Lord. These guards of honour were regular occurrences but this one was different. Afterwards, Mountbatten stood on a small wall and called us to gather round. He explained that, in his early career, he too had specialised in communications and proceeded to tell us how important our role would be onboard ship and to the Admiralty in London. This unusual informal talk made us feel he was one of us. It was a masterful performance. He was a charismatic aristocrat with a common touch – a powerful combination.


I won the Captain’s Prize for coming first in our class. All of us having passed the course, we celebrated in a pub in Petersfield. I got blind drunk. I had no memory of doing so but was told later by the officer of the watch I had challenged him to a fight when we returned to Mercury. Next morning the bugle call was followed by a message over the camp tannoy for RO2 Sillars (by then we were called radio operators) to report to the Guard Room. I was puzzled but down I went to be confronted by the officer telling me what I had done, which included vomiting all over the road outside. Threatening an officer with physical violence was a serious offence and I saw my career coming to an end with a stiff sentence in a naval detention centre.


But he didn’t charge me. He had taken the trouble to get my personnel file during the night and told me that I had talent and a bright future but it would all come to nothing if I did not curb my drinking, which I obviously could not handle. He said he was not letting me off lightly (but he was). He pointed out what a fool I was making of myself and, to drive the point home, he made me clean up my vomit that was spread all over the road, at a bus terminus used by the civilian staff. There I was with a brush and pail, looking like death warmed up, cleaning up my own mess in front of a bus full of civilians arriving for work, clearly enjoying seeing me paying a price for my stupidity.


The lesson that officer gave me – exercising humanity when he didn’t need to and not blighting a young person’s life because of one stupid mistake – proved a valuable one in my later public life. The severity of his lecture about my drinking had an effect too. I didn’t stop, but never again did I put myself in jeopardy. The irony was that I didn’t actually like beer or whisky and only took them to conform to the image of the hard-drinking Scot. Later in life, when much more mature, I stopped taking any alcohol and have not done so for over thirty years. I have never missed it.


There was a history-changing event near the end of my training when, in 1956, the Eden government was threatening to and finally did invade Egypt after President Nasser nationalised the Suez Canal. In the Navy, each night at 9 p.m., an officer makes a ‘round’ of the mess decks, accompanied by a sailor, to make sure everything is clean and tidy. The night it was my turn to be escort, there had been a party in the wardroom celebrating the coming war and the officer was drunk. At each mess deck, he gave a little speech, a vitriolic attack on the Egyptians, whom he called ‘Gypos’. Britain had to take back the canal because the ‘Gypos’ did not have the ability to sail merchant vessels through it safely by themselves. When I suggested that the Egyptians had been sailing ships for centuries, I was told to shut up and asked what did I know about anything.


Shortly after that episode I was drafted to HMS Salisbury, a brand-new frigate. We were engaged in working up to become part of the fleet, and so did not join the ships getting ready for Egypt. But Suez was all the talk. Our bridge wireless office (BWO) was where all communications came in and it was frequently packed with officers and petty officers getting the latest on the crisis. I was very junior so I just listened, until one day when they were all denouncing the nationalisation of the canal. I was prompted to say that I didn’t see anything wrong with that, as we had nationalised the pits and the railways. Talk about swearing at the Pope in the Vatican! It quickly got round the ship that there was a ‘Gypo-loving bastard up in the BWO’. I was unpopular for some time.


I spent seven months onboard Salisbury. She now lies at the bottom of the Atlantic, sunk for target practice. Our mess deck was solely for signalmen and radio operators. We slept in hammocks but other ratings often had to find a bed in an alleyway. During exercises in working up we did four hours on watch and four hours off. I was seasick most of the time and often did my watch with a bucket between my legs. I was, however, happy.


I was the favourite rum bosun. Every day at 12 noon, the rum bosun drew the rum and dished it out by the tumblerful. It was accepted that he would, when using the standard measure, put his thumb in it, thus getting more for himself. As I didn’t like rum, I never used the thumb and so everyone got an extra share from mine. Many went back to work half cut. This practice was abandoned in 1970.
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