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In memory of my father and my brothers Ernest and Roderick. And in memory of all service personnel who have given their lives for their country and for those who have suffered the effects of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) – Combat Stress





INTRODUCTION



The Falklands War was short, sharp and very, very nasty. It was not just Britain’s last roll of the imperial dice – when we sent a task force of all three services eight thousand miles to reclaim a far-flung colony. It was also the last conflict in which Britain fought set-piece land battles, bombarded the enemy with artillery barrages and employed infantry charges. It was not a police action or a peacekeeping mission. It was all-out war in which two national armies tried to pound each other into submission by killing as many of the enemy as possible.


The fighting I experienced as a young soldier in the Parachute Regiment was terrifying and murderous. We fought at close quarters, clearing trenches of Argentinian troops with bayonets and grenades. At times, it was like something out of the First World War. I saw close friends killed and mutilated, crying for their mothers as the life ebbed from them. I witnessed terrible sights of wounded and badly burned men writhing, screaming in agony, and dying. But I was a para – a tough guy in one of the toughest outfits in the British Army – and all that death and destruction did not bother me. Or so I thought.


The bean counters say that the Falklands War cost the lives of 907 people, with 1843 others wounded. For many years, I believed those statistics. Now I know better. The invisible wounded – the men who came back with shocking experiences and moments of terror seared into their minds – have never been accurately counted. For them, the war never ended.


For years, I did not consider myself as one of them. Before the war, I was young, carefree and happy-go-lucky, always at the centre of a crowd. But after the Falklands, I would spend long nights alone, with only a bottle of wine or whisky for company, drinking myself into a haze to evade disturbing memories and nightmares. I became angry, moody and difficult, and my marriage disintegrated as a result. But I was relatively lucky: I managed to blot out the past and build a successful business, rather than slip down the slope of alcoholism, drugs and crime, as many of my old army pals did.


The success of my business led to an invite from Channel 4 to take part in its Secret Millionaire programme. It turned out to be one of the most rewarding things I have ever done. Witnessing the struggles of many fine people who were trying to improve the lives of some of Britain’s poorest citizens in the Anfield area of Liverpool was both inspiring and humbling. But meeting one volunteer, Lee Sanger – a veteran from the war in Iraq who was suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder – put me in touch with feelings that I had suppressed for over two decades. I was launched on a journey of discovery that would introduce me not only to some of Britain’s forgotten casualties but to my former foes in Argentina and eventually take me back to the Falkland Islands themselves.


I was appalled to learn that over three hundred British and five hundred Argentinian veterans – men whose minds and emotions had been mangled during the war – had taken their own lives over the past thirty years. In other words, almost as many ex-combatants have committed suicide as died in the land fighting itself. And that truly shocking statistic does not even include those veterans who died slow, lonely deaths from drink, drugs or poverty in run-down flats, gutters or police cells.


Through Secret Millionaire, I became involved with Combat Stress, a charity founded after the First World War to aid victims of shell-shock whom the government wanted to lock away in mental asylums. Thankfully, we have come a long way since then, but we need to do so much more. I was surprised to learn that, on average, PTSD does not develop into a full-blown illness until fourteen years after the events that caused it. So, in the years to come, a great many veterans from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan will probably need our help, and we should be prepared to offer it. I can only hope that this book will help to raise awareness of – and support for – the essential work currently being undertaken by Combat Stress.


This is the story of my war, and of the British and Argentinian veterans who shared their experiences with me. It is also the story of how I found peace by tracking down an ex-Argentinian soldier by the name of Omar Tabarez and returning a war trophy – his regimental trumpet – which I had taken from him as he had boarded a POW boat in Port Stanley. He gave me a warm welcome and introduced me to his former comrades. Their generosity helped me to see them in a new light – as fellow, equally vulnerable human beings.


My war experiences and trip to Argentina confirmed my long-held belief that war is stupid, futile and the ultimate failure of politics. But then my return to the Falklands – where I visited the graves of fallen comrades and the scenes of so much suffering – made me question whether the war had been justified after all. The answer, when it came, surprised me.


I had gone to the Falklands as a proud member of 2 Para, and we had fought for each other. I was not a fan of Margaret Thatcher or her brand of English nationalism, and I was cynical about the war even before I boarded the ship in Portsmouth. Yet, when I visited the Falklands, met the islanders and heard their stories, I felt a surge of pride in what we had achieved. I started to think that this might well have been Britain’s last honourable war – a justified fight to defend our territorial integrity. Or maybe it is just that all wars are personal, and the Falklands War was my war.


Whatever the reason, I no longer felt ashamed to call myself a Falklands veteran. I could now see the conflict for what it was – a good job, well done. And I would do it all over again.





CHAPTER 1



I WANNABE … A PUNK ROCKER


Why are British railway stations always such stinking dumps? I wondered as I gazed up at the cavernous canopy of rusting Victorian steelwork and dirty glass that enclosed King’s Cross Station – the dreary terminus for the East Coast Line, the umbilical cord linking London and Edinburgh.


I was eager to get home and meet up with my mates. My Easter leave would be spent chasing girls, boozing on a heroic scale and catching up with my family. But first I had to get there, and the lengthy journey of nine hours or more up to Dundee was a killer. I wearily joined the lengthening queue that had formed in front of the ticket barrier and surveyed my fellow travellers. They were the usual suspects: businessmen booked on to the sleepers; well-dressed elderly Scots returning home from visiting prosperous sons and daughters in the Smoke; a smattering of roughnecks with their carry-outs of vodka and strong lager determined to get as much bevvy as possible down their necks before they left Aberdeen for two weeks on an alcohol-free North Sea oil rig. There were one or two cabbage-heads, too: Royal Marines – our bitter rivals – heading up to Condor, their base near the fishing town of Arbroath on the Scottish East Coast. I could tell them by their kit-bags and developed upper bodies from all the rope work they did in training. Then I spotted some posh students – blue-eyed and blond-haired Hooray Henrys. If it wasn’t for their tweed jackets, they could have been Hitler Youth. No doubt they were stalwarts of St Andrews University’s Officers’ Training Corps – just the sort of bright and shiny tossers who ended up telling us Toms what to do.


My heart sank as the queue shuffled slowly forwards. It would be a long night and I would have to find a seat away from the roughnecks who smoked and drank like there was no tomorrow. They would spend at least three hours loudly boasting about the big money they earned in the North Sea before the drink took hold and the singing started. The queue seemed to take for ever. I thought, Why do these jobsworths in British Rail think it’s such a privilege for us to be served by them and pay through the nose to ride in their crappy trains?


There was a blackboard ahead: ‘Oh no, please God, not more “Delays due to engineering works.”’ But as we got closer, I made out the message chalked in six-inch-high letters: ‘Attention. 3 Para. Return to Barracks Immediately.’ It brought me up with a jolt. We had a tribal rivalry with 3 Para, and I was desperate to know why they had been called back to Aldershot, our base in Hampshire, and whether it would impact on us, too.


It must be something big, I thought as I headed off to buy a newspaper. The possibilities raced through my mind. Maybe more inner-city riots? The plods had struggled to cope in Brixton and Toxteth, and there was talk of us being called in. The Russians were bogged down in Afghanistan after invading three years earlier, in 1979, but surely we wouldn’t get involved there. After all, it had twice been a graveyard for the British Army. Then my stomach churned. Maybe the IRA had launched a massive offensive in retaliation for the deaths of the hunger strikers the previous year? They were well tooled up and bitterly determined. I had been lucky not to be sent to Northern Ireland, where the paras were viewed as enemy number-one by the Republicans. They had already extracted a terrible revenge on us for the events of Bloody Sunday in January 1972, when fourteen civilians died after 1 Para opened fire on protesters in the Bogside area of Londonderry.


 With my guts rumbling, I briskly walked through the acrid cloud of smoke and urine-stench that hung in the air of the station’s entrance to buy a paper. I wasn’t one of Maggie Thatcher’s boot boys. I didn’t fancy having a go at my own people. And I felt the same about Northern Ireland. I was a Catholic and knew the history of Ireland – all about the famine and the struggle for civil rights. I would do my job, though. I had taken the Queen’s shilling and above all I was loyal to my mates in 2 Para.


There was no shortage of real or imagined enemies for British paratroopers in 1982. But when I bought a newspaper at the kiosk outside the station I was stunned. ‘Fucksake!’ I said to myself. It seemed that Scotland had been invaded. By Argentina!


I struggled to take it in. The only connection we had with Argentina was our dismal performance at the World Cup in 1978. Some members of the dedicated Tartan Army of Scotland fans were said to be still heading home, four years later. The Scottish team had been woeful, but I couldn’t believe they’d provoked an international incident. Then, as I read on, it all became clearer. The ‘Falkland Islands’ in the headline were not, as I had initially thought, part of the Outer Hebrides. Instead, they were eight thousand miles away in the South Atlantic. They had long been coveted by Argentina, and now General Leopoldo Galtieri – that country’s detested and dictatorial ruler – had tried to boost his popularity by seizing them. Our garrison on the islands was composed of Royal Marines, and the useless fucking cabbage-heads had been overpowered and captured by the invaders.


I rejoined the queue and managed to find a seat in the packed train. It was a smoking compartment and within minutes my eyes were stinging. Surely being designated a smoking compartment didn’t mean that everybody had to smoke? Bugger it! I fished a few tins of Carling Black Label out of my kit-bag, stowed it overhead and settled into the corner next to a window. At least I had managed to dodge the roughnecks. Those guys thought they were tough, but they wouldn’t have lasted two minutes with the Maroon Machine that was 2 Para.


As we finally left the station and headed north, I thought less and less of fighting Argentina. It would never happen. This was the end of the twentieth century, for Christ’s sake. The politicians would sort it out. It was all bluster – wind and piss for show. As we rattled on, the beer was going down a treat. It was warm but wet and a wee taster of the mega amount I would soon be quaffing when I teamed up with my mates at home. After a few tins I dozed off and slept soundly for hours, only waking as the train shuddered into Leuchars. The tiny Fife village was home to an RAF fighter base – a front-line defence against the Russians. It was also the stop for St Andrews, four or five miles away. Sure enough, the Hooray Henrys alighted, but my eyes were drawn to the military houses just across the road from the station. They were behind a high fence topped with rolls of barbed wire, designed to deter Irish bombers more than Russian ones.


I had vivid memories of those houses. I had spent my early childhood in one of them when my dad had served with the RAF, working with logistics and keeping the supplies running smoothly. I smiled when I thought of my older brother Roddy chucking me down the stairs and Mum giving him a walloping. I always seemed to smile when I thought of Roddy.


I wondered what mad escapade he would have in store for us this time. Roddy and I were very close. When we were small, if my sister Terry or I ever got in trouble, he would shout ‘Hit me!’ and jump in front of Mum to shield us. Mum once hit him with a broom handle and was then horrified to find out that he hadn’t committed the crime she thought he had. But he replied breezily, ‘Don’t worry, Mum. That’s one in the bank for the next time.’


Roddy didn’t want to go on to further education, even though he was quite bright. He was more artistic than academic, and he got a signwriting apprenticeship. My home leave in Dundee was always full of adventure. Roddy would pick me up and come out with something outlandish like: ‘Let’s go scuba diving.’ He always had these hare-brained schemes.


I asked, ‘Have you done a diving course, then?’


‘No, but I bought a book.’


And that was us off to Kingoodie, a deep-water quarry outside Dundee, from where they had hewn the stone for the Bell Rock lighthouse. Roddy had bought the kit from a newspaper ad and studied the book. His expertise was not in doubt … as far as he was concerned.


Another time, he came round and announced, ‘Let’s go paragliding!’


‘Done a course?’


‘No, but I’ve bought a book.’


So me and my mates from the Territorial Army – Gary Whyte, Stewart Hutchison, Kenny Bambury and Rab Henry – who were as mad as I was and loved getting involved in Roddy’s crazy schemes – piled into his old Ford Sierra and headed for a disused Second World War airfield at Errol, near Perth.


En route, Roddy explained his technique. We would tie a rope to the car’s tow-bar, two guys would hold the parachute open, a ‘spotter’ would stand up in the car, poking his head through the sunroof, Roddy would drive until the parachute took to the air, and that would be us – up, up and away. The protective clothing was an old boiler suit. What could possibly go wrong?


 Kenny, a hardy landscape gardener from Dundee, was the first one to give it a go. He tripped and fell and got dragged along the runway. The skin was ripped from his shoulders and sides. It was a horrible sight. But he got up and said, ‘Fuck it. It’ll work.’ So he tried again, and it did work. Smiles all round. When the next guy had a go the rope snapped and he landed badly, sustaining a broken arm and wrist. It was bloody scary but great fun.


Roddy was as daft as a brush. He was good-looking, with long light brown hair and a fashionable moustache, and while he was short, like the rest of us, he didn’t have the family propensity to put on weight. He was left-handed, partial to the odd smoke of dope and could turn his hand to anything: he could play guitar and taught himself hypnotism after seeing an advert in the News of the World which proclaimed, ‘Become a Hypnotist!’ He sent away for the books and taught himself all the tricks. He got so good that he was soon doing shows under the stage name Ricky Arcari. He looked like the real deal, with a smart dinner suit, gold watch and chain, and patent-leather shoes. He was a real character. It would be great to catch up.


With a sudden jolt, the train started moving again and picked up speed for a few miles before we slowed down to trundle across the mighty bridge that spans Scotland’s longest river, the Tay. This was the bit of the journey I liked best – nearly home. To the west, the river disappeared into a rugged landscape of mist-covered mountains. To the east, the Tay flowed into the North Sea, with Broughty Ferry Castle guarding the sparkling estuary from the north shore and Tentsmuir Forest fringing the Fife coast to the south. It was a stunning and dramatic vista, but the sight that most warmed my heart lay straight ahead. Huddled on the northern shore of the river, Dundee tumbled down to the sea in the lee of the Law, a volcanic hill that dominated the city and hosted a huge war memorial to the four thousand Dundonians who had died in the First World War. This was my stamping ground. East, west, home is best, I thought, and excitedly pulled down my kit-bag before we were barely off the bridge.


I couldn’t wait to sample Dundee’s delights. I had missed local delicacies like Wallace’s Scotch pies, onion bridies that dripped aorta-clogging grease and white pudding suppers, not to mention the foaming nectar that was McEwen’s 80 Shilling. Then there were the carnal pleasures of Teazer’s nightclub, with the possibility of a knee trembler in a city centre alley after the disco-goers had emptied out on to the pavement in front of the Auld Steeple. This holy site, where Cromwell’s forces had once massacred the Scottish defenders, should have been sacred, but on a Saturday night the taxi rank would erupt in punch-ups and we would usually be in the thick of them.


 Scotland had not always been home, as Dad had frequently been stationed elsewhere. But he and Mum had always tried to come back to have their kids. Dad insisted on that – just in case one of us turned out to be good enough to play football for Scotland. Talk about optimistic! In those days, you had to be born in the country you wanted to play for – not just have a Scottish granny, like some of our rugby and football players today. But Mum was too ill to travel when she was pregnant with me, so I was born in Aylesbury, close to Dad’s base at RAF Medmenham. That was always annoying for me. I resented being teased and called a ‘plastic Jock’, so I tried to hide my birthplace.


We moved to an RAF base in Cyprus when I was just a baby. The family photographs show me with blond hair and tanned skin, wearing shorts and running around on idyllic sandy beaches – like one long holiday. But it wasn’t like that for Mum and Dad. Cyprus was a hotspot in the 1960s, with the Greeks and Turks launching terrorist attacks against each other and ultimately the Greek Eoka-B Gang declaring all-out war on the British. It was a tense time. Six months after we arrived in 1962, terrorists threatened to bomb us, and the Americans decided to evacuate their families. It was terrifying for Mum and Dad, but great for us kids.


Dad was always a hard worker and was totally dedicated to his family. He was born in 1926 and left school just fourteen years later to work as a coal man. The authorities mistakenly thought he was a miner, and therefore exempt from national service, and it was 1951 before they realised their error and called him up. By then he had married Mum, and my oldest brother, Ernest, was already two years old. Dad went into the RAF and after his two compulsory years were up he decided to stay on. It was a good career move and he got on quickly. He was like an accountant, monitoring stock and stores. The new job meant a lot of travelling and the family was stationed all over England as well as Germany and Cyprus.


Dad was short, with light brown hair and greying sideburns, and was always well dressed and smart. He was a clever man and very straightforward, always calling a spade a spade. As a boy, he had been offered the chance to go to grammar school, but instead he chose to stay with his mates and go to St John’s, a junior secondary school. That decision was a bugbear for the rest of his life, because he realised he could have made more of himself than he did. As a result, he always pushed us hard to get a decent education.


Mum and Dad were both Dundonians, born and bred. My grandparents had all worked in the textile mills that earned the city the title ‘Juteopolis’. The jute industry ruled Dundee’s economy, with the giant mills churning out thousands of square miles of sacking and carpet backing each year. Mum was born in 1930 and left school at fourteen to work in the mill, where she learned the ‘Mill Talk’ sign language that the weavers and spinners used to communicate above the deafening clackety-clack of the looms. They would stroke their chins to warn each other that a gaffer or foreman was coming and pat the air above their heads to indicate a top hat – meaning that a manager was on his way. It was poorly paid, hard and dangerous work. The mills were incredibly noisy, filled with jute fibres and dust, and the workers could easily lose fingers, or even whole hands.


Even though I’m Scottish through and through, Banks is an English name, and Dad’s family originally came from the fishing port of Grimsby. They were fisherfolk who moved up to Aberdeen for work and then gradually came down the coast until they ended up in Dundee. Dad was from a Catholic family of seventeen and Mum from a Protestant family of thirteen. Mum attended one of the few mixed schools in Scotland: St Michael’s. The sectarian divide was never as big an issue in the east of Scotland as it was in the west, but the pupils still had different playtimes and were kept quite separate, on either side of the school site. When she came to marry Dad, Mum had to convert to Catholicism, but it was never a big deal to her.


By the time we went abroad with the RAF, my oldest brother Ernest was attending Lawside Academy, Dundee’s Catholic grammar school. He was obviously university material and it was decided that he should stay with my grandfather to avoid disrupting his schooling.


We returned to Dundee when Dad was discharged from the RAF, but before long he and Mum decided to emigrate to Canada – something they had planned to do before he was called up. So we upped sticks and headed for Hamilton, Ontario, where Mum’s sister Betty had been living for several years. Once again, we left poor Ernie behind. He went to Aberdeen University to study law, which meant that he never really grew up with the rest of the family and that I never got to know him properly. I think that being left behind affected him deeply, and he had a bit of a chip on his shoulder because of it. He was also different from the rest of us: for instance, he was very devout, attending mass every Sunday, which none of the rest of the family bothered to do.


I was six years old when we emigrated, my sister Terry was eight and Roddy was thirteen. It was quite a culture shock for all of us. There were so many differences. I didn’t have to wear a uniform to school – just jeans and a casual shirt. They didn’t play football either, but I enjoyed trying baseball and basketball. Ten-pin bowling was another big thing, and we would all go along as a family.


At first, we lived with Auntie Betty, and one night I casually picked up the newspaper to check what was on television. Betty was amazed because her eldest kid, who was two years older than me, couldn’t read yet. In Canada, they didn’t start school until much later, and the Scottish system was really good in those days, so I was way ahead of kids my own age. Within a fortnight, the school had put me up two age groups.


Hamilton was an industrial city, a steel town where every second person seemed to be Scottish, so it didn’t take Dad long to find a job. Our first house was in a new development in an area that was always referred to as ‘up the mountain’. It was a new, spacious terraced home surrounded with green grass and open spaces for us kids to play in – such a contrast to Dundee, where we’d had to make do with a patch of derelict land behind a tenement. We got into the Canadian culture of wearing jeans, baseball caps and T-shirts. We went to barbecues, which were a real novelty, and to drive-in movies. It was great.


But then disaster struck. Dad fell ill and needed a big heart operation. The RAF paid for it – he had a good pension from them – but Mum didn’t feel financially secure over in Canada. So we returned to Scotland with nothing, not a pot to piss in.


We stayed with my grandfather when we first got back, before securing a lease on a house in the Hilltown. This was an area of crumbling tenements that had been hastily constructed for the country folk from Ireland and Scotland who had swarmed into inner-city Dundee in the nineteenth century to work in the mills. It says a lot about the rural poverty of the time that overcrowded, grimy Dundee was considered preferable. Our house, number three, was at the foot of the hill – a Victorian slum with the close entrance sandwiched between two of the roughest pubs in a rough old town. The Hawthorn Bar was on one side and the Central Bar on the other. At night, men would spill out of the pubs, pissed, singing, shouting and swearing. Some of the Hilltown boozers still had sawdust on the floor. Women were not allowed in the public bars, but a few of the lounges had little notices on the doors announcing that they were for ‘Ladies and Couples Only’.


Even though the pubs were tough and raucous, they were mysterious and alluring – bright, warm beacons in a cold, monochrome landscape. A big part of their attraction was that they offered men an escape from squalid, overcrowded housing. Dad liked a drink but only on Friday nights, and only if he could afford it. It must have been great for him to get out of our flat, which had newspapers stuck on the windows instead of curtains. There was an outside toilet, which we shared with several other families, and no bath. Five beds were lined up in a row in the living room because that was the only room we could heat with the coal fire. The whole place was rickety and the floors were on a slant: if you put a penny in the middle of the living room, it would roll into the corner. There was a year-round smell of damp wood and decay. For some reason, we had a doll’s table, which was where we ate our dinner. We didn’t have a single matching cup or plate in the house. Everything had been given to us and cobbled together. We’d had to sell everything we had in Canada just to pay for our tickets home.


But as a child I never felt that we were poor or went without. If you didn’t eat your tea, that was it, you went hungry, because there was nothing else. Grub was nothing fancy: fish fingers, chips and peas, mince and tatties, stew, soup. I never got much in the way of pocket money, but Dad used to play games with me, putting both hands behind his back and asking me to pick which one contained a penny. If I got it right, I got to keep the penny.


But then things started to pick up. Dad got a job as a storeman at Lowden’s, an electrical supplier, and Mum opened a fruit shop in the Wellgate. It was quite a brave, entrepreneurial thing to do, but she knew what she was doing, having worked for a greengrocer when she was a young girl. I used to love going down to the shop, which was in a warren of buildings just across the road from our house and down some steep steps.


When Dad started working, his first purchase was a big zinc bath from the ironmonger. We would fill it with buckets of hot water, boiled on the hob, and my sister and I would bathe together. It was a step up in the world. Before then, I had to go with Dad to the public baths in order to get a wash. You would pay for your allowance of hot water, but you never controlled the tap: that was the attendant’s job. If the hot water ran out, you just had to grin and bear the freezing cold or get out.


I had to do my chores first thing every morning: it was my job to set the fire and go downstairs to the baker’s for the bread rolls. One morning, as I was kneeling next to the fire, I heard a sudden thump from one of the tenements opposite. I looked out the window and instantly recoiled, shocked to see the body of one of our neighbours splattered all over the pavement. He had committed suicide by jumping out the window. It was my first sight of a dead body. It would not be my last.


After breakfast, I would catch a double-decker to St Vincent’s Catholic primary school, on Linlathen Road. (Legend had it that Dundee Corporation painted all of its buses green because they only employed Catholics!) I always liked school, and I was in the top group, but at that time I was only really interested in football. I’d get to school early and play until the bell rang for class to start. During breaks, we would occasionally re-enact the Second World War and play Japs and British, just to break up the day, but it was mainly football for us. After school, we would play some more, usually on a bit of wasteland behind the tenements. All the local kids gathered there and kicked about among the rubble. That was our main pastime. We didn’t have many toys, and certainly no bikes, just a ball. Evenings were spent inside with my sister Terry. We would read, do our homework and make toast on the coal fire.


Our one big treat came on Saturday mornings, when we bombed down to the Gaumont Cinema for the ‘Saturday Club’. All the mothers dumped their kids there and then went shopping. The older kids upstairs would flick peanuts or slowly drip ice-cream or tomato sauce from their hot dogs down on to the necks of their victims below. The attendants – in maroon jackets and peaked caps – would move among us, threatening to chuck out the miscreants. Then the lights were dimmed and the film, usually made by the Children’s Film Foundation, would start in glorious Technicolor. The baddies were booed, the goodies were cheered, and we sang along to the tunes. It was such a contrast to tenement life.


My mum’s brother Alex had a scrapyard in Rosebank Street, further up the Hilltown. His house was always full of kids, loads of them, some of whom I didn’t even know. I always thought it was a dirty place, especially compared to our flat, which was spotless. Mum and Dad were very house proud and would send us kids off to mass every week so they could clean up. By contrast, my uncle was a typical scrappie – always filthy and dressed in an old oil-covered boiler suit – but I loved him, because he would give me a few bob for helping out at the scrapyard. I’m not sure I was much use, but it was good fun wandering about there, among all the old cars and piles of junk.


The yard entrance was squeezed between two tall buildings and had a forbidding front gate topped with coils of barbed wire. Inside there were two huge, snarling German shepherds that were chained up all day. I was terrified of them and never went near them. At night, my uncle would get me out the yard and then let the dogs loose. There was a caravan in the corner of the yard where the guys sat and had their cups of tea in oil-stained cups. Customers would come in and ask for a car part, and my uncle or his son would head off into the darkest recesses of the yard and always come back with the right thing. God knows how they did it. Nothing was catalogued or anything like that. And I don’t think much money made its way to the taxman – they only dealt in cash.


Our uncle’s example inspired Roddy in one of his earliest enterprises. The sixties and early seventies were an era of slum clearance in Dundee, with decay and dereliction all around us, so Roddy hit on a scheme to rip old pieces of lead and copper out of condemned buildings. We called the scrap metal ‘peek’ and flogged it to our uncle. I was selected to crawl under the floorboards and into the roof spaces because I was the smallest. I would wriggle into nooks and crannies, breathless and with my heart thumping, to tug at lead and copper pipes before emerging triumphantly holding my trophies aloft. There would be a chorus from Roddy and his mates of ‘Well done, Anthony! Go and get some more!’ Then I was off again. It was exciting and thrilling … and profitable. I always liked to be part of a team, even back then.


We would buy sweets, lemonade and comics with the proceeds of our ‘recycling’. To the annoyance of the old mill wifies waiting to buy their snuff, we would bunch around the newsagent’s ‘penny tray’ and take ages to spend our earnings. There were bright yellow ‘bananas’ at seven for a penny, ‘sports’ wine gums at the same price, penny dainties, lucky bags, peanut brittle and lucky tatties. And all that sugar was washed down with copious amounts of Pola Cola or fizzy-orange Fergusade as we settled down to follow our heroes in the Beano, the Dandy, Victor and Hotspur – all comics produced in Dundee, the city of ‘jute, jam and journalism’. My tastes gradually matured from Dennis the Menace and Desperate Dan to characters like Alf Tupper – a working-class hero styled the ‘tough of the track’ who would polish off a fish supper before defeating his posh rivals in long-distance races – or the Wolf of Kabul, a British intelligence officer on the North-West Frontier in Victorian times whose faithful servant would despatch rebellious tribesmen with his trusty cricket bat.


Then came 1968 and an event that changed my life. It had nothing to do with student rebellions or riots. I became a Celtic supporter. This was a momentous but largely random decision. My choice had nothing to do with them being an Irish and Catholic side. I simply saw that they were top of the league when I looked in the newspaper and thought, That’ll do me. I’ve supported them ever since.


I got the bug big time and used to cry whenever they were beaten. I was like Statto and knew everything about the team. I’d get a Celtic annual for Christmas and would study the players until I knew everything off by heart. It was a great era. Some of the Lisbon Lions, who had triumphed in Europe in 1967, were still playing: great footballers like Jimmy ‘Jinky’ Johnstone, Bertie Auld and Tommy Gemmell. Then came Davie Hay, Kenny Dalglish and Lou Macari. I’ve been fortunate enough to see them all.


I’d take my transistor radio to bed with me and listen to Celtic playing European matches. The signal ebbed in and out, and the static meant I had to concentrate, but it was thrilling to hear the atmosphere and try to build a picture of the game in my head. I would wonder where Budapest Honved played, or where Luxembourg was, and enjoyed consulting the atlas to find out. The biggest game of all was probably the 1970 European Cup semi-final, when we beat Leeds in front of 136,000 people at Hampden Park. It was billed as the ‘Battle of Britain’, as ‘Dirty, Dirty Leeds’ were the big boys of the English game at the time. It was a great victory, but a few weeks later I endured the agony of watching us lose to Feyenoord in the final.


I collected bubblegum cards featuring the players and would swap them with my mates to get rid of the countless doublers, always searching for that elusive card that nobody seemed to be able to find. We would play games with them, flicking them off the wall and trying to land them on another card so we could win it.


I played in goal and would pretend I was the gangly Welshman who was Celtic’s goalie, Evan Williams – even though I was about half his height. I was totally dedicated to Celtic and to football generally. I would go to any match, no matter who was playing, but I never paid. We would sneak in by scrambling under the turnstiles, or an adult would lift us over them. Nobody cared. Can you imagine being allowed to get away with that today?


But I could never understand the violence that seemed ever present at football matches in the sixties and seventies. On one occasion, I was watching Celtic beat Dundee at Dens Park with my dad when the Celtic fans started throwing bottles for no apparent reason. I thought, You’re winning 8–1 and you’re throwing bottles? I was too young to know that they were fuelled by drink. In those days, fans would take carry-outs into the ground. It was mad. Another time, we went to a Scottish Cup final, a midweek game at Hampden, and our bus was attacked by a sectarian mob armed with stones, bricks and bottles. It was terrifying for us youngsters, who didn’t understand what it was all about. We just wanted to watch some football and these people were attacking us because of our supposed religion.


My first impression of the East End of Glasgow, around Celtic’s ground, was that it was a terrible shit hole. The whole area was a slum, shocking even for a boy from Dundee’s Hilltown! It opened my eyes to real poverty. But while it was rough and everything was run-down, I was thrilled to be going to Parkhead, the stadium where my heroes played. Mr Ferrie, our French teacher, drove us all down straight after school. It took for ever on the winding, slow road in the school mini-bus. Then we were shepherded through the turnstiles, sticking together like glue. Groups of men were packed together as far as the eye could see, all singing the team songs. Then came the magical moment when we walked into the stadium and saw the hallowed turf. The floodlights were shining down and a fog of cigarette smoke was billowing above the bright green pitch. Everyone was smoking and drinking and singing and shouting. It was a crazy scene, but I was hooked and I’ve been going back ever since. Whenever I went to Parkhead or Hampden as a schoolboy, I used to wear cowboy boots as some protection from all the piss that flowed to the bottom of the terraces, where us kids usually stood. People would throw cans of urine into the crowd, too. It was barbaric, but I absolutely loved it.


I was also a passionate Scotland supporter, and Mum still has a letter I wrote to the News of the World in 1974, saying how great it was that we had qualified for the World Cup in West Germany. It was a star letter and the paper sent me ten pounds for it. For the first time in my life, I was rich! Four years later, I sat in front of the TV and watched Scotland lose 3–1 to Peru in the 1978 World Cup. That was the tournament we were supposed to win. We were ‘On the March with Ally’s Army’. Fifty thousand people had turned up at Hampden to see the team off to South America. Our manager, Ally MacLeod, was brilliant. He actually had the nation thinking we were going to win it.


Dundee’s slum clearance had really gathered pace by the early seventies. The council had knocked down all the old slums and was in the process of building new ones – big estates on the periphery of the city, the type that Billy Connolly calls ‘deserts with windows’. The ancient buildings in the Wellgate went first, and the Hilltown was next. We eventually moved to a three-bedroom council house in a new scheme on the western outskirts called Whitfield. We thought we had won the football pools! We were on the edge of farmland, so there were lots of fields to explore, and we even had plenty of proper football pitches. Terry got her own room, and the garden gave Dad a chance to potter. He always liked to keep busy and didn’t watch much television. But he made a big exception for The World at War, narrated by Laurence Olivier, which we watched together religiously every week. Everybody we knew seemed to watch it, too. We would gather round our television set, us kids on the floor, hugging our scabby knees, and Mum and Dad on the couch, watching the unbelievable drama unfold. But during one episode Dad suddenly started crying and left the room, which was a shock for us, because he rarely showed his emotions. Newsreel of a ship exploding and sinking had just been shown. It was HMS Barham, a giant battleship that was sunk in the Mediterranean in 1941 with the loss of over eight hundred men. It was quite a while before I discovered that Dad’s brother Archie had been one of the victims. It must have been terrible for him to see the footage of his own brother’s death. Archie’s medals are now among my most treasured possessions.


Dundee was surrounded by raspberry farms, and when our summer holidays – the ‘seven weekies’ – arrived, there was a mass exodus from the council estates to the fields. The braes of Angus and Perthshire were Britain’s great raspberry-growing belt, and between forty and sixty thousand casual pickers worked on the farms every year. For a lot of families, this seasonal work made all the difference, with the extra cash used to buy school shoes and uniforms. Over the summer, everyone seemed to have red-stained fingers and scratched hands from pulling berries – an unwelcome hazard of the job, especially for ‘unemployed’ pickers who had to sign on at the labour exchange in front of eagle-eyed clerks. It was a chance to make money but was great fun too, and the phrase ‘It’s the berries!’ entered the Dundee vocabulary as an expression of total delight.


Filthy old buses and antiquated lorries would tour the housing schemes to pick us up first thing in the morning, and we would set off with our piece bags (an old gas-mask bag from the war was especially cool), each of which contained a picnic lunch of cheese sandwiches, crisps and a chocolate biscuit with juice or milk. Once we were in the fields, with the sun beating down on our necks and a prickly jute string tied around our waists, we would load punnets with raspberries for freezing or for sale as fresh fruit. If the berries were destined for pulp or jam, they were placed in a ‘luggie’ or bucket. We were paid threepence a pound, so some lads would bury stones in among the berries to increase the weight, hoping the farmer would not notice when the pails were emptied into barrels. But that was risky. If the stones were discovered among the berries, you were sent off the fields immediately. So we hit on a better way of increasing the weight: we started peeing on the berries! It worked a treat, but I have never felt quite the same about raspberry jam since.


Each picking season was great fun. It would not be long before berry fights would erupt, with us creeping up on our targets to pelt them with soft fruit. Sometimes we were rained off, but more often than not we went home sun-burned and happily weary, with money in our pockets, our piece bags stuffed with contraband berries, and our T-shirts splattered with the tell-tale red smudges of berry fights.


Me and my pals were always running around, keeping an eye out for any opportunity to earn a few extra pennies. But we got a bit carried away during one YMCA flag day. My pal discovered that if we peeled the stickers from the bottom of our cans, we could reward ourselves for our efforts. But he was caught when his dad asked him where all his pennies had come from. A sound belting was duly administered, and I was next in line when my mate’s dad told my father what we had been up to. It was very rare for Dad to hit any of us (Mum was the disciplinarian of the family), but I got the hiding of my life. Even worse, I was put to work in the garden over the weekend and banned from going to the football. That was torture. In the distance, I could hear the roars from Dundee United’s home ground, Tannadice. I thought Dad would relent, but he never did. It was a hard lesson, but one well learned.


Mum and Dad had come from nothing, but they were certainly ambitious for themselves and, above all, for us children. In those days, working-class people tended to be terrified of debt, but Ernie – now qualified as a lawyer – encouraged Mum and Dad to buy their own place and eventually they followed his advice. Our new home was in Nursery Road, Broughty Ferry, a former fishing village that had become a wealthy suburb of Dundee at the turn of the twentieth century. It was favoured by the jute barons who had made unimaginable fortunes in the textile trade. Massive mansions were concealed behind high walls, and it was said to be the wealthiest square mile in the British Empire at one time. However, as the jute trade died out, many of the mansions were subdivided and new houses were built in their gardens.


One of our neighbours was Jim Maclean, the manager of Dundee United, and Dad had even managed to buy a car. My parents felt that they had really arrived: a house in Broughty Ferry, a car and a son who was a lawyer! But Dad still worked as a storeman in a building company, and by now Mum was on the production line at Timex, the American corporation that had a huge watch-making factory in Dundee. Dad put his construction contacts to good use and wasted no time in building an extension. Dundee’s building workers were firm believers in the redistribution of wealth, with men and materials routinely diverted from big civic and industrial projects to ‘homers’. So it was no surprise that our extension bore more than a passing resemblance to the interior of the new Wellgate shopping mall.


I earned some pocket money by helping out the builders, but by now I had a regular job, too. Since the age of eleven, I had been getting up early to deliver the local newspaper before catching the seven-thirty bus to St Saviour’s high school. The Courier was one of the last papers in Britain to appear with the front page covered in small classified adverts. It was produced by DC Thomson, the company which also published the Dandy, the Beano, Topper, Victor and Hotspur from an impressive red sandstone building in the city centre that was modelled on a Chicago office block. My paper round was great – a good earner – and I had the added perk of getting to read all the comics for free before I delivered them.
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