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Introduction


‘I’ve got a lot to say. And sometimes it comes out in the wrong order. Please don’t worry about this. I personally couldn’t give a fuck. So don’t let it get you down. There’s a bit of profanity. But I like that. And I’m rather good at it, too.’




I’ve always loved telling stories. It’s the most natural thing in the world for me. When I was a musician and folk singer, I would chat to the audience between songs. I wouldn’t tell jokes, as such, I told wee stories. 


Once, in the early days, when I’d forgotten the lyrics to an old Jimmy Driftwood song, I stopped singing and started riffing on the story of the song to cover my arse. The audience loved it. They laughed and cheered when I’d finished and I thought to myself, oh, this is interesting! 


So, I was a storyteller long before I was a comedian. It was something I learned at school and later in the army, but most of all from my time as a welder in the shipyards on the Clyde. When we stopped work for a cup of tea, and the heavy machinery fell silent, the stories always flowed. They could be rough, rude, cruel even, but they were always funny. And there were some brilliantly funny men there, much funnier than me, real patter merchants who could’ve made a life out of comedy. But I guess I had a banjo and that gave me a ticket out.


Being a comedian has always been a bit of a mystery to me, because I actually very rarely get funny ideas away from the stage. I can’t churn out jokes like some people can. I wouldn’t know how. But I can always tell stories. And the comedy seems to emerge out of the stories as I tell them. 


As you’re about to see, my stories usually don’t come in a conventional shape. They’re kind of lumpy and strange. They might appear to have a beginning, middle and end, but often they don’t – it’s an illusion. They’re a merry-go-round of memories, observations, fantasies and ad-libs that somehow fit together and mean something. That’s the way I like it because that way they’re as imperfect as I am. They’re not story-shaped; they’re me-shaped.


The thought of going out on stage scares the life out of me. It always has. I’m riddled with anxiety and self-doubt every time. What the fuck am I going to say to these people? 


But the nerves are good for me, they force me to work harder. And if I didn’t – if I got complacent – then it could fall flat and I’d make an arse of myself. But when it’s good, there’s no better feeling. I love it when I pick up on a ripple of laughter. I try to build on that, to try something new. And I love the sense of trust that comes with that: an audience who are willing to stick with me wherever my story goes.


I don’t really ‘prepare’ as such. There’s no special technique and I’ve never done homework. I never write anything down. All I have when I step out on stage is a wee list of headings like this:


Parachutists 


Alcohol


Marijuana


Army


Scrotum


Holiday


Cameras


Shampoo


And every time I take a step back for a sip of water, I’ll glance at the list on my wee table and see two or three things, and then I’ll go on to talk about them. And sometimes they’ll come out jumbled up in a very weird and unexpected order, and that creates something new that’s as surprising to me as it is to you.


I will give you an example. I might have a story about parachuting. And maybe the previous night, halfway through, that led me unexpectedly into talking about, say, welding. Then the next night I might start by talking about welding, and see where that leads me. Then, on a whim, I might stick something new in the middle of that, and see how that affects the next thing. That is the way I operate. I get lost and see where it leads me.


I love losing my way. I love getting lost in cities and small towns and all kinds of places, wandering off down long and winding streets and wee lanes and exploring the area, turning corners and seeing what’s there. And I love getting lost in my stories for the same reason. It’s how I discover things, how I learn things, how I imagine things. It keeps things fresh and it keeps them funny and it keeps me amused.


I must admit that I didn’t always feel this way. There was a point in the past when I thought that maybe I was mentally ill, and so I went and asked some Buddhists – in Lockerbie, of all places – about all this stuff going round and round in my head in such a rapid and chaotic way. And they just said, ‘Enjoy it. Sit back and enjoy it. Watch it like a train going past.’ So that’s what I now do. And that’s what I recommend that you do, too.


Sometimes I’ll drift away. You mustn’t worry about this. And sometimes I won’t drift back. Don’t worry about that, either. Just enjoy where the ride takes you. I always do. Once a guy yelled out at the end of my show: ‘Billy! What happened to the guy in the toilet?’ And I said: ‘Right enough – I forgot about him. Tell you what, though – if you come to Manchester tomorrow night I’ll finish the story there!’ But the next night I got to the end of the show and I heard this desperate wee voice: ‘Billy! You promised … what happened to the guy in the toilet?’ 


By the way: apart from all the stories about people and places I’ve known and things that I’ve seen and experienced and thought about, you’ll also see a lot about bodily functions: pissing and shitting and vomiting and belching and farting and all of that kind of stuff; and maybe some of you will wonder why it’s there. It’s there because it’s natural rather than fabricated, and it genuinely makes me laugh. I love the vulnerability of it. Sex, sitting on the toilet, needing to pee, trying not to fart, being sick, suffering from haemorrhoids or an itchy bum in a crowded room – when your trousers are down, you’re vulnerable. When you’re vulnerable you’re funny. 


You’ll also notice that there’s an awful lot of swearing in the pages that follow. I don’t apologise for that. It’s not ‘bad language’, it’s ordinary language. I don’t understand the snobbishness about swearing. I grew up swearing. Everybody around me swore. It’s part of our culture. It can be poetic, it can be violent, and it can be very funny. It’s the rhythm of how we speak, and the colour of how we communicate – at least when we’re being honest and open and raw. So, if you’re likely to be offended by the swearing, you may as well fuck off now.


But I hope the rest of you will enjoy reading what’s here. I’ve been asked many times to put my stories down in a book and I’ve always refused. It didn’t seem right because as long as I was still performing live then I was still playing around with my stories – pulling them apart, twisting them around, improvising and improving. But in December of last year I decided to retire from live stand-up. I’m not as young as I was and standing on stage for two hours or more had finally become too much. 


So, this feels like the right moment to put these stories down, once and for all. I’m glad what I said up on stage is now captured on the page. You’ll hear my voice in your head while you’re reading. And if you miss seeing my drunk walks or wildebeest mimes – it’s your turn now. Get together with your pals and try them yourselves for a laugh. 


Books have always meant a great deal to me. When I was young, people used to have all kinds of advice as to how the working class could free themselves from factory life and all of that frustration, but for me the true secret tunnel, the hidden escape route, was in the library, reading books. I used to buy as many of them as I could from Oxfam when I was skint as a teenager. I even had a spell as a messenger boy for a bookshop – John Smith’s in Glasgow – and in between delivering books to readers all over the city, I used to sit out the back and read a pile of them for myself. It was magical. A book, it’s nice and quiet and very civilised. Yes, you can scribble a comment in the margins if you must: ‘My thoughts exactly!’ but no one else will see it. It’s a purely private matter. 


So it’s very nice to think that now you have my own book here in your hands. It’s always been a pleasure talking to you. I hope now it’ll be a pleasure reading me.


Billy Connolly, June 2019
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1.


Childhood & Family


‘I was brought up as a Catholic. I’ve got A-level guilt.’
   



ANDERSTON, GLASGOW


Believe it or not, I usually don’t enjoy performing in Glasgow very much. It’s because it’s my hometown, which is really difficult when you’re a comedian because you can’t lie in your hometown. It’s essential when you’re a comedian that you lie well, but when you’re performing in your hometown – and especially in Glasgow where they don’t hang back – they know when you’re lying. 


You know, you can say, ‘Oh, there was a wee guy in my class at school and he was this and he was that …’ and somebody in the audience will say, ‘Hey! Hey! I was in your class and I don’t fucking remember him.’


Do you know Tony Roper, the actor? He’s a funny guy. Because Tony comes from Anderston, in Glasgow, and I was born there, he thinks I’m an Anderston guy. I left when I was four. And yet he keeps asking if I know certain people. I have to say, ‘Tony – I left when I was four, for Christ’s sake!’ You don’t know anybody when you’re four! But he keeps doing it, because it’s where he comes from.


Because nobody in Glasgow comes from Glasgow. They come from Partick and Govan and Maryhill and Anderston and the Gorbals and stuff. 


I met him for lunch a while ago and we’re rabbiting away about this. Anderston used to be a very, very cosy place – not anymore, it’s devastated now, but when I was wee it was like a nice village, very warm. People all knew one another. 


I’ll give you an example. My sister Flo and I were playing in the street, and we got lost. Well, we weren’t lost – we knew where we were – but nobody could find us. She was five and I was three. She used to look after me all the time. I was always crying. I cried for the first ten years of my life: ‘Waaaah!’ ‘Come on, Billy.’ ‘Waaaah!’ ‘Come on, you’re all right.’ ‘Waaaah!’


Anyway, we lived on the top floor of this tenement building there. Across the road lived this family called the Cumberlands, who were nice people, I guess. There were eleven girls and a boy in their family, and the boy was the youngest. You could see what had happened. The guy – who was quite a legend in those parts – had been shagging his brains out trying to get a boy! The woman ends up like a wet chamois. 


So, what happened was this. On Friday night, me and Flo were out playing in the street. It was the end of the week so Mr Cumberland came home from his work with his wages. He goes in, says to his wife, ‘There you are, there’s the wages, I’m away out for a pint.’ But his wife says, ‘Nae fuckin’ danger, you going out for a pint. I’ve been on ma feet all day looking after the fuckin’ weans, making fuckin’ sausage and tatties and peas and fuckin’ mince. Ah’ve got a child under ma arm an’ Ah’m painting the door with ma fuckin’ leg, an’ every time Ah go to sit doon there’s a fuckin’ baby sittin’ there, an’ Ah’m feedin’ the dog an’ Ah’m tryin’ tae knit a fuckin’ pullover at the same fuckin’ time. So now you get those children in here tae bed before you go for any bloody pint!’


So he goes, ‘Okay. Okay, give me peace, give me peace!’ And he staggers out the house. ‘Aw, right, how many weans have Ah got? Twelve.’ He goes into the street and he says: ‘Right, fuckin’ you, you, you, you, you …’ He rounded up the first twelve children he came across. Two of whom were me and my sister.


And we were washed and put to bed. I was there, tucked in with all the others, looking around, going: ‘Waaaah!’ My sister’s going: ‘We’re all right, we’re all right, I’ve been in here before.’ ‘Waaaah!’ 


Meanwhile, my aunt, who brought us up, is going berserk. She’s out with a policeman, because we were down at the docks – she thinks we’re off to Shanghai in a kitbag with some fucking pervert. 


The only reason they found us is that they found two Cumberlands crying in the street. ‘We can’t get in the house! The bed’s full!’ So, they took them in and that’s when we both started going: ‘WAAAAH!’


A VISIT FROM THE PRIEST


The priest used to come around visiting the houses, you know, to see how everybody was doing. And they were always wee lonely men. They always looked cold, priests – cold-looking men, who’d come creeping about. 


And people would say ‘Here’s a priest coming! Put that television off! Right, get to yer rooms, come on, hurry, get in yer damned rooms! The priest is coming up the bloody stairs! Get in yer damned rooms!!’ And, you see, priests think the world is full of broken televisions. Everywhere they go, they’re not working. 


You see, a guy once told me, the Queen thinks the world smells like paint, because ten feet in front of her, there’s always a guy going – brush-brush-brush … 


I lived in the tenements, and there was a kinda warmth about the whole thing. I’ve always seen tenements as kind of vertical villages. People say, ‘Oh, the deprivation! Oh my …!’ Nonsense. When you’re a wee boy it’s not like that. It felt great, there were all these nice neighbours. And they had big wooden toilet seats then, you know – luxuries! 


You didn’t lose the power of your legs reading the Sunday paper. Maybe it’s my age, but it seems I can’t walk halfway across the room when I’ve been on the lavvy. ‘Heeelp!’ Pins and needles, can’t pick up the damn things. ‘Oh my God!’


The only other time I’ve felt like that was in America. I’d had a drink called a ‘Zombie’. Have you ever drunk Zombies? It’s kind of muddy-coloured. I would advise you to do it. It’s an extraordinary concept: you get drunk from the bottom up. You’re perfectly lucid, talking away: ‘Oh yeah, been there. Yeah. Have you got the time? Oh, is that British time …?’ You’re being very terrific, jet-setting and urbane – until you need to go to the toilet and your legs are pissed. ‘Excuse me, I’ll just go to the toilet—’ Crash! And you can’t get up, you see.


Chic Murray once told me, he fell in the street, and a woman said to him, ‘Did you fall?’ He said, ‘No, I’m trying to break a bar of chocolate in my back pocket.’


But a priest came to the house, and our mother said to us, ‘There’s a coat there, to keep you warm.’ Because, you see, in a tenement, it’s a bit, y’know, a bit poor-ish, and in the winter you throw coats on the bed, for the kids. ‘Oh God, the very thought!’ But it was actually brilliant, because you could wear them in the dark and go about playing games. ‘Right – you wear the fur coat now, I’ll wear this big thing …’


And the priest’s in, having the corned beef sandwiches and the custard creams. ‘Have another crumpet, Father, that’s what they’re there for. Come on, get it down!’ ‘Thank you very much, Mrs Connolly.’ 


But there’s bedlam in the room behind. ‘Will you be quiet! Will you try to be quiet in there. I can hardly hear myself think in here. I’m trying to talk to Father Flanagan in here. The noise is deafening!’ 


‘It’s him, Mummy! It’s him again. He’s taken more than his fair share of the coat.’ 


‘Ha-ha-ha, what are you talking about, “coat”? There’s no coat in there. I don’t know – she has a fertile imagination, Father. The coats are all in the cloakroom.’ 


Bloody ‘cloakroom’. She thinks it’s a dance hall she’s in. 


‘The coats are in the cloakroom, and well you know it. Down on the mezzanine floor. Near the luncheonette, next to the breakfast bar. It’s an eiderdown, you stupid girl. “Coat?” Ha-ha-ha, I don’t know where they get it! She must have thought it was one of them duvet jackets. Eiderdown! 


‘What were you were saying, Father …? What were you saying about God, there, Father? What was that? All right, enough. Here, have another custard cream, that’s right. Oh, you don’t say?’ 


Bedlam, bedlam, bedlam. 


‘Will you STOP that, in there? I won’t tell you again.’ 


‘It’s him, Mummy, it’s him again!’ 


‘What’s he doing this time?’ 


‘He’s shoving his legs through the sleeves of the eiderdown!’ 


THE WORST YEARS OF YOUR LIFE 


I hated school. And I hated most of my infant and primary school teachers; I absolutely detested them. It was mainly down to their method of teaching, which revolved around beating the shit out of you and shouting a lot. 


I used to sit in my seat and think, ‘Oh, you wait till I leave school. I’m comin’ back here an’ you’re getting’ it. They’ll never know it’s me – I’ll have a boiler suit on an’ a bunnet!’ 


And those janitors. Oh, how I wanted to sort out a few of them. Animals, but cowardly with it. ‘Oh, it’s nothin’ tae do with me, Headmaster, but I saw him playin’ football an’ breakin’ a window. If you ask me the kid’s a thug. Good for nothin’ an’ he’ll come tae nothin’.’ 


I was five. There I was, all snotters and troosers that were too big for me, condemned for life according to the janny. I hated those bastards. They never seemed to grasp the fact that being a janny was hardly a great achievement, and yet they were quick to brand tiny kids as losers. God knows what that made them. As far as I remember half of them were bent anyway. A trail of Smarties into the boiler room. That sort of thing.


Moving to secondary school was quite a traumatic experience for me, because I was shocked to discover that almost everybody there had dry noses. I couldn’t believe it. Previously I’d been accustomed to this green ice rink of a place, inhabited by all different kinds of snottery people, so I guess in that one sense, secondary school was a bit of a progression. In all other ways, however, it was just as shite as the previous schools. Lots of hitting and shouting in the name of education. I hated the whole affair.


I was always particularly shit at mathematics, but I didn’t care a jot. I still don’t care. I don’t give a shit. 


One of the maths teachers had a thin leather belt that he actually named ‘Pythagoras’. And he’d hit you with it if you got your sums wrong. One day, my cousin John snuck into the classroom and cut it up into tiny pieces. It didn’t bother the teacher; he just brought in a new belt, wrote ‘Pythagoras 2’ on it and asked who wanted to try it out. Most of us tried it out and none of us were any the wiser about mathematics.


The teachers all gave up on me very quickly. They sent me outside to count the railings for an hour or two. ‘Don’t come back until you know how many there are!’


Algebra was a complete mystery to me. ‘Connolly: a plus 1b?’ ‘You’re taking the piss, right, sir? You can’t count letters! You can only count numbers, silly. Unless of course I was absent the day we did the B times table. One B is B, two Bees is a couple of Bees, three Bees is a couple of Bees plus the one we spoke about before …?’ 


I’m down on record at my old school as saying, ‘Why should I learn Algebra? I’ve no intention of ever going there.’ 


The whole thing was a mystery to me. 


I mean, is there anything more useless, or less useful, than algebra? I have never used algebra since the day I left school. Nobody’s ever asked me to use it. I’ve never seen anybody use it. I’ve never heard of anybody who once used it. And I would hate anybody who fucking tried to use it.


Can you imagine, going along the street, and a tourist comes up: ‘Excuse me, I wonder if you could direct me to the Tower of London?’ ‘Certainly. Have you got a pencil? Thanks. Right: Let x equal the Tower …’ ‘Oh fuck it, I’ll ask someone else.’ 


I’ve always worked on the principle that people who are good at mathematics and all that make good employees, and people with a bit of imagination make good employers. Because you can always employ somebody to work out the Pythagorean theorem. 


THE SCHOOL OUTING


In Scotland – or in Glasgow anyway – every year, once a year, when you’re a wee boy at school, they take you into the countryside for the day. It’s supposed to do you a lot of good.


They put you in a bus and wheech you out there, and then you all get off the bus and they say, ‘Okay, boys, pay attention! Right. See that green stuff over there? Grass. Okay? See the brown and white things walkin’ aboot on it? Cows. Don’t break them. I’ll be back here in half an hour.’


The teachers all shoot off to the boozer.


So, this wee boy, he’d been away on the school outing, and he came back about five o’clock in the evening. His father was coming in from his work. ‘Oh, hello, son. How d’you get on at the school trip, eh?’


‘Oh, it wuz gud. Dead dead gud. Ah loved it. Dead dead gud. Great.’


‘What did you do?’


‘Oh, it wuz dead dead gud. We went in the bus an’ we got a paper bag with an orange an’ an apple an’ a pork pie. An’ we ate them all an’ Harry Johnson vomited oot the windae, hahaha!’


‘Aw, what did ye do in the countryside?’


‘Oh, it wuz great. Ah loved it. There wuz a big field, an’ there wuz all coos in it. An’ they wuz eatin’ the grass an’ doin’ jobbies. At the same time. They’re very clever things, coos, y’know? An’ there wuz pigs over here in another field, an’ they were eatin’ rubbish an’ fartin’ all over the place. I never liked them very much, they’re smelly. An’ there wuz another field over here, an’ it wuz all full of chickens in the wee hooses they lived in an’ everythin’. They were my very favourites, I think. An’ there wuz a field just roond the corner an’ that wuz full of fuckers. An’ then, over here there wuz a field with horses in it, an’ wee ponies an’ a donkey, it wuz dead gud. An’ then roond this other corner, there wuz a field an’ it was all full of sheep an’ tha—’


‘Hey, hey, hold it, hold it. D’ye think we cud go back a couple of fields, son?’


‘Okay. Where wuz it – the pigs an’ that?’


‘Nah, nah, nah, I think it wuz further on than that.’


‘Oh, the chickens? Oh, they wuz ma very, very favourites.’


‘No, I think it was actually the next field tae that.’


‘Oh, the fuckers? They were awright.’


‘The fuckers, you say?’


‘Aye. Fuckers.’


‘Well, wh-what are fuckers?’


‘Well, the teachers said they were heifers but we knew what she meant!’


STUDENT TEACHERS


I was brought up as a wee Glasgow Catholic. As a consequence, I went to a really weird school: Our Lady of Perpetual Pre-Menstrual Tension. It was fucking hard going, let me tell you.


We used to just pray for student teachers to come so that we could destroy them. I’d have been about eight or nine at the time. I remember they were always big Irish guys. Big Irish priests. Poor big buggers. Marist Brothers: Brother Bartholomew, Brother Matthew and Brother the Other and Brother This and That. 


They were all … kind of fat people. I don’t know why. Big fat red guys. Big clean hands, big fat fingers.


I was always very good at that sort of ‘saxophone fart’ noise. You know the one? Bmmmrrrrrrrr! Starts high, goes low and then steady: the changing tone is totally believable. The teacher would be writing on the board. Bmmmrrrrrrrr! He’d look around, look back, resume writing. Bmmmrrrrrrrr! Look around, look back, resume writing. Bmmmrrrrrrrr! It would be driving the poor guy insane. But the third day, he had a headband with wing mirrors on it, flipping chalk over his shoulders: ‘Ow!’ 


And then it started again: Bmmmrrrrrrrr!


About a week he took of this – a week and a half, maybe – and I’ll never forget the day he cracked. It was in geography. There was a map of Africa over the blackboard and he had a pointer. He was going, ‘This is the Niger here. This is the Nile. Right? Are you listening here? This is the White Nile and the Blue Nile and the Niger. And now this is the Zambezi. These are the main rivers in Africa. Now, just over here—’ 


Bmmmrrrrrrrr!


He stood absolutely still. And then an almost imperceptible shudder started all over his body. And then the first sign of something awful happening: his neck changed colour. From that jolly cherry red, it went a kind of slatey grey colour. 


‘Psssst, hey, look – his fuckin’ neck’s changed colour!’


‘Oh yeah, so it has, his fuckin’ neck’s changed colour there!’


I don’t know if it was Africa that did it, but he changed his grip on the pointer and he slowly turned around. He said:


‘CONNOLLY – YA BASTAAAAAARRRD!’


I thought, ‘Fuckin’ hell.’ 


I threw up the lid of my desk and I heard the thing clattering off it. When I brought the lid down again, I didn’t know he was running behind it. 


‘Aaaaggh!’


BANG! SLAP!


‘YA! BA! STARD! YA! IGNORANT! BA! STARD!’


There’s a teacher running in from next door, and the janitor, and they pulled him off me. But he was still throwing his arms and legs about, trying to get at me: ‘I’ll KILL him! He’s a bastard! A fuckin’ bastard!’


He was purple now. 


And the class was going: ‘Ea-sy! Ea-sy! Ea-sy! Ea-sy!’


And Mr Clarke, the teacher from next door, came in, and he said: ‘He’s all right, now, boys. He’s in the first aid room, having a cup of tea. His brother’s just driving him home.’


Nee-Naw-Nee-Naw …


A SWIM IN THE NORTH SEA


When we were at school, they would occasionally risk letting us out beyond the four walls and into the world, or at least somewhere near Glasgow. It was probably so that they could repair everything we’d wrecked. Sometimes, during the day, they would take us to factories and stuff, and for, you know, a wee boy, that’s good, that’s very interesting.


But there was a teacher there who didn’t like me, because I couldn’t play football. And, it’s true, I’m not very good at football. And he would say, ‘Come on, Connolly, ya big fucking jessie!’ That’s what you’re called, if you can’t play football. 


‘Come on, ya big bloody jessie! Tomorrow we are going swimming … in the North Sea.’ And we did. 


Now, Aberdeen has a beach, because it’s got sand. But there the similarity to beaches ends. That’s the North Sea, for Christ’s sake! That’s the Arctic Ocean when it’s around the corner. Because the Arctic comes down and then it becomes the Atlantic and splits that way and it’s the North Sea. 


On the horizon there’s oil rigs. ‘Now hear this. All employees must wear a survival suit at all times. You wouldn’t last two minutes if you fell into the North Sea. Failure to wear the survival suit will result in instant dismissal.’ Forty miles away, women are taking their children’s clothes off. ‘In you go, ya big jessie!’ 


I had to get stripped. There were fish looking up in the water saying, ‘There’s a fucking pale blue guy coming in!’ Standing there, skinny, muscles like knots and a midget’s penis. 


And my swimming costume, it was that knitted cotton stuff, with a belt and a fucking pocket, the reason for which escapes me completely. None of your Speedos’ ‘second skin’. This was more your second cardigan. A big woolly number, you know? If you were stupid enough to go in above your waist, they grew. It was absorbent, it could drag you to the bottom. You had to grab armfuls, when you were coming out, the crotch was away down here. People could look in and see your willy – if you had one, but, in the North Sea, you don’t.


I read a piece on sumo wrestlers in one of those in-flight magazines. Cliff Michelmore – an old broadcaster, authority on everything – had written it. Apparently, sumo wrestlers have such exquisite control of their bodies, they can withdraw their testicles at will. Wheech! So you aim a hefty boot, and they go – Wheech! ‘Is that the best you can do?’ 


I could do it when I was twelve. One foot in and I see the whole fucking lot disappear! An ugly gaping wound. Whole thing shot up to my lungs. I had to get it out with a chimney sweep’s brush. 


This is why Scottish guys don’t look sexy on the beach; it’s all flopping around here. You go to the Mediterranean or Caribbean and people are wandering around with a huge thing – like a baby’s arm hanging out of the pram. There’s your warm water, lap, lap, lap. 


‘Connolly – in the water!’ 


‘I’m going, I’m going!’ 


‘Come on, you big bloody jessie, get in there!’ 


I ran down and put my foot in, and my heart stopped. I’d never felt cold like that before, and I heard this weird noise: ‘Whoooaaaahooo! Whooooouuuuuaaaaiiii!’ 


What the fucking hell was that? 


It was ME! 


You know the way, when you get a fright? You know, if you go through a dark room and an icy hand touches you, the inside of your leg or something? You don’t go, ‘Oh, what, my goodness! Oh, what was that? Oh gosh!’ Nah. You go: ‘Whooooouuuuuaaaahhhhh!’ 


It’s something you’re not in control of. ‘Whoooaaaahhhhh!’ You can hear it. Normally you can’t hear yourself, you kind of feel it, but that you can hear like it’s some other bugger. ‘Whooahhhh!’ 


It’s something deeply primal. Something from when we lived up trees. It’s stamped on your DNA or something. ‘Whooooouuuuuaaaahhhh!’ 


It’s closely related to the ‘Blueyooouuuuuhhh-ooouuuuoooooohhh!’ Do you know, the noise you get when you shove a freshly boiled potato up a donkey’s arse? It’s exactly the same noise. ‘Whooo-ahhh-oooohhhh!’ 


So, the other guys are saying, ‘Go in further, ya big fucking jessie!’ 


‘Oooouuuaaaaahhhaaaaooo!’ 


And I wandered in, up to my knees. And I lost the will to live. 


‘Billy!’ 


‘Uhaaaooah?’ 


‘Look over there.’ 


‘Uhhuuoopp?’ 


‘Look over there!’ 


‘Uhhhoaappp? Oooooohhhhh!’ 


There was a guy in a speedboat, a bastard. 


‘Brrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!’ 


‘Uhhooooooop!!’ 


Waving – ‘Uuhoooooooohh!!’ 


Coming towards me. I didn’t want to run, in case I fell in. ‘Uuaahuuhooohh!’ The wave from it inexorably slid in my direction. 


I hoped it would go away.


It got bigger. 


‘Uuaaaoooohh!’ 


I will never forget that wave going up the inside of my thighs. 


‘Uuhoooaaaaaahh!’ 


And it kissed the underside of my scrotum.


‘Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaarrrggghhh!!!’


A VISIT FROM THE CARDINAL


I’m going to tell you a story. The scene is a Roman Catholic primary school in Glasgow. 


The teacher is standing in front of the class, who are all about seven and eight years of age. She says: ‘Right, children. Today is a very, very important day in the history of this school, isn’t it?’ 


‘Yes, Miss!’


‘John, why is it an important day?’


‘Please, Miss, a Cardinal’s comin’ to see us all the way from Rome!’ 


‘That’s right. Sit doon, John. Jeannie, what’s so special about this Cardinal?’


‘Miss, he used to be a pupil at this school when he was a wee boy!’


‘That’s right. This Cardinal was a pupil at this very school – and in this very class – when he was a little boy. And he’s coming all the way from Rome, with the Pope’s permission, to see us. And it’s a very important day in the history of the school, and I want you to be on your best behaviour. There’s only one thing I want you to remember: how to address a Cardinal. We call him “Your Eminence”. We don’t call him “Father”, like a priest, or “Your Grace”, like a Bishop. It’s “Your Eminence”. What do we call him?’


‘YOUR EMINENCE, MISS!’


‘Yes, that’s right. Now, it won’t be long till he’s here. And I must say your parents have turned you out beautifully. You’re a credit to them.’ 


Then the magic moment arrives. The door opens. And he swishes into the room. He’s got on the vestments, the hat, the whole number.


‘Morning, children.’


‘MORNIN’, YOUR EMINENCE!’


And he hoovers across to the desk. ‘Oh, it’s a great privilege having you here, Your Eminence, it really is a great day in the history of this school, thank you.’ ‘Oh, that’s fine, that’s fine. Do you mind if I speak to the children?’ ‘Oh, carry on, Your Eminence.’


So, he wanders away over, and he says to the first wee boy: ‘Hello, son.’ ‘Hello, Your Eminence.’ ‘And what are you going to do when you’re a big boy?’ ‘Ah think Ah’d like to be an engineer, Your Eminence.’ ‘Oh, did you hear that, boys and girls?’ 


‘YES, YOUR EMINENCE!’


‘The boy wants to be an engineer – that’s good, isn’t it?’


‘YES, YOUR EMINENCE!’


‘Because engineers look after the world that God gave us. They drill for oil, they get energy from moving water, they build bridges – they’re very clever men! Well done, son, sit down.’


‘Hello.’ ‘Hello, Your Eminence.’ ‘What’s your name?’ ‘Peter McGuire, Your Eminence.’ ‘And what do you want to do when you’re a big boy, Peter?’ ‘I think I’d like to be a plumber, Your Eminence.’ ‘A plumber indeed! Why do you want to be a plumber?’ ‘’Cause my daddy’s a plumber, Your Eminence.’ ‘Did you hear that, boys and girls?’


‘YES, YOUR EMINENCE!’


‘He wants to follow in his father’s footsteps. Does that remind you of anybody?’


‘… No, Your Eminence?’


‘What about Jesus?’


‘OH YES, YOUR EMINENCE! FORGOT, YOUR EMINENCE!’


‘Well, don’t forget it again, will you? He’s nailed tae the wall tae remind you, for Christ’s sake.’


Meanwhile, there’s a wee boy at the front. The teacher whispers: ‘Connolly, what are you doin’?’ 


‘Ah’m, er, lookin’ fer ma dinner money.’ 


‘You’re a liar – get your hand out of your pocket before you hurt yourself, you stupid boy! And stop picking your nose!’ 


‘Aw, okay.’


And of all the people to pick on, the Cardinal picks on him. ‘Hello, son.’ ‘Hi.’ ‘And what are you going to do when you’re a big boy?’ ‘Ah, fuck off!’


Well! The mayhem and madness that follows could not be described! Sporadic fighting broke out in the back row. ‘Ah, come on!’ ‘Ooof!’ ‘Agghh!’ Chairs were going through the window. The teacher fainted – big blue knickers up in the air: ‘Whuuuupppp!’ 


‘WHAT DID YOU SAY TO ME?’


‘I said “fuck off” – are ya deef as well as daft?’


Well, people were throwin’ each other back to get out the door. 


‘YOU SCOUNDREL! YOU HORRID, HORRID BOY! I used to be a pupil at this school. I sat at that self-same desk. But I didn’t sit there interfering with myself and being rude to the guests. No! I worked extremely hard. And I won a scholarship to a posh school, where I worked even harder and went to college and became a priest. Five years later I was a parish priest. But did I rest on my laurels? No such thing! I haunted the libraries of this land, reading everything I could get my hands on, and writing in the margins: “My thoughts exactly, how true.” They made me a Canon! They made me a Monseigneur! I went to Paris to study. I was there for five years. I became a Bishop! Ten years later I was an Archbishop! They sent for me from Rome! I went to the Vatican to study at the feet of the Holy Father! They made me a Cardinal! I was on the jury who elected the last POPE! And you’re telling me to fuck off? YOU FUCK OFF!’


MUSIC LESSONS


As I’ve already mentioned, I hated school and I particularly hated music lessons. I think that would later become all too apparent in my playing. But I really hated my music teacher. She was bloody terrible. She was a psychopath.


She was totally addicted to the song ‘Marie’s Wedding’. Every single music lesson would be dominated by ‘Marie’s Wedding’. You’d be sitting there, with big holes in your jumper, and your wellies on, your nose stuffed up with snot, singing, ‘Step we gaily on we go.’ Every damned time.


She believed in all the modern teaching methods: like grabbing you by the back of the neck and smashing your nose into your desk, that sort of thing. And you had to sing all the time. ‘Come on, Connolly!’ she’d scream. ‘Sing “Step we gaily on we go”! SING IT!’ It was terrifying.


But she had a special trick, a special technique: she used to divide the class into four sections, and each one sang ‘Marie’s Wedding’ at different times. She was really pleased with herself for devising that little idea. So, we rehearsed like that for about a year. And then came the big day: ‘Marie’s Wedding’ for the school concert. 


And it started with the row who sat at the window – that was all the Brylcreem crowd, with the clean shirts, all neatly pressed, and badges on their blazers; they were always top of the class or thereabouts. And that was the easiest bit of the song. ‘Step we gaily on we go’ – nae one else to worry about, nae problem. 


Then the second row, they were also quite clever, they were usually fourth or fifth in the class, somewhere around there, up to tenth in the class, they were quite smart but also a wee bit scruffy. Still no challenge in the song.


I was in the third row. That was the ‘stupid but saveable’ row. 


But the fourth row, they were just a joke. They were already singing something else when the song started. They were the serious rejects. They didn’t get lessons or anything. They would’ve beaten the teachers up if they’d tried to teach them anything. So, they were left alone to sit there and squeeze each other’s boils. 


Wullie the Boilsucker sat in that row. Oh, what a character he was. He was born when he was twenty-two, this guy. He’d sit there muttering, ‘Anyone want tae see ma willy?’ The place would be in uproar, with teachers jumping out of windows to get away from him. Even the pigeons were afraid of this guy. 


Anyway, the music teacher, she’d go, ‘Right, class!’ And the first row would be off: ‘Step we gaily on we go …’ And the second row would be waiting to come in, and they usually got it right, because it’s easy enough when you’re coming in second. So, on it went: ‘All for Marie’s wedding …’ 


But by the time it came to our turn, somebody had just spoken to me, and I’d forgotten who started the song. We were looking up and down the line, starting and stopping and starting and stopping, and by this stage the fourth row had come in, singing a completely different song: ‘You can throw a silver dollar …’


It was a disaster, an utter disaster, and there were generous beatings all round, which really encouraged us all.


But in the usual music lessons, in every other one, we got a thing called ‘Musical Appreciation’. And that meant this teacher played ‘Marie’s Wedding’ on the piano, and you didn’t need to sing – just listen. That made it even harder to appreciate.


She’d build up to it. She’d play several other tunes, leading up to the climax: ‘Marie’s Wedding’. Always ‘Marie’s Wedding’. And on the one just before ‘Marie’s Wedding’, which was always ‘Soldier’s Joy’, she’d lean over the piano and make sure that everybody was appreciating. ‘Connolly!’ she’d shout. ‘Appreciate!’ I mean, what were you supposed to do? 


She was a fat woman. Big-bosomed. And when she leaned over to check on you, she used to make mistakes, because half of her body was playing the tune. That’s the only time I appreciated anything that she did.


Ah, school days. Thank God they’re over!


CAMPING


Going camping is a very healthy pastime. And it teaches you all sorts of useful things, like how to light fires with bits of wood and stuff like that, so you can go off and live in wee tents, get wet and light more wee fires. It’s great for building the character.


So, when we were young, we used to go camping, myself and four other scruffs. We used to go camping in Partick – which is a quaint fishing village on the Clyde – and there was a guy called Shug Gilchrist who led the party off on the bus. When I say he led the ‘party’ – today it would be called a gang, but back then it was just a bunch of blokes who’d all get the Red Bus to Loch Lomondside. 


Shug was known to be a very practical man. For example: Shug was one of those people who used to drink in this Glasgow pub called the Saracen Head in Gallowgate – otherwise known as the Sarry Heid or just ‘Sarry’. The barman there was this huge guy called Angus, who’d pass pints over the heads of everybody who was standing at the bar, thus spilling beer and cider all over them and drenching their clothes. Well, most people just muttered and moaned and put up with this, but Shug came up with a novel solution: he started coming in with a pacamac, a plastic raincoat that folded up into an envelope, and he’d put it on and button it right up to his neck, so that he could stand at the bar and drink away without getting his clothes drenched by Angus. That was why we tended to regard Shug as a natural leader.


We didn’t go camping in the normal way of things, with the anoraks and the wee woolly hats and the heavy boots and that. It was more your plastic mac and a bottle of wine and a good suit with the winkle-pickers. We all used to wear winkle-pickers then. That was the style. And when it rained, they used to turn up at the front. We looked like extras for Kismet. But we’d all get on the bus and sit at the back, drinking this terrible cheap wine called Fiesta – a horrible wine that made your teeth pink – and generally make a complete mess of ourselves. 


We’d also sing songs. Shug Gilchrist used to lead off the singing, too, but he didn’t know the words to any of the songs. He liked country and western music, and so he’d sing in that style: ‘Oooh-appa-leechee-ee-ow-ow …’ He just made noises that sounded vaguely like words. And we’d all join in: ‘Oo-acheee-ow-ah-gan-deeda …’ And everybody else on the bus is going: ‘Aw, give us a break, man. That’s horrible, that is, it’s hurting ma ears!’ And thanks to the terrible Fiesta wine, we’re all peeing out the windows intermittently, much to the consternation of passing motorcyclists: ‘Ah, get a grip, that’s terrible that!’


The real campers sat in the front seats of the bus. They wore anoraks and wee bobbly hats. They all sat together in a row, these hand-knitted campers, with their rucksacks full of mince and wee packets of boil-it-yourself potato stuff. And they’d all sing as well, but proper old camping songs, and all their wee bobble-hatted heads would be nodding in unison.


So, we’d eventually get to Balloch, and the knitted people would get out first. ‘La-la-la-la-la-diddy-da!’ Those of us at the back were having difficulties just standing up. But they always disappointed me when they walked away, the proper campers, because they walked ordinary. I’d hoped they’d walk like wee puppets, with their woolly hats, but they just walked off like anybody else. 


And then we’d get off the bus. We’d come staggering down the steps: ‘Aha! Here we are, eh? Ah told yuz, didnae Ah? Nae bother, eh? Nae bother at all! Magic, eh? Aye, magic. Er, where are we?’ And Shug would say, ‘We’re in Balloch, y’know? Balloch, Loch Lomond and all that!’ So someone else would say, ‘Where do we do the campin’ bit and all that?’ ‘I dunno,’ Shug would say, and he’d point at the knitted people and say, ‘Ask them.’


We’d start shouting over to the proper campers: ‘Hey, Jimmy! Hey! Hey! Hey, you, Jimmy!’ They’d turn around and see us and say, ‘Ooh no, it’s those bad boys – run!’ We’d be shouting, ‘Wait a minute!’ But they were already off – shoom!
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