



[image: ]






Robert Douglas


Night Song of the
Last Tram


A Glasgow Childhood


[image: image]
www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2005 by Hodder and Stoughton
An Hachette UK Company


Copyright © 2005 by Robert Douglas


The right of Robert Douglas to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN: 9781444719352
Book ISBN: 9780340838617


Hodder and Stoughton Ltd
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




This book remembers my Ma,
 Janet Douglas,
 and
 our tenement days.
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Hail the Conquering Hero



If my father, Robert John Douglas, had been killed in North Africa or Italy during the Second World War, I know that for the rest of my life I would have looked at the few photographs of him and mourned our lost relationship.


Unfortunately, he survived and came home.


I watched as Ma used the edge of her finger to open the newly delivered telegram. She looked at me and smiled.


‘Your daddy’s coming hame fae the army the day. He’s due in at the Central Station this afternoon aboot four o’clock.’


‘Is he hame for good?’


‘Aye, that’s him demobbed.’


This was exciting news, I was going to have my daddy in the house. No more having to look at the photos of him in the right-hand drawer of our Utility sideboard to remind myself what he looked like. It was September 1945. I was six years old and barely remembered him.


‘Ah’m gonny wait ootside until he comes,’ I announced.


‘You’ve plenty of time,’ said Ma; ‘it’s only eleven o’clock. Ah’ll tell ye when it’s gettin’ near.’


She busied herself cleaning and polishing our tenement single-end. The linoleum was scrubbed then polished; the carpet taken out to the back court, hung over the railings and seven bells knocked out of it with the beater; all the brasses polished; the range black-leaded and its ‘steels’ emerypapered. We maybe only had one room, but it would be like a wee palace by the time he came home. Hopefully his return would be less memorable than his departure some three years earlier.


When he was called up into the Royal Engineers in mid-1941, my father’s embarkation for overseas in May ’42 was not particularly auspicious. He had suggested to Ma that, ‘It might be best if ye didnae come doon tae the station tae see me off, hen. Ah think it’ll be too upsetting for ye.’


Ma pretended to go along with this kind thought, surmising that what he really wanted was his ‘fancy woman’ to see him off. Since early in their marriage – they’d wed in March 1938 – he had been seeing other women, and one in particular: Nell. Somehow Ma, Janet Douglas, had not only got to know her name, but also the fact that she was hefty-built and taller than my father. As he was just five feet two and three quarters – he always insisted on his ‘three quarters’ – Ma never referred to her as anything other than ‘Big Nell’.


As they said their tender goodbyes, Ma was already working out how much of a head start to give him. There was little thought given as to what she would do if she did find this woman deputising for her. She’d think of something.


Asking her friend and neighbour from the next close, Esther Sinclair, to look after me, Ma made her way by tram down to the Central Station, determined to see he got the send-off he deserved. She weaved her way through the hundreds of wives and sweethearts saying goodbye to their menfolk, until she eventually spotted my father locked in a farewell embrace with his paramour.


Ma, surprise on her side, immediately confronted them and proceeded to give the two of them a good old-fashioned Glasgow sherrackin in front of the crowd, loudly lambasting them and informing her shocked, but attentive, audience that, ‘I’m his wife and the mother of his three-year-old son. This is his hoor, his fancy wumman. He’d rather huv her seeing him off than his wife and wean!’


Just as, in the movies, when the crowd draws back to form a circle so as Fred and Ginger can perform one of their exquisite routines, so the Central Station cast of extras drew back to leave Ma and the two red-faced lovers in the middle.


Attracted by the commotion, an inspector soon appeared. While Ma was distracted, Big Nell seized her chance, made a bolt for the exit and wasn’t heard of again until 1946. Later, with the soldier at last off to the wars, and Big Nell missing in action, Ma returned home to Doncaster Street and, over a cup of tea, told Esther of her adventures.


‘Och well,’ said Esther, ‘God’s good. Wi’ a bit of luck he’ll no come back!’


That had all been more than three years ago. In the ensuing period his unit, 911 Docks Operating Company, Royal Engineers, had taken him through North Africa, Sicily and Italy. They had written to each other, made up, and were resolved to make a new start when he was demobbed. The big day had now arrived.


It was a sunny, late September afternoon. Since Ma had announced he would be home, time had almost stood still. I was in and out the house at fifteen-minute intervals and continually asking, ‘Whit time is it noo, Ma?’


She looked at me. ‘Mind, once your daddy’s hame you’ll huv tae start sleeping in your bed-chair. Daddy’ll be in the big bed wi’ me!’


This was a blow. I hadn’t thought of that. For the last three years I’d slept every night in the recess bed with Ma, cuddling in on cold winter nights, pestering her to tell me stories, or just lying safe and warm in the dark until, as she’d forecast, ‘The Sandman comes and sprinkles stardust in your eyes and sends you tae sleep.’


He always did. All that would be gone now. I was six and a half and couldn’t remember not sleeping in the big bed with my mammy. I began to think it a pity the Germans hadn’t hung on for another year or two.


The long afternoon trickled by with still no sign of my daddy. I sat at the edge of the pavement, lethargic in the warm, autumn sun. I tried, once again, to picture him, to get the feel of him, from the two brief memories I had – his hands around my waist as he’d lifted me into the dimly lit cockpit of a Spitfire on display in George Square during a ‘Wings for Victory’ week and sitting on his uniformed knee to have our photo taken in Jerome’s Studio, before he went abroad. I still remembered how jaggy his army greatcoat was on the backs of my short-trousered legs.


Every now and again someone would turn the corner and my heart would give a little jump, but it was never him. I was determined to see him the instant he entered the street. It was now after four o’clock. I wouldn’t go into the house or play with my pals in case I missed him. I thought about all the exciting things that had happened in our street that year: the big bonfire right in the middle of the road and everybody dancing and singing round it on VE Day. That had been great! Then the same again a wee while later for VJ Day. I’d liked VE Day best. Now my daddy was coming home. That would be the best thing of all. I wished he would hurry up.


There was the noise of a window being opened in the tenement opposite. I watched as Mrs Mulholland, who lived on the ground floor, placed a cushion on the window sill, rested her folded arms on it and leaned out to take the air. She looked up and down the quiet street. I ran over and sat on the sill of her adjoining window. For the umpteenth time I repeated my litany, ‘Ma daddy’s coming hame fae the Army the day.’


‘Is he, Robert? That’s grand. Will ye know him when ye see him?’


‘Aye.’ I extracted a small snapshot from my shirt pocket. ‘See, he sent that fae Italy.’


She looked at the garish, hand-coloured photo of him with his neatly trimmed Ronald Colman moustache, and wearing his glengarry.


‘Dae ye know ma daddy?’


‘Oh aye, Ah know yer daddy awright, son.’ She said it sort of funny. We blethered for another couple of minutes then, ‘Look!’ she said.


A small figure had just come round the corner by Lizzie’s shop, glengarry on the back of his head, greatcoat open, kitbag slung over his shoulder and, I would find out years later, tablets in his pocket for the last few days treatment of the VD he’d recently contracted in the brothels of Bari.


‘Daddy!’ I ran, full pelt, toward him. He put down the kitbag, held out his arms and I leapt up into them. As I did so the inside of my short-trousered left leg caught badly on one of his greatcoat buttons. It was very painful. He kissed me on the lips; his clipped moustache was jaggy, it felt strange. I was only used to being kissed by women.


My tender inside leg was really smarting and I wanted to cry, but I didn’t want my daddy to think I was a cry-baby. I bit my lip and fought back the tears – he’d think I was just happy to see him.


He carried me, and dragged his kitbag, through the close and into our house. Inside, he put us both down and I watched in delight as he and Ma kissed and hugged. I sneaked a look at my leg, the skin was broken and it still stung like hell.


I was too young to know what an omen was.


That night I lay in my bed-chair and listened to Ma and Da whispering and giggling in the dark. This was the first time I’d been in the bed-chair for years. The three thin, brown corduroy cushions offered little protection from the wooden slats; the buttons on the cushions dug into me. I turned on my side and tried to find a less lumpy bit. I wasn’t half missing the big bed. To take my mind off my discomfort I thought back to the afternoon. As I’d waited for my father to appear I’d tried to recall the few memories I had of him. As I did so, other early events had popped into my mind. I now began to think about them again, and tried to put them in order.


I finally decided what was the earliest thing I could remember.





Earliest Memories



The melancholy wail of the air-raid sirens reverberate through the rapidly clearing streets and back courts. It’s early 1941 and the raids are an almost nightly ritual the length and breadth of the country. The sirens are still sounding and Ma has barely finished pulling the blackout curtains when there is the expected knock on the door.


‘That’ll be Mrs McDonald.’ I hear Ma open the door.


‘Hello, Mrs Douglas.’


‘Aye, in ye come, Mrs McDonald.’


The familiar figure enters. ‘Hello, son, how are you the night?’


As I’m only two and a half she doesn’t expect an answer. She gives me a wee smile, and I watch as she kneels down then crawls on all fours under our table. Once there, she makes herself comfortable on a cushion she’s brought for that purpose. Mrs McDonald lives ‘one-up’ – on the floor above us. She has read in a magazine that under a table in a ground-floor room is a safe place to be during an air raid. Ma continues to sit by the range, sewing or embroidering, whilst I play on the floor. Now and again the two of them will have a little conversation. When I hear Mrs McDonald’s disembodied voice coming from under our table it reminds me she is there, so I go over and lift the edge of the tablecloth. There she sits, cross-legged, in her wraparound peenie and a turban on her head with the knot at the front. When I lift the tablecloth she always gives me a wee smile and says, ‘Keek-a-boo!’


*


At last the ‘all-clear’ sounds. Mrs McDonald emerges, stiffly, from her emergency shelter.


‘Ah’ll get away upstairs noo, Mrs Douglas. Thanks very much.’


‘Not such a lang one the night,’ says Ma as she sees her out.


‘Naw, but the buggers might be back.’


‘Well, if they dae, just come doon and give me another knock.’


‘Are ye sure, Mrs Douglas? It might be late.’


‘Och, it’s nae bother, Mrs McDonald. Ah’ll be wakened anywye if the sirens go off. We’ll just huv a wee cup of tea and a blether; the wean’ll be sleeping.’


‘Oh, that’s awfy good of ye. Ah might see ye later.’


Ma closes our door and we listen to the receding footsteps, then the bang of her door upstairs as she rejoins her husband and son, both called Archie.


Throughout this period of shared danger, the genteel proprieties – with Mrs McDonald and our other neighbours in the close – are consistently observed. It is always Mrs McDonald, Mrs Kinsella or Mrs Lawrie.


Because Ma has an infant child to look after, she is exempted from being ‘directed into war service’. Although she hasn’t a job, we manage all right. My father has given her an extra seven shillings and sixpence a week on top of the marriage allowance she gets from the Army. As our single-end is cheap to rent, she manages fine.


When the bombing gets heavier, Ma and me are evacuated to a farm near Dundee. The woman makes lovely yellow, iced biscuits using condensed milk. As I wander round the yard eating them I’m accompanied by some hens. At frequent intervals the cock bird startles me with his loud, piercing crows. We don’t stay very long as the farm folk make it obvious they aren’t too happy at having ‘toonies’ foisted on them. Increasingly there are raised-voice conversations.


‘Would you mind asking if you want tae use the stove, or bile water!’


‘Ah’ve got a bairn; ah’m trying tae wash his nappies as soon as ah can so as they’ll not smell, otherwise that’ll be another fault.’


Sniff! ‘It’s nice tae be asked.’


‘There was naebody in the wash hoose; Ah thought it would be okay.’


Sniff!


It takes less than ten days for Ma to decide she is not staying where we are obviously not wanted. She’d rather be back in her ‘ain house’ and take our chances with the Luftwaffe. So we return to the city. Mrs McDonald is pleased to see us back. Losing the regular supply of iced biscuits is a blow.


We haven’t long returned when Ma’s mother dies.


For three days Granny McIntosh lies in her coffin, on trestles, in our single-end as people call in to pay their respects. Ma’s three brothers, James, Bill and George, are all in the forces, so we have to take her. Her death, like the frequent air raids, doesn’t make much impression on me. However, I do enjoy playing under the coffin, using the broad cross-struts of the heavy trestles as bridges to run my toy car along, making engine noises as I do. The voices of the mourners drift down to me.


‘She’ll be a sore miss, mind.’


‘Ah’ve known her since we were lassies.’


‘She looks that peaceful.’


As the mourners stand at the coffin, from my den underneath I assume that, as I cannot see their faces, they cannot see me. My invisibility enables me to inspect their footwear as they shuffle past. Dusty boots with brass eyelets are the norm for the menfolk; there’s also the occasional broken lace tied in a big knot. I find those more interesting than clean, highly polished shoes. I recognise Granny Douglas right away as her long-since dulled and cracked patent-leather shoes put in an appearance; the small cuts on the sides of the toes – done to accommodate her bunions – announce who it is.


Eventually it dawns on me that everybody is getting to look in the big box, except me.


‘Ah want tae see in the big boax.’


‘Sshhh, ye cannae.’


‘Ah want tae.’


‘It’s no nice for wee boys.’


‘Ah want tae!’ I start howling. That usually works. It does this time too.


‘See, it’s just yer granny. She’s sleeping.’


I look down at the long, thin face, at her hair parted in the middle. I wonder why she lies there all day and never speaks to anybody.


‘Will she be gettin’ up?’


‘No.’


‘How no?’


‘’Cause she’ll no.’


‘Whit fur no?’


‘She’s no weel.’


I take a good look at her. ‘Mibbe she’s deid!’


The few mourners present try, unsuccessfully, not to laugh. Ma puts me down. I don’t bother asking for another look. At night the lid is put on the coffin and the screws turned a few threads, then Ma and I go to sleep a few feet away in the recess bed. Three days later it’s all gone. I don’t half miss the trestles.


During this period Mrs McDonald, out of respect, has taken her chances with the Luftwaffe. Immediately after the funeral she resumes her communion with our table.


The Germans’ main attacks are centred around the docks and industrial area. Only twice do they come anywhere near us; they make an attempt to hit the BBC building in Queen Margaret Drive, just over a mile away, but only succeed in destroying some fine Victorian town houses opposite. Further up Maryhill, perhaps a mile, Kilmun Street is badly hit one night and there are heavy casualties.


Our table is never put to the test. As the war goes on the raids on Glasgow lessen until, by 1944, only the occasional single raider will make a desultory appearance on moonless nights, more nuisance value than threat. Mrs McDonald doesn’t even get out of her bed.





The Night of the Unbroken Windows



During these early years of the war there were other things happening in our part of Maryhill. Unaware of them at the time, as I grew up I would often hear them being told. And retold.


Cocozza’s Blythswood Cafe stood on the corner of Maryhill Road and Trossachs Street. It was very much part of ‘oor bit’. Part of our lives. The Cocozzas were always referred to as ‘The Tallies’. There was nothing derogatory or racist about it. It was a typical example of Glasgow’s ‘economy of speech’. The Blythswood Cinema was the Blythsie. The Unemployment Bureau was always the Buroo. Italians were Tallies. Ma would say to me, ‘Away roon tae the Tallies and get me ten Capstan,’ or, ‘When we come oot the Blythsie we’ll go ower tae the Tallies for a single nugget.’


Then came the June evening that showed the Cocozzas weren’t just The Tallies. They were oor Tallies!


It had just turned dark when the mob, around twenty strong and mostly young men, came strutting the length of the Maryhill Road, smashing the windows of any shop or business with an Italian name above the door. The previous day, 10 June, Mussolini had invaded south-east France and brought Italy into the war alongside Hitler’s Germany. A wave of anti-Italian feeling swept the country. Old Peter (Pietro) Cocozza, Italian-born, had been taken away that afternoon to be interned for ‘the duration’. His two sons, Bertie and Rennie, born in Glasgow, were not subject to internment.


The mob stopped outside the cafe. As usual, a few local boys were standing blethering under the streetlight on the corner. At first they just watched developments.


‘Hey, Eyeties! We’re here tae put yer windaes in. You’re no’ gonny get stabbed in the back like Mussolini would dae it. We’re gonny fuckin’ dae it right in front of ye!’


There was a chorus of shouts, threats and other oaths from the rest of the vigilantes. Inside the shop, Rennie, the youngest, looked out at the gang from behind the counter. The family had feared this might happen after the previous day’s treacherous act by Mussolini. Rennie ran out into the street to confront them.


‘Look, ye have nae cause tae put oor windaes in. My brother, Bertie, wiz called up a month ago intae the RAF. Ah’ve already registered for the call-up. Ah’ll be away maself as soon as ah turn eighteen. Ah’m daeing fire-watching at nights until they send for me.’


‘You’re fuckin’ Eyeties jist like the rest o’ them. Anywye, they’ve locked up yer auld man, huvn’t they?’


‘He’s only locked up ’cause he wiz born in Italy. My father disnae support Mussolini; he’s got nae time for him. Honest.’


‘Aye, so ye say. C’mon, lads, let’s put the bastard’s windaes in!’


The mob was about to surge forward when Rennie, in a futile attempt to stop them, spread out his arms.


‘My brother’s already daein’ his bit in the forces and ah’ll soon be away. It’s bad enough havin’ my father locked up for nothing. It’s jist no’ fair tae smash oor windaes.’


So frustrated had Rennie become while trying to reason with his tormentors, he burst into tears. The gang of youths halted. There were murmurs of dissent from some of them: ‘Och, mibbe we shouldnae dae their windaes.’ ‘It’s a bit much tae dae their shoap when the two boys will soon be in the forces.’


The ringleader was still for it. ‘The auld man’s been put in the jail, huzn’t he? They widnae lock him up for nuthin’. Ah’m for putting their windaes in!’


Rennie’s tears had made the majority feel uncomfortable. The fate of Cocozza’s windows hung in the balance.


As the confrontation unfolded, the four or five local lads continued to watch from under the streetlight. One of them, big Mick Hoban, now decided it was time to try and tip the scales. He strode over and stood beside Rennie.


‘Look, ah’ve grown up wi’ these two boys. We went tae school the gither, played roon the streets the gither. Them, and their faither, have nae mair interest in that bastard Mussolini than ah huv.’ As he spoke, the rest of the small group he had been standing with ambled over and lined up either side of him and Rennie. Mick continued, ‘So, if ye want tae put their windaes in, lads – your gonny huv tae get by us.’ He looked at the leader. ‘These are oor Tallies!’


There now came further murmurs of dissent from, quite clearly, a majority of the would-be window smashers. Their spokesman realised he was beginning to lose his authority – and much of his aggression. Big Mick’s nickname was well earned; he was built like a ‘brick lavvy’.


The head vigilante looked up at Mick. He cleared his throat.


‘Aye, well, if you boys can vouch for them, ah suppose that’s good enough for us. We’ll, eh, let them aff then.’


Behind him, quite a few members of his group had already peeled off and slipped away into the night.


‘Right ye are, boys, we’ll head off further doon …’ He turned round as he spoke, to find his support had seriously declined. There was a further bout of throat-clearing, then, ‘Well, anywye, it’s getting a bit late, lads. Dae ye think we should mibbe call it a night?’


The motion was carried unanimously.


I was around twelve years of age when I first heard of the events of the 11 June 1940. By then it was already part of local folklore.


Cocozza’s windows survived the war intact. As did the two sons. Old Peter was released late in 1943 when, after Mussolini was deposed, the new Italian government not only stopped fighting, but did a quick volte-face and came in on the side of the Allies! They were now, once more, all ‘oor Tallies’.





Primary Colours



‘Get up, son. You’re starting school the day.’


‘Ah’m no wanting tae.’


‘Ye have tae. Everybody has tae go tae the school.’


‘Ah’m no.’


It was a cold January morning in 1944. I wasn’t going to be five until the next month, but Ma had arranged for them to take me early, otherwise it would be Easter before the next intake. Having lost the early-morning debate as to whether I’d be starting school or not, I was dragged out of bed and, greetin’ and girnin’ continuously, I was washed, force-fed and frogmarched the one hundred and fifty yards up our street and through the infants’ gate of Springbank Junior School. I had known, of course, there was a school at the top of our street. Now and again I had even peered through the railings and watched the kids playing – but I didn’t think it had anything to do with me. I thought Ma liked having me around the house. This was a serious turn of events: Ma was wanting rid of me!


Amid curious stares from most of the kids in the playground, Ma led me firmly by the hand up the stairs and into the dark, central corridor of the large building. Instantly there were new smells in the air: carbolic soap, lino wax and disinfectant. The smells of Glasgow’s schools. We stopped at the first door on the left and Ma knocked.


‘Come in!’ We did. ‘Ah, this must be little Robert.’


How did this auld wumman know my name? I’d never seen her before in my life. I looked at Ma; if the word ‘chicanery’ had been in my vocabulary, it would have sprung to mind. There had obviously been moves going on behind my back, and this early-morning delivery into the hands of strangers was the result.


The auld biddy sat down opposite me. ‘So you have come to join us, Robert, have you?’


I didn’t answer. Instead, I just looked at her. Elderly, thin, her hair drawn back into a tight bun, she immediately reminded me of Granny McIntosh in her coffin. But not as lively.


‘I’m Miss Smith and you will be in my class, Primary One.’


As if on cue, all the kids began to file into the room and take their places. I decided not to make a fuss and allowed myself to be seated at a desk for now. Ma made her excuses and left and I managed not to shed a tear. Miss Smith turned her back and began chalking on the blackboard. As she did, the more experienced inmates began to whisper and some pulled and pushed one another and giggled.


Without turning round, Miss Smith said, in a loud voice, ‘Some of you are forgetting I have eyes on the back of my head!’


The class quietened. Jesusjonny! I felt my scalp tingle. If my mammy had known this surely she wouldn’t have left me here. I peered at the back of her head to see if I could spot the eyes glinting through her hair. This was the first time I’d ever heard of people with eyes on the back of their head. Maybe it was just teachers? I decided that the first chance I got I was off. But I would wait for the right moment. Ma was always taking me to the pictures with her, I knew that Bogey and Cagney never rushed things when they were planning a break from ‘the pen’. My opportunity came sooner than expected.


A loud bell began to ring. Miss Smith looked up. ‘Right, children. Playtime.’


We all filed out into the playground. I watched as my fellow inmates began running around and making lots of noise, especially the girls, who seemed to be doing screaming exercises. Two teachers hung about near the main door. I made a beeline for the gates – and got clean away. A couple of minutes later I opened our door and stepped in to give Ma a nice surprise. She was sitting reading a paper and drinking a cup of tea. She looked at me, then at the clock.


‘Whit are you daeing here?’


It hadn’t entered my head I wouldn’t be welcome. That had just been the longest spell Ma and I had been apart since the doctor cut the umbilical! She didn’t look pleased. I had to think fast.


‘That auld wumman huz got eyes oan the back of her heid!’


‘She needs them with you around.’ She grabbed me by the wrist. ‘C’mon, back tae school wi’ you.’ Wearing just her wraparound peenie, and not stopping to put on a coat, she dragged me, howling all the way, back up Doncaster Street and into the playground. The kids were still out, so any who’d missed me arriving that morning got an action replay. She pulled me into the empty classroom. Miss Smith looked up from her desk.


‘This yin has run back tae our dwelling!’ Ma always tried to talk ‘pan-loaf’ when addressing doctors, teachers or debt collectors. Miss Smith opened her desk and brought out the tawse.


‘Well, I’m afraid he will have to find out that he can’t do things like that without being punished!’


She leaned over and whispered in Ma’s ear. Ma nodded. I began to feel uneasy.


‘Hold out your hand,’ said Miss Smith.


I confidently looked up at Ma. This was when she would come to my rescue. Ma took hold of my arm, held it out and with her other hand began to open out my fingers so as my hand was palm-up, facing Miss Smith. ‘Treachery’ was another word I wished I knew. I watched as Miss Smith unrolled this thick, leather belt, black on one side, brown on the other. She held it vertically, and menacingly, over my hand.


‘Now, you must learn, Robert, you don’t run away from school.’ She let the tawse fall gently onto my palm.


‘WWWHHHAAAaaaaa!’ There was no pain. There didn’t have to be, the whole ceremony had been punishment enough. I looked at Ma through eyes brimming with tears. Surely now she would come to her senses. I was horrified to see she was trying, and failing, to suppress a laugh. What was the matter with her? In one short morning she had handed me over to this branch of Barlinnie Prison, now she was presiding over the Warden giving me a hiding. What had I done to deserve this?


Next morning I went, meekly, to school. There was nothing to be done. However, all was not lost. At the morning playtime on that second day I was swinging on one of the big, heavy gates. One of the kids swung the other gate shut, trapping my finger in between the two and turning a large flap of skin back, deep into the red flesh. It was very painful, bled like billy-oh, and Ma was called up to the school while I was treated for my war wound. (Well! There was a war on at the time.) It was almost worth all the pain for the loving tender care I got from Ma over the next week or so, though I never missed a day at school. At least it proved, after the trauma of that first day, that my ma still loved me and wasn’t trying to get rid of me. As for Springbank School, it was a most wonderful part of my childhood. From the age of five until I turned eleven, the teachers there would instil in me an interest in learning and, most especially, reading. It was with great reluctance that I had to leave to go to the ‘big school’. As for Miss Smith, she was in reality a kind and gentle soul, much loved by her pupils. I never did get to see beyond the hairnet and bun to confirm there were eyes on the back of her head. I didn’t have to. I knew they were there!





Tell it to the Marines



‘C’mon, gie me a wee dance, son.’


The Andrews Sisters are belting out ‘Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree’ from our big, wooden-cased radio with its mysterious station names like Droitwich and Hilversum. Ma takes both my hands in hers and tries to quickstep me round the limited space of our one room. She then picks me up and, holding me in one arm, the other outstretched holding mine, dances us around the table. At just twenty-five, she loves to dance. But it is 1944 and my father is in Italy. Even if he was here, she wouldn’t get a dance. He doesn’t like dancing.


Ma is always sure of a partner when my Uncle George is on leave. She has three younger brothers, James, Bill and George. James is a regular soldier, having joined the Highland Light Infantry in the late 1930s; he has already been wounded at the battle of ‘Knightsbridge’ in North Africa. After the death of their mother, Granny McIntosh, in 1941 when George was sixteen, he and Bill shared digs until 1943 when both joined up; Bill in the King’s Own Scottish Borderers, George in the Royal Marines. George spends all his leaves at his ‘big sister’s’, sleeping in my bed-chair. I adore him, resplendent in his Marine’s uniform. Our room is always full of fun when he’s on leave. I cannot believe how lucky I am that this handsome marine is my uncle. I follow him around like a puppy. He always makes time for me. When he talks to me, I glow. When his leaves are up, I shed tears. When Ma tells me he will be arriving again in a few days, I think of nothing else until he appears in our single-end – and turns it into a Hollywood film set …


Standing in his shirttails, Uncle George is, yet again, pressing his uniform trousers. We hear the click of high heels enter the close, and stop outside the door. Then the knock. He looks at Ma.


‘If that’s Ruby Robertson, tell her ah’m no in.’ There is an even louder knock. ‘Och Netty, go on. Ah’d dae it for you.’


Ma sighs as she heads for the door. We listen as she opens it.


‘Oh, hello, Ruby.’


‘Sorry tae bother ye, Netty. George wiz supposed tae meet me ootside Cocozza’s at seven-thirty. It’s efter eight, noo.’


‘Well, he went oot sometime efter seven, Ruby. Mibbe he’s away for a pint and got intae company. Ye know whit he’s like.’


Uncle George peers at me through the steam and begins to make low, snorting noises, pretending to choke back a laugh and covering his mouth with a hand. I go into kinks of laughter and have to put both hands over my mouth as he shooshes me.


‘Ah don’t know why ye bother with him, Ruby,’ says Ma in a louder voice, ‘he’s no reliable, hen.’


George puts on a shocked look as he points to himself. ‘Me!’ he mimes. I bury my face in a cushion to try and keep my laugh in.


‘Well, ah’ll gie him another ten minutes,’ says the departing Ruby.


‘Ah widnae even give him that,’ says Ma.


George does a silent minuet, holding his shirt hem up with one hand whilst blowing kisses and waving ‘bye-bye’ with the other to the unseen Ruby. I writhe on the chair as I choke with laughter and take a stitch at the same time. As Ma shuts the outer door and begins to open the inner, George leaps back to the table and begins, nonchalantly, to iron and innocently whistle.


‘Ooooohhhhh!’ I am now in real pain as I try to get my laugh out, fighting for breath, tears streaming down my face.


Ma enters. ‘Whit’s the matter wi’ him?’


George looks at me, as though for the first time. ‘Poor wee soul, ah think he’s having a fit. Should we sent for the doacter?’


‘Urghgurgle’ is all I can say. Ma tries to keep a straight face.


‘It’s the polis we should be sendin’ for, for you. The way you treat them poor lassies.’


George begins to put on his trousers. ‘Och well, ah suppose ah’ll have tae go. Duty calls.’ He begins to button his high-neck tunic. I watch his every move, lost in admiration. Doing an impression of Charles Boyer, he speaks to his reflection in the mirror, ‘Come with me to the Casbah, Dahling. You bring the cash – and I’ll wait at the bar!’


Ma tuts as I, once more, begin to laugh helplessly, even though I don’t understand the joke. I stop laughing and we both give him our undivided attention as he executes his final task. He takes hold of the small, navy-blue forage cap, with its red piping and Royal Marines badge. Opening it, he places it at a gravity-defying angle on the right side of his head, giving it a few settling-down wiggles. Ma and I hold our breath as he takes his hands away – and it stays put, clinging precariously to his blond, wavy hair.


He turns round. ‘Well, whit dae ye’s think, zat all right?’


Ma smiles. ‘Aye, you’ll pass in a crowd,’ she says, a catch in her voice.


The uniform of the Royal Marines could have been designed for George.


‘Right, ah’m away,’ he says, ‘ah’d better cut through the back courts and up Maltbarn Street in case Ruby is hangin’ aboot, eh?’


Minutes later I watch from the window as my handsome uncle momentarily brightens up the grey, Glasgow landscape of wash houses and middens as he heads for another night out, Master Of All He Surveys. King of the World. He is eighteen.


It is not a good time to be eighteen. It is not a good time to be learning how to drive a landing craft on and off beaches. It is March 1944.


The evening passes so slowly.


‘They’ll no be long now, Ma, will they?’


‘He’ll be here when he’s here.’


‘Dae ye think he’ll bring his pals again the night?’


‘He might.’


‘Ah think he will.’ I am struggling to keep my eyes open. It is almost ten p.m. and it seems ages since I’d watched him go through the back courts to avoid the amorous Ruby. The soporific heat from the range begins to get to me …


I awake with a start. The room is full of people; instantly I’m wide awake. I feel a tingle of excitement in my stomach – it is going to be like last night, like every night when Uncle George is on leave.


They are all talking at the same time. I can smell the beer on the men’s breath. The green screwtop bottles of McEwan’s India Pale Ale clink cheerily together as they are brought out of the brown paper carrier bags and placed on the table. The ‘carry-oot’.


‘Where are the glasses, Netty?’


‘Ah jist want a shandy.’


‘Who’s got a fag?’


‘Gie the bairn a drink of ginger.’


‘Lift they bottles till ah put a blanket oan the table, ready for the cards.’


‘Is there anything tae eat, Netty? Ah’m starvin’.’


In a minute our little house is transformed. It isn’t a tenement single-end anymore, it’s one of the sound stages at MGM – ‘Lights, camera, ACTION!’


‘Make sure they blackoots are pulled proper.’


‘Ah’ll get them.’ I watch as one of the girls stretches up to tug at the curtains, revealing shapely thighs as far as where the seams hit the tops of her stockings. The four girls all look like film stars to me: bright, print frocks; rich red lipstick; permanent waves and rouged cheeks. The heady smell of Evening in Paris mingles with California Poppy and displaces the air in the room. Two of the guys wear double-breasted suits, just like George Raft. The other is in army uniform and then, of course, Uncle George.


‘Right! Let’s get the game started.’


‘Wait the noo, ah’ll have tae go a place first. Where’s the lavvy key?’


I try to recall a scene in Down Argentine Way where Betty Grable or Carmen Miranda asked Don Ameche for a loan of the lavvy key.


‘Ah’ll go with ye,’ says another of the girls.


‘So will ah,’ says the third.


‘They cannae go the length of themselves withoot huvin’ tae go for a piss,’ says one of the boys, shaking his head.


‘Shhh, mind the wean,’ says a girl.


‘Is there a light?’


‘Naw, you’ll have tae take a candle,’ says Ma.


She opens a sideboard drawer and produces a candle and box of matches. The three girls are barely gone ten seconds when there are screams and laughter from the close and all three come running back amidst a skitter of high heels.


‘The candle’s blew oot!’


‘Here, take the matches with ye.’


At last, everybody settles round the table and the game begins. This is what I like best. I always get to sit next to Uncle George.


‘Now, don’t you bother your Uncle George,’ says Ma.


‘Ah’ll no.’ I’m hurt at even the very suggestion.


George puts his arm round me and squeezes me close, the entire company watch and smile. ‘This is my Number One Pal.’


Is it possible to die from pleasure? This is pure happiness, sitting close to my Uncle George and watching him at work. He undoes the fastening on the high neck of his tunic. The forage cap is taken off. One blond lock obligingly falls onto his forehead. The cap is folded flat and placed under his left epaulette. Already the girls can’t take their eyes off him.


The game is, nominally, Pontoon. In reality it is ‘Can You Hang On To Your Girl?’ George’s companion of the evening sits very close to him on the other side. She already realises that, for her, the game is ‘Can You Hang On To George?’


I bask in reflected glory as, once more, he effortlessly becomes the centre of attraction. He can turn the mere selecting of a card into a fine art.


Cigarette dangling from his lips, one eye half shut against the spiralling blue smoke, he takes a card from the deck, makes as if to discard it, stops, takes another look at it and mutters, ‘Mmmmm?’ Then, after a pause, he places the bottom corner of the almost discarded card just into the top of the cards he holds in his hand. Using the tip of his elbow he gently slides the card down amongst the others – whilst making a different sounding ‘Mmmmmm!’ The girls giggle while the boys try to think up ways to compete. As the evening wears on the atmosphere becomes electric. The aroma of female perspiration mingles with the scent of cheap perfume.


Eventually, sometime around midnight, I cannot keep my eyes open any longer. Ma puts me into my pyjamas, making sure none of the girls can see me undressed, and I’m bundled, unwashed, into the big bed. Lying on my side, still trying to see what’s going on, the murmur of voices and soft laughter from young people trying to have some fun becomes the sweetest of lullabies.


Next to Ma I love my Uncle George best in the world. I wish he could be on leave for ever.





Flickering Memories



With my father in Italy, and Uncle George only appearing now and again to brighten up our lives, by mid-1944 Ma’s main source of entertainment and relief from war, rationing and the blackout is – the cinema. Especially our local hall, the Blythswood. At least twice a week, from infancy, Ma takes me to the pictures with her. It soon becomes as much a part of my life as it is hers.


‘Here!’ Ma stuffs another piece of ‘nugget’ into my mouth as the drama on the screen nears its climax. I don’t like nougat, but sweeties are rationed so it’s better than nothing. Almost. Ma, her pal Annie Dunn, and the rest of the audience in the Blythsie are totally absorbed as Bogart tells Claude Raines, for the umpteenth time, that he hasnae got a clue where these ‘Letters of Transit’ are. Meanwhile, I’ve managed to prise my teeth apart.


‘Ah’m needing the lavvy.’


‘Ssshhhh.’


‘Ah’m burstin’.’


‘In a minute,’ she hisses.


‘Ah’m needing tae go!’


There are some tuts from surrounding patrons as I continue to drag Ma, and them, reluctantly away from Rick’s Bar in Casablanca. Then Ma’s regular saviour appears, in the tall, lanky form of Nicky, the male usherette. As he strides up the centre aisle Ma hails him, ‘Nicky! Gonny take the wean tae the lavvy, he’s burstin’ for a wee wee.’


Nicky sighs. ‘Aye, awright.’


To a ripple of sighs and mutterings, I make my way along the row then follow my leader. As we pass along the front of the screen I crane my neck to look up at the giant images. Claude is still huvin’ nae luck getting yon letters of transit off Bogie.


Nicky holds the side exit door open and we step, blinking, into the brightly lit, narrow corridor. A few more paces and we turn left into the small toilet. I breathe in the expected smell of strong disinfectant; at five years old I have already decided I really like it. I pull one leg of my short trousers up and to the side and start peeing, at an angle, into the stand-up urinal. I attempt to hit a Heinkel – really a fly – with the stream, but it continues to circle, unscathed. Nicky leans against the wall. He lives at the top end of Trossachs Street in one of the new type of tenement blocks, built just before the war.


‘Will you be going away tae be a sodjer, Nicky?’


‘Naw, ma eyes are too bad, they’ll no take me.’


I look at him. He is probably only nineteen or so, but seems like a grown-up to me. Tall and very thin, he wears thick-lensed spectacles reminiscent of the bottoms of lemonade bottles.


‘Are ye finished?’


‘Aye.’ I give my willie a good shake. Ma keeps telling me not to let any peeings drip onto my exposed inner thighs, especially in the winter. The cold wind soon makes them all ‘scodded’.


‘C’mon then.’


I follow him back into the hall. Claude’s in the middle of telling Bogie what a scunner he is for no letting him huv them letters.


As well as the Blythsie, there are quite a few other cinemas within striking distance. A couple of hundred yards down the Maryhill Road stands the Seamore. I always find it a large and rather impersonal hall. Within a short tram ride are the Star, Roxy, Rio and the Grand. But, the Blythswood is by far our favourite. A small, comfortable hall without a balcony, it always seems snug and welcoming. The rear third of the cinema is raised three steps higher than the rest of the hall; these are the ‘dear seats’. The Gibson family, who live on the Maryhill Road, practically run the place; Ma Gibson in the ticket kiosk, Pa Gibson keeping an eye on the queue and daughter, Betty, working as usherette and ice cream girl. For a large part of my childhood I assume that they own it. Only when I start at Springbank School and have James Gibson in my class do I find out that they just work there. Still, having James as a pal means a free entry now and again.


*


The wartime cinema is especially memorable, not least the community singing. A short, cartoon-like film is shown with the music of three or four of the latest hit songs playing in the background. The lyrics appear along the bottom of the screen and, as a little white ball bounces from word to word, the audience sing along with great gusto. For some reason, there are two which stick in my memory, both by the Andrews Sisters – ‘One Meatball’ and ‘Ac-cent-u-ate the Positive’.


Sometimes during a show, a member of the audience would have to be contacted urgently. A message would be scratched onto a dark, blank piece of film: ‘Mrs Fraser, 215 Maryhill Road, please report to the Manager’s office.’ And this would be inserted into the gate of the projector and appear superimposed on top of the movie being shown. If someone rose and made their way along a row, there would often be asides such as: ‘Ah hope it’s no bad news that soul’s gonny be getting’ or ‘Oh, it’s awright, she’s been expecting her laddie hame oan a forty-eight-hour pass, that’ll be him.’


There is, of course, a strong sense of patriotism during the war years. When the National Anthem is played at the end of the show, heaven help anyone who doesn’t stand until the last note fades. If spotted trying to slip out they will be subjected to quite caustic remarks. As the end credits roll on the last film it is all right to make a beeline for the exit, but once the anthem strikes up you are expected to stand still. Then comes the stampede for the doors.


When Ma and me come out the Blythsie, if Ma has enough money we will head across the street into Cocozza’s Cafe. There, hopefully, we will find a seat in one of the booths with their etched-glass partitions and marble-topped tables. Almost invariably we’ll find ourselves sharing with neighbours.


‘Huv ye jist come oot the Blythsie?’


‘Aye, it was rerr the night, wizn’t it.’


‘Oh aye, ah never miss wan of Bogie’s pictures.’


Maria Cocozza appears.


‘A macallum (two scoops of ice cream with a dash of raspberry essence) for the wean, Maria, and a plate of hot peas for me.’


Peas are unrationed, so if someone is feeling peckish it is a regular thing to indulge in a plate of hot peas – with plenty of salt, pepper and vinegar. With their propensity for giving the diner wind, not for nothing have they earned the nickname ‘musical fruit’!


‘C’mon,’ says Ma. ‘It’s nearly eleven, time we were in oor beds.’


We say our goodnights and walk the couple of hundred yards along Trossachs Street and left up Doncaster Street to Number 14.


‘Will we huv a wee cup of tea and a slice of toast before we go tae bed, Ma?’


Ma sighs. ‘See you, ah cannae get ye up in the morning, and ah cannae get ye tae go tae yer bed at night.’ She reaches for the poker and stirs the fire back to life. Minutes later we are eating thick slices of toasted ‘plain’ bread spread with butter and apple jelly, washed down with mugs of hot, sweet tea.


‘Get yer teeth cleaned before ye go tae bed.’


I open the round, pink tin of Gibbs dentifrice, wet my small toothbrush under the cold tap and, with a circular motion, rub the bristles on the hard block of toothpaste until it begins to foam.


‘Give your face and neck a wash, tae.’


‘Ah’m only going tae bed, Ma.’


‘Get it done.’


I strip to the waist and, after a fashion, wash the designated areas. Soon, pyjama-clad and carrying the current week’s Beano, I climb over Ma and get into the back of the recess bed. Somewhere in the middle of page two, ‘Lord Snooty and His Pals’, the Sandman gets me while I’m not looking. I vaguely remember Ma gently lifting the comic off my face.


A night at the Blythsie, a booth in Cocozza’s, then fall asleep cuddled into Ma in the back of the big bed. Ah widnae call the King my uncle!





Transports of Delight



I only ever had one bad experience on a tram.


Ma and me were sitting just inside the lower saloon, on the three-seater bench seat. Opposite, on the two-seater, were two elderly ladies. I was three years old. The tram had stopped at the lights on the busy junction of St George’s Cross.


‘Ma, what’s that?’


Ma casually glanced at the line of vehicles behind us, trailing back up the Maryhill Road.


‘That’s a motor car.’


The two ladies watched in interest.


‘Nooo, not that. That!’ I pointed.


The Glasgow dowagers smiled benignly as they listened to this attractive little boy in the blue beret and dark, belted mac. I noticed their interest and knew I was the centre of attraction. I gave an exaggerated sigh.


‘Oh, you mean the lorry,’ said Ma, also responding to the women’s interest by beginning to talk pan-loaf again.


I shook my head vigorously. ‘Nawww, the fuckin’ van!’


One of the matriarchs emitted an audible ‘Ohh!’ The smiles froze on their faces. Ma turned a deep red, to the roots of her hair. By good luck for her – bad for me – the tram was still held by the lights. I instantly felt the mood had changed but couldn’t figure why. I’d only used one of the new words I’d recently picked up from my pals, now that I was allowed to play out in the street. In one swift unbroken movement Ma grabbed me by the arm and, my toes only occasionally touching terra firma, whisked me straight off the tram and into the nearest close where she gave me the proverbial ‘good hiding’. I had just discovered there was such a thing as Bad Words.
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