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To Elspeth










Author’s Note


The idea for this book came after the general election of 2005 from the publishers themselves. I had never considered writing anything biographical. I did not keep a regular diary or a scrapbook.


I had settled comfortably into my role as deputy leader of the Liberal Democrats and principal spokesman on foreign affairs. I managed still to do a little legal work which I enjoyed. I expected this well-mapped-out existence to continue indefinitely. Certainly, I did not anticipate the events that led to Charles Kennedy’s resignation, my election as leader of the party, nor my own resignation. This is a rather different book than was first envisaged.


I have tried faithfully and fairly to record my recollections. With the passage of time not only is there a sense of perspective but there is also an innocent determination to ensure that one’s own version of events prevails. I count myself to have had a privileged life in which opportunity has always played a significant part. I see my life as one of experience and not of achievement. That it should interest others at all is a surprise.


In the preparation of this book I have been assisted by the recollections of relatives and friends. I wish to acknowledge the help I have received from my wife Elspeth, my sister Fiona Sinclair, my aunts Elma Hair and Marjorie Brown, Professor Sir Neil MacCormick, Donald MacCormick, Kenneth Munro, Charles McKay, Professor Alan Alexander, Lynn Davies, John Wheatley, Alan Blair, David Steel, Jack Daniels, Anthony Garrett, Paddy Ashdown (for kind permission to reprint extracts from his published diaries), Archy Kirkwood, Carrie Henderson, Jane Bonham Carter, Mark Douglas-Home and Glasgow University Archive Services.


I should like to pay tribute to Rupert Lancaster of Hodder and Stoughton and Maggie Pearlstine, my agent, for their patience but also for their firm guidance when they thought I was exploiting that patience. AB of Hodder has assembled with the assistance of Rebecca Douglas-Home a collection of photographs which tells my story as eloquently as any text. The errors and infelicities are all mine – because, as those around me have often remarked, this is my book.


 


Menzies Campbell


January 2008










Chapter 1


One of the fast crowd


Six a.m. Tuesday, 20 October 1964. Tokyo. In three and a half hours I’ll be running in the Olympics against some of the world’s best sprinters in a stadium packed with 80,000 spectators. I tiptoe out of bed trying not to wake my three room-mates. I wash, dress and walk to the dining hall. I eat a light breakfast: cereal, scrambled eggs, milk and tea. It’s routine to me by now. I’ve been doing exactly the same for the last eight days preparing precisely for this moment.


A bus takes me to the training track thirty minutes away (I still remember the glare of the lights and the rain on the windows). I walk to the British team’s dressing room under the Meiji Olympic Stadium. Now it’s warm-up time. I need forty minutes. I’m on the practice track, behind the stadium. Where’s my pass? So much security. This is Japan’s welcome back into the world community of nations after Hiroshima. The guard stares officiously and nods me through. I jog for two laps under a gloomy grey sky. I’m warming up. I take off my blue track-suit top and jog for two more laps. Now exercises. Around me other athletes are also warming up for the 4 x 100 metre relay heats. They seem faster, bigger, stronger and more confident than me. There are eighty-four athletes in twenty-one teams competing for places in the final tomorrow. Will I be among them?


The other members of the Great Britain 4 x 100 metre relay team are on the training track. There’s Peter Radford, a quiet, academic Englishman and bronze medal winner in the 100 metres in Rome four years earlier. He runs our first leg. Next is Ron Jones. He’s Welsh, charismatic and prefers to warm up on his own. You could describe him as a cat who likes to walk by himself though we’re all like that to some extent. I run third: an awkward, excited but apprehensive Scotsman. Last is Lynn Davies, a Welshman who has just won gold in the long jump, setting a new British record that will last thirty-four years. On paper this is a team that ought to have a chance of winning a medal but, thanks to the British selectors only deciding at the last minute to take a relay team to Tokyo, we’re ill-prepared. We haven’t had enough time to practise and we’ve never competed in that running order before.


The essence of winning a relay isn’t the speed at which the athletes travel, but the speed at which the baton travels. This requires split-second transfers for the last three legs. On the training track we can see how much more practice other teams have had. We’ll need all our strength, stamina, speed and nerve if we’re to make it to the final. In the first heat at 9.30 in the morning we come third in 40.1 seconds. Italy comes first in 39.7; Poland second in 39.9. We’re in the semi-finals but can we scrape through to the final the next day? If we can who knows what might happen? One of our competitors might drop a baton or be disqualified for putting a foot across a lane marking. Can we win a medal, a bronze perhaps? Who knows? In the semi-final we run 40.1 again and come fourth behind the USA on 39.5, equalling the Olympic record, France and Jamaica, both on 39.6. We’re outrun but we make it to the final with the slowest qualifying time. We’re exhilarated and astonished. Anything can happen, can’t it? So we decide to gamble. ‘Shit or bust’ we call it inelegantly.


This is our plan. In the 4 x 100 metre relay the baton must pass from runner to runner within a 22-metre box. The runner receiving it is allowed to start his sprint 11 metres from the box. If he starts too early he risks having to slow down to let the incoming runner catch him before he exits the box. If he starts too late he’ll be running too slowly when he takes the baton. Split-second timing is everything. The baton must always travel at maximum speed. Most relay runners, including me, make a mark on the cinder track behind them to help them time their runs. When the incoming runner passes the mark I’ll take off. For the Olympic final we decide to place these check marks further back: in other words I’ll start earlier. The danger is the incoming runner may not catch me within the 22-metre box.


To have any chance of a medal we must run faster than we have ever done before in our lives. We decide we have nothing to lose.


The day of the final dawns. Every relay runner’s secret dread is dropping the baton. Today it is mine. Will I become ‘The Man Who Dropped the Baton at the Olympic Final’ in the newspapers tomorrow morning? We go to the warm-up area for one last practice. The thirty-two fastest men in the world are there, sprinting, stretching and passing batons. No one runs flat out in case he pulls a muscle. Everyone holds back just a little. As I glance around it seems to me I’m the only one who’s apprehensive. Perhaps they’re just better at disguising their feelings.


Forty minutes before the race we’re taken to a waiting area in the Olympic Stadium. We sit, trying to keep warmed up, shaking our muscles. Everyone’s doing it. The tension grows. I’m an unsophisticated twenty-three-year-old from Glasgow. Yet I’ve got this competitive spirit. I want to do well. I want to win. Then the moment comes. An official takes us to our starting stations. There’s a pathway underneath the first row of the grandstand so we walk out of sight of the huge crowd now buzzing with anticipation for the relay final. Since I’m running the third leg I walk the furthest, three-quarters of the way round the stadium. I and my seven rivals stride in silence, everyone in his own capsule of thoughts. Radford stops at the first running station. Then Jones. Then me. Davies takes a different route: he walks down the straight to his starting position for the last leg.


The final is seeded. Because we’re the slowest of the eight qualifying teams we’ll be in one of the two worst lanes: the inside or outside. The Americans, the fastest qualifiers, are in one of the two best lanes, three or four. We draw inside. It’s better than drawing outside but it has two drawbacks. The cinder track on the inside is broken up and rough from previous races and the bend is tighter than in other lanes. I’m running the bend. I go back down the track from my starting zone to make my check mark. A Japanese official stops me although I have done the same in the previous two rounds. I still make a mark of sorts – I put some grass on the cinders.


I go back to my starting position and stay standing as the race begins. I see Radford running the first leg. He passes the baton safely to Jones. I take up position on the inside of my lane. I get down, crouch, lean on my left arm and look under my right shoulder watching for Jones to hit my mark. The crowd’s shouting. My heart’s pounding. Jones hits the check mark and I take off. Later I’ll see a film of the race and I’ll realise my start was slow. But, at the time, it feels good. Jones catches me in the 22-metre transfer box. Halfway through the box I put my right arm back and lock it so it’s a steady platform. My hand’s open waiting for the baton. It’s a hollow grey metal tube. I feel it and close my fingers tight around it. Thank God, I’ve got it. A huge sense of relief.


Now I’m pounding down my lane. White plastic tape marks its right-hand edge. One step across it and I’m disqualified. Now for the bend. Bend running and straight running are very different. I’m good at bends. On a bend you have to use the right side of your body more. That’s why I hold the baton in my right hand. I think I’m fourth or fifth when I hand over to Lynn Davies but I can’t be sure. We have a good baton change. ‘Go on, go on, go on,’ I scream after him as he sprints down the track against the seven fastest men in the world. Can he lift himself again after expending so much effort winning the long jump gold medal in the wind and rain puddles seven days ago? Does he have reserves left?


Davies runs a good leg but we know we’re not in the medals. We collect our track suits and sit in the stand. We’re disappointed. Our Olympics are over. We drink Coke and receive congratulations from the other British team members. We still don’t know where we’ve come. America wins in 39 seconds dead, a new world record. Our time is 39.6, a tiny fraction slower but an unbridgeable gulf on the athletics track. We are eighth and last, but we break the UK record. We feel vindicated. In the Scotsman newspaper the next day, Harold Abrahams reports: ‘Although much maligned, the men’s sprint relay team set up the best time ever by a UK team – 39.6 sec, only 6/10ths sec worse than the winners – yet they finished last.’


I leave Tokyo with a sense of pride and relief. We’ve been here four weeks. It’s too long, the longest I’ve ever been away from home. But for those four weeks I competed at the very peak of my sport. I worked for it, dreamed of it and finally achieved it. For less than 40 seconds on a damp October day in Tokyo I was among the thirty-two fastest men in the world, a competitor.


I remember it as vividly as if it were yesterday.










Chapter 2


Childhood


For the first days of my life I was called one name by my father and another by my mother. He would peer into my crib and call me Walter. Then my mother would tuck me in and call me Menzies. ‘I’m not having him called Walter,’ she would say. ‘He’ll get Walter, Walter, Wallflower when he gets to school. I’m not having it. He’s going to be Menzies. I won’t have a son of mine with the initials W.C.’


This battle of wills went on for weeks. My mother’s family watched it agog, wondering which parent would win. Both names came from my father’s side of the family: Walter was traditionally given to the eldest son of alternate generations. My father was George; his father was Walter, his George, his Walter and so on. Now it was my turn to be Walter. My mother prevailed. I was christened Walter Menzies Campbell but she decreed nobody would ever know me by my first name. Thereafter, I was called Menzies, pronounced ‘Mingus’.


Later in their marriage their disagreements would lose the humour of this crib-side tussle of wills. My father was a drinker. His moods were unpredictable. When he had been drinking an atmosphere of tension and uncertainty entered our home. He was argumentative with my mother and, later, when I was a teenager, with me. There would be no resolution to my parents’ disputes until he retired at sixty-five and moved with my mother to Argyll. Only then did they achieve the companionable harmony that eluded them for much of their marriage.


It is impossible to write an account of my childhood and adolescence without making mention of his drinking since it had a profound effect upon me. It dictated the atmosphere at home, leaving its mark.


In the course of writing this book I discovered my sister Fiona and I have the same strong aversion to whisky. I cannot drink it. I don’t like the smell of it. If someone gives me a bottle of whisky as a present it remains unopened. I have a cupboard full of whisky at home, all presents for speaking at this or that dinner or event, all untouched. Ask my sister about it and she will tell you with revulsion, ‘I can’t stand the stuff. I can’t stand it.’ It’s visceral for both of us.


Although my sister’s retrospective of my father is different in emphasis to mine – she remembers with the greatest clarity his generosity and warmth; I his temper – each of us was imprinted in adolescence with this life-long distaste for whisky. It’s a smell we associate vividly with our father and, certainly in my case, with the arguments and tensions it ushered into our home. One benefit I derived from my father’s drinking was a greater understanding of why people did it. When, much later in life, I had to confront Charles Kennedy, when he was leader of the Liberal Democrats, about his drinking it made me sympathetic to him because drink is often a refuge for those suffering from intolerable stress. I am sure it was for my father.


Despite the tension his drinking brought to my childhood, I remember him with affection. He was a good father but, for some reason, when I was on the cusp of moving from adolescence to adulthood he found me a provocation for his anger. My sister had a much less troubled relationship with him. As a teenager I was apprehensive of him; she did not appear to be. Whereas I was an obedient son who didn’t answer back, she would sometimes go toe to toe with him. Perhaps her character was better designed for dealing with him than mine. I understand her warm memory of him because I recognise all the virtues in him that she describes.


I was born in the early morning of 22 May 1941. My parents had spent every night of the previous two weeks in an air-raid shelter a few minutes’ walk from their home, a small ground-floor flat in Park Road, near Kelvin Bridge in Glasgow. A doctor friend arrived before the nightly blitz blackout, put a bottle of whisky on the table and said, ‘Whatever happens tonight, we’re not going anywhere.’ I arrived at 1.40 a.m. before the blackout was lifted. The bombers stayed away from Glasgow and the Clyde that night. The Glasgow Herald reported on the day of my birth the intense battle for control of Crete and that fuel rationing might cause further cuts to Glasgow’s municipal bus services.


One of my aunts remembers me as a very long-limbed baby. I was certainly big, weighing 9lb 4oz at birth. My memories of my first years are few and far between. My mother, Elizabeth, but always known as Betty, wrote in a ‘Baby’ book: ‘From the moment you were born, Menzies, you never gave me one moment’s trouble. You sleep all night and seldom cry. At one year old you are crashing about the house still as good as gold but you certainly have a mind of your own.’ I have an indistinct memory of being alone for long periods with my mother when I was very young. My father, known within the family as Alistair, was often away. He was in charge of bomb damage control in several London boroughs. Because of the importance of his wartime role, we had a telephone in our home, which was unusual for the period. The telephone number was Western 6072. When my father was in London and living in a hostel he used to ring home in the evenings. I remember my mother telling me later he often had to break off because a Doodlebug flying bomb was overhead. My mother could sometimes hear their familiar but terrifying droning down the phone line as he was speaking to her. I also have a recollection of gunfire, probably the air defences along the Clyde.


 


There was a family tension in my parents’ marriage from the very beginning. My maternal grandmother had taken a strong dislike to my father and banned him from her house. She relented only when she was seventy, some twenty years after my mother and father married. Reaching three score years and ten seemed to bring with it a spirit of forgiveness in her. My grandmother was a strong woman who had firm ideas about proper and polite behaviour. My father’s habit of swearing (mildly by the standards of today) and his swagger offended her soon after she met him. A pre-marriage encounter on the phone wrecked any chance of reconciliation. My father had phoned to speak to my mother but my grandmother answered. She berated him for what she regarded a dreadful misdemeanour: ‘No gentleman keeps a girl out until 10.30 on the Sabbath night,’ she said. He told her to go to hell three times in ten seconds, according to family legend. In pre-war, respectable, God-fearing, middle-class Scotland it wasn’t behaviour designed to win over a prospective mother-in-law.


My mother’s and father’s arguments early in their marriage often revolved around my grandmother. My father referred to her with mocking sarcasm as ‘the Duchess’. My mother, who was extremely close to my grandmother and physically very like her, found herself caught uncomfortably in the clash between them. The consequences were distressing for her. When she visited my grandmother she had to do so without her husband. Although my mother was quieter than my father, she was intelligent, strong-willed, well-read and capable of standing up for herself. It was an inflammatory blend of personalities.


My parents had met in, of all unlikely places, a General Post Office in the Possilpark area of Glasgow. My mother, a civil servant, worked in the post office. My father lived nearby. He was a joiner by trade but had set up his own contractor’s business: joinery, repairs and construction work. He employed four or five men and seemed to be prosperous. He’d worked hard for it. His brother went dancing four nights a week when they were young men while my father went to night school to better himself. Prosperity suited him. He had a car and lots of girlfriends. He was generous and he was funny. His bonhomie made a party go with a swing.


The good times were not to last. The war clouds gathering over Europe brought his business almost to its knees. As the likelihood of peace diminished so did his customers. Who could afford to buy new windows or doors with war and financial uncertainty looming? Around the time my parents married he had to close the business before it collapsed. My grandmother used to say that he had gone bankrupt but it wasn’t so. For two terrible nights in March 1941, two months before I was born, German bombers blitzed Clydebank. If he had been able to keep his business going a bit longer he might have made a lot of money repairing the damage as others did. Instead he went to London to oversee bomb damage repair for the Ministry of Labour.


I can see why my mother was attracted to my father. He was raffish, always smartly dressed in hand-made suits and a black Anthony Eden-style Homburg hat. He was a strong, decisive personality, good company, and persistent in his pursuit of her. I imagine she was flattered by his attention. They split up once before their engagement but I don’t know why. My twin aunts, leaning over the banisters as ten- or eleven-year-olds, overheard a conversation between my mother and her stepfather. Apparently, after their split, my father waited every day for her as she went to work. She took two buses and he was always sitting in his car as she got off one bus to catch the other. ‘If you don’t want to get into his car you don’t have to,’ my mother’s stepfather said. It seems my father’s pursuit of her had tipped temporarily into something more worrying than flattery, at least from my grandmother’s and my step-grandfather’s perspective.


At this distance it is impossible to guess what went on between them and what exactly drove my grandmother to say, ‘You marry that man and he’ll never darken my doorstep and I’ll never darken yours.’ But the consequences for my mother were severe. She was as strong-willed as her own mother and married my father on 2 August 1940, in Possilpark, his home territory. It was her twenty-fifth birthday; my father was six years older. On the marriage certificate she described herself as a Post Office sorting clerk and telegraphist; he as a building contractor.


She must have loved him very much to marry him in the face of such strong family opposition. None of my mother’s family attended the wedding. Her twin half-sisters, my aunts, were not even allowed to be bridesmaids. My grandmother’s only contribution to the day was to buy my mother a black suit trimmed with fox fur which I’m told she wore for the ceremony. My mother had chosen it with economy in mind: she could wear it again after the wedding. I was born nine months later, presumably a honeymoon baby though in the prurience and uncertainty of adolescence I used to wonder whether I was premature or they were premature!


Did my mother regret her decision to marry my father at such a personal cost to herself? She was far too proud to let anyone think so, though there are some clues that suggest the price she paid was a high one. There was, of course, my grandmother’s implacable opposition to my father and the rows it generated between my parents. My mother’s group of long-standing girlfriends also seemed gradually to disappear. She was very close to them, criss-crossing Scotland on hill-walking expeditions with them. She was a founder member of the Scottish Youth Hostels Association. After her marriage she and her friends had less and less contact. Did they too come to disapprove of my father or did they simply drift away as they married and had their own families?


Perhaps of more significance was a noticeable change in my mother’s character. Before she was married she was calm, with a quick sense of humour, according to one of my aunts. Afterwards she became more nervous, edgy, though she could still be funny (for example, she called a particularly slow cleaning lady ‘flash’).


One of my earliest memories is of my sister being born. I was ten days short of my third birthday. I don’t think I was expecting her to arrive, nor do I have any recollection of my mother’s pregnancy. Suddenly one day I was given a baby to hold and told: ‘This is your sister.’ I was surprised by this baby. I didn’t feel challenged by her or displaced by her although I do have a memory of her being pretty, bright-eyed and quick-witted.


I have no other strong memories of childhood until I went to school at the age of five. I attended Willowbank Primary School, about ten minutes’ walk from our home in Park Road, a short street leading to Kelvingrove Park to the west of Glasgow city centre. I have a class photograph of my time there. The children all look well fed and cared for despite the receding war. A rather severe-looking woman called Miss Telfer stands in one corner of the photograph. I remember her as a good teacher, one of a number of women of her generation who never married and who dedicated their lives to teaching in primary schools. The absence of so many young men at two world wars possibly influenced their decision.


My time at Willowbank School was happy but my parents were less settled on it than me. My mother was determined I should move to a better school. She was driven by educational rather than social aspiration, though the schools she investigated also happened to be further up Glasgow’s postwar social pecking order. I remember my parents taking me to Glasgow Academy, Glasgow High School and Hillhead High School to determine whether I was capable of passing their entrance examinations. Glasgow Academy, founded in 1845, was, and still is, a private school with a record of academic achievement. Glasgow High School and Hillhead High School were at that time more akin to good English grammar schools. They were local authority schools (although the High School is now independent) which charged modest fees. My mother must have badgered the headmaster of Hillhead’s primary department because, without warning, aged seven, I was uprooted from Willowbank and sent to Hillhead.


The differences were immediately apparent. At Hillhead there was compulsory uniform. Caps had to be worn. It was a school filled with high expectations as well as the sons and daughters of doctors, solicitors and managers. Teaching was traditional and rigorous. We learned our tables by rote and we were drilled in English grammar, in my case by a Miss Brydon, who was built like a battleship and clad in swathes of black bombazine held together over her substantial and straining bosom by a cameo brooch. Every Friday she would write a sentence on the blackboard and the class was required to parse it. Failure to do so correctly was often accompanied by a sharp blow to the knuckles with a ruler.


I enjoyed this regime despite the looming Qualifying Examination known by generations of Scottish children as the ‘Quali’. Its consequences were all-pervasive. Pass it and you moved seamlessly into Hillhead’s secondary department and virtually a guarantee of middle-class prosperity. Fail it and suddenly your childhood certainties were destroyed. What school would I go to? What prospects would I have afterwards? Failure was not contemplated.


The first part of the examination consisted of an essay lasting one and a half hours. Shortly after it Mr Davidson, my form teacher, took me aside and told me I had received 20 out of 20 and that this augured well for the rest of my exam. I felt the pressure easing a little. The rest of the exam was marked out of 130. My mark was 125. I passed with the designation ‘S1’ which not only guaranteed my place in the secondary department but also put me in the top stream. This meant I would receive tuition in two languages. My parents’ response to my success was muted. After all, I had only matched their expectations.


For me, the most traumatic part of the year was the Qualifying Dance. We were instructed, red in face with embarrassment, how to do such old-fashioned dances as the Canadian Barn Dance. My toes still curl at my awkwardness at having to hold, if only with the lightest touch, the waist of a reluctant twelve-year-old schoolgirl as we danced round the school gymnasium trying not to step on each other’s toes. For a child who disliked parties and could often be found at them reading a book in a corner, the Qualifying Dance held more terrors for me than the exam itself.


I left primary school with a growing passion for sport, particularly rugby and running. (By now I knew I could run faster than most of my contemporaries, but certainly not all of them. At Sports Day I was usually in the final of whatever event was ordained for my age group, but I wouldn’t necessarily win it.)


I also left primary school with a slowly dawning realisation that my father was drinking. I knew, too, of the hostility and arguments between him and my mother. His habit was to go drinking after work. He never drank at home. At weekends he would be sober, in deference to family life. I didn’t know why his drinking fell into that pattern although I can guess at it now. He was an ambitious man working in an intensely political environment. He had become deputy general manager of Glasgow Corporation’s Housing and Works Department and wanted badly to become general manager. The job was essentially in the gift of the Labour chairman of the housing committee, who was always on the lookout for a drinking companion.


As I grew older, his drinking had an increasing impact on me. In my teens, there was a collision between us. My maturity combined with my emerging opinions seemed to anger him. He wanted the best for me and yet he didn’t want to lose me. He wanted me to stay within his sphere of influence. I was clearly an object of pride for him within Glasgow where he was becoming a powerful figure. Later on, he would refer to me as his son, ‘the Olympic runner’. My sister thinks he tried to live the lost opportunities of his own life through me.


The clash between us took me by surprise. As a small boy, I had been devoted to him. I was in awe of him and wanted to please him. If anything, I was too obedient. I have two strong memories of my father when I was a young child. One is of him leaving for work – he first went to work for Glasgow Corporation’s Housing Department in 1947. The other is of him taking me on day trips. My mother would accompany us sometimes but mostly it would be me and my father. We went to Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum, the staple bolthole for Glasgow parents on wet west of Scotland weekends. We went to the zoo at Calderpark which opened in 1947 but has closed since. Sometimes we went trout fishing outside Glasgow. We must have gone by bus because he didn’t have a car then. At one stage he had a thing about boats and we went to look at all the boats moored on the White Cart and Black Cart Waters which flow into the Clyde to the south and west of Glasgow. We returned home via Glasgow Airport where we had tea. There was no friction between us on these trips. He was good company and we got on well. It was a postwar father and son combination with happy memories; and I have them.


But even then he knew what he expected of me. Aged six, I was asked, as all children are asked, what I wanted to be when I grew up. My father’s response was immediate: ‘You’re going to be a lawyer.’ And that is what I became. I don’t think I did so as an act of obedience to my father, certainly not consciously. By the time I went to Glasgow University in 1959, I wanted to be a lawyer. Whether this was because the idea had been planted in me and took root when I was young I have no way of telling, though I’m told my father never deviated from his career choice for me. First I was to be a lawyer; then I was to be a judge. He would frequently make reference when I was older to my becoming ‘Lord Campbell of the Court of Session’. (As it turned out he was not being over-ambitious. I could have become a judge in 1996 but turned down the opportunity in favour of continuing a political career.) He may have been unusual in having such a single-minded view of my future career, although I imagine he was typical of his time. He believed strongly in education and in bettering yourself by hard work. In this, though not always in other areas of his life, he did as he preached. He started his working life as a joiner and ended it, as he had wanted, as general manager of what was then Glasgow Corporation’s Building Department which employed 5,700 people. By any standards he made a success of his working life.


My mother’s attitude to education and work was the same as his, although she was open to more career possibilities for me. Like many mothers then, and now, she wanted me to do whatever would make me happy. I wonder now whether this reflected a concern about the effect unhappiness at home was having on me. Pride and the climate of the times stopped her from discussing it with her own family. She never did so with my aunts, her two half-sisters. I was solitary by nature and bookish by habit. My sister, who was a more ebullient, resilient character, has recently described me as ‘an only child who wasn’t only’. It’s not a description that I recognise but I can see how others might have come to that view of me. I was self-contained but I was contented.


My recollection of childhood until the end of primary school is for the most part a happy one. We did what other families did. We went on bucket and spade holidays, not every summer but most summers, to St Andrews, St Monans and other Scottish seaside towns and villages. I remember a holiday on the Island of Mull and a fishing holiday beside Loch Etive in the West Highlands. One summer, when we didn’t go on holiday, possibly for financial reasons, my father used his old joinery skills to make a bagatelle board. On another occasion he made me a set of cricket stumps which gave me considerable social cachet in the neighbourhood. I was the boy with a complete set of cricket stumps. Even in football-mad Glasgow that counted for something.


We lived according to a routine that was both commonplace and comfortable by the standards of the time. Despite postwar rationing of a shilling a week for meat (tuppence of which had to be spent on corned beef) we didn’t want for food. My mother was inventive and practical in the kitchen. She bought sheep’s head, tongue, tripe, kidneys and liver. She made soup three or four times a week. The food was wholesome and always home-cooked. She was determined that we would be well fed and grow up strong to protect us from the risk of tuberculosis (TB) which had killed her father when she was three. It was an obsession in those days and one that she shared. Family meals were always at the kitchen table.


Home was a two-bedroomed, groundfloor tenement flat with a shared garden at the back and near a busy junction leading west out of Glasgow. My parents moved there when they were married, renting it initially for six months. My mother’s pregnancy with me made them extend their tenancy but, when I was on the threshold of secondary school, I didn’t question why they were still renting a flat with too few rooms for their adolescent children to have a bedroom each. Like some of my contemporaries, I slept on a sofa-bed in the sitting room. I thought nothing of it as a teenager even though my father was becoming increasingly successful in his career. By now he had a reasonable salary, he had his own car and his children were pupils at a fee-paying school attended by Glasgow’s respectable, aspirational middle classes.


Hillhead Secondary was on a different campus to the primary; it was in Oakfield Avenue, ten minutes’ walk from my home in Park Road. It was a 1930s red-brick building with corridors open to the wind and rain. (I gather they have since been walled up.) It was well equipped with science laboratories, art rooms and a gymnasium for both boys and girls. In the 1950s it was a Glasgow west end institution. Its fees and selection procedures inevitably made it a contributor to social division, but it provided a sound education for those who passed through it, including the comedian Stanley Baxter who preceded me among a generous supply of doctors, lawyers, teachers, professors and accountants. There were between 700 and 800 boys and girls. My age, raging hormones, acne and the presence of so many girls growing into young women made an uncomfortable, embarrassing mixture for me. I took my refuge in sport: athletics and cricket in summer and rugby in winter. (In rugby, my speed dictated that I played on the wing which led to my nickname Ming. I was ‘Ming on the wing’. The name stuck, although my sister and aunts always call me Menzies.) I became a tearaway fast bowler and an equally tearaway fast batsman on the cricket pitch. My running was getting better: I won the overall school sports championship in my age group at junior, intermediate and senior level. On the rugby pitch my team was more or less unbeaten for three years.


My sporting success came at the price of academic performance. I fell into the bad habit of doing just enough work to get through, until one traumatic year when I did too little work to pass a maths exam. My teacher was well intentioned but difficult to follow. At least he was for me. The end-of-term maths exam was so hard that six marks were automatically added to everyone’s score to compensate. Even with this helping hand I didn’t make the pass mark of fifty. My failure caused difficulties at home and led to me giving up maths. I was fifteen at the time, the age when decisions had to be made about which Highers (the Scottish equivalent of A levels) I would take. Maths and science were eliminated. I specialised instead in Latin, Greek, English and History (which I failed).


I don’t believe my school work suffered because of my parents’ rows or my father’s drinking even though I remember one frightful flare-up when he threatened to leave my mother. I must have been thirteen or fourteen. He never did leave. Nor did he change his habits until he retired. If my mother had married him twenty years later I’m sure she’d have divorced him. She belonged to a generation that disapproved of divorce and which tried to make the best of a bad situation for the sake of the children.


My teenage home life took on a routine that kept me out of my father’s way. I’d come back from school at 4 p.m., have high tea at 6 p.m. and then catch a bus or tram to the nearby Mitchell Library to do my homework. I’d return home at 10 p.m. I did this every school term night, apart from Fridays, for four years. On Friday nights I’d go to the local cinema. The programme started at 7.30 p.m. and I would return home at 10.30.


At the weekends, sport was a bond between me and my father. He’d drive me to rugby matches or athletics meetings on Saturdays and would be generous and good-humoured. In the evening we would gather together to listen to the big Bush radio in the sitting room. Top of the Form, a general knowledge contest between schools, was a particular favourite. Many years later, when I appeared on Desert Island Discs, the first piece of music I chose was Wagner’s ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ because it took me back to one of those evenings listening to Top of the Form. I remember hearing this extraordinary music and a girl contestant, about the same age as me, identifying it correctly. I was astonished she knew so much. When friends dropped by at the weekends, as they often did, my parents and they would discuss politics, a constant topic of conversation at home.


At school I was scraping by in the classroom but succeeding everywhere else. In time I became captain of the athletics team, secretary of the cricket club, joint chairman of the literary and debating society and a prefect in fifth form. I did, though, have two serious setbacks, one of which threatened my continued participation in athletics and sport.


By the time I was fifteen, I was six feet two inches tall, the same height as I am now, and I weighed twelve and a half stone. Also I was fast. Few could catch me on the rugby pitch. Consequently, I was promoted to play in an age group above my own. One wet afternoon we were playing seven-a-side in preparation for a schools tournament. I was running with the ball and dummied a pass which sent the opposing players the wrong way. I carried on running and then fell flat on my back for no obvious reason. I thought I had pulled a muscle but it was astonishingly sore. Two of my team-mates helped me home. I was unable to move and a consultant orthopaedic surgeon had to be brought from Glasgow Royal Infirmary to examine me.


He diagnosed a slipped epiphysis, an uncommon condition of the hip joint. In adolescence, muscles can develop quickly but bone structures take longer to strengthen and firm. My muscles had become so strong that the ball of the thigh bone had slipped backwards. (I have since read a layman’s description of this condition: it’s like a scoop of ice cream slipping off the top of a cone.) The consultant’s prognosis was good but it meant I had to spend six weeks in bed. I worried that my sporting career had come to an end, and it was a difficult and uncomfortable time for me. My only consolation was the number of pretty girls who visited me offering black grapes and comfort.


The other setback was less alarming in its potential long-term consequences although it so infuriated my father that he considered moving me to another school. At Hillhead it was established convention for the first-choice fifth-form prefect to become school captain the following year. I was the first choice and the rugby captain. A pupil called Derek McKinnon was second choice. When we returned to school for the start of sixth year I assumed I would become school captain. I was wrong. Derek McKinnon did. My father took the insult personally. He threatened to remove me from Hillhead and investigated sending me to Glasgow High School instead. The storm blew over as quickly as it had come. When his hurt pride had subsided, it was realised that moving me might be counter-productive for my university prospects. So I became school vice-captain without ever receiving an explanation for it.


My non-academic achievements could hardly have been higher. I was in the rugby, cricket and athletics teams. The previous summer I had run for the Scottish schools in an international against England and Wales. In the sixth form I and a pupil called Mark Cantley, who arrived at Hillhead by way of Portora Royal School in Northern Ireland, teamed up for debating competitions. We won the English Speaking Union West of Scotland Schools’ Debating Trophy and an inter-city school debating contest between Glasgow and Edinburgh. (By a curious coincidence Mark Cantley is the father-in-law of Tim Farron, Liberal Democrat MP for Westmorland and Lonsdale.)


In the classroom, however, I was surviving day by day but only just. I didn’t know it then but I was jeopardising my chances of going to university. Although neither of my parents had gone to university, they assumed without question that I would. Hillhead High also made the same assumption. So halfway through sixth form I was dispatched along with a group of other pupils to meet the studies adviser at Glasgow University’s Faculty of Arts. Before the meeting I had prepared an application form on which I had written with great certainty that I wished to take an MA followed by an LLB. In the space marked profession, I wrote with equal sureness one word: Advocate.


The meeting with the studies adviser was perfunctory, lasting no more than fifteen minutes. He asked me what examinations I had passed and what examinations I was sitting. When I told him he responded by saying something that I heard as ‘polly con’ but which was really ‘Pol.Econ’, the abbreviation for political economy, the traditional Glasgow way of referring to economics. So I found myself committed to a subject about which I knew nothing. The adviser also talked to us briefly about being a student at Glasgow. He said we would drink a lot of sherry and learn not to spill cups of tea on young ladies. I did neither.


The next stage of my life beckoned but I made it to Glasgow University only by the skin of my teeth. At least one of my contemporaries at school failed university entrance with better exam grades than mine. For those who do not know Glasgow, my move to university didn’t bring with it a widening of my geographical boundaries. My parents’ flat in Park Road was approximately ten minutes from Hillhead High School as well as ten minutes from Glasgow University. The consequence was that from birth, childhood, school to university I was destined to live and work in a triangle the longest leg of which was a ten-minute walk. It was an existence that could only be described as provincial.










Chapter 3


University friends


For my first day at university in September 1959 I wore my old school blazer with the braid removed. It was what you did in those days: everyone made do and mend no matter how well off they were. Glasgow University drew its students predominantly from the city surrounding it, and particularly from those schools against which I had played rugby and cricket for the past six years. Many of the eighteen-year-old freshers walking that day towards the university tower, loftily peering across the River Kelvin and Glasgow from Gilmorehill, were dressed like me. We lived in an era of formality. Students routinely wore jacket and tie. Three years later, when I started my LLB, I and my fellow law students would wear suits, stiff collars and bowler hats.


As I joined the long queue at the matriculation hall behind the Hunterian Museum, I remember distinctly an exhilarating sense of life changing in spite of the routine familiarity of my surroundings. (I had, after all, grown up to the chime of the university’s clock and the urgent but fainter ‘Hurry Bell’ which rang immediately after the hour to hurry students to their next lecture.)


I handed over my matriculation fee and received a card upon which were two Latin words, Natio Glottiana, taken from the name given to the Clyde by Tacitus. It meant I was born in the county of Lanark. Outside was the annual freshers’ fair, a bustle of stalls, milling students and university club evangelists all vying to sign up new members. I remember a Kelvinside Academy old boy (he was wearing the tie) saying nicely, ‘How about joining the Liberals?’, and me paying the half-crown membership fee. I have since said my affiliation to the Liberals was ‘my first act of rebellion’ because both my parents voted Labour. In truth, it was neither rebellion nor the apparently thoughtless whim I’ve described. From the age of fifteen, as I became politically aware in a household that reverberated to political discussion, I had grown to admire Jo Grimond, the Liberal leader. His brand of urbane, charismatic but principled politics attracted me much more than the unreconstructed, industry-led socialism of the Scottish Labour Party. In particular, I felt Grimond spoke for me when, soon after becoming leader in 1956, he attacked Anthony Eden’s imperialistic and disastrous dispatch of troops to the Suez Canal. So, emotionally, I belonged to the Liberals long before I strolled through the stalls at the freshers’ fair. My intellectual underpinning in liberalism followed a year later when I read John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty as part of my moral philosophy course.


On my way to the Union building to pay the two guinea membership fee, I met Neil MacCormick, a fellow first-year student and son of one of the most political families in Glasgow. In 1934 his father John had engineered the merger of the National Party of Scotland and the Scottish Party to form the Scottish National Party (SNP). His brother Iain, later SNP MP for Argyll from 1974 to 1979, ran the Nationalist Association at Glasgow University, a mantle that Neil would inherit on his way to becoming professor of public law at Edinburgh University and SNP member of the European parliament from 1999 to 2004. He was knighted in the Queen’s Birthday Honours in 2001. I had known Neil since the age of fifteen though more as rival than friend. We had been schoolboy debaters: he for Glasgow High School; me for Hillhead High. We had also been on opposite sides in schoolboy rugby matches. He was the High School first XV’s pack leader and he recollects deciding to ‘fix’ me, as he put it, because I was, in his view, a ‘menace’. On this meeting though, he was full of warm good humour. ‘Come and meet my cousin,’ he said and we carried on into the Union. His cousin was Donald MacCormick, the secretary of the Labour Club who later became a celebrated broadcaster and presenter of Newsnight. The Labour Club chairman was then a West Highlander called John Smith and the treasurer was a gangly, bespectacled student by the name of Donald Dewar.


And so I fell effortlessly into a group of young men drawn together by the pull and camaraderie of the Union, coffee room discussions, the excitement of formal political debating and, of course, late night drinking and boisterous post-debate parties. Why one generation of Glasgow University students should have produced a Labour leader, a Liberal Democrat leader, a Lord Chancellor as well as a Secretary of State for Scotland who became the first of Scotland’s post-devolution First Ministers is a question I’m often asked.


There are a few possible explanations, the most compelling of which is that Glasgow University’s political debating tradition coincidentally became strongest during the 1950s and early 1960s just as Conservatism (and, perhaps more importantly in Glasgow, Unionism) passed a historic high-water mark in Scotland. John Smith, Derry Irvine and Donald Dewar were the most celebrated of a group of intelligent, articulate students who were brought eventually to prominence in the consequent realignment of political power. All three, like me, graduated MA and LLB. But Derry was different in one significant respect. He was an infrequent visitor to the Labour benches in Union debates. His focus was the law not Glasgow University Union politics, despite his close friendship with John Smith. We knew him as a prodigiously intelligent, focused and hard-working student who was clearly destined to be an eminent legal figure. He inhabited the fringes of the political crowd. From Glasgow, he went to Christ’s College, Cambridge, to study English Law.


The impression sometimes given in contemporary references to this period is that these emerging personal relationships were forged among a small band of people. In fact, the opposite was the case. There was a large and shifting circle of close as well as distant acquaintances probably typical of any campus. Many of these have also gone on to be well known in their chosen fields: for example Jimmy Gordon, now Lord Gordon of Strathblane, who became a media tycoon with Radio Clyde and latterly Scottish Radio Holdings; and Meta Ramsay, now a baroness, who became a foreign policy adviser to John Smith after a long and now publicly recognised career in intelligence. New people joined the circle; regulars dropped out after graduation or when exams loomed on the horizon. At any one time there were perhaps 400 students actively involved in the gossip, politics or organisation of the men’s Union, the women’s Union, the Students’ Representative Council and the political clubs.


Those of us who lived within walking distance of the university were more likely to congregate there by night and to be active in its corporate life. The coffee room was a favourite and informal meeting place. The Union’s beer bar which closed at 10 p.m. was another popular hangout. From 9 p.m. there would usually be a group of students from the political clubs there. Famously, the basement of Donald Dewar’s home, or, more accurately, the basement of his parents’ stylish house on the southern edge of Kelvingrove Park a few minutes’ walk from the university, was a regular night-time haunt. The Dewars were haute bourgeoisie compared to the rest of us but kindly and indulgent to Donald’s student friends.


From memory, the basement had a sitting room, two bedrooms, one of which was Donald’s, and a separate entrance from the street. Quite regularly Donald would entertain anything up to sixty students (as long as they brought their own drink). There was music (I remember Robin Hall and Jimmy McGregor records on the gramophone), singing and conversation until the early hours of the morning. At some stage during the evening a delegation of party-goers would climb the stairs to meet Donald’s parents. I was invariably a member of this group because my athletics training meant I didn’t drink. I was one of the few students downstairs who could be relied upon not to be sick on Dr and Mrs Dewar’s carpets as we marvelled at their collection of Scottish Colourist paintings. Donald later admitted to an interviewer he was always glad to see me in his basement throng because he knew when he sent me upstairs his parents would feel reassured the party down below was not as wild as it sounded.


The curious thing about these parties was that Donald seemed in his element, enjoying the role of host. Yet, paradoxically, he did little to make himself popular beyond his basement. Donald, whom I grew to like enormously in adulthood, was an acerbic figure at university. He could be unsympathetic, with a sharp tongue that he sometimes used to great effect.


I remember one example of this particularly. In 1964 I became president of the University Union. By tradition, the Union held a formal ball on the Friday before Christmas as a gift to the president. I wore white tie, the men black tie and the women long dresses. Guests from other university Unions had also been invited. It was usual practice for a toast to be made to the president at the dinner beforehand and I asked Donald if he would do it for me. He agreed, but on the night he was in a dreadful mood, and he proceeded to rip into me for five minutes before proposing the toast. Among other insults, he said my debating style left no cliché unturned (probably true!).


Donald MacCormick has since revealed that Donald Dewar told him he modelled himself at this time on a character in short stories by Saki, the pen name of H.H. Munro. The character, called Clovis, was a young man who was very cutting, sarcastic and liked to be studiedly rude.


When we weren’t gathering in Donald’s basement we were in the large and welcoming flat belonging to Neil MacCormick’s parents which was perched on the hill across the River Kelvin from the university. Or else we were at post-debate parties in the Union which usually started late and went on until very early.


The first one of these parties I attended followed a debate on home rule for Scotland and Wales and the reunification of Ireland. It was in November 1959, the second debate of the year, and I made my maiden speech from the Liberal benches in support of home rule. A report of the debate described the standard of first contributions as ‘fair’ though the Maiden Speakers’ Prize was ‘withheld’. Nevertheless my reward came in the guise of the president of the Liberal Club, a student called Alistair McKinlay. He slipped me a coveted ticket for the party afterwards in the Reading Room, nicknamed the ‘Squeezy’ on dance nights because it was kept dark and promising for student romance. The home rule debate was when I first became aware of John Smith. He concluded for Labour with what I remember as a coruscating and fluent speech. My clear recollection is that he spoke in favour of the motion backing self-government for Scotland and Wales and the reunification of Ireland proposed by the nationalists. However Neil MacCormick remembers the opposite. The contemporary report of the proceedings sheds no light on this but does record mysteriously that John Smith ‘marred an otherwise fine contribution by lapsing astonishingly (in the circumstances) though hardly unpredictably into religious bigotry of the most expendable variety’. As I discovered later he was not just a good performer in debates, he was the life and soul of the parties afterwards. There would be a barrel of beer, an urn of coffee, sandwiches and singing: a mixture of folk, Gaelic, Protestant and Catholic songs. Nowadays singing songs like ‘The Sash My Father Wore’ is rightly regarded as sectarian. We were incredibly naïve: we thought they were just good songs. Singing them certainly didn’t seem sectarian to us at the time even though Glasgow was, by any definition, a sectarian city. Catholic children went to Catholic schools; Protestant children went to non-denominational schools. Religious discrimination was commonplace. The test was the apparently innocent enquiry: ‘Which school did you go to?’
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