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‘The Celt is supposed to be spiritually superior to the Saxon — simpler, more creative, less vulgar, less snobbish, etc. — but the usual power hunger is there under the surface. One symptom of it is the delusion that Scotland could preserve its independence unaided and owes nothing to British protection.’


George Orwell, ‘Notes on Nationalism’, 1945
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Foreword


The fifty names who follow comprise a brilliant cast of villains. The temptation must have been to take a conventionally historical approach; but, really, who cares what the Earl of Montrose did in 1574? What we have here is a very Scottish way round the problem. Were you to compile a list of the fifty people who made Scotland great you’d end up with some historian going: ‘Erm, was he a Viking? I can’t remember. Oh, and there was this other guy, but he was English, I think . . .’ Whereas, you try to summon fifty people who fucked the country and you’re spoilt for choice. Failure and disappointment are the best ways in which to consider Scotland’s history. We are much happier counting our sorrows than our blessings. Scotland really is a place where the loch is half-empty not half-full.


In this spirit, I was disappointed not to be on the list myself. Everyone who ever left Scotland should be on it; Ronald McDonald even. There are few politicians on it, I notice, which is sensible because democracy is completely wasted on the Scots. The place doesn’t have politics, it has tribalism. Almost everyone you meet here will tell you they were born to put their X in a certain box on the ballot paper, no matter what. So, oddly, the only properly democratic choice anyone ever makes in Scotland is to vote Conservative, which is the one persuasion Scots aren’t born into.


There are other omissions. John Knox, for example, who I think embodies a whole strain of Scottishness which is incredibly misogynistic, which despises and hates and mistrusts women, and having fun. Picture Knox and you see those drippy-nosed, sour, prune-faced churchmen in Edinburgh and you think, You are all the children of John Knox. It is very amusing, and very Scottish, and very telling, that Macbeth isn’t on the list either; the one proper international baddy we own. Not even to include his wife! I gather the nationalists are trying to redefine Macbeth at the moment, so it’s a complex issue. But, then, for the Scots, even Lulu is a complex issue.


The worst thing about Scotland, really, is that old truism (everything about Scotland is an old truism), that point about Celts in general. We are absolutely the end of the line. There be homo sapiens, the Neanderthals and then there are Celts. You just feel we are dying out. We’re almost the same as everyone else but there’s something slightly different about us. We’re the bit at the end, on this fringe of islands in the north. We used to be all over Europe and all over Asia and now we’re stuck in a couple of bothies on Skye. We’re becoming extinct and endangered; we’re the orangutans of the north.


Scotland has always suffered from the humour of its malevolent gods, who stuck us next to the English. In a sense, the defining nature of Scotland has always been England. Scotland has a song-and-dance for a culture, and don’t we make a song and dance of the fact? We’ve spent hundreds of years saying how not English we are. Scotland is happier measuring its woes and telling the world what it’s not – we’re not southern, we’re not poncy, we’re not snobby, we’re not epicurean – but, most of all, we’re not English. The Irish and the Welsh do this too, of course, but hardly to the same extent. Scotland is a country defined by what it isn’t. And it seldom tells us what it actually is. Scotland should have been the country that invented Elastoplast; we’re constantly bandaged from self-inflicted wounds, from having walked into low doors and tripped over other people’s feet.


All that said, one point more than any other needs to be made about Scotland: that it is great despite itself. Scotland is still, if you have any connection to the place at all – even if you’re a Dutchman who wants to come and shoot things once a year – far and away the greatest place in the world. It’s just difficult to say why. There is a mixture of people and landscape and air and light and culture and dry wit and deep intelligence and enquiry and disappointment and maudlinness and lyricism that go together to make Scotland utterly exceptional. However, its greatest sons either left or fucked-up, and those who stayed behind are about as useful as broken tumble-dryers. Let’s meet them.


A.A. Gill, London





Introduction


The other evening while flicking through the channels I chanced upon an episode of Cracker, the one with the serial killer who forces his victims to dress up as Shirley Temple; a particular favourite, it pains me to say. The scene featured a funeral, where the arrival of the coffin was accompanied by a choirboy singing a verse of ‘The Bonnie Banks of Loch Lomond’. He fluted away winsomely, outlining in song the sundry advantages of taking the high road over taking low road and so forth. I looked on impassively. Then something curious occurred. A tear leaked slowly from the corner of my right eye. A big, hot tear. Weird.


Or perhaps not. This is the double bind of the Scottish experience. The hooks and barbs seem to enter at the most tender point. To be Scottish means always to be at the mercy of this stuff and to carry round a headful of it: the fading Polaroids of memory, the sporran fluff of sentiment. Scottish wistfulness, I’ve found, has a sweet and plangent quality, like finding a crumpled Wombles poster in a seldom-explored cupboard. So much of the nation’s culture was blithe, cartoonish and quaint to begin with that the passage of time only renders it more disarming yet.


Most Scots, I’d suggest, hold in their minds a photomontage of these quaint glories. On my own montage, a CalMac ferry forever ploughs towards some misty little isle. On Loch Lomond, the 1940s post boat is doing its rounds. There is the particular look of the settlements as you leave the central belt and each mile travelled north takes you a year back in time, to storybook villages where old blokes are forever painting benches British racing green. There’s a view of Crinan in Argyllshire, where a horseshoe of mountains encloses a loch of glassy stillness, with a fishing skip in the middle, as though placed there by God to give a sense of scale. Fleeting, doomed Scottish pop stars and forgotten footballers feature too, facing down their dismalness. The bobble-hatted explorer Tom Weir makes an appearance, gnawing his way through an inexhaustible slab of Kendal Mint Cake. There are advertisements for Scottish concerns long since vanished: Agnew’s Off-Licence, Creamola Foam, Solripe soft drinks. There is the Loch Ness monster, the otter, the wildcat. All of it is rendered in the nostalgic, heartbreaking hues of an old seaside postcard.


My montage, then, is really quite pleasant, a vision of a Scotland that is cosy and harmless, a land of cheerful anachronism and measured optimism. Having said that, it is quite easy also to loathe the bloody place. Viewed without the filters of sentiment, modern Scotland is unremittingly grim, really quite frightful. A deep seam of defeat runs in the national soul. The population, in the main, is coarse, badly educated and poorly spoken. Wit is considered indicative of flaming homosexuality and replaced with punchlines. The skies are the colour of a week-old bandage. The cities resemble architectural suicide notes, being mainly shoeboxes built from granite. The national diet would scandalise a feral child. Alcohol is abused fiercely, proudly even. By default it is assumed that nothing can or will improve. Politics won’t help; loyalties are split between ineffectual, discredited Scottish Labour and the nationalists, as windy as a night on Ben Nevis. Comfort is sought in sport, but seldom found.


Taken together, these contingencies are not easy to withstand. There is but one recourse, to an ongoing untruth, to a collective lie; a lie which insists, despite all evidence to the contrary, that Scotland is the greatest small nation on earth, a wise, kind, judicious, compassionate, big-hearted and welcoming place, rich in pride, myth and legend, but done down by envy and conspiracy, by misfortunes it has done nothing to earn. One aspect of the problem was implied in The Fall of Kelvin Walker, Alasdair Gray’s wickedly funny novel in which a Presbyterian innocent makes his way in Swinging London: ‘Money seemed a slower substance in the north – a powerful substance, certainly, but stolid,’ wrote Gray. ‘Those owning it had not been liberated by it. Their faces were as severe, their mouths as grimly clenched as those without. But here in London money had accumulated to a point where it had flashed into wealth, and wealth was free, swift, reckless, mercuric. He could feel it humming behind the ancient and modern facades, throbbing under the streets like silver-electric sap.’ This about sums it up, captures the importance Scots place upon their own misery, and on the impossibility of change. The poem ‘Scotland’ by Alasdair Reid (Scottish history features a good number of Alasdairs) touches on it too, when the author remarks to a passer-by on the pleasantness of the weather: ‘Her brow grew bleak, her ancestors raged in their ancient graves/As she spoke with their ancient misery: We’ll pay for it, we’ll pay for it, we’ll pay for it!’


As Reid indicates, the mindset stretches way back into the nation’s history. To be Scottish is to hear repeatedly, in history, culture and society, the phrase ‘And then it got worse.’ Here, failure is a cosmic inevitability. The birthright of Scotland is not glory but entropy. Little improves. Some Scots of certain political persuasions will argue this is not our fault, that others have done us down, because they envy our ingenuity or our hardiness or our solidarity or our comity. This is wishful thinking. The truth is that there is a disability in the Scottish soul, an inherent glumness or vainglory, which became circular. The story of Scotland is the story of a snake consuming its own tail then discovering it has heartburn. The Scots never quite get it right. Something in the very air, the soil, the history, the thinking or the mindset conspires to confound us.


To look at the history of Scotland, then, is to marvel that a country of five million people could prove itself so inept and of such little consequence (that noise you hear in the distance may be Scottish nationalists, screaming about John Logie Baird). The inherent caution and fatalism described previously have conspired to paralyse. Those with any amount of talent or foresight depart as early as possible, usually to London, by tradition a Promised Land to the Scot. Arriving there is when they realise their lives have passed in being fibbed to. The experience of London is baptismal. Reactions become faster, references become broader. Life is revealed to be more volatile and various than it ever could be in damp old Scotia. The Scottish cream goes there, and leaves behind it a residue of the watery UHT. I cannot exclude myself from this; it is the greatest regret of my life that I didn’t get out twenty years ago.


Much of this UHT is considered here. Seen in the mass we understand something about the hollowness of the Scottish experience. It is a land that has gone centuries without those two engines of social vitality, church and government; or, rather, without any versions of these that have commanded much popular respect; comprising in the first instance the derided (‘Ask an Edinburgh prostitute when is Christmas,’ went an old Billy Connolly routine. ‘She’ll say, “When’s the General Synod of the Church of Scotland?”’) or, in the second, of mere technocratic administrators. There is myth and legend but none of the deep, quiet connection with tradition found in Wales, say. There isn’t even a geographic unit we could call Scotland; just Glasgow, Edinburgh and some far-flung branch offices in Aberdeen, Dundee and Inverness. This is a nation where the largest city, Glasgow, laughs at all the others, considering them sleepy and rather backward.


With what is Scotland left? With bad ambassadors, really, as discussed on the pages that follow. The nation is left with characters who move through the world tarnishing further the family silver. To be Scottish is to have a lot to live down and this lot do the job superbly, whether this be Robert Burns, indecipherable bard of rustic gibberish; Bonnie Prince Charlie, lisping midget mercenary; Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the blithering populariser of spiritualism; Sean Connery, die-hard advocate of a country he refuses to live in; or Billy Connolly, punchable faux-prole. In the realm of politics there are Kenny MacAskill, the SNP minister who converted Scotland’s biggest break on the global stage into cringing horror; Alex Salmond, the chortling bullfrog of separatism; the insufferable George Galloway, member of parliament for the West Bank; Tommy Sheridan, the sexy socialist who lent new meaning to the term hardliner. They’re all here, sadly. And many others; a veritable embassy of bad ambassadors.


Allan Brown, Glasgow





Stuart Adamson


In a corner of rural Fife sits a rock ’n’ roll hotel. Of a sort. It’s not the Chateau Marmont or any suchlike; you won’t find there the great and good of Scottish popular music – Barbara Dickson, say, or Susan Boyle – ingesting speedballs and ordering camels from room service. This place is more restrained. Superannuated heritage acts – Pentangle, perhaps, or some old super-competent folk guitarist – trundle up in their SUVs, stay a few days, play some mellow acoustic sets, head off to St Andrews for a round of golf and generally have a very pleasant and amply-cashmered time of it.


Meanwhile, the hotel’s rooms are themed in honour of various renowned Scottish rock and pop names, with gold discs on display and autographed memorabilia. Among the performers honoured is Stuart Adamson, guitarist and bandleader, initially of The Skids, most famously of Big Country. Sadly, in 2001 Adamson, deep in despair and estranged from his wife, hanged himself, in Hawaii, in a hotel room. Should you ever check into the Lathones Inn you too may find yourself in the Stuart Adamson suite. To sleep in a room dedicated to a man who despatched himself in just such a place is a disquieting experience; akin to dining at the Karen Carpenter Sandwich Bar, or travelling in a model of luxury saloon named for Princess Diana.


Such is what early and tragic death does for an entertainer: it shrouds them in gold leaf. Had James Dean lived, by now he’d be just another tanned robot king of mid-afternoon American television. Brian Jones of The Rolling Stones would have faded to insignificance. Instead, each has entered the halls of hallowed memory. Something similar has occurred with Adamson. Yearly, his reputation grows, even if his contribution and legacy are of genuinely arguable merit.


This is not to argue Big Country were not successful. They were. Their album Steeltown went to number one in October 1984; two years later The Seer almost repeated the feat. The band enjoyed a clutch of hit singles: ‘Fields of Fire’, ‘In a Big Country’, ‘Chance’, ‘Look Away’. For five years they competed respectably at the upper levels of British rock, falling into step with the contemporaneous fad for expressive, heartfelt rock from the Celtic fringes, as practiced also by U2, Simple Minds, The Waterboys and Hothouse Flowers.


Which is where the problems began. Few in their proper mind ever found the Celtic fringe anything but hilarious. As a genre, whether in music or literature, it was neither sophisticated, elegant nor evolved. It was culture with smallholdings in its head. It prioritised none of the virtues that informed the great efflorescence of cultural and philosophical thought in the post-medieval British mainstream, from Chaucer to Larkin via Dr Samuel Johnson. Rather, the Celtic tradition was bosky and windswept, animistic and pagan, agricultural and druidic. It was gnobbly, gnarly and it didn’t wipe its feet at the door. It was a yokelish Yeatsian knees-up. It concerned itself with the elemental; the changing of the seasons, the soul, feelings, meteorological phenomena and religiose intensity. It was the equivalent of a freckled, red-haired forearm hooking round your throat and insisting with eighty-proof breath you share with its owner some of your craic.


But it had its day. The Celtic fringe started percolating into the musical bloodstream in the 1960s through the folk revival, then through Van Morrison, Rory Gallagher, Horslips and U2. By the time of Big Country the trend was in full spate. The Scottish band, however, had not the wit to contribute in anything but the least inspiring of fashions. Like the Bay City Rollers, they adopted tartan; or rather plaid, wearing their shirts open-necked and with roughly-tied neckerchiefs that connoted a hard day picking turnips. And they developed a notorious musical trademark: guitars that sounded like bagpipes. This was achieved with a certain vile ingenuity. When Adamson played a solo he did so on the thinnest strings and high up the neck, in order that the note was brittle and piercing. His riffs would approximate the limited tonal scale of wind instrumentation: short intervals, no flurries of notes, no bending of strings. Typically, the phrase was doubled up by a second guitarist, playing marginally out of phase, both using effect pedals that accentuated this keening, otherworldly air. To this day, the very idea of guitars made to sound like bagpipes is associated uniquely and indelibly with Stuart Adamson. He remains for evermore the guitars-like-bagpipes guy.


Behind this predilection were mitigating circumstances. The early 1980s were a querulous time in British culture. Several years earlier, punk had functioned as a kind of disruption, a year zero. The curtain was torn away to expose at the culture’s core a middle-aged, suburban bankruptcy. Music was suffering, as would be confirmed by anyone who’d witnessed the long-haired fret-stranglers on The Old Grey Whistle Test. Television was ruled by a cast of misfits: Bob Harris, Jimmy Savile, Mike Yarwood, Benny Hill, Noele Gordon on Crossroads, Roy Castle, Larry Grayson et al.


As the 1980s progressed a mood grew for something more organic, more sincere. Britain in the early 1980s felt as though it were coming round from a concussion, pained that during its incapacity matters had grown so parlous. Music led the recovery. New influences started creeping in: world music via Talking Heads, electronica via Kraftwerk and The Human League; and, most consequentially, in commercial terms at least, Celtic rock, as reminted by U2. That band had issued its debut album in October, 1980, almost precisely the period during which Adamson left The Skids, the art-rock band with which he’d had several hit singles, most notably ‘Into the Valley’. For musicians raised in Scotland and southern Ireland opening up was a new avenue of operation; of anthemic, power-ballad folk-rock that sang of quests and struggles and flame-haired colleens washing clothes in the river; a music of mountains, sorrow and lobster pots.


Adamson clearly sensed this change in the wind’s direction and, like a wily trawlerman, he capitalised upon it. Which was fair enough. Celtic rock was not devoid wholly of merit: The Waterboys, for example, made a number of excellent records. The problem lay in the fact that Adamson’s version of Celtic rock was so poor in itself, so lumpen and lamentable, so Scottish in its literal way. When a Big Country number approached its crescendo and required an exclamation point Adamson would bark ‘Ha!’ like a sergeant- major drilling recruits. The lyrics appeared to be drawn wholly from the Bumper Book of Post-Culloden Woe, full of men gazing nobly into the middle distance as their jaws resisted the urge to tremble. Sporadically the band would slip into martial tempo. Their songs had portentous titles that made you want to punch the nearest dog: ‘The Seer’, ‘The Teacher’, ‘Broken Heart (Thirteen Valleys)’. It was lowest-common-denominator stuff, stripped of wit, nuance, sex and subtlety. It was fodder, servicing a fad and nothing more. You perused a Big Country audience and had one thought: if all these people are here, who’s manning the city’s filling stations?


Clearly, the entire Big Country ethos had been bolted together to appeal to audiences in North America, where U2 had so parlayed into dollars and cents similar auld-world sincerity and misty, mossy race memory. Addressing this, the band’s name evoked – cleverly, it must be conceded – both the Highlands of Scotland and the prairies of the American west. The fullness of time, however, revealed Big Country to be second-raters, and Adamson something of an opportunist, swathing his music in Highland drag. We can’t really criticise him for what he failed to do. Let us focus, instead, upon what he did do, which was to whittle the big knobbly stick with which Scottish rock music would henceforth be beaten, rendering Scottish music a novelty, every bit as effectively as Andy Stewart had with ‘Donald Where’s Yer Troosers?’ Adamson helped foster a kind of comedy cartoon rock, Brigadoon with drums, a hot porridge enema. At least he received a fitting memorial.





Wendy Alexander


Wendy Alexander shouldn’t be in this company, not really. The former MSP wasn’t that bad; she wasn’t George Galloway bad. But she did table a bad amendment, in support of a project that became perhaps the most vivid nightmare in Scottish civic history. In arguing for the reintroduction of trams to Edinburgh, Alexander wasn’t to know things would pan out so calamitously. Nor was she to know that when the lights were switched on finally the cockroaches would scatter so effectively for the security of the skirting board. The tram fiasco, in which a £276m spend ballooned to a projected £1 billion (probably to rise further), was a crime scene without fingerprints, a vast capital project overseen by the unknown and the unseen, by massed Kafkaesque ranks of council committees and incompetent contractors. The dust is settling still, but amid the wreckage lies most conspicuously the parliamentary record of the fateful advocacy of Scottish Labour, and, particularly, of Wendy Alexander.


This not to say that Alexander, trams apart, had not faults in her own right. During her political career she was well known as a forthright and bustling irritant; a nippy sweetie, albeit one with a solid record in formulating business strategy. As the old Scottish saying had it, she was not a woman to confront with a half-spent pay packet. Diminutive, power-suited and Jagger-gobbed, Alexander was strident, a student-union placard in sling-backs. She was one thing above all others: a Labour devotee. One could imagine easily the bedroom of her teenage years, its walls covered in heart-throb posters of Keir Hardie and Harold Wilson. Such sense of purpose occasioned an impressive rise, from management consultancy to special adviser to Donald Dewar in his tenure as Secretary for State for Scotland, then on to Holyrood as MSP, Minister and, briefly, leader of Scottish Labour.


But this sense of purpose engendered also, perhaps, a sense of hubris, seen nonpareil when she told an interviewer Labour had little to fear from an independence referendum and urged the nationalists to ‘bring it on’, an incitement that earned her a smack-down from close ally Gordon Brown. Greater discomfort was to follow. In 2007 Alexander’s campaign for the forthcoming Holyrood election accepted a £950 donation from a party supporter based in Jersey. The benefactor was not registered to vote in UK elections, rendering his donation illegal. Alexander cited sundry mitigating technicalities but to no avail and in June 2008 she was forced, by the ‘vexatious’ efforts of the SNP, she claimed, to resign, less than a year since taking office.


So, a party girl, in the least scintillating sense of the term; a megaphone for the official line. Very much the Alexander who in June 2007 told Parliament, regarding the stuttering tram project: ‘The Minister for Transport [Stewart Stevenson of the SNP] claimed that the costs were out of control, but they are not.’ The Edinburgh trams project had been a runaway nightmare since 1998 when Professor Lewis Lesley of John Moore’s University (and tram entrepreneur) put to Edinburgh council an idea for a tram-line running from Haymarket in the city centre to Newhaven, a waterfront area two miles north. A public consultation was favourable. In the minds of councillors the idea began to take hold. In 2002, Transport Initiative Edinburgh was established, operated by transport-industry professionals and former councillors. At the time the Scottish executive was a Labour/Lib Dem coalition for which the notion of a tram system ticked several boxes, being a job-creating capital expenditure project that offered environmental benefits and a touch of continental élan. A budget was set: £500 million from the Parliament, £45 million from City of Edinburgh Council. It all seemed so swizzy, so post-fossil fuel.


In May 2007, however, the Lib/Lab coalition was replaced by a minority SNP government. From the outset the SNP, proving that a stopped clock is correct at least twice a day, had opposed the tram plan; too pricey, too Labourite. It moved to have the scheme scrapped. The issue came to the chamber at the end of June, 2007. It was touch and go. Alexander said the SNP objection was one that ‘oozes with party prejudice and geographic grudge’. She argued passionately for Edinburgh’s trams. Yes, she added, there was a need for fiscal responsibility and the observance of budgetary limitations. But the trams had to go ahead. She carried the day, eighty-one votes to forty-seven. The trams were go. Or not, as it transpired.


Matters stepped up a gear, if indeed trams have gears. Alexander’s budgetary limits meant it was not possible for the line to run from Haymarket to Granton, which had sort of been the point of the thing. All that could be afforded was an eleven-mile stretch from Newhaven to Edinburgh Airport, via Princes Street. Eyebrows were raised at the sourcing of components: tracks forged in Vienna, overhead lines and ticketing technology by Siemens of Germany, tramcars built in Spain. When city streets began to be closed off and dug up headlines got worse by the day: Tram Chiefs Admit We Have No Idea What Final Bill Will Be; Shambolic Tram Project is up to Two Years Behind; Half of Staff Facing Axe at Troubled Tram Firm; Traders Unhappy as Shandwick Place to Close for 18 Months; Edinburgh’s Tram Tracks to Need Repairs BEFORE They Have Even Been Used. It was revealed householders along the route would need permission before washing their windows to avoid the hazards of overhead power cables. A UN environmental committee considered complaints that trams were causing pollution by diverting traffic along residential streets. Good news was there none. Ever. Back in October 2007 the agencies involved had promised that the first day of tram operation would be 25 February 2011. On the day in question, 72 per cent of construction work remained, and just 38 per cent of budget.


Why did all this happen? Those of an apocalyptic mindset would argue it couldn’t have gone any other way given it was happening in Scotland, a nation of almost cosmic incompetence in handling major public projects. It remains impossible to credit that such a transformative undertaking in such an architecturally sensitive city was delegated to designers and engineers who had no acquaintance with the place. Everyday contingencies played their parts too: the standard comings and goings of personnel from boards and companies; the scepticism of press and public; engineering difficulties. It could all have been so different had the plan gone no further, had a certain MSP kept her counsel one afternoon in June 2007, and in doing so denied the SNP a propaganda victory whose benefits it continues to reap; an MSP by the name of Wendy Alexander.





The Bay City Rollers


Of all the names associated with Greek tragedy, and particularly with its defining precepts of Destiny, Hubris and Nemesis, The Bay City Rollers never quite ranked with Aeschylus and Sophocles. Nothing about the band was redolent of the higher functions. Its constituency was humbler, mainly adolescents named Karen and Donna urinating over the tip-up seats of their local Hippodrome.


You will scarcely need reminding that the group from Edinburgh was hugely and globally successful, selling during its brief combustion around one hundred million records. But Rollermania was a craze of a certain hollow kind. Rewind fifty years. When Beatlemania subsided, it matured into a deeper and more considered appreciation of its object, The Beatles. Such, however, did not happen with the Rollers. The hysteria surrounding the band was brief and swiftly regretted. And once it was over those who’d been affected, whether performer or fan, sported expressions of dazed disappointment, like someone realising the apple they’d been given by the stage hypnotist was, in fact, an onion.


The Roller tragedy was of two kinds: personal and general. For the members themselves, for Les, Alan, Derek, Eric and Woody, there was, as noted, destiny, hubris and nemesis; the rocketing ascent and dying fall of all teenybop bands. The Rollers had it all, then awoke to discover they didn’t. This was bad enough. But the dismay was sharpened fiendishly, by fiscal chicanery of quite astonishing dimensions, that obliged the former members to spend over three decades suffering court proceedings of Dickensian complexity, in order to retrieve the missing £5 billion in profits.


The second tragedy was greater yet, for it touched every Scot. It was that the nation’s biggest-ever pop sensation, its conquering heroes, turned out at heart to be such a seedy and morally squalid gaggle of ne’er-do-wells. This did not happen with, say, the Swedes. So far as we know, Benny and Björn of Abba did not knock down and kill any old-age pensioners. Anni-Frid and Agnetha sidestepped any claim they’d deployed an air rifle to shoot at their own fans. Slade, The Sweet and Gilbert O’Sullivan dodged the nightmares of drug abuse and paedophilia.


Not the Rollers, though. The band’s hour in the sun had been spent purveying the musical equivalent of Valentine’s cards but at heart the five were darker than death metal. Take vocalist Les McKeown. Eleven years ago, when McKeown published his autobiography, Shang-a-Lang, the book’s subtitle was Life as an International Pop Idol. The book was reissued in 2006 and its subtitle was amended: to The Curse of the Bay City Rollers. For their brace of golden years the band paid the heftiest of prices, from heart attacks, strokes, child porn convictions and fatal road accidents to bankruptcy, poverty and mutual loathing. When things started going wrong for the Bay City Rollers they didn’t stop. Or as their entry in the Encyclopedia of Popular Music puts it: ‘Disaster was heaped upon disaster.’


The band was formed by brothers Derek and Alan Longmuir in the late 1960s, as a Beatles covers outfit. An entrepreneur, Tam Paton, moulded the teenagers into a quasi-novelty act, doe-eyed and plaid-clad, while staff writers furnished them with a stream of upbeat, soppy ballads: ‘Give a Little Love’, ‘Shang-a-Lang’, ‘All of Me Loves All of You’. The formula caught fire in America and Japan too.


And then McKeown hit a 76-year-old Edinburgh woman with his turbo-charged Ford Mustang 351 and killed her. His conviction for reckless driving was the band’s death knell. Soon he had been fired from the Rollers, for raising objections to a Rollers TV show for kids; then he had his house repossessed. The band split up. Court battles for the Rollers’ name and royalties began.


In 1982 Paton received a three-year sentence for gross indecency against two teenage boys. In 2004 he was fined £200,000 for supplying cannabis. He suffered a stroke after being cleared of further child abuse allegations. Alan Longmuir had a heart attack and a stroke and took a job as as a plumber in Bannockburn. His brother Derek, a psychiatric nurse, was convicted of downloading child porn. Little was heard of guitarist Eric Faulkner or Stuart ‘Woody’ Wood beyond their involvement in various Roller revival projects. In 2005, McKeown was acquitted of conspiracy to supply cocaine.


The band still performs on the nostalgia circuit but in two versions: one with McKeown and one without. Legal actions are fired off sporadically like distress flares, to establish rights to the band’s name or to have its former manager arrested for sexually abusing a stand-in guitarist. There are sporadic salvos in that legal monster of a case, towards clawing back the millions in royalties the members believe was misappropriated by their record company, which, conveniently, dissolved long ago. It can be only a matter of time before a member sues himself by accident.


The Rollers were well-scrubbed lads of questionable versatility, brought together at a time when only managers and producers knew where the money really went. They neither wrote nor played on most of their hits; only sentiment of the gloopiest kind was permitted. Which explains why roughly 800 women in their mid-forties have descended on Croydon tonight. Songs such as Shang-a-Lang, Summerlove Sensation and Bye Bye Baby were hokey and threadbare even when first released. Three decades later they have to be eked out with modern rock and reggae passages. At £15 per ticket, the performance struggles to last the hour. If Friends Reunited held concerts they would be like this; self-conscious restagings of simpler times, replete with mock-ironic screams and joke-lust grabs at the singer. It’s the female equivalent of watching a veterans’ football squad; a half-sad, half-serious pantomime. When Les McKeown’s Legendary Bay City Rollers come to town, even the inverted commas have inverted commas.


Backstage afterwards, McKeown is something of a mess, wired and croaky, still high from the adrenaline of the show but never shaking off his deep bass note of dejection. Earning a living aside, he must really hate all this, churning out the same old riffs for the same old riffraff, knowing his millions remain on the other side of yet further legal battles, ceaselessly recycling songs that were never much good in the first place. In 2006, he says, he received a back-dated royalty cheque for £900,000 but was unable to cash it until some ancient arcane contractual matter had been resolved among his former colleagues. It hasn’t been yet, and a further sum, allegedly £50 million, is caught in a similar fankle.
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