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Memories of a Glaswegian Septuagenarian

Dedication

I am paying tribute to the pillars of my life: my wife Alina, whose enduring love has anchored me for 57 years; my mother, whose strength shaped my early years; and my children and siblings, whose laughter and support continue to enrich my journey. The dedication sets a tone of gratitude and love, acknowledging that these memories exist because of the people who helped shape them.

Preface & Introduction

This memoir wasn’t planned—it emerged from reflection, encouragement, and a desire to preserve the unexpected turns of life. I recently learnt a new Welsh word hiraeth, describing a deep longing for home and time gone by, which captures the emotional essence of the book. Rather than a linear autobiography, it’s a patchwork of stories—some humorous, some poignant—told from the vantage point of seventy-five years. I am sharing glimpses of improbable adventures, from meeting royalty to climbing Mont Blanc, all underscored by a belief in fate and the power of saying “yes” to life’s surprises.

Author’s Note

In a way I am embracing the messiness of memory, inviting readers to wander through the stories freely. I am reflecting on my slow journey toward self-acceptance, the influence of my wife’s wisdom, and the Glaswegian humour that colours my recollections. I did not seek fame or adventure, but when opportunity knocked, I stepped through the door. This note is warm, witty, and self-aware setting the stage for a memoir full of heart and character.
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GLASGOW, 1950

Once known as the Second City of the Empire, Glasgow had been, about 150 years earlier, the industrial heartland of Britain. By the time I was born, however, that proud city had long since sailed into the sunset. New competition in shipbuilding and heavy industry had begun reshaping the world—none more so than Glasgow itself.

History has always been one of my favourite subjects, and within these pages lie seventy-five years of mischief, miracles, and moments that still leave me shaking my head—and smiling.

VE Day

As I sit updating these stories on Monday, the 5th of May 2025, the BBC’s main coverage is dedicated to VE Day—commemorating eighty years since the end of the war in Europe.

The faces on the screen are weathered by time, the voices softer now, the memories like whispers from a fading past. Most of those sharing their reflections were young during the war, or among those who served between 1939 and 1945. Today, they stand as the last witnesses to that momentous time.

When I was growing up, the war was never mentioned—not at the dinner table, not at school, not even in passing jokes. It was a silence carried by a whole generation.

Watching the television that day, it struck me how quickly time passes, how memory becomes legacy, and how soon only the stories remain. That realisation adds a certain nostalgia to what I’m trying to share in these rambling tales—written, always, from the heart.

Like those veterans of memory, I too feel the need to capture a life lived: its humour, its heartaches, and its unexpected turns. I never experienced the war myself, but everyone around me had, and it shaped my childhood in ways I couldn’t fully comprehend.

So here I am, looking back with dignity and gratitude, hoping that in the sharing of these fragments, something lasting might remain.

Glasgow: The Early Days

I was a shy child—often insecure, if I’m honest. I’m not entirely sure why; at the time, I didn’t know any different. Looking back, we’re all born with our own wiring—different ways of seeing the world that shape how we respond to life. Mine leaned toward caution and self-doubt, even when there was no reason for it. Over time, those early feelings became part of my experience of childhood.

Did it have something to do with the environment I grew up in? Who knows? Someone reading this may well have the answers—so feel free to let me know if you do.

I wasn’t the one to lead from the front or put my hand up in class to say, “I don’t understand.” Sitting in a classroom of forty children could be intimidating. I hovered at the edges—observing more than participating—but I was always watching, quietly measuring myself against others. That included my cousins on my mother’s side.

I remember being in awe of them, particularly Frankie Collins, Dennis Berry, and Brian Hargan. They seemed to move through life with ease—confident, capable, comfortable in their own skin. In many ways, they became my early benchmarks as I tried to make sense of the world from our little tenement flat.

Subconsciously, I looked to them not for guidance but for signals—those small hints a boy is always searching for.

Dennis was the son of my mother’s sister Mary and my uncle George, who owned a clothes shop on Scotland Street and, I believe, another business besides. They lived in Ibrox, in what I thought of as a posh house. Ibrox, a suburb south of the River Clyde and part of the old burgh of Govan, was where I later attended St Gerard’s School at eleven.

Brian was the son of my Aunty Sadie and Uncle Conn. They lived in a spacious top-floor flat on the corner of Stanley Street and Scotland Street—a house that had once belonged to my grandad, Charlie McCann, and my granny Mary, who gave birth to twelve or thirteen children. I still can’t imagine how they all managed under one roof.

Where did they all sleep? Did they really sit down together for breakfast or a Sunday lunch? The thought seems almost comical now.

Of course, the reality was different. With nearly twenty years between the eldest and the youngest, it was never the full brood all at once. Still, the house must have been bursting with life, noise, and all the chaos that comes with a big Glasgow family.

Aunty Sadie ran a fruit and vegetable shop on Watt Street—named, I think, after James Watt, the Scottish inventor—before moving her business to Partick with help from Aunty Maggie. Her husband Conn worked in the foundry at McNeil’s, just a minute’s walk from our flat, cutting steel as sparks flew—a hard, heavy job demanding strength and resilience. Like many Glaswegian men of the time, he enjoyed a drop of “Scotch sauce,” my dad included.

My cousin Frankie was the son of Aunty Betty and Uncle Frank, who also had two other children, Irene and Brian. They lived on Scotland Street too. Betty worked as a catering manager in the city, while Frank was, if I recall, an electrical engineer or something close to it. Their home felt bigger, their life more settled.

Frankie was clever and went to St Mungo’s, one of Glasgow’s top academic schools, after passing his Eleven Plus at St Margaret’s. My sister Kathleen and I stayed with their family when my mum was in hospital giving birth to my brother John.

I was always aware that they seemed to have more—not just materially, but in a sense of confidence and ease. Whether they were my age or older didn’t matter; they carried themselves with assurance. I hoped, quietly, that some of it might one day rub off on me.

Life in the Tenements

In the Glasgow of the 1950s, “tenement flat” hardly captures it. These were four-storey sandstone buildings, each entered through a communal close that echoed with footsteps and chatter. Many flats were small—one or two rooms—with shared outside toilets and no central heating, just a coal fire that served as the home’s heart.

Families lived cheek by jowl, as the saying goes—side by side, with no space between.

Behind the tenements stood relics of the Second World War: derelict bomb shelters, once vital refuges during the Blitz, now crumbling and filled with rubbish—broken furniture, old toys, discarded bits that never made it to the midden.

The middens themselves—communal refuse areas—were overflowing and pungent, symbols of a city that had endured hardship and carried on. For us children, the bomb shelters were playgrounds. We dared each other to go inside, scaring ourselves silly with thoughts of rats (real, not imagined) or ghosts that crept out after dark.

The shelters had flat concrete roofs spaced just far enough apart to create an entire hierarchy of jumps. The smallest were “baby dykes,” only a couple of feet wide. Five- or six-foot gaps were “mammy” or “daddy” jumps. Then there was the “killer jump,” where the landing dyke had bits of jagged metal sticking out. That was the ultimate dare—half bravery, half foolishness.

Adults saw them as dangerous, and they were right. But for us, danger was half the fun. There were scrapes, sprains, and the occasional trip to A&E, but that was tenement life—rough, close, and full of stories.

One memory stands out: I was standing on top of a midden shelter with a boy named George Chisholm. We dared each other to jump across to the next roof. It was raining, and both of us wore wellies. I jumped first and landed safely, then called for George to follow. He leapt—and landed in a dustbin.

Not in the best shape, I left him at his close and went home. Half an hour later, there was a knock on our door. It was George’s dad, and he wasn’t a happy chappie. I didn’t know any French at the time, but if I had, I might’ve said, C’est la vie.

Preamble

Life—with all its twists and turns—leaves us with a treasure trove of memories: some good, some not so good. Many stay tucked away, waiting to be rediscovered. It’s remarkable how many doors can open in that little brain box of ours when we start delving into the past.

Looking back on my life, it’s been a tapestry of emotions—some bright, others shaded. Now, in my mid-seventies, I find myself reflecting (or perhaps rambling) on the years gone by, hoping to paint a vivid picture of ordinary people and my connection to the place I came from.

In recent years, I’ve developed a deep passion for reading—everything from surreal tales to historical fiction and nonfiction spanning two millennia. What fascinates me most is how life, in all its forms, repeats itself: the people, the power struggles, the passions, and fears. The world changes, yet human nature remains much the same.

My love of history also colours my reflections on Swindon later in this book—stories drawn from years of reading and curiosity. Authors like Conn Iggulden, Ken Follett, Simon Scarrow, Dan Jones, Charles Spencer, and Colin Falconer have brought history vividly to life for me. Others—Gregory David Roberts (Shantaram), Douglas Stuart (Shuggie Bain), and Terry Hayes (I Am Pilgrim)—capture the rawness of human struggle in unforgettable ways. Tom Sharpe, meanwhile, gave me the biggest laughs, and Lee Child continues to fascinate me with the evolving saga of Jack Reacher.

Through their words, history has become alive to me—deepening my appreciation for the people and places that shape our world.

This book, if it ever truly becomes one, began as a response to the overwhelming messages I received on my 70th birthday. The videos and kind words from family and friends moved me deeply, sparking a cascade of memories from the past seventy years.

As I write now, those memories have evolved into something more—a chronicle of life’s experiences, shared in the hope that others might see a little of themselves in the story of an ordinary Glaswegian life well lived.

If I’m honest, I’ve carried a quiet wish since my late fifties to capture my journey in writing. For years, it was only a dream—not from lack of ability, but because I didn’t know where to begin.

In time, I’ve come to see that writing itself creates belief—in who we are and what we can achieve. We may not have formal training, but that should never stop us from recording our memories. All it really takes is courage—to begin—and honesty, to be ourselves on the page.

Some stories we carry; others we inherit—through quiet conversations, faded photographs, or the tremble in a loved one’s voice when memory, or perhaps a wee drink, catches them off guard.

Monica and Henia’s Journey

Just recently, I found myself talking with Richard, my brother-in-law — Alina’s brother — about this very book. He told me that several members of his family had started writing down their recollections: fragments of a past shaped by war, displacement, and survival. Their family had come to the UK as refugees, escaping the shadows of history with their dignity intact and their stories yet to be fully told.

During the early years of our marriage, we lived with Alina’s mum and dad. I would often sit and listen to Alina’s mum, Monica, and her aunt Henia — two dignified women whose voices softened as they spoke of their childhoods in Poland. They had been young girls when the Germans and Russians invaded, when families were uprooted, and when countless civilians, including themselves, were sent to Siberia to work in forced labour camps. There was no drama in how they spoke, only a quiet strength.

During some of our card games and cups of tea, Monica gave a graphic account of her recollection of when her whole family was shipped to Siberia by train. She would sometimes reflect on that dark chapter of her childhood. Monica and her family — her mum, dad, brother, and two sisters — were taken by train, not in the comfort of carriages with windows, but in cattle wagons: sealed, freezing, with little food or water. The Soviets had uprooted them, along with thousands of other Polish families, and transported them eastwards into the vastness of Siberia.

For me, her stories always recalled the haunting images from Doctor Zhivago — endless trains crossing a frozen wilderness, whole families torn from their homes, lives reshaped by the cruel sweep of history.

The story of Alina’s mother, Monica, and her sister Henia is one of survival against all odds. It began in the early 1940s, when their family, like so many Polish families, was torn from their home and deported by the Soviets to Siberia. They were crammed into cattle wagons, travelling for weeks across endless frozen landscapes before being forced into labour camps where every day was a test of endurance.

During their time in Siberia, Monica and Henia were the only two in their family to survive. I don’t know in what order it happened, but one by one they lost their dad, then their mum, brother, and sister. It must have been a traumatic experience beyond belief for two young girls. Monica, being the eldest, had to continue working to provide enough food for her and Henia to live on.

As a young girl, Monica’s chore was to walk miles each day through the biting cold to a free-flowing river where timber was floated downstream. She was handed a long pole and told to keep the logs moving, pushing and prodding them free when they jammed. It was relentless work for a child.

One day, one of the boys from her village fell into the icy river while doing the same task. Though she could not swim, somehow Monica managed to pull him free and save his life. Decades later, over a cup of tea, she told us that the very same boy turned up again in their lives — at the Fairford refugee camp after the war — and eventually made his home in Swindon. I couldn’t help thinking what a small world we live in.

Monica’s recollections of the end of the war, when she would have been about sixteen, painted vivid, almost dreamlike pictures. She remembered returning from her day job to the place where she and Henia had been living — if one could even call it living — when she was stopped by a man, perhaps a farmer or a soldier. I do not recall. He told her the war had ended, and that people were being gathered to be transported onward by train.

Monica knew she had to fetch Henia and somehow reach the departure point. Fortune intervened when the stranger offered to take them both by horse-drawn cart. They set off, only for Henia to tumble from the back of the cart. It was only thanks to her desperate cry of “Monicaaa!” that she was heard and pulled back to safety by the stranger.

Once again, the journey by train was long and tortuous as they travelled overland to Iran — then known as Persia — to escape the persecution of war. Tehran played a significant part as a transit point for Polish refugees during the Second World War.

In 1942, thousands of Polish refugees, including children, arrived in Tehran after fleeing through Siberia and other parts of the Soviet Union. I read that the Polish government-in-exile, whose Prime Minister was General Sikorski, came to an agreement that allowed the freedom of many prisoners and deportees, hence the mass influx to Tehran.

Part of the agreement included forming a Polish army within the Soviet Union to support the fight against Germany. British Prime Minister Winston Churchill also came to an agreement with Sikorski. The Polish government-in-exile played a significant role in organising Polish military units, including air force squadrons, to fight alongside the Allies — where they played a crucial role in the war effort.

The refugees arrived in extremely poor condition — malnourished, sick, and exhausted from their journey out of Siberia. Monica told us that when the Polish refugees first reached Tehran, many were emaciated after years of hunger, deportation, and forced labour. Suddenly, food was available in the refugee camps. Overwhelmed by hunger, some ate too quickly and too much, and their weakened bodies could not cope. Dysentery, exhaustion, and what we would now call “refeeding complications” caused many deaths.

Once stabilised, children — especially orphans — were transferred to Isfahan, chosen for its milder climate and healthier environment. That is why it became known as the City of Polish Children.

Monica and Honorata (Henia) Maj would have arrived later in Tehran before being sent to Isfahan, where they were placed in separate orphanages. I do not know why, but perhaps it was because Monica, now seventeen, was considered an adult, while Henia was still a few years younger. After spending some time in the orphanage, Monica heard news of a proposed passage to the UK. She escaped, collected Henia, and together they fled on their journey back toward some semblance of normality.

Eventually, after more upheavals and displacements, they found themselves in the Fairford refugee camp in England. There, amidst the prefabricated huts and temporary classrooms, lives began to take root again. It was a strange new world, but it offered safety and, slowly, the possibility of a future.

Monica and Henia went on to build their lives in Swindon, carrying with them indelible memories of Siberia, Iran, Tehran, Isfahan, and Fairford. Their story, like so many of their generation, was shaped by exile, chance encounters, and moments of resilience that meant the difference between life and death.

It was as if survival had become part of their very fabric, stitched into every movement, every glance, every lull in conversation.

Tragically, neither of them was able to commit or complete these memories to paper before they passed. What remains is mostly what was shared orally — in family get-togethers, sitting around, playing cards, and having a cup of tea — in small moments of trust. And so, in drafting my own story, I am also honouring theirs: the stories they did not get to tell in full, but which continue to live in Alina, in Richard, and in our children and grandchildren.

While Monica and Henia were resettled in Fairford, there were several other Polish resettlement camps across Gloucestershire. Stroud and its surrounding areas played a vital role in providing a haven for thousands of Polish refugees. At some point, Alina’s father, Piotr (Peter), found his way to Stroud and secured work at the Lister Petter factory in Wroughton near Swindon, once known as Marine Mountains.

Fairford became a lively meeting place at weekends. Saturday night dances were especially popular, drawing men from the camps in Stroud. It was at one of these evenings that Monica and Peter met — a chance encounter that would change both their lives. They married not long after and managed to rent a couple of rooms in Fairford, which allowed them to live as husband and wife. They also offered accommodation to Henia and her aunt when she later arrived. The exact details of these arrangements have faded with time, but the resilience of those early years remains clear.

Peter had joined the Polish Army during the war and spent time at Monte Cassino, where he was tasked with driving a Polish general. From those months in Italy, he picked up enough Italian to get by — a skill that would serve him well in later years. After leaving Listers, he found employment at the American airbase in Brize Norton, ferrying workers back and forth. Despite limited education and a shaky grasp of English, he showed an entrepreneurial streak.

Eventually, Monica and Peter moved to Swindon, where they bought a large, terraced house on County Road. Peter went further still, opening a delicatessen with a men’s club above the shop. The business thrived, drawing in Polish and Italian customers alongside curious English locals, many of whom were introduced for the first time to new flavours and foods. It was the beginning of a new chapter — one rooted in hard work, resilience, and the blending of cultures.

As you’ll see throughout these stories, Alina’s mum, Monica, and her dad, Peter, played a significant role during the early years of our marriage. Alina was just sixteen, and I was eighteen when we married.

––––––––
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MEMORIES

Memory, I have come to realise, is a fragile thing. But writing as I mentioned previously gives it weight. That is why this book matters—not just for me, but for the people I love, and for the people they came from.

What follows is not a work of fiction, nor a polished tale shaped for dramatic effect. These are my memories—real, personal, and deeply felt. Many of the moments I share here have brought me joy, laughter, and at times, tears. They are part of the patchwork of my life and mean a great deal to me.

I recognise that the people reading this may not feel the same spark I do when I recall a mountain climbed, a game played, or a family moment shared. And that is all right. My hope is not necessarily to impress or inspire, but simply to offer a glimpse into the world I have lived and journeyed to, and into the person I have become through it all.

I hope along the way, that you the reader find something that makes you smile, pause, or reflect on your own journey.



	It is fascinating how many doors we can open in that little brain box of ours when we start to truly delve into our past.
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MCCANN ROOTS & A MOTHERS strength

As I mentioned previously, I grew up in Glasgow alongside my siblings, Kathleen and John. Our mother, Patricia, was the backbone of our family, working tirelessly to support us. She held multiple jobs — at Howdens Engineering Works, as a cleaner at Cowie Street School in Kinning Park, and as a barmaid at the Shandon Bar on Shields Road.

All my cousins on my mother’s side belonged to a remarkable family that included nine sisters — my aunties — and three brothers, my uncles. All were born either before or during the Second World War (1939–1945), something we now look back on with awe and wonder.

The sisters were a diverse group of women, each born into an era of self-survival, and every one of them left a distinct mark on the world. They were, in no particular order: Maggie McCann, Mary McCann, Suzan McCann, Sadie McCann, Isa McCann, Elizabeth McCann, Patricia McCann, Philomena McCann, and Catherine McCann.

As a result of all these aunties (and, to be fair, the uncles who played their part), I had twenty-five cousins.

My mother, Patricia, embodied the spirit of perseverance. In our modest one-bedroom tenement, she navigated the challenges of raising a family with unwavering determination — because that is simply what they did. Her strength was the foundation upon which our lives were built, teaching us the values of hard work and resilience.

I hope you’ve enjoyed the journey so far, as we now look back on memories from the streets of Glasgow and beyond. These pages offer a chance to revisit the moments that shaped what might, at first glance, seem an ordinary life. Yet within them lies something greater — a tribute to the enduring spirit of those who came before me, and to the legacy they left for us all.

Echoes of the Past

I have only the vaguest recollection of Granny Mary McCann — a shadowy figure from the edges of memory, her presence more sensed than remembered. My mum’s dad, Charles, though — him I recall more clearly. Looking back, I get the impression he must have spent much of his life in Glasgow, working and raising children. From what I’ve read about those days, that was true for many families, especially in the years before television came along to change daily life. I am sure he originally arrived from Southern Ireland at some stage.

My memories of Grandad Charlie are tied to his work. Mum would sometimes take me to meet him as he made his way home from the factory. He worked cleaning boilers in the Shields Road area, and I can still picture him emerging, covered from head to toe in soot and dust. To me, as a child, that was simply how he looked after a hard day’s shift — but in truth, it must have been punishing work. No one gave a thought then to the dangers of asbestos or the damage it could do to a man’s lungs. It was simply a job he had to do to bring home money for his family, and he did it without complaint.

They lived in Stanley Street, as I mentioned previously, just off Scotland Street — further up the road from Kinning Park, where we lived. It’s strange what sticks in a child’s mind. The streets were close and lived-in, full of soot and stories, and I can still remember walking hand in hand with my mum as we waited for her dad — my Grandad Charlie — to appear from his work in the foundry.

One day, my mum took me to their house, but everything was different. Her dad — my grandad — had passed away. The grown-ups were quiet, their movements careful, the air thick with a hush I didn’t understand. His body was lying in state in the front room — that was the custom back then.

What I remember most is looking up.

A small boy, surrounded by adults — their faces blurred with solemnity. I felt a strange mix of curiosity and fear, but also a powerful sense of being part of something especially important. Something unknown — a ritual of farewell, I suppose — that I didn’t fully understand but somehow felt deeply.

That image is still with me: looking up, small talk murmured softly around me, and a stillness in the room so complete that even time seemed to pause in respect.

Funnily enough, several of my aunties were relatively short — not exactly towering. As a six-footer now, I would be looking down on them. But in that moment, as a child, they seemed like giants. It’s odd, the way perspective — literal and emotional — shifts over time.

Carry-Out Concerts 

One of my abiding memories of early childhood in Glasgow is the grown-ups disappearing for a few bevvies, only to reappear hours later having decided to buy a carry-out and keep the night going.

A carry-out in those days was not a takeaway from a Chinese restaurant or a delivery from Deliveroo. It was a brown paper bag filled with bottles of beer and other alcoholic drinks — depending, of course, on whether they had recently received their wages.

The party would then shift back to someone’s abode — a cramped tenement flat that somehow expanded in spirit to hold a dozen people or more. I remember one of the men had a small banjo, which played a vital role in the singsongs.

Despite there being barely room to swing a cat, people would perch wherever they could — on arms of chairs, windowsills, and even rolled-up rugs — to join in the singing that carried on well into the early hours. Many of my mum’s sisters were great singers. They could blow you away with their renditions of classics by Patsy Cline, Connie Francis, and Neil Sedaka.

But my Aunty Neeni was the standout singer in the family — top of the class. Her version of My Yiddishe Mama could hush a whole room and bring tears to the eyes of even the toughest souls. My mum’s rendition of Crazy was also up there — but I would say that, wouldn’t I?

Neeni went on to sing in some of the big bands that toured Glasgow and beyond.

TENNANT HARMONY[image: A group of people singing and singing
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BACK TO THE CARRY-OUT — toilet access was, of course, limited. I can only assume the men went to the back of the close to relieve themselves in the courtyard. As for the women? I’m not sure — probably a queue and a few crossed legs. But nobody seemed to mind. It was all part of the ritual: drink, sing, laugh, and be together.

Looking back, these were the moments when community came alive — not in grand halls or under fancy lights, but in wee flats echoing with song, cigarette smoke, and the clink of bottles. Of course, the children were ushered into an adjoining room and told to keep quiet.

As a child, if there was a little singsong going on in our flat, I remember the banter and the laughter drifting through the walls — me lying in bed, out of sight, quietly humming along to the songs.

One thing that has always stuck with me is how they all knew the lyrics by heart — every verse, every chorus. No sheet music, no prompts — just pure memory.

As long as I’ve lived, I could count on one hand the number of songs whose lyrics I remember! While I do enjoy a good singsong in the right setting, I usually need something in front of me with the words on it.

Of course, these days it’s much easier — with all the media and technology available, like karaoke, you’ve got no excuse not to join in.

The O’Brien Legacy

The O’Brien story was never one of wealth or privilege, but of endurance, laughter, and the bonds of family that mostly held firm through challenging times. In Glasgow, life for many was a cycle of long hours at work and children filling crowded homes, and ours was no different. The legacy passed down was not written in property or possessions, but in the strength to keep going, the Glasgow humour to lighten the load, and the love that carried us through most of the time.

Looking back, I realise that what seemed ordinary then was, in truth, extraordinary resilience — an inheritance far greater than money could buy.

My dad, Patrick O’Brien, was as hard as nails and as soft as marshmallow. He was a kind yet troubled man. A former Royal Navy pugilist, he battled alcoholism, a struggle likely rooted in his wartime experiences. While he was absent for chunks of our childhood, when he was at home and sober, he was a caring and loving father — not necessarily cuddly or touchy-feely, but present in his own way.

My sister Kathleen, whom we called Keena, was his little princess. His favourite party song at carry-out evenings was Kathleen, a well-known sentimental ballad that many Glaswegians would have recognised from the 1950s. Songs like that carried strong associations with family gatherings, dances, and the daily soundtrack of working-class life. It was the only song I ever heard him sing. If he had been on the Scottish Sauce (whisky), tears would stream down his face as he reached the crescendo.

I can still recall some of the intense arguments between my dad and my mum. They were not just shouting matches — they often turned physical. I remember one occasion when I climbed onto a chair to get myself high enough to leap off and cling onto his back, trying to stop him from hurting her. I remember my mum had a broken nose, which she carried for years before having it broken and reset many years later.

Looking back, alcohol was usually the fuel behind the fire. But I am not sure that was the whole story. As harsh as it sounds, I have come to realise that the old saying, “It takes two to tango,” was not far off the mark — and in our house, that tango could turn into a full-blown bullfight.

Life in the Close 

We lived in a one-bedroom tenement, where you could not swing a cat — clearly not conducive to having your own space. The main room had a recess in the wall where a double bed fit. A curtain hung over it, giving the participants — my mum and dad — their privacy. I recall a piss pot under the bed.

We had to share an outside toilet with four other families. That meant queuing up, even in the cold and rain. In winter, the seat was freezing. In summer, the stench could turn your stomach. But you just got on with it. No one moaned much — it was just the way things were. Washing your hands afterward? That did not happen.

Toilet paper was a luxury we did not have; newspapers and magazines served as substitutes, leading to blockages and, at times, illness. My brother John suffered from dysentery at the age of three due to these conditions and was whisked off to Mearnskirk Hospital in East Renfrewshire for isolation and treatment.

In a similar vein, I fell off a Salvation Army roof when I was about eight, fracturing my skull and breaking my arm. A neighbour saw me lying on the ground and went round to our house to inform my dad. He came, picked me up, and took me home. However, it was not until my mum returned from her job at the bar that she realised how serious my injuries were and took me to the Southern General Hospital.

Gorbals Pilgrimages

Despite the hardships of those years, I have fond memories of visiting my grandmother, Anne O’Brien, in the Gorbals during the mid-fifties to early sixties. She was the very embodiment of kindness and quiet piety.

I also remember my uncle Joe — a gifted sketch artist whose inner turmoil eventually led him down a tragic path, ending in his untimely suicide in the River Clyde. His talent was vivid to me as a child, and his loss left a silent gap in the family.

On our visits, he would bring scenes to life on his drawing pad. One that has stayed with me was a full Cowboys and Indians battle — complete with charging horses, flying arrows, and clouds of dust rising from the page. Even as a child, I could feel the drama, the energy, and the motion captured so vividly under his pencil.
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My Granny Anne O’Brien on the left with her friend (circa 1950)

Mary and Anne O’Donnel (my cousins)  

Our visits to my granny’s always felt like little adventures. We would take the underground, known as the Subway, from Kinning Park to the Gorbals — a short journey, but full of excitement for young children. The Glasgow Subway is an underground light metro system that opened in December 1896 — a bit before my time, but still a wonder for us as kids.
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