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For as long as anyone could recall our communal half-acre was known as the back green, although there were rumours that in other parts of the city they were known as back courts.


 










Preface


As the printed versions of these tales were only intended to last for an hour or so in the hands of a reader at a microphone before being dropped in the recycling bin, it’s probably worth explaining how they reached the pages of this little book. Over the years, I’ve exhibited at least two familiar traits of the actor’s trade. First, I’ve callously fiddled with many of the hundreds of scripts that proper writers have passed my way and which have helped me earn my living. I’ve usually justified my suggestions for changes or cuts with the familiar phrase: ‘I don’t think my character would say that.’ The real meaning of which is: ‘I’m not really up to this, can you make it easier for me?’


        I’ve also tried, totally unsuccessfully, to write that award-winning play or film script, preferably with a starring role for myself and some chums. There are still mouldy little files with scribbles and half-baked ideas buried in bin bags deep in cupboards, hopefully never to see the light of day. What ‘writing’ I have achieved has been during the hothouse process of collaborative theatre or shaping the text of a documentary voice-over in an airless sound booth.


        I would like to think that some of that has been occasionally useful, but I’ve longed to hear my own words in the voice of another. To experience the pleasure or pain of hearing these words either enhanced or mangled by another actor.


        That great screenplay still eluding me, I finally wrote the first of these short pieces for the self-imposed brief of a fifteen-minute short story for radio which, although based on an incident in my childhood, would hopefully be recorded by another actor. The strict timing demands would help me focus my thoughts and impose a discipline I don’t normally have. These fifteen minutes of writing fame would then be run up the flagpole and I would wait to see if they were saluted or peppered with buckshot. ‘A Very Bad Thing’ went off to the BBC Radio 4 short story department under the assumed name of Tulloch Cameron and I awaited the rejection slip.


        What, in fact, came was an acceptance letter starting with ‘Dear Mr Cameron’ and ending with ‘. . .  and we would like to ask the actor Bill Paterson to read it as an Afternoon Story’.


        I wish I could report that Paterson did the decent thing and turned the offer down but he fell at the first hurdle and owned up to being the writer with what I thought was improper haste. The result was that the story was broadcast as ‘written and read by Bill Paterson’. So much for the promise of employing another actor, but at least they were all my own words.


        Thanks to a commission from BBC Radio Scotland and the unstinting encouragement and coaxing of the producer Marilyn Imrie, the first tale became a group of five, broadcast in 2003. A further five tales were transmitted in 2007.


        Not a lot happens in the tales, but what does is essentially true, albeit through the prism of childhood which can exaggerate sizes and stretch time; hopefully not a rose-tinted prism, just the slightest bit golden. To some extent the first stories wrote themselves but when I moved out of the back green for the later stories, I realised something that should have been obvious.


        Up until about the age of twelve childhood happens to us. The big decisions of where we live, where we go to school and even who we spend our time with are more or less taken for us. The back green defined that life very tightly. Beyond the back green, we begin more and more to shape our own lives and to make conscious choices about where our lives might go. They might be really silly decisions but they are our own. As soon as I became aware that I had started to dip my toe too deeply into the waters of autobiography I called a halt.


        In all the tales I’ve tried to hint at what was changing around our lives at a very fluid part of British history. In retrospect it was a crucial shift from a staid, almost Edwardian post-war society to something much more volatile. Even as ten-year-olds we were aware of these changes. News reached us through radio, early TV and punchy cinema newsreels. The British Empire was coming to an end, rock and roll had begun and we knew all about the threat of nuclear annihilation. Those mid-fifties years were the bedrock for what was to become the 1960s, which my generation plunged into with gusto – and anything else we could lay our hands on. 


        And all around us our great city of Glasgow was embarking on the turmoil and chaos that would see whole swathes of the city and its industries vanish for ever. Perhaps the violence of that upheaval seared itself on my memory. My Scotland of the fifties and sixties is preserved in amber, like Jurassic Park’s mosquito, with its DNA still intact, whereas the decades since are complex and blurred. Of course there’s nothing unique in that. It’s just the way it is and for better or worse it’s what has informed these tales.


        From the first broadcast of the tales there were enquiries about print versions of the stories so the pages were rescued from that bin but still remain transcripts of the spoken word, rather than literature. The observant will notice occasional additions and changes to those scripts where the radio schedule forced the sort of cuts that I used to suggest to others without any such excuse.


        At least I learned what that was like.


 


Bill Paterson


 


April 2008


 


 


 










A Very Bad Thing


It had been the longest and hottest that any of us could remember. That summer of 1955. So long and so hot that a fear had spread among us. 


        The fear had a name that was new to us, but which sounded strangely like the brand name of those new sweets with the hole in the middle and which were quite dear at tuppence a packet. It was a fear haunted by newsreels of clanking great machines called iron lungs and young lives stopped in their tracks. ‘It’s polio time!’


        A mother’s voice rang round the darkening quadrangle of tenements and one of our more cautious pals would leave the back green and head for an early bed at seven o’clock. Lots of sleep was said to be the great protection. And jags. 


        For as long as anyone could recall our communal half-acre was known as the back green, although there were rumours that in other parts of the city they were known as back courts. Neither name came anywhere close to describing those tight oblongs of beaten earth created by five storeys of sandstone cliffs. 


        At some times of year these tenement walls were too high to allow the pale watery sunlight to creep over. This left a permanent midwinter gloom, just like those valleys in the Alps or that loch near Glencoe that my dad had told me about. 


        True, there was the occasional patch of ‘green’ in our back green, usually at the bottom of the roan pipes or round the concrete bases of the air-raid shelters. But even these sturdy survivors stood in constant threat of being ripped out and used in a clod fight. Perhaps, unwittingly, we were concerned with the redistribution of what little vegetation there was, because I believe greenness has returned to that corner of Dennistoun and I would like to think that we played our part. 


        However, as I say, in that long parched summer of 1955 there was little more than beaten black earth and dust. Dust so deep and so fine that you could scuff it along behind you to give the impression of being a stagecoach in one of those corners of the Arizona badlands we saw every Saturday morning at the Gaumont British Picture House. Dust so grey that it looked like the stuff that came out of hoovers – and may well have been. Dust of such doubtful pedigree that just the look of it said ‘polio’. 


        But it was too good to miss. It was too abundant to be ignored. And it was communal. Kids who had little in the way of Dinkies or dollies could lay just as much claim to the dust as kids whose dads worked in the meat market where a job opened doors to untold wealth – or so we believed. 


        Some use had to be found for this dust. Something more tangible than Arizona dust trails. Something more creative than primitive mud pies. 


        And this is where the icon of that year came into focus. You’ll have heard of it of course. It was ‘the bomb’. 


        Britain was joining the H-bomb club. We had moved on from that simple old atomic thing and we had become one of the Big Three. The world was moving to the brink. Khrushchev was already there, with Eisenhower, and Anthony Eden was determined not to be left behind. 


        The cold war was getting colder and in our corner of the back green we had started our first tentative experiments to imitate the effects of nuclear fission. 


        You see, nothing was more suitable for creating mushroom clouds than back-green dust. Wasn’t that what they were made from anyway?


        And we knew quite a bit about mushroom clouds. They could be found again and again in our comics, Scottish Movietone News, bubble-gum cards – everywhere! It was the dominant image of the day rivalled only by that rounded oblong of the TV screen which framed it so well. We had seen so many of these clouds that we wanted our very own. And the dust was waiting. 


        So the early experiments began – soon to be called ‘tests’. The simple throwing in the air of a handful of low-grade dust to create a misty curtain of debris was soon abandoned and left to the under-fives. 


        Something more explosive was required, and quickly too. This dry weather couldn’t hold out for ever; certainly not in Dennistoun. Those westerlies could blow in from Argyll any day now and turn our dust to the usual glue in twenty minutes. 


        I wish I could claim credit for the technological breakthrough when it came, but I don’t think I can. It was dazzlingly simple, like all truly progressive notions, and for two weeks we never stopped testing and refining the basic idea. 


        Paper pokes. Easily found in any household and abundant, if you were willing to risk the polio, in the middens. 


        The pokes, or bags as they were known up the better closes, were filled with our treasured dust and thrown, either at walls, or in the air to drop to earth. 


        Some were dropped from the air-raid shelters, those relics of a war long since over, which always seemed to us a flimsy protection from any bomb, never mind one made from hydrogen. But they did seem the ideal place to drop the things from and what’s more they gave you a wonderful aerial view as the dust cloud spread out anything up to two feet wide. It was a lovely sight and somehow the longer it took to gather the dust and fill the pokes the greater the satisfaction of the mushroom. 


        All through that arid July these tests continued and still the sun parched more earth and created more material for our by now day-long obsession. 


        I suppose it was only a matter of time till the ultimate achievement was attempted and the notion of the ‘Big One’ was formulated. You see if you throw yourself wholeheartedly into this kind of activity then the result will be beyond any one person’s control. After all, we had the example of the USA and the Soviet Union. And who were we in the back green to go against the march of time?


        It was a simple stroke of luck that made the Big One a reality. The Swallow Café at the north-east corner of the block had just taken delivery of a new cooling system for their ice creams and had dumped the packing case in the midden. It was a tough cardboard crate in the appropriate shape of a coffin but quite a bit bigger. 


        There was no doubt among any of us as we dragged the case across the sun-scorched earth that we were now embarked on something gigantic with unknown consequences. But it had to be done. 


        It would take days to fill the colossal crate and there were even doubts that there was enough dust in our own patch to complete the task. If not, we would be forced to go to the next back green and that would almost certainly mean conflict with the MacGarrs. They were a family dynasty known to play tig with hatchets and they had more or less besieged us for years, so any attempt at even looking into their territory was out of the question. 


        The answer was to instigate a kind of forced labour. Even the tiniest kids on the block were rounded up and roped in to scour every nook and cranny and bring their tiny wee handfuls to the Big One’s box. Sweeping brushes were commandeered along with shovels as parents stared down in disbelief at what looked like a great cleaning job going on. 


        ‘Och, it’s lovely to see them doing something useful,’ they said, in much the same tone that people have always used when talking about the way the armaments industry mops up the unemployed. They had no idea of the ultimate aim of it all and security was such that they never did know. At least not until Day Zero. 


        It’s too long ago now for me to remember the exact date of the testing of the Big One, but I think it was around the beginning of August. Just before we went on our holidays to Millport. Looking back on it, this was a time that held a chilling resonance but it meant nothing to us then. We were oblivious to all but our date with destiny. 


        Some time during these July tests we discovered that by far the most effective mushroom cloud could be achieved by throwing away the paper pokes and simply pouring a quantity of dust from an appropriate height. For example a shoebox full of material was quite spectacular when poured from the roof of a washhouse. So, relatively speaking, there were only certain suitable places to launch the Big One and we were surrounded with them. 


        The Glasgow tenement has a classical elegance and proportion that makes its top floor, or storey, perfect for pouring down one and a half hundredweights of back-green dust. And so it was decided that it would be the top stairhead window of Mr Baird’s close at 191 Meadowpark Street, Dennistoun, Glasgow E1, Scotland, Great Britain, Europe, The World (near the Moon) that would see the climax of our dreams and the testing place of our aspirations. 


        The reasons for this choice were simple. The close was centrally situated on the east side of the block and the back close was straight in at ground level making it easier to boyhandle the Big One to the summit. 


        Even so, this was no easy task and it was only made possible thanks to the strongest ones like Big Alan and Kenny – despite his great fear of the polio – and Jon who became a physical education teacher in Kirriemuir. There were others but I’m afraid I’ve forgotten their names. 
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