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Foreword



This is a book I never wanted to write. The subject matter was too raw, too painful, too emotionally draining. It involved delving into dark corners of the human psyche. And it meant laying bare some of my own skeletons, if only to lay to rest any suspicion that this conflict was between narrow-minded Calvinist-Catholic sexual morality on the one side and tolerant liberalism on the other. This was about a deeper, more fundamental morality, in the broadest sense of the term.


I didn’t want to be the person to bring out into cold daylight the whole sickening, sordid, destructive account. I wanted to be writing about other things – the disintegration of free-market capitalism and the potential resurgence of a new socialism for the twenty-first century; the tragedy and shame of the West’s role in Afghanistan, which I covered as a campaigning journalist from the North West Frontier Province in the weeks after 9/11; and the progressive, left-wing case for a free, independent Scotland.


But, first, this story had to be told. It has generated too much division, too much hatred, too much confusion. It has fascinated the public but it stands in the way of politics. The mysteries of the Tommy Sheridan legal drama have to be cleared up before the Scottish socialist Left can move on and recover the ground it has lost.


This is a complex story. It requires a full, in-depth account of the incidents, the personalities and the politics that shaped this shocking saga of sex, lies, libel, forgery, perjury and imprisonment.


Those who found themselves near the centre of these events were damaged by the experience. Lifelong friendships turned into savage enmity. Some people were jailed. Others suffered mental health problems and psychological scars. Some individuals were unfairly maligned, demonised even – victims of prejudice, the ugly twin of ignorance. The fall-out affected hundreds and probably thousands of people across Scotland to one degree or another.


The media always focussed on Tommy Sheridan and his photogenic family and their ordeal at the hands of the law. But innocent people had families too – mothers and fathers, daughters and sons – whose lives were tarnished by what turned into a sustained crusade by one man to deceive everyone else. Some of these mothers and fathers left this world with a shadow over their graves.


On the scale of atrocities against humanity, the Thomas Sheridan Affair was a fleabite. Measured against the tumultuous global events which were raging in the background, it is a grubby, trivial tale of deceit, selfishness and cowardice. But the specific can illuminate the general. The story of the rise and self-destruction of Tommy Sheridan can, I believe, help us understand far greater historical tragedies better.


From my point of view, the biggest tragedy was the damage wreaked on a noble political cause. Tommy Sheridan, as this book recognises, played a vital, even heroic, role in helping to advance the cause of a socialist Scotland. But others played an equally heroic role, well away from the spotlight and thousands gave time and money to that cause. Sadly, Tommy tore his ideals to shreds with the same casual contempt he once famously tore up a court order banning him from attending a Poll Tax protest.


The record had to be set straight – and not by a detached journalist but by a central participant in the events at the heart of this story. For two decades, during the glory years, when he became the most famous and most popular politician in Scotland, I worked with Tommy Sheridan on a day-to-day basis. As the introduction to the book Imagine, published in both our names, states, ‘We’ve laughed together, been locked up together, marched together, and been on hunger strike together.’ For all these reasons, I was best placed to tell this story. It helped that I am a journalist. I have spent decades working with words and ideas – writing, editing, speaking, reporting, analysing, interpreting – and this was a story I knew inside out.


This book is not about settling scores. I have tried to describe what happened with calm and restraint, even though the events have generated much anger and pain. But I make no claim to neutrality in what I believe has been a conflict not between right and left but between right and wrong. We all make mistakes but some mistakes have greater consequences than others.


In telling the story, I have pulled no punches. I have not spared those who have, in some way, been complicit in a shameful legal and political scandal. Some of these people I still like and respect despite everything. I hope that some of them, at least, will be strong enough and brave enough to retrace their steps and acknowledge that, if they had to do the same again, they wouldn’t.


Before the wounds of five years of conflict can even start to heal, truth has to prevail. Without truth, redemption and reconciliation are unattainable. Truth means first bringing all the relevant information out into the open, in full and in context, and then understanding the significance of that information.


People are free to disagree with my opinions, interpretations and conclusions. But the facts are the facts. They are unalterable. Stubborn, obstinate, unyielding. As Robert Burns put it, ‘But facts are chiels that winna ding/An’ downa be disputed.’ He might have put it if he was writing in the modern Scots idiom, ‘Ye cannae argue wi’ facts.’


Finally, I want to thank the following people for their help. My agent Mark Stanton (‘Stan’) for getting this project off the ground; Hugh Andrew and his team at Birlinn for having the courage to take on this book at a time when other publishers were, perhaps understandably, running scared; Andrew Simmons, the editorial manager at Birlinn, for his professionalism, commitment and courtesy; Patricia Marshall for her patient and meticulous copy-editing; Roz Paterson, a superb writer, who diligently went through the manuscript line by line, her sure and subtle touch with the written word improving every chapter; Davie Archibald, a veteran activist from the early days of the Thatcher Government and now a lecturer in film and media studies at Glasgow University, whose expert advice helped me develop a coherent structure for this complex story; Pauline Goldsmith, a supremely talented playwright and actor whose advice on tone, language and presentation was spot on; Eddie Truman, for procuring, selecting and optimising the photographs; and Pam Currie and Carol Hainey for their detailed, painstaking transcripts of the defamation trial in 2006.


I also want to thanks all of those who provided me with insight and information, either directly or indirectly. Although for reasons of space I’m unable to list them all by name, I do want to specifically mention Anne Colvin and Helen Allison who, for no personal gain or political benefit, gave up hours of their valuable time to talk to me in January 2011.


Most of all, I want to thank everyone who had the strength of character to stand firm, loyal and faithful to their principles throughout these strange and difficult times. They can forever hold their heads high.
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1984–1988



The Graduate


‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive/But to be young was very heaven!’ wrote the English poet William Wordsworth about the French Revolution. The long hot summer of 1984 was neither bliss nor heaven in Margaret Thatcher’s Divided Kingdom. But, if you were young and left-wing, it sometimes felt like revolution was in the air. On one side stood the most right-wing government since the 1930s, backed by the full might of the British state. Dixon of Dock Green had been pensioned off and replaced with paramilitary-style Robocops tooled-up for war. The government had a blank cheque in one pocket and most of Britain’s newspaper editors in the other.


Ranged against them were 100,000 miners and their families. They lived off charity soup kitchens and street collections. Their communities had been turned into mini-police states. But they stood together, as rock solid as the Grampian Mountains. It was the irresistible force versus the immovable object. Someone said it was like a civil war without bullets.


One Sunday afternoon, I had a call from a strike leader in Ayrshire asking me to try to get a carload or two down from Glasgow to help out with some action they were planning at dawn the next day. In my small ground-floor flat, across the road from the main gates of Govan shipyard, I talked it over with Jack and Willie. Jack Harvie was a tough, hard-drinking building worker in his late twenties, with a hilariously surreal sense of humour and an awesome mastery of the English language. Years later, he went to university and then became the head of the English department in a tough secondary school in Essex. Willie Hamilton was a laid-back, easy-going artist from Govan’s own mini-version of the Bronx. Plenty of graffiti artists had emerged from the Wine Alley but Willie was a genuinely talented painter, who had designed and supervised the biggest art mural in Scotland. For decades it stood in the back streets of Easterhouse unblemished by vandalism.


From Easterhouse itself, over on the Wild East of the city, we roped in Gary Stevenson, a multi-talented, razor-witted guy who had done a bit of acting. While still in his early twenties, he had played the role of John MacLean, the legendary icon of Red Clydeside, in the late Freddy Anderson’s play Krassivy, which was acclaimed the best drama of the Edinburgh Fringe in 1979. Later – under his Equity name, Gary Lewis – he became one of Scotland’s great actors, appearing in a string of Ken Loach films and in Martin Scorsese’s Gangs of New York alongside Daniel Day Lewis, Cameron Diaz and Leonardo DiCaprio. In Billy Elliot, set in 1984, he played a desperate and broken striking miner, torn by conflicting loyalties to his union and his family. It was a strange experience watching Gary’s performance in that memorable film – I had stood beside him on these picket lines in the real world fifteen years before. I almost stood up and cheered in the cinema when, after crossing the picket line, he changed his mind and turned back.


We needed transport to get down to Ayrshire but these were hard times and cars were scarce among the people we knew. Eventually we managed to track down a driver – a young Stirling University student who was back home in Pollok for the summer. With his Italian good looks and slim physique, he looked as though he’d be more at home singing with a pop group than standing on a miners’ picket line but, that evening, he drove us down to the Netherthird Miners Social Club on the edge of Cumnock. It was a warm summer’s evening and, outside in the car park, we played football with some of the local striking miners and then stayed over for the action the next day. That’s how I first got to know Tommy Sheridan.


Tommy and I went on to forge a close political alliance that was to last for twenty years. I was impressed by his raw talent as an orator and his pulsating energy. After he’d left university a couple of years later, towards the end of 1986, I pushed for Tommy to be taken on as Militant’s Scottish youth organiser. The decision was taken by a small group of Militant organisers in a dingy office next to Queen Street Station in Glasgow. The vote was on a knife-edge, split three ways between Tommy, Davie Archibald, then a young engineering worker in Clydebank, and Patricia Moore, a popular young activist from Motherwell who was still in her teens. All the three had ability and I’d have been happy with any of them but I felt that Tommy had the edge. Even back then, he had a touch of the flamboyance and charisma that would later take Scottish politics by storm. Some people found him a little bit too pushy but I was attracted to his bravado. He was like a breath of fresh air in these left-wing circles where the culture, strangely enough, could often be quite staid and conservative.


For better or worse, my arguments swayed a few people and Tommy was duly appointed. From that day onwards, Tommy was a full-time political campaigner until his defeat in the May 2007 Scottish elections. If it hadn’t been for that fateful, wafer-thin vote, I suspect Tommy may have moved on, like thousands of other talented young working-class men and women who went in and out of the revolving door of the Militant organisation in the 1980s. We used to joke that the biggest party in Scotland was the ex-Militant Party.


Maybe that decision affected the future march of Scottish political history. Would the Poll Tax campaign have spread across Scotland and then throughout Britain if Tommy had gone off to work in an office or into teaching? Would a party like the Scottish Socialist Party (SSP) have scaled the heights it did in 2003 without him? I believe others would have emerged to play that role – probably less flamboyantly, more collectively and less recklessly. But who knows?


Back then, the main figurehead of Militant in Scotland was Bob Wylie, a powerful and entertaining speaker, who later went on to become a BBC reporter and a kind of cult figure for his eccentric on-screen style. In the mid-80s, he went to South Africa to assist Militant’s sister organisation in the South African townships during the uprising against apartheid. It was a brave move but it took him out of the picture in Scotland for a couple of years. On his return, he moved gradually out of political activity into mainstream journalism.


When I first met Tommy Sheridan, he was barely out of his teens yet brimful of confidence. Most people from our kind of working-class background tended to appear slightly uncomfortable speaking in front of an audience – even Bob Wylie who was 15 years older and an outstanding orator – but Tommy flourished in the limelight. He was good and he knew it.


Eventually, he would develop into one of Scotland’s most accomplished public speakers with the ability to set audiences on fire. He had natural talent but he also worked hard at polishing his technique. In the early days, he would write out his speeches word for word, in block capitals. His delivery was strong but his voice was untrained. He’d begin by bellowing out his speech at full volume. Then, somewhere in the middle, his voice would begin to crack and start to trail away into a hoarse croak but, as he gained experience and mastery of breathing techniques, his voice grew strong and resonant.


The American writer, Malcolm Gladwell, of The Tipping Point fame, argues persuasively in his 2008 book, Outliers, that the key difference between mere talent and outstanding brilliance in any field is practice, repetition and dedication. The Beatles, for example, played 1200 live concerts in the German city of Hamburg between 1960 and 1964, more than most bands would perform in their entire careers. ‘The Hamburg crucible is one of the things that set the Beatles apart,’ insists Gladwell.


The Poll Tax crucible was one of the things that eventually set Tommy Sheridan apart. In the 1980s his talent for oratory was already beginning to emerge. He always made himself available to speak to any kind of gathering, large or small, honing his oratory as diligently as he would tone his body in the gym. According to an ex-girlfriend, he would practise his body language and gestures for hours on end in front of a mirror. When the campaign against the Poll Tax took off, he was in his element. Thousands of public meetings later, in community centres, schoolrooms and public halls across Scotland, his skills blossomed. His style was stamped in the mould of the 1970s generation of Scottish working-class rebels, such as the fiery nationalist Jim Sillars, the Upper Clyde Shipbuilders (UCS) hero Jimmy Reid, and the Scottish miners’ leader Mick McGahey.


Although Tommy would never attain either the intellectual breadth or depth of these speakers, or match the eloquent command of language of people like George Galloway and Tony Benn, he would become a master of oratorical technique with an ability to move audiences in a way that few could ever hope to achieve. Like an evangelical preacher, he knew which buttons to press, when to pause and when to slow down, when to raise or lower his voice and how to synchronise his facial expressions with the content of his speech.


In the late 1980s, he also began to grasp the power of the media. In his first tangle with a TV interviewer, on a Scottish current affairs programme, during a series of school student strikes against conscription onto government training schemes, he looked more like a send-up of a far-left activist than a future media maestro. His eyes darted shiftily from side to side, while his jacket was festooned with a kaleidoscopic mosaic of political badges and stickers – Coal Not Dole, Fight Fascism, Jobs Not Bombs, Tories Out and many more. Gary Stevenson later devised a sketch which depicted Tommy taking part in a TV interview with political stickers plastered over his forehead, nose and cheeks and across every inch of his clothing.


Nonetheless, in the decades to come, he was to grow into a consummate media performer, his quick-fire responses sharpened close to perfection in hundreds of TV and radio jousts. He also learned to utilise the print media to maximum effect. Courteous, friendly and approachable, he went out of his way to make time for journalists, never failed to return a call and was always willing to supply the kind of short, snappy quotes reporters love.


One of the decisive turning points in the rise of Tommy Sheridan as a political powerhouse came when George McNeilage became involved with the local branch of Militant. Today, George is something of a legend in Pollok. As streetwise as an alley cat, hard as a concrete pavement and fearless as a guerrilla fighter, George is hugely respected in the housing scheme for his work with the local community, his courage and his generosity. George had gone to school with Tommy. They shared a desk during their second and third years at Lourdes Secondary and they regularly stood together in the old ‘Jungle’ at Celtic Park. But their paths soon diverged. While Tommy went to university, George, like many other young people brought up on Glasgow’s bleak council housing schemes in these poverty-stricken times, drifted into a life of crime.


After serving a jail sentence in 1985, he decided to sort himself out. Intelligent and well read, he enrolled at the local Cardonald Further Education College. There, by chance, he met Davy McDickens, an old acquaintance from the scheme who had become involved with Militant and the Labour Party Young Socialists in Pollok. One day, he removed a copy of Militant newspaper from Davy’s bag and read it from cover to cover. It blew George away. Although he didn’t understand everything, it was expressing the kind of politics that he had always instinctively believed in.


When George attended his first meeting of the local Militant branch, there were four other people there and one of them was lying drunk on the floor, while another was emptying a can of lager. But George’s involvement changed everything. Unlike Tommy, who had left the scheme to go to university, George was rooted in Pollok. He had connections aplenty. Among the local youth, he was held in awe. In Glasgow’s council housing schemes in the 1980s, it was no shame to be an outlaw. George’s criminal exploits made him one of the boys and someone they could look up to – a role model.


George could look after himself but he also had a brain and a hunger to understand the world around him. He especially identified with the simmering revolution against apartheid in South African. With George McNeilage involved, Militant now held a magnetic attraction for hordes of young people in Pollok who might easily have become involved in drug dealing and general criminality instead.


In one of his first brushes with the law, in early 1987, Tommy, together with Davie Archibald and George McNeilage, led a youth occupation of a Benetton clothes store in Argyle Street in Glasgow city centre to expose the hypocrisy of its high-profile advertising campaign, ‘United Colours of Benetton’, which depicted black and white young people mixing harmoniously, while the same multinational was heavily investing in the rogue racist state of South Africa. The police moved in and the protestors were arrested. The resulting press coverage impressed on Tommy the lesson that you don’t generate publicity by meekly pleading your case.


The next time Tommy found himself stuck between two police officers was in 1989, when Margaret Thatcher visited the Volvo Truck plant in Irvine. Leading a small band of anti-Poll Tax protesters, Tommy hurled an egg at the Prime Minister. He was instantly huckled away by the police and charged with breach of the peace. Some anti-Poll Tax activists, including members of Militant, thought the action a bit childish and embarrassing. It wasn’t exactly a spontaneous outburst of anger – not unless Tommy had been carrying the egg in his pocket with the intention of boiling it later for lunch. Others, though, criticised him for being off target and quite a few people suggested it might have been more effective if he had lobbed a hand grenade rather than an egg.


George became a close friend of Tommy and a key political ally. Ten years later, in 1996, Tommy was to be the best man at George’s wedding and then, in June 2000, George became best man at Tommy’s wedding – or, more accurately, one of three best men. But, on first resuming his acquaintance with his old classmate, George was struck by a few peculiarities of the post-Stirling University Tommy Sheridan. One was his merciless hostility to any form of charity. George remembers Tommy dressing him down for giving money to beggars and down-and-outs. For George, socialism was more than just a textbook theory – it was the way he wanted to live his life. Wealth redistribution wasn’t just an ideological doctrine – it was about helping out people who had nothing. Yet, when he gave cigarettes or money to someone in dire straits, Tommy would wag his finger and lecture him about the futility of charity, which encouraged people to beg rather than become politically active.


Tommy was really just reflecting the culture of doctrinaire disdain that was, and remains, a characteristic of some far-left socialist groups but George could never get his head round it. ‘Here was somebody preaching socialism and wanting to change the world. Yet, if you had a guy wi’ the arse hanging out his trousers and you gave him a fag, Tommy would lash into you: “What are you giving him that for? You shouldn’t be doing that.” ’


Later, as his celebrity status soared, Tommy would forget his ideological antagonism towards charity as he bestowed his presence repeatedly on charity football matches and charity boxing matches, and other fundraising events. He also insisted that the payment for his weekly column in the Scottish Daily Mirror – usually written by other people – should go to a different ‘good cause’ every week, chosen by himself, rather than into the funds of the SSP as many party members had expected. At the end of 2003, the Mirror boasted that it had showered thousand of pounds on Scottish charities via the £200-a-time fee Tommy was paid for his column. The beneficiaries had included ‘abandoned animals, epilepsy charities, burns victims and the brave men and women who have fought for their country’.


George McNeilage was also puzzled by Tommy’s mystifying conversion to the cause of Glasgow Rangers Football Club. In the days when they used to go to Celtic Park together as part of a large group from Pollok, Tommy had often draped himself in a large green, white and gold Irish tricolour. When George discovered Tommy was now a Rangers fan, he was amazed. People who don’t follow football might not grasp the sheer abnormality of such a switch. In the Ken Loach–Paul Laverty movie, Looking for Eric (2009), one Manchester United football supporter makes the point emphatically when he says, ‘You can change your wife. You can change your religion. You can change your job. But you can never, ever change your football team.’


In the years to come, Tommy would get himself into a fankle over his football allegiances. In the late 1990s, Tommy’s future QC, the Rangers-mad Donald Findlay, cracked a gag on the STV football quiz programme, A Game of Two Halves: ‘What’s red on the outside and orange on the inside?’ The answer? Tommy Sheridan. Boom, Boom! Then, in 1999, the Glasgow Evening Times asked in a headline, ‘Whose side are you really on, Tommy?’ Tommy had told the newspaper of an incident when he had been threatened by a Rangers fan after an Old Firm match and the newspaper was flooded with letters making the point, ‘But Tommy is a Rangers fan.’ It had been no big secret. On one occasion in 1989, we raised a fortune outside the Old Firm Scottish Cup Final by selling ‘Pay No Poll Tax’ stickers in blue and green. We divided into two teams according to our own allegiances. I went with one group to the Celtic end of Hampden with green-and-white stickers, while Tommy led the blue sticker brigade at other end of the stadium.


In the 1980s, he regularly wore a royal blue football scarf around Glasgow. At a glance, it looked like a highly visible display of his support for Rangers but it was actually an Everton scarf. His affinity with the Merseyside club was probably a political gesture more than anything else. During the mid- and late 1980s, the city of Liverpool became a focal point of resistance to Margaret Thatcher’s government and the struggle was led by Militant. As it happened, both Peter Taaffe, the leader of the Militant Tendency across the UK, and Derek Hatton, the Liverpool City Council front man, were avid Everton supporters.


The council’s battle divided the Left across the UK, including in Scotland. In his 2004 book, I’m Not the Only One, George Galloway is scathing of the stance of Liverpool council in the mid-1980s. But, for others, it became a major cause célèbre. The idea of socialism was no longer just a broad philosophical theory. It was also about action, about making an instant impact on people’s lives. The much-maligned Liverpool City Council managed to build 5000 brand-new council houses, construct dozens of new sports and community centres and create tens of thousands of jobs even in the midst of the biggest economic depression the city had suffered since the 1930s.


Derek Hatton was not the architect of the campaign – only its charismatic figurehead. Tommy was inspired by the flamboyant, fast-talking Scouser. In political terms, they were a generation apart. But the Liverpool councillor became something of a role model for the future Glasgow councillor. Both men shared an obsession with their appearance. Derek was the original ‘sunbed socialist’ and, like Tommy, spent long hours in the gym building up his physique. In the years to come, the parallels would become even more glaringly obvious. Before his election to the Scottish Parliament in 1999 at the age of 35, Tommy had generally stuck with the conventional working-class uniform of jeans, T-shirts and leather jacket but, from the day of his inauguration as an MSP, he began to flaunt the expensive designer suits which had been Hatton’s trademark more than a decade earlier.


Both were highly skilled political operators with a strong populist instinct. Yet neither Derek nor Tommy had any serious interest in broad political ideas, theory, philosophy, history or culture. Twenty years before Tommy entered the infamous Big Brother house, Derek was already breaking with politics and starting to dabble in the glistening waters of celebrity self-infatuation. By the early 1990s, he was appearing on game shows, advertising Sekonda watches, hosting radio programmes and trying his hand at stand-up comedy.


Yet, as one star of the far Left began to fade, another began to rise. In 1986, at the same Labour Party conference in Blackpool which had expelled Hatton, an unknown young delegate from Glasgow Pollok constituency moved a resolution calling upon a future Labour government to arm the ANC’s struggle against apartheid in South Africa. He electrified the hall.


Tommy Sheridan had bags of energy, drive and political ambition. Political superstardom was still somewhere in a distant galaxy but, by the early summer of 1988, the angry young university graduate from the backstreets of Glasgow was on his way.
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1988–1992



A Taste of Fame


‘Militant Poll Tax Plot – Extremist Group In City Power Bid’ screamed the front-page headline in the Evening Times of 31 May 1988, alongside a photograph of a young man – now with rippling biceps – posing in a sleeveless vest in front of an anti-Poll Tax poster. A two-page spread prophetically forecast that ‘Mr Sheridan is poised to become the working-class hero of the city’s poll tax struggle’.


Tommy’s discovery by Glasgow’s evening newspaper wasn’t quite the equivalent of winning The X Factor but it was the first step on a long road that led him to become one of Scotland’s best-known celebrities. If the Poll Tax broke Margaret Thatcher, it made Tommy Sheridan. This was a tax on the poor for daring to exist. And it was tested out first in Scotland, the part of Britain that had most resoundingly rejected Toryism over and over again. It was explosive. Scotland had a defiant history of working-class resistance, from Red Clydeside in the period after the First World War to the UCS work-in of 1971–72. It also had a parallel tradition of community solidarity, usually led and organised by women, going back to the Glasgow rents strikes in 1915.


Across Scotland, community councils and tenants’ associations were preparing for war. An amorphous coalition began to emerge, loosely pulling together a colourful hotchpotch of forces, from bedraggled anarchists to respectable church ministers. In Glasgow, old rivals on the political Left began to work together for the first time in a campaign that included Militant, the Communist Party, Labour Party activists, SNP members, trade unionists, anarchists and hundreds of women and men with no political affiliation at all. The goal was to build a mass non-payment campaign across Scotland, backed up by physical resistance to the debt collectors. It went far beyond the plans of some rebel Labour MPs and the SNP leadership for a more limited, token non-payment campaign by prominent individuals. There was no single architect of the strategy to combat the Poll Tax – least of all Tommy whose strengths were as a campaigner rather than a strategist. Months before he became involved, there were already local campaigns in existence around Glasgow and Edinburgh. Within Militant, the late Chic Stevenson, then a Labour councillor – and father of Gary Lewis – had been the first to propose that resistance to the Poll Tax should be a top priority. Another Glasgow Militant Labour councillor, Larry Flanagan, had written a small photocopied pamphlet in early 1988 calling for the Labour Party to lead a community-based non-payment campaign.


In April 1988, I tried to set a strategy down in writing in a pamphlet, with the slightly condescending title, How to Fight the Poll Tax, which sold thousands. Before it was publicly launched, the text of the pamphlet was endorsed by a Scottish Militant all-members meeting in the Daisy Street Neighbourhood Centre in Glasgow’s southside. But not everyone on the Left supported the mass non-payment campaign. In the same issue of the Evening Times which had catapulted Tommy into the public eye, a spokesperson for the Socialist Workers Party dismissed the grassroots movement, telling the Evening Times, ‘Militant’s strategy is diverting attention away from the Labour Party/STUC campaign. Militant is going to carry the can for the thing going down the plughole.’


It was an exaggeration to present it as Militant’s campaign. Nonetheless, the organisation, with a network of committed activists across urban Scotland, was central to galvanising the campaign at local level. We provided many of the direct action shock troops which made collection of the Poll Tax impossible and pulled out all the stops to deliver tens of thousands onto the streets in a series of protest marches – the biggest in Scotland for generations. At the same time, within Militant, we made a calculated decision to release Tommy from his other responsibilities to become a full-time front man for the anti-Poll Tax movement in Scotland. I worked with him closely behind the scenes on tactics, strategy, direct action initiatives and publicity. Ronnie Stevenson, a former social worker and trade union official, took charge of the nuts and bolts operations of Militant in the West of Scotland.


Tommy became the main figurehead of the campaign. Most nights of the week he would speak at public meetings in local community halls. His delivery was superb. He would combine barnstorming denunciation of the Tories and their ‘Labour lapdogs’ in the councils who were implementing the Poll Tax with practical advice, including information on the legal rights of non-payers. Tommy wasn’t the only anti-Poll Tax agitator – day in, day out, a sizeable team of speakers would criss-cross Scotland, rallying support for mass non-payment. Tommy was indisputably the star performer. In some areas, he would be mischievously advertised as the speaker to attract a bigger crowd, even when he was unavailable. Jim Cameron, the chair of the Strathclyde Anti-Poll Tax Federation – and himself an eloquent speaker – used to joke that he was fed up opening all his speeches with an apology ‘for not being Tommy Sheridan’.


Keith Baldassara came to Pollok from London in 1988 from the Militant HQ. Born and bred in Clydebank, where the great ocean liners were built, where the workers had seized the shipyards in the famous UCS work-in of the 1970s, where communism red in tooth and claw was mainstream politics, Keith’s socialism was rooted in poverty and struggle. He had tangled with gangsters, lived in squats and raised five children, while Margaret Thatcher’s market forces wreaked destruction upon his town on a scale unseen since the Luftwaffe blitz forty years before. Selfless, courageous and incorruptible, Keith is one of those people that you’d trust with your life, one hundred percent. He became Tommy’s closest friend and staunchest political ally and remained so right up until November 2004. Back then, he worked tirelessly across the Greater Pollok area, building up the most densely concentrated network of anti-Poll Tax unions anywhere in Scotland and involving thousands of people of all ages.


In early 1989, we began renting a tiny office in Renfield Street in the centre of Glasgow, which became the nerve centre of the anti-Poll Tax movement in the West of Scotland. Our equipment consisted of a single telephone and a photocopier, though we later acquired an intriguing piece of cutting-edge technology known as a fax machine. From the office, we organised pub and street collections to fund the campaign and arranged a series of mass demonstrations to galvanise the non-payment movement.


A vast network of activists organised the campaign on the ground and staffed the advice hotlines. Jack Harvie, who had been working down south, returned to Scotland to work closely with Tommy and me on the central campaign. A grizzled building worker, Jack took great delight in winding Tommy up about his vanity. On one occasion, when Tommy was lashing on the moisturiser and drenching himself in aftershave in the office, Jack warned Tommy that he was going to rename him Narcissus.


Tommy swallowed the bait. ‘Narcissus? What are you talking about, big man?’ Greek mythology had never been Tommy’s specialist subject.


‘You know, the Greek god. That’s who you remind me of,’ said Jack.


‘So you reckon I’m like a Greek god?’ asked Tommy, flattered at the extravagant comparison.


‘Aye, definitely. Narcissus. In fact, I’m going to call you that from now on.’


At the time, it was all dished out and taken in good humour.


By the end of 1989, over a million people in Scotland were refusing to pay. This was a campaign of civil disobedience to rival the suffragettes and the Chartists. We then began to send missionaries south of the border to spread the word, in preparation for the introduction of the tax in England and Wales a year behind Scotland. By the time it hit London, Cardiff, Liverpool and the rest, the Poll Tax was already on its last legs in Scotland, with a million and half people refusing to pay and the numbers growing week by week. By the time the Poll Tax riots swept through England, Tommy was chair of the All Britain Anti-Poll Tax Federation. On the day of the famous Trafalgar Square riot, on 31 March 1990, he spoke first at a 50,000-strong demo in Glasgow, which then marched to Queen’s Park, before flying to London. It was on the flight down that he resumed his acquaintance with a girlfriend from his schooldays, Gail Healy, although it would be another couple of years before they were to get together again in a relationship.


He arrived to speak in Trafalgar Square just as mayhem was descending on central London. As TV news bulletins broadcast scenes of destruction and violence that could have been filmed in a war zone, Tommy told a press conference that the All Britain Anti-Poll Tax Federation would hold its own inquiry to identify individuals involved in violence, theft and criminal damage. He said, ‘If any of those who climbed the scaffolding in Trafalgar Square and threw blocks of concrete, metal and fire extinguishers into the crowd are identified, we will have no qualms about informing the police.’ Because of his comments, Tommy became a figure of hate for some fringe groups. I remember being furiously heckled at an All Britain Anti-Poll Tax Federation conference in Manchester by members of the Socialist Workers Party for defending Tommy against people who were denouncing him as a ‘police informer’ and a ‘grass’.


On another occasion back in the early 90s, some of the other guys from Glasgow and I got involved in a skirmish at an anti-Poll Tax rally at a park in London, when a group of apparently drunken, hysterical anarchists refused to stop heckling Tommy while he was speaking. Eventually a scrap broke out. Bizarrely, one of the guys from Glasgow ended up with a long black wig in his hands, as the now short-haired ‘anarchist’ he had been grappling with melted away into the crowd. Had we just rumbled an agent provocateur?


At the time, the Tories were running rampant in Scotland without a shred of democratic legitimacy. The Labour Party had hoisted the white flag, even though it controlled almost every council and had two thirds of Scottish MPs. Even sections of the press began to dub them ‘The Feeble Fifty’. We confronted the law not gratuitously but in the spirit of peaceful civil disobedience. We occupied sheriff officers’ premises and blockaded the homes of people threatened by warrant sales. On 14 February 1991, we stormed the debt department of Strathclyde Regional Council and tore up thousands of files on Poll Tax non-payers, turning the back lane below into a winter wonderland of ripped-up pieces of paper. The Valentine’s Day Massacre, we called it.


These were hard, angry days of discontent –A Time to Rage, as it was summed up in the title of Tommy’s memoirs of the period, brilliantly written by the then Scotsman journalist, Joan McAlpine. Scotland was on the march – and not just against the Poll Tax. The Proclaimers had sung poignantly of Scotland’s industrial disintegration, while evoking bitter historical memories of the Highland Clearances: ‘Bathgate no more, Linwood no more, Lochaber no more.’ The whole country was becoming more entrenched in its separate national identity. After the victory of Jim Sillars in the 1988 Govan by-election, young people on the political Left had begun to abandon Labour and gravitate towards the SNP, whose socialist rhetoric at the time was reminiscent of the old Red Clydesiders.


We began to feel imprisoned within the Labour Party. In February 1991, I wrote an internal Militant document calling for the organisation to break with Labour in Scotland and launch a new left-wing party which would advocate a Scottish road to socialism. Before the end of year, Militant and its international organisation, the Committee for a Workers’ International (usually shortened to CWI) had been split asunder over the proposal, with the two most powerful figures in the movement on opposite sides. Peter Taaffe, the Merseyside-born general secretary of Militant, had strongly backed our strategy while Ted Grant, the veteran Afrikaner who had founded the movement, was equally vehement in his opposition. The new party, Scottish Militant Labour, was launched just as the anti-Poll Tax campaign reached a crescendo.


The first day of October 1991 was a grey Tuesday morning with bit of drizzle in the air. The day before, Tommy had been banned by a court order from venturing within 200 yards of the scene of Scotland’s first attempted Poll Tax warrant sale. Sheriff Officers had uplifted the household goods of a Greenock family – a portable TV, a coffee table, a rosewood veneer wall unit and a display cabinet, altogether valued at £360. Now they were to be auctioned off publicly. Fearing disruption, every firm of auctioneers in Scotland refused to handle the warrant sale so the humiliating ritual was scheduled to be performed instead in the courtyard of a police detention centre in Glasgow’s Turnbull Street, just a few hundred yards from the Scottish Anti-Poll Tax Federation’s shop in London Road.


Tension had been building for days as the media drooled at the prospect of reporting the inevitable battle. Reporters, photographers and TV crews from all over Britain gathered outside the yard from early morning. Then at 9.30 a.m., five hundred of us marched the short journey from the shop to the forbidding iron gates of the detention centre. We tore them open and poured into the courtyard. For the next hour, there was a stand-off. A dense cordon of police guarded the transit van holding the disputed goods, while the two sheriff officers sat impassively in the front seat looking out at the protesters. ‘We’ve had our Weetabix,’ chanted the anti-Poll Tax army, parodying a TV advert of the time. The part of the yard where the police were massed was under cover but the rest of us were in the open air and now the Glasgow rain began to tumble down in earnest. ‘Why is it we always get the Celtic end?’ someone shouted.


As the 11.00 a.m. deadline for the symbolic ceremony crept closer, the police looked none too happy at the role they had been asked to perform. A few others and I helped Tommy up on to a crush barrier to address the crowd. As he got ready to speak, on the spur of the moment I handed him the court papers – the interim interdict, as it’s called in Scotland – and suggested he rip them up for the TV cameras. It turned out to be an unintentional PR masterstroke and, for years afterwards, the footage became the defining image of Tommy Sheridan – the angry young rebel in a leather jacket, fearlessly flouting the law. The crowd now surged forward, overwhelming the police by sheer weight of numbers. As the first wave subsided, panic-stricken consultations got underway between the police, the sheriff officers and council officials. Then a spokesman appeared with a megaphone to announce, ‘The warrant sale scheduled to take place at 11 a.m. today has now been cancelled.’ Jubilation swept the yard and the surrounding streets. ‘VICTORY’ proclaimed the banner headline in the Evening Times, which had been so hostile to the Scottish Anti-Poll Tax Federation a few years earlier.


It was a turning point. Before the end of the year, sheriff officers in Glasgow made one last-ditch drive to smash the wall of resistance they had run into. A one-day blitzkrieg, spread across a number of housing schemes on the north side of Glasgow, turned into a rout when a thousand local people, led by Kenny Weir, Militant’s organiser in the north of Glasgow, and Willie Campbell, from Springburn, drove the sheriff officers out empty-handed – though it was at the cost of twenty-nine arrests. That same week, hundreds marched through Pollok, on the other side of the city, in solidarity with the first-ever Poll Tax prisoner in Scotland, George McNeilage, who had been jailed for sixty days for obstructing sheriff officers in the Priesthill area.


Tommy was soon to become the second martyr of the anti-Poll Tax campaign. He appeared at the Court of Session in early December 1991, charged with contempt of court. We all expected a jail sentence but the punishment was severe – six months in Edinburgh’s Saughton Prison. A crowd of anti-Poll Tax activists had gathered outside the Court of Session for the verdict and applauded Tommy as he was taken from the courtroom in handcuffs to a black prison van. Immediately his lawyers lodged an appeal and, a few days later, he was released pending the decision of the three appeal judges.


The night before he returned to the Court of Session for the appeal in March 1992, Keith Baldassara organised a series of street meetings across the sprawling collection of housing schemes that made up Greater Pollok. That night, up to two thousand people turned out to hear Tommy before he set off to face three appeal judges in Edinburgh the next morning.


As expected, the appeal ratified the initial sentence – six months in Saughton Prison for contempt of court, with two months remission for good behaviour. I felt more than a twinge of guilt as Tommy was bundled into a police van outside the High Court. Throughout the anti-Poll Tax campaign, I had discussed tactics with him at every turn, including during the run-up to the Battle of Turnbull Street. Tommy didn’t have to be there. The warrant sale would have been stopped anyway by the five hundred solid and determined activists from the housing schemes mobilised that day by the Scottish Anti-Poll Tax Federation. Nor had it been necessary for me to urge him to publicly rip up the interim interdict. Pronouncing sentence, Lord Caplan had made a great song and dance of what was essentially a piece of theatre. ‘He contemptuously tore up what appeared to be the interim interdict, which could only be taken as a representation to the crowd that they should ignore the law,’ the judge had thundered.


Yet I knew also, in my heart of hearts, that if I or Keith or George or any one of hundreds of other activists had been in Tommy’s shoes, we’d have done exactly the same thing. Symbolism can be potent. And, as it happened, Tommy’s spell in Saughton turned him over-night into a working-class hero. Although not everyone saw it that way. The following morning, the Daily Record splashed a photo of Tommy in handcuffs alongside the headline: ‘Downfall of a Dodger’.


Many years later, after his defamation victory, the same newspaper paid Tommy £20,000 to denounce some of his oldest allies from the Poll Tax days as ‘scabs’, ‘rats’ and ‘liars’ who had conspired to ruin him.


But back in the early 1990s and for many more years to come, we were like a close-knit family. We could never have dreamed how things would eventually turn out – not even in our worst nightmares.
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1992–1998



Jailhouse Shock


Amidst the gloom of yet another Tory victory, one result of the 1992 general election stood out like a red flag. In the Glasgow Pollok constituency, a brand-new party, just six months old, had stormed into second place, defeating the SNP, the Lib Dems and the Tories. Even more sensationally, the candidate who had taken 6000 votes was Civil Prisoner 2/92 from HMP Saughton.


In the future, feature writers would paint a picture of Tommy organising his election campaign from a lonely prison cell in Edinburgh. It was a romantic story but a fairy tale. He served most of his sentence in the Training For Freedom unit, where prisoners could move freely around in a self-contained two-storey building with their own cooking facilities and a large degree of autonomy and control. They also had the right to wear their own clothes. Tommy, however, was always photographed in a prison-issue striped shirt. According to one old lag, he was the first convict in history to demand the right to wear prison uniform. To be fair, we encouraged him – I splashed the photographs of Tommy wearing a prison uniform across the front page of a four-page freesheet we distributed during the 1992 general election in April.


Support for Scottish Militant was already strong in the Pollok area, even before Tommy’s jailing. He had played a part in building the movement in Pollok but others had played an even bigger role. Between 1988 and 1992, Tommy had operated mainly at a Scottish and then a British level, rather than as a local activist. While he was touring the country, speaking at meetings and rallies and conducting press interviews, his future political base in Pollok was expanding rapidly. That was mainly through the work of people like George McNeilage, Keith Baldassara and Kirsteen Walker, who lived with Tommy for a time in the late 1980s but, for whatever reason, failed to receive a mention in his memoir, A Time to Rage.


When Keith Baldassara arrived in Pollok back in 1988, he had intended to stay for only a few months but he never got round to leaving. Instead, he poured body and soul into building up what became the strongest, most dense network of anti-Poll Tax unions anywhere in the UK, across the sprawl of council housing schemes that made up the Greater Pollok area. In a parallel operation, George McNeilage turned the more localised community of North Pollok into a socialist stronghold. He had used his influence to encourage scores of young people to get involved in local community action. At their core was a group of fearless, streetwise young men with their origins in the local Bushwhackers gang – Colin McGregor, James McGregor, Brian Kydd and Tam Dymond. They took over the running of the local community centre and put on regular raves, charging just £2 a head. They then used the profits to fund children’s Christmas parties, summer playgroups and pensioners’ outings.


At a time when criminal drugs gangs were flooding the housing schemes of Glasgow with smack and jellies – heroin and temazepam – George and the young team around him organised anti-heroin rallies and concerts in the heart of North Pollok. In contrast to other deprived schemes in the city, gang-related crime, housebreaking and drug abuse started to plummet in the area. Southside gangland figures soon used intimidation to try to break into the potentially lucrative North Pollok heroin market. George’s car was blown up. The community centre was set alight. On one occasion, George had a gun held to his head in front of a group of local youths. He calmly walked away, taunting the gunman for lacking the bottle to pull the trigger in front of the Pollok young team. It was a wise retreat by the would-be assassin.


During the election, Keith became Tommy’s stand-in, speaking at the rallies, the debates and the street meetings and doing the rounds of the local community organisations across the vast sprawl of the Pollok constituency. Richie Venton, a dynamic Irishman originally from Fermanagh, who had been a Militant organiser in Liverpool during the Derek Hatton era, came up to Scotland to assist the Pollok general election campaign – and never went back. Richie brought a wealth of campaigning experience into the socialist movement in Scotland and, in the future, would become one of the key organisational driving forces behind the SSP.


We had a strong machine on the ground and, by polling day, literally thousands of Scottish Militant Labour window posters were on display the length and breadth of the constituency. Without that machine, Tommy would just have been another fringe candidate for yet another fringe party. When the votes were stacked up, the political journos could hardly believe what they were seeing. In a general election under the Westminster first-past-the-post system, a new party on the scene might expect to get two or three per cent of the vote at best. To get 20 per cent was unheard of.


And there was more to come. Within a month of the general election, we had made an even more startling breakthrough. From Saughton Prison, Tommy had been elected to Glasgow City Council. ‘With politicians, it’s usually the other way round,’ we joked. It seemed amusing at the time. Nicky Bennett, another Scottish Militant Labour candidate, had also been elected in an adjacent ward. In the East End, two popular sitting ex-Labour councillors – the late Chic Stevenson and Jim McVicar, now the National Treasurer of the SSP – were reelected against their old party with thumping majorities. The four went on to form a Scottish Militant Labour group on the council. In Drumchapel, Ann Lynch was just forty-six votes short of victory; if she had won, a coin would have been tossed to decide whether the Tories or Scottish Militant Labour should form the official opposition in the City Chambers.


At the count in the Scottish Exhibition Centre, the other parties looked shell-shocked. Dressed in their best suits adorned with brightly coloured rosettes, they could hardly believe that this ragged band of activists from the housing schemes were now storming the City Chambers. It was like the French aristocracy gazing with horror at the revolting peasants. The rafters rang as left-wing songs and chants reverberated around the cavernous hall.


Meanwhile, the press photographers focussed on Alice Sheridan, as she wandered up and down the aisles displaying a huge framed photograph of her son. It evoked the mothers of ‘Los Desaparecidos’ – the disappeared victims of the vicious military junta of 1970s Argentina which abducted and murdered opponents, before dropping their corpses from aeroplanes into the Rio Plata. Some of us were uncomfortable with the comparison. I was a good friend of Alice back in those days. She had been a stalwart of the anti-Poll Tax campaign and became a key Scottish Militant Labour activist in Govan, where I also lived. She was great on the streets – warm and able to connect immediately with total strangers. I admired her courage and audacity and always liked her personally. Others were less patient with some of her eccentricities. She was a spiritualist who attended séances and believed in communicating with the dead. She also doted on her son and would tell everyone that there had ‘always been something very special about Thomas’. Alice made no bones about her conviction that he was destined to become some kind of political messiah.


While Tommy was in Saughton Prison, Alice set up a vigil in the grounds of the prison. One of the people who came to sleep over in the tent was Catriona Grant, a young Edinburgh woman in her early twenties who had just become involved in socialist politics. Extrovert and easy-going, she was later to become a political powerhouse within the Scottish socialist movement, driving forward progressive equality policies around women’s rights and gay rights. She was one of a group of younger Militant activists, including Pam Currie, a stalwart of the Vigil for a Scottish Parliament, who were strongly in favour of Scottish independence long before Scottish Militant Labour finally shook off the old Left theology that preached the British road to socialism. Back then, Catriona admired Tommy as a brave, heroic figure. At the prison vigil, she and Alice hit it off instantly. Alice taught Catriona to jive and told her ghost stories. They became friends but, after Tommy’s release, Catriona found herself unwittingly embroiled in a bizarre salvage operation to rescue him from an embarrassing debacle.


I was vaguely aware that Tommy had been juggling a handful of relationships with various young women in Scotland and south of the border. I remember laughing at a profile of Tommy in the Guardian at the time, which reported that ‘Mr Sheridan is said to lead a fairly monastic life. He does not drink, and is not known to have any personal relationships.’ I wasn’t that close to Tommy socially but I had a fair idea his lifestyle was not quite that of the average Franciscan brother. Twelve years later, he would boast to the press of his early sexual exploits, telling the Scottish Mirror that, when he was younger, he ‘was very sexually active and . . . slept with lots of women’. On Celebrity Big Brother in 2009, he went further, boasting how he would set himself a target for how many women he could sleep with in a single day.


From prison, he was writing to a string of women, including a nurse from Edinburgh, with whom he kept up a constant stream of correspondence. The day he came out of jail, she finally met him in the flesh. But, for Tommy, it wasn’t so much love at first sight, as time to make a sharp exit. It wasn’t quite what he had been expecting. But his pen pal wasn’t giving up so easily. She would follow Tommy everywhere – and he would go into hiding whenever she appeared. It was like one of the old Ealing comedy farces. Ominously, the young woman had kept a thick file of letters from Tommy and started threatening to go to the Sun newspaper. Tommy began to sweat. Catriona was dispatched by Maureen Hearns, the Scottish Militant organiser in Edinburgh, to find out how damaging the letters might be and, if possible, return them to Tommy. Using all the wile and diplomacy she could muster, Catriona persuaded the woman to show her the letters from Tommy – an excruciating mixture of gushing adolescent romance and triple-X-rated porn. Eventually, she persuaded her to hand them over.


When she gave them back to Tommy, Catriona expected a sheepish apology or perhaps a few self-deprecating jokes about the perils of enforced abstinence but his reactions mystified and disappointed her. He turned hostile and contemptuous, rarely speaking to Catriona again, even when she was elected co-chair of the SSP, except in a brusque, offhand manner. It was as though Tommy now saw Catriona as some kind of threat to his self-image.


Within Glasgow City Council, Tommy and the other three Scottish Militant Labour councillors became the voice of Glasgow’s disaffected housing schemes. In 1990, the year the city was designated the European Capital of Culture, a friend of mine, John Herron, who ran a stall at the Barras, captured the mood of the schemes brilliantly. Referring to the much-hyped visit to Glasgow of the world’s top opera singer, he produced thousands of T-shirts emblazoned with the immortal slogan: ‘There’s Not a Lot of Pavarotti for the Poveratti’.


The late Robin Cook astutely observed that ‘Labour is the establishment in Scotland – but the electorate is looking for a resistance force’. In Glasgow, at least, a resistance force was beginning to take shape. By the end of 1992, another two Scottish Militant Labour councillors – Christine McVicar and Willie Griffin – had won landslide victories in regional by-elections in the sprawling jumble of decaying postwar housing schemes that made up Greater Easterhouse.


I stood in another by-election in the Govan-Drumoyne seat, a more traditional working-class shipbuilding area with an older population, and took 1771 votes – 30 per cent of the total. In other council by-elections in Glasgow and Dundee during 1992 and 1993, we came second, in front of the SNP, the Tories and the Lib Dems.


During one election campaign, in Barlanark – the scheme which gave its name to Glasgow’s most notorious underworld gang – a man in his late 30s or early 40s had flaunted a large wad of cash in front of one of our canvassers, promising a £500 donation to our campaign on condition that our candidate, Willie Griffin, came personally to see him. It was a sizeable sum in those days, especially for a small, impoverished political party operating on a shoestring. Our canvasser didn’t recognise the benefactor’s name but Chic Stevenson, the election agent, did. Tam McGraw, also known as ‘the Licensee’ – a major player in the Glasgow underworld – was trying to put Scottish Militant Labour on his payroll. We politely declined.


Eventually, the SML surge began to subside. By the mid 1990s, the bitterness generated by the Poll Tax had begun to fade. And, with the Tories engulfed in one sleaze scandal after another at Westminster, it started to look as though Scotland was no longer condemned to another generation of Tory rule. There was a drift back to Labour and political passivity. Although Scottish Militant Labour continued to win an impressive minority vote, the early momentum had begun to run out of steam. By May 1995, we were down from six councillors to just one, in our North Pollok stronghold. Tommy was now the last man standing – our sole elected standard-bearer. And it stayed that way until 2003. He was an outstanding public figurehead – articulate and inspirational – and, for the next eight years, Scottish socialism came to be personified in the eyes of the public by one man.


That summer, we began to take the first tentative steps towards creating a bigger and broader movement of socialism in Scotland. Since time immemorial, the radical Left had been segregated into hostile tribes as numerous as the proliferation of Glasgow street gangs I grew up with. Their weapons were newspapers, pamphlets and verbal polemics. But some of us, at least, had begun to chill out and leave behind the entrenched political sectarianism that had historically paralysed the Left. Scottish Militant Labour had launched the Hands Off Our Water campaign in 1992, fronted by Tommy. Threatened with a rerun of the kind of mass campaign that had wrecked the Poll Tax, the Tories backed away from their privatisation plans. Scotland and Northern Ireland are still the only parts of the UK where water remains publicly owned.


Then, in 1994, we initiated a campaign against the Tory Criminal Justice Act, which threatened to open the door to the banning of protest marches and the criminalisation of gypsy travellers, hunt saboteurs and even ramblers trespassing on private land. The campaign involved almost everyone on the broad Left except the Socialist Workers Party who insisted on organising their own little rival campaign, directed from London. It brought us into contact with people we saw as quite exotic – anti-fox-hunting saboteurs, people involved in organising illegal raves and tree dwellers from ‘Pollok Free State’, which had been set up in the path of the M77 motorway construction site. One of those Pollok Free State eco-warriors was a quiet young woman called Rosie Kane.


One dreich December morning, with waterfalls pouring out of the skies, Scottish Militant Labour brought a team of young activists from Glasgow to the opening day of the Renfrewshire Fox Hunt to show our solidarity with the hunt saboteurs who were facing arrest under the new laws. ‘Basil Brush, Basil Brush, Basil Brush,’ chanted the baseball-capped young team from Pollok, Govan and the East End. The bedraggled hunt sabs looked almost as intimidated as the tally-ho brigade in their John Peel clobber.


Out of that mishmash, a new political force began to take shape. The Scottish Socialist Alliance was born in Glasgow City Halls on the morning of 10 February 1996. The journalist Ian Bell, then with The Scotsman, grasped the potential significance of the event more than most. Under the headline ‘Rainbow Left Unites Under the Red Flag’, he asked:


Where had they all come from on a grim grey afternoon? I counted upwards of 400 spilling from one packed hall to another. And why – since socialism is now defined as the property of the passé – were so many of them so young? Come to that, why were so many of the left’s lost tribes, who lived to tear lumps out of one another, sitting down amicably together? If nothing else, we now have the glimmerings of five party politics in Scotland. The fun is just beginning.


At that stage, the one-man-band myth hadn’t yet taken root. It was significant that, in Ian Bell’s sympathetic 1000-word report, there was just one fleeting – and vaguely disparaging – reference to the man who would become Scotland’s most famous political celebrity: ‘If you’ve seen Tommy Sheridan spit venom you don’t need to be told again that righteous anger is, brothers and sisters (as he likes to say), his reason for living.’


The Scottish Socialist Alliance began as a small-scale operation, mainly based in Glasgow, Edinburgh and Dundee. At its core were several hundred battle-hardened campaigners from Scottish Militant Labour, with strong roots in some of Scotland’s most deprived working-class communities. But the strength of the new movement was its diversity. It included left-wing nationalists who wanted a socialist independent Scotland, Labour left-wingers who believed their old party had sold its soul to the free market, former Communist Party stalwarts and a few ex-Green Party activists.


In 1997, the Scottish Socialist Alliance led mass movements in a number of local areas against the closure of schools and community centres. Our campaign forced the council to reprieve seventeen closure-threatened schools and, after long-drawn-out occupations, saved several community centres from the axe, including the Ladymuir Community Hall in Pollok – now the Jack Jardine Centre – and Easterhouse Community Centre. In Pollok, the campaign was led by George McNeilage and Keith Baldassara while, in Easterhouse, the two main figureheads were Frances Curran, who later became an MSP, and Jim McVicar.


On one memorable occasion, the night before Glasgow City Council’s 1997 budget meeting, George McNeilage and I, along with dozens of others, gained access to the City Chambers and barricaded ourselves into the main council chamber. When the councillors arrived the next day to vote through a draconian package of cuts, they were confronted by the sight – beamed live on TV – of socialist banners draped from the balconies of their HQ, while thousands of striking council workers protested outside. The forced relocation of the council meeting was an electrifying victory, charged with symbolism. These councillors were only locked out of their palace for one day yet their package of closures would have locked tens of thousands of Glaswegians out of their local schools and community centres for all time.


As a Glasgow city councillor – and therefore the only elected public figurehead of the new movement – Tommy had been elected un-opposed, almost by default, to the post of national convenor of the Scottish Socialist Alliance. But Allan Green, the national secretary became the lynchpin of the new movement. Allan was also a shrewd tactician and strategist. Sometime in late 1997, after it became clear that the new Scottish Parliament would definitely be established under proportional representation, Allan began to float with me the idea of transforming the Alliance into a cohesive political party. Allan Green had never been a member of Scottish Militant Labour so it was left to me to convince the organisation – the biggest single group within the Alliance – to make the move. In March 1998, I wrote a document entitled ‘Initial proposals for a new Scottish Socialist Party’. All hell broke loose. The membership of Scottish Militant Labour overwhelmingly supported the proposal but it was resisted with venom and fury by the international organisation we were affiliated to – the London-based CWI led by Peter Taaffe.


In the future, the media would invariably describe the SSP as ‘Tommy Sheridan’s party’. Tommy – a councillor and the only elected politician in the new party – was the natural choice to be the party’s figurehead or convenor, as we called it. Yet Tommy played only a minor role in the establishment of the new party.


Tony Blair once advised David Miliband to ‘go around smiling at everyone – and get other people to shoot them.’ It had some similarities with Tommy’s approach. To protect his personal popularity, he tended to steer clear of internal political conflict or at least stay well back from the firing line. It was left to others, particularly Frances Curran and me, to face the bullets. And there were plenty of them. Peter Taaffe was a formidable operator. Originally from the shipbuilding town of Birkenhead, five minutes across the Mersey from Liverpool, he kept himself super-fit and was a fine footballer well into his fifties. For a long time, I had respected him and found that he understood the nuances of Scottish politics better than most English socialists. He was also a powerful orator, with a rich resonant Merseyside accent and a lacerating wit. But Peter was also a classic control freak and was often on a short fuse. Some of those who used to work alongside him in the Militant HQ nicknamed him Don Taffeone. The CWI itself was a rigidly hierarchical organisation, directed by a ten-strong full-time executive committee. Secret ballots were taboo. Like the politburo of the old Soviet Union, the leaders of the CWI were re-elected, year after year, by a show of hands. There was never any dissent.


Frances Curran herself had once been part of Peter’s inner circle. From 1983 to 1995, she worked in Militant’s fortified HQ in East London – a vast labyrinth with its own canteen, a couple of bedrooms, a print factory, a conference hall, a boardroom and dozens of individual offices, all protected by high perimeter fencing, sophisticated alarms, closed-circuit TV and twenty-four-hour volunteer guards. But she had never quite fitted the mould. For a start, she was always easy-going, open-minded and sociable, with an effortless charm that immediately put people at their ease. She returned to Scotland in 1995, vaguely disillusioned with the Militant/CWI leadership in London – its dogmatism, its intolerance of dissent and its hierarchical mindset. Yet she was as tough as they come politically. Born and bred in Barlanark, the East-End council housing scheme which you won’t find in any tourist brochure, she had never gone to university but, over the years, she acquired an encyclopaedic knowledge of international politics and an ability to think lucidly – a useful asset in politics.


Frances and I had always been on the same wavelength. From 1995 onwards, we worked together to gradually push Scottish Militant Labour towards a more clear-cut pro-independence stance, which the CWI leaders in London tolerated with gritted teeth. We also launched the Scottish Socialist Voice, the first socialist newspaper for fifty years, which was written, edited and printed in Scotland. The CWI leadership privately fumed at the newspaper’s irreverence. They wanted a dull propaganda organ whereas we established a lively newspaper with humour, controversy and human interest. But it was the proposal to wind up Scottish Militant Labour in favour of a broader socialist party which finally provoked the CWI leaders to move to crush their rebellious Scots. For six months solid, we came under siege as they denounced our plan as reckless, irresponsible and disloyal. We stood firm and, in September 1998, with the backing of 95 per cent of the membership of Scottish Militant Labour, the Scottish Socialist Party was founded. The CWI World Congress, no less, issued a thunderous condemnation: ‘This World Congress of the CWI places on record its strongest opposition to the decision to launch the Scottish Socialist Party.’


On Sunday 20 September 1998, a few hundred Scottish Socialist Alliance activists gathered in India House, the old HQ of Strathclyde Regional Council in the Charing Cross area of Glasgow, and agreed unanimously that the group should transform itself into a fully-fledged political party. There was no media fanfare but, within five years, the newly founded Scottish Socialist Party would grow into one of the strongest left-wing organisations anywhere in Europe.


Our old friends in the CWI never forgave us for this act of gross disobedience. For eight long years, they nursed their wrath to keep it warm. Then, with a few unlikely allies in tow, they came back for revenge.
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The Clenched Fist Politician


Tinto Park in Govan, home of the mighty Benburb Juniors, had never seen a match quite like this before. The oldest player on the pitch was an 81-year-old woman with a twinkle in her eye. And while one of the sides was kitted out in the black and gold stripes of the local team, their rivals were elegantly attired in grey suits and sombre ties.


It was the workers versus the bosses, the socialists versus the capitalists, the people versus the fat cats. And it was possibly the most effective party political broadcast ever filmed in Scotland. It had colour, humour, passion and vision. When the five-minute tour de force was screened a week or so later, the phones were burning hot as hundreds of people from every corner of Scotland deluged the SSP headquarters with calls wanting to know more about this new political party.


Peter Mullan, who had just won the Best Actor Award at the Cannes Film Festival for his starring role in Ken Loach’s My Name is Joe, was involved in pulling together the four-minute film. Frank Gallagher, who is best known as River City’s resident villain Lenny Murdoch, was there too. It was directed by the multi-talented, likeable and down-to-earth actor and film-maker Davy McKay. But, although there was no shortage of talented artists there that day, the mini-drama was to launch a much bigger celebrity on to the national stage. Tommy Sheridan was then a local councillor and reasonably well known around Glasgow for his role during the anti-Poll Tax campaign a decade earlier. He was no stranger to TV either but his appearances had generally been confined to obscure, late-night current affairs programmes. His name was mentioned in the press from time to time, though usually buried deep in the political pages of the heavyweight broadsheets. But for the broad mass of the Scottish population, he was still an unknown quantity. All that was about to change. I had written Tommy’s script to accompany the surreal football footage. He delivered it from the trackside with power and aplomb. And it was broadcast on prime-time TV. It was a revelation. One journalist hailed Tommy as a young Sean Connery. Another described him as ‘the embodiment of heroic Scottish integrity. Lantern-jawed. Cool as a fridge. Gallus.’ Within a few weeks, Tommy was promoted to the new Premier League of Scottish politics – the national parliament, reborn after 300 years. Inside Holyrood, he was instantly and justifiably marked out as a star.


Some people in the SSP had argued we should take the same stance as Sinn Fein MPs and refuse to take the oath of allegiance to the crown at the swearing-in ceremony. Such a stand would have been consistent with our egalitarian, republican principles but it wouldn’t have been understood by the tens of thousands of people who had voted for a socialist MSP to represent them in Holyrood. Any SSP members elected to the parliament would be instantly disbarred from taking part in any further proceedings in the parliament. Nor would they have received any salaries and allowances. We decided instead that our elected MSP, Tommy, should boycott the opening ceremony, with its medieval pageantry, its royal procession and its 21-gun salute. But, when it came to the crunch, he’d take the oath under protest, as Tony Benn and others had done in Westminster.


When the time came for Tommy to step forward, over 100 of the 129 newly elected MSPs had already sworn allegiance to the British Crown by saying, ‘I [MSP’s name] do solemnly, sincerely and truly declare and affirm that I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth, her heirs and successors, according to law.’ Tommy made his objections clear by prefacing his recital with the assurance that his oath was to the people of Scotland. He then raised a clenched fist in the air, the symbol of opposition to oppression, as he repeated the archaic words through gritted teeth. His simple gesture of defiance at the swearing-in ceremony became the most memorable image of that historic day. The Scottish political editor of The Herald reported that one pub in the centre of Edinburgh erupted in spontaneous applause as the image flashed across the TV news. It was splashed over the front pages of every newspaper in the land, broadcast on TV channels across five continents and reproduced on T-shirts, posters and book covers.


Inside parliament, Tommy was in his element. Over the previous decade, he had spoken at thousands of public meetings, conferences, rallies, street meetings and demonstrations. He had been a significant figure in Scotland’s biggest council for the previous seven years. And, as the front man for a series of high-profile campaigns from the Poll Tax onwards, he was by far one of the most experienced orators and media operators in Holyrood. He had learned how to immerse himself single-mindedly in a campaign and master his brief to perfection. Original thinking was never his greatest strength but he knew how to tap into other people’s expertise and deliver the message with confidence, power and conviction.


Tommy had also developed the acumen to build alliances across traditional political boundaries. He employed these tactical skills to devastating effect when he steered the Abolition of Warrant Sales Bill through the parliament at the end of 2000, having pulled together an influential alliance of key individuals, including the wily SNP MSP Alex Neil, the fiery independent Denis Canavan, and the Labour left-winger John McAllion, probably the most respected member of the parliament. In the final debate on the bill, McAllion delivered the killer blow to the hated and archaic debt collection procedure, his scintillating summing-up speech splitting asunder the Labour monolith. For Tommy, it was a sweet victory. In 1992, he had been dragged out of the Court of Session in handcuffs and bundled into a van bound for Saughton Prison for his part in resisting warrant sales. Here he was, seven years later, just along the road from the Court of Session, surrounded once again by TV crews, photographers and journalists. But now he was being hailed as a statesman for abolishing warrant sales, rather than being denounced as a delinquent for defying them.


Tommy came close to pulling off an even bigger coup in 2002 with his Free Schools Meal Bill. The idea had been floating around anti-poverty groups for some time and was taken up by the SSP. Although the bill failed to get through the first stage, it did force the mainstream parties to take the link between school meals, nutrition and child poverty seriously. It was in direct response to the impact of the bill that Labour and the SNP began to roll out their own, more timid schemes for extending free school meals.


Similarly, the SSP’s anti-Council Tax campaign, fronted by Tommy, forced the injustice of the local tax system onto the mainstream political agenda. Again the SSP was ahead of the game by making the running on an issue that, years later, began to be taken up seriously by some of the big parties. Tommy hadn’t devised the idea but he fronted the campaign in parliament, in the media and at public meetings in community halls the length and breadth of Scotland. It was Sheridan at his best. He absorbed all of the facts and figures until he could recite them in his sleep. And, as always, he argued his case with passion.
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