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Introduction

In the summer of 1930, Glasgow’s Evening Citizen lamented the damage done to the city’s reputation by the growing notoriety of its gangsters. Glasgow, the Citizen declared, was becoming known throughout the world as a ‘city of gangs’. Dozens of gangs, with a combined membership – by one police estimate – of between 5,000 and 7,000, were said to exercise a reign of terror in the city’s poorer districts.

While alarmist in tone, press reports on Glasgow’s gang menace were not without foundation. Territorial conflicts, frequently laced with religious sectarianism, were being fought out in pitched battles on the city’s main thoroughfares, in fights in cinemas and dance halls, and in highly targeted raids on the homes of the leading belligerents. Some of the larger gangs operated protection rackets in the districts to which they laid claim, leading to widespread allegations in the national as well as local press that Glasgow’s gangsters had adopted ‘American’ crime methods.

Glasgow was not the only British city to be blighted by gangs during the early decades of the twentieth century. The 1920s witnessed a violent struggle for control of protection rackets at race meetings in south-east England. Gangs from London and Birmingham fought with razors, knives and guns in what became known as the ‘Racecourse Wars’, even though most of the violence took place on the streets of the capital. In August 1925, twenty men fought with razors in Shaftesbury Avenue, prompting the Conservative Home Secretary, Sir William Joynson-Hicks, to declare war on the ‘race gangs’ in an interview with the Daily Express. Nor was violence confined to London: in Sheffield, a long-running dispute between two gangs vying for control of a huge open-air gambling ring on the city’s outskirts was only curtailed when a police flying squad met force with force. Glasgow’s gangs were not unique, but they were more numerous, more entrenched and harder to police than those found elsewhere in Britain.

Why was Glasgow different? Part of the answer lies in the density of the city’s population. Glasgow was the most congested place in Britain, its homes the most overcrowded, its streets more boisterous than those of London, Birmingham, Manchester or even Liverpool. The bulk of Glasgow’s population lived in four-story tenements, their grey stone blackened by decades of smoke. When young men gathered in groups on the street corners, the sheer density of population in the tenement districts meant that they did so in much greater numbers than their counterparts in England. Another factor that made Glasgow more combustible than the major English conurbations was the persistence of a virulent strain of religious sectarianism. While bigotry was by no means unique to Glasgow – Liverpool, too, saw communal skirmishes between Protestants and Catholics on key days in the festive calendar – sectarian violence was a bigger part of everyday life in Glasgow’s poorer districts than elsewhere in Britain. Here, even football allegiances were laced with ‘religious’ antagonisms.

Glasgow acquired its unenviable and enduring reputation as the most violent place in Britain during the 1920s and 1930s as gang conflicts intensified in this age of mass, long-term unemployment. Glasgow’s two staple industries, shipbuilding and heavy engineering, fell into steep decline after the First World War, never to fully recover. During the 1920s, thousands of young men were denied the opportunity to follow their fathers into the Clydeside shipyards and engineering works. After the Wall Street Crash of 1929, Glasgow’s plight worsened. By 1931, a third of the city’s workforce was unemployed. Along with poverty and overcrowding, unemployment was more widespread in Glasgow than in most other British cities, and it persisted further into the 1930s: while those cities closer to London benefited from a slow recovery spurred by the expansion of light manufacturing industries, Glasgow – ‘Second City of the Empire’ and shipbuilding capital of the world as recently as 1913 – stagnated. In 1936, 90,000 of the city’s registered workers were unemployed compared to just 21,000 in Birmingham.

Within Glasgow, unemployment was keenly felt among working-class Protestants, who had traditionally enjoyed a near monopoly of skilled industrial occupations and the relatively high and secure wages that these offered. Catholics, too, felt a profound sense of grievance, complaining that many Protestant employers discriminated against them when hiring workers. Regardless of their religion, young men found unemployment frustrating as well as dispiriting. Unemployment benefit (dole) was enough to ward off destitution, but not enough to participate fully in the new world of leisure symbolised by the glitzy palais de danse that had sprung up in Glasgow, as elsewhere in Britain, fuelled by the national euphoria that greeted the end of the Great War. The construction of these palatial places of entertainment against the backdrop of dole queues and widespread poverty fuelled anger and a widespread resort to crime.

For young men from Glasgow’s poorer districts, gang membership offered a source of kudos that was difficult to find in the world of work. The ability to instil fear – and intimidate more prosperous passers-by – was no little compensation for those who routinely endured the indignities of low-paid, low-status employment, or the interminable queuing and petty humiliations of the labour exchange. As a gang member, a youth might enjoy a degree of prestige along with the prospect of making some money on the side. 

On the street, the Glasgow gangster was instantly recognisable by his swagger. Albert Mackie, who worked in the city as a journalist during the late 1920s and 1930s, described how: 

When he walked abroad, he made the most of himself. His gait … had something in it of the strut of the pouter pigeon. The head wove defiantly, the hands swung palms downwards and open, like a cowboy’s ready to be quick on the draw. 

Like his walk, the gangster’s clothes were designed to attract attention. He wore a short jacket, a waistcoat with fancy lapels, flared trousers and patent leather shoes with pointed toes. On his head he sported a tweed cap, known as a ‘bunnet’. ‘When one met a youth so attired,’ Mackie recalled, ‘one treated him with respect and kept one’s distance, particularly if he came in strength.’ In a city of stark social divisions, this tacit acknowledgement of the toughness of the denizens of the slums meant a great deal. 

To make sense of the growing menace posed by the gangs during the 1920s and 1930s, police officers and members of the judiciary as well as journalists looked to America. Hollywood, it appeared, had Britain in its thrall. As the Evening Citizen put it in 1926: 

The cinema is the biggest propaganda-agent that the world has ever seen; and it is daily and nightly, in every British town and village, propagating American ideas, American manners, American language, and American methods. The cinema is helping to destroy British character. It is doing its best to make us American.

Young people in the city’s poorer districts showed few such misgivings. To them, America represented the Modern Age. The growth of the cinema helped to usher in new styles of music, dance and dress: Hollywood spelled glamour and romance. During the early 1930s, the popularity of gangster films such as Little Caesar (1930), The Public Enemy (1931) and Scarface (1932) prompted fears of an unparalleled wave of ‘copycat’ crime.

On the surface, Glasgow’s gangsters confirmed the worst of these fears. They modelled their appearances, gestures and vocabulary on those of Hollywood tough guys like George Raft and Paul Muni, while their rackets were said to draw inspiration from the exploits of Al Capone. Against this backdrop, Glasgow was widely labelled the ‘Scottish Chicago’. This was pure hyperbole: in stark contrast to Chicago, where 500 gangland slayings had been reported during the 1920s, Glasgow’s gangsters seldom killed each other or anyone else. However, the novelty of cinema and the prevailing fear of ‘Americanisation’ fostered shallow explanations of gang conflict. In reality – as more acute commentators in the local and national press sometimes acknowledged – Glasgow’s gangs were deeply rooted in the everyday life of the city. Their members, on closer inspection, were surprisingly ordinary.

Delving into the ganglands of the 1920s and 1930s requires sustained historical detective work. Then, as now, gang members craved notoriety, but only on their own terms: they took great care to screen their activities from the police and they were deeply wary of strangers. The vast bulk of the surviving information on the gangs and their activities was compiled by outsiders, most of them socially remote from, and hostile to, the people whose actions they were describing. Feature articles in the local and national press were frequently based on briefings by senior police officers, who provided insights into the nature of the gangs, the size of their respective followings and the basis of their feuds. This information was divulged with a clear purpose: to show the City of Glasgow Police as a model force. The ability of the police to deal with the gangs is frequently over-stated as a result.

The most extensive records to survive from the first half of the twentieth century are press reports on the trials of gang members in Glasgow’s courts. The three local evening newspapers – the Evening Citizen, Evening News and Evening Times – all carried reports on selected court cases, as did the Glasgow Herald, the newspaper of choice of the city’s middle class. Gang cases loom large in these reports. The local press therefore provides historians with a vast amount of information on those gang members brought before the magistrates, often including the defendants’ ages, addresses and occupations, as well as descriptions of their alleged offences and details of the sentences imposed on those found guilty. Additional snippets, including statements made in court by gangsters and their alleged victims, offer vital clues to the pretexts for outbreaks of violence. 

Pieced together, trial reports provide a compelling, if partial, account of Glasgow’s gang conflicts and those who took part in them. Cross-checked against the registers of Glasgow’s prisons, they underpin both detailed profiles of individual offenders and collective portraits of the gangs to which they belonged. Surviving police files document the relationships between gang members as they collectively planned and carried out crimes ranging from safe-blowing to smash-and-grab raids, while background reports on prisoners from murder trials held at the city’s High Court provide insights into their family lives and employment histories.

A second batch of newspapers provides a quite different perspective on the same people and events. Coverage in popular Scottish weeklies, such as Thomson’s Weekly News – published on Saturdays – and the Sunday Mail, inevitably lacked the immediacy of reports in the daily newspapers. Forced to seek new angles on events that had already been extensively publicised, their editors demanded fresh, human-interest stories. These were obtained in interviews with the family and friends of both victims and perpetrators of gang violence, and the resulting feature articles cast gang members in a different light: young men desperate for work, dutiful sons or loving husbands and fathers. Stories of gang members in their family settings give glimpses of their lives in the round. Of course, accounts by friends and relatives were partial, too, while information gleaned from poor relief case-files sometimes shows gangsters in a harsher light: not as the ‘family men’ they claimed to be, but as neglectful providers for their wives and children. 

One gang above all came to symbolise Glasgow’s reign of terror during the 1920s and 1930s: the Brigton Billy Boys. The ‘Billies’ took their name from William of Orange – ‘King Billy’ – whose victory at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690 had secured Protestant rule in England and Scotland as well as Ireland. They recruited Protestant youths from Bridgeton – known locally as ‘Brigton’ – and adjacent districts in Glasgow’s East End, such as the Calton – an impoverished district wedged between Bridgeton and the city centre – and Mile End. With around 500 members during the 1930s, the Billy Boys formed the largest and most powerful of the city’s gangs. They engaged in bitter, long-running feuds with half-a-dozen Catholic gangs across the East End, their principal adversaries being the Kent Star, the San Toy and the Calton Entry Boys, three well-established gangs from the Calton. The Kent Star and the San Toy could raise as many followers between them as the Billy Boys. The Billies’ other notable opponents were the Shanley Boys from Bridgeton, the Cheeky Forty from the Garngad and the Norman Conks (Conquerors) from Norman Street in Dalmarnock. 

In contrast to their counterparts in the East End, the leading gangs in the Gorbals district on Glasgow’s South Side contained Catholic, Protestant and Jewish members, in keeping with the cosmopolitan character of the local population. The South Side Stickers and the Liberty Boys were at war for more than a decade from the early 1920s, while members of the Beehive Boys – the other major Gorbals outfit – saw themselves as ‘clever’ gangsters, motivated by profit rather than by fighting for its own sake. Some of the smaller gangs in the district did proclaim sectarian allegiances – notably the Naburn Street Billy Boys – but the Orange Order was less entrenched in the Gorbals than in Bridgeton and, for the most part, South Side gangs focused their energies on territorial skirmishing, either within the Gorbals or between the Gorbals and the Calton. The South Side gangs, however, were by no means confined to the Gorbals: the adjacent district of Plantation was riddled with them. So, too, was Govan, further to the west. 

The names adopted by gangs denoted their collective identity as ‘boys’ bonded by territory, religion, or both, and celebrated their toughness. The Kent Star gathered on the corner of Kent Street in the Calton; their allies the Calton Entry Boys congregated on the nearby street of that name. The Derry Boys – named after the apprentices who barred the gates of Derry against the Catholic forces of James II in 1689 – were immediately recognisable as Protestants, as were the gangs of Billy Boys found in districts from Bridgeton and Anderston to the Gorbals. Catholic gangs of the East End included the Calton Emmet, named after the legendary Irish nationalist Robert Emmet. Other gangs adopted names that signalled their fighting prowess: the Blackburn Street Diehards, from Plantation, and Gorbals gangs like the Kidston Street Bruisers and the South Side Stickers. 

Gangs were hierarchical organisations. Larger gangs such as the Billy Boys, San Toy and Kent Star were run by committees, with secretaries and treasurers to administer subscriptions and arrange payments for lawyers, as well as recognised leaders. Some operated ‘senior’ and ‘junior’ sections, mirroring the apprenticeship system in local industries. New recruits joined the junior ranks, transferring to the senior gang only after they had ‘served their time’ – and proved their mettle. In this way, gangs reproduced themselves across generations and maintained their numbers in the face of clampdowns by the police. As an unnamed police officer complained to the Weekly Record: ‘If a senior is arrested or “sent away”, a junior takes his place, and the gang is kept at full strength.’ The Billy Boys’ junior section – the Derry Boys – was comprised of lads aged between fourteen and twenty-one. According to a detective from the Eastern Division, speaking in 1936, the Derry Boys formed a ‘school’ for aspiring Billy Boys. By his reckoning, 90 per cent of the ‘Derries’ were unemployed – to them, membership of the senior gang must have appeared a more realistic prospect than finding legitimate employment in the Clydeside shipyards – the traditional ambition of Protestant youths in Glasgow’s East End.

If gangs were rooted in inequality and religious bigotry rather than in Hollywood, it is no surprise that traces of gang activity can be found stretching back into the nineteenth century. Glasgow’s ‘gang menace’ may have made national and international news during the 1930s, but the clues were already there in the 1870s and 1880s.


Part I 

The Rise of the Gangs


1

‘The Terrorists of Glasgow’

At the height of Glasgow’s gang menace, during the 1930s, police officials were at pains to point out that the city’s problems were not new. As one unnamed officer insisted to the Evening Citizen in 1930: ‘The gangs have always been with us.’ Memories stretched back across five decades to the Penny Mob of the early 1880s, whose members reputedly paid a penny a week into a fund for the payment of fines. According to police lore, the gangs of the 1880s were motivated not by criminal gain but by sectarian antagonism, exacerbated by pure love of mischief and fighting. 

Gangs were an enduring presence on the streets of Glasgow, but the depth of the anxieties they provoked varied over time. Reports in the local press suggest that concern intensified in the early 1880s, peaked in the mid-1900s and recurred, fleetingly, during the First World War when the city’s hooligans ‘came out in force and made the lives of peaceful citizens a terror’.

Party Bands and Fighting Mobs

Recollections of the gangs of the 1880s were entwined with memories of parades by sectarian ‘party’ bands. The Penny Mob, based in Townhead on the northern edge of Glasgow city centre, were Protestants. In later decades, they were remembered as vandals as well as street fighters: much of their notoriety had been earned by smashing the windows of Catholic chapels. They were recalled by Daniel Harvey, born in 1871, in a memoir published in 1930:

Religious feeling ran very high in those days. Every district in the city had its mobs, and these were all known by different names.

The mob I knew best boasted the name of the Muldoons; at Infirmary Square there was another mob known as the Penny Mob. These two were often at loggerheads, and the police offices were always full as a result.

These factions were rampant all over Glasgow. Every district had its flute band, and these bands used to march through the streets followed by great crowds of people all looking for the scalps of those whose religious principles were adverse to their own.

To Harvey’s readers in 1930, such tales of gang feuds and sectarian riots were only too familiar.

Harvey’s recollection that religious feeling ‘ran very high in those days’ is borne out by newspaper reports of widespread sectarian disturbances in Glasgow during the 1870s and 1880s. In the wake of mass Irish immigration, religious divisions had become inextricably bound up with, and inflamed by, the Ulster conflict. A substantial minority of Irish migrants to Glasgow were Protestants, and they brought with them the Orange Order with its aggressive assertion of Protestant ascendancy and its annual Twelfth of July parades to commemorate King Billy’s triumph at the Battle of the Boyne. These ‘Orange Walks’ were prohibited in the county of Lanarkshire (of which Glasgow was a part) from 1857, following repeated outbreaks of violence. The ban was lifted in 1872. Membership of the Orange Order increased significantly in Glasgow thereafter, especially in the East End, where Bridgeton became a notable Orange stronghold during the 1870s. 

Growing support for the Orange Order was in part a defensive response, both to the restoration of the hierarchy of the Catholic church in Scotland in 1878 and to the increasingly vocal – and visible – support among Glasgow’s Irish-Catholic community for Irish Home Rule. 

In August 1880, a pro-Home Rule demonstration was marred by outbreaks of violence both in the city centre, where furious Orangemen had gathered en masse, and in many of the major routes into the centre, where the processionists were greeted with shouts of ‘To hell with Dan!’ – ‘Dan’ stood for the legendary Irish Nationalist, Daniel O’Connell, and served as a moniker for Catholics of Irish descent in Glasgow in much the same way that ‘Billy’ stood for a Protestant with Orange sympathies.

Glasgow’s Irish Nationalists responded to the resumption of the annual Orange Walk in 1872 by investing St Patrick’s Day with a parallel political symbolism: henceforth, the 17 March celebrations incorporated vigorous expressions of support for Home Rule. In 1879, the festivities were marred by a week of disturbances as Orange flute bands took to the streets of the city centre and the East End. Hostilities culminated on the evening of Saturday 22 March when a number of bands paraded between the Saltmarket and Townhead. Their appearance drew large crowds of youths – ‘bulking lads and hoydenish girls’ according to the Glasgow Herald – who packed High Street and Infirmary Square to cheer the bands and ‘execrate’ the Pope. Police attempts to disperse the bands were fruitless: constables were showered with stones, while the flautists, who were not wearing uniforms, simply hid their instruments up their sleeves and melted into the throng, only to reassemble at a different spot where the inflammatory melody of ‘Boyne Water’ was resumed. (The song’s ‘unofficial’ version depicted King Billy’s ‘wee bulldog’ paddling ‘up to his knees in Fenian blood’.) 

A police report from the day detailed how one band – said to be from Bridgeton – paraded from High Street to the Garngad accompanied by ‘a large and disorderly mob’. Rioting broke out as soon as the band reached Garngad Road, and it took the police fifteen minutes to restore order. They made seventeen arrests, but at some cost: two officers suffered severe head injuries. As the band made its way back to Bridgeton, its followers smashed the windows of two Catholic chapels: St Mary’s in the Calton and Sacred Heart in Bridgeton. Rival bands paraded the Calton later that night, as the police struggled to maintain order across the East End. 

The Glasgow Herald firmly blamed the Orange bands for the disturbances, but Protestants were quick to issue counter-allegations: one angry reader complained that the rioting had been caused by a Catholic band from the Garngad, whose supporters had smashed the windows of a mission hall in the Calton.

Riots sparked by parades by Orange bands increased in both scale and severity during the months that followed. In November 1879, newspapers alleged that a state of terror prevailed in some quarters of Glasgow following disturbances across the city centre, the East End and South Side. Most of those arrested during party riots were young men, and witnesses highlighted the role of organised gangs, or mobs, in orchestrating the violence. 

On Saturday 8 November, hostilities commenced with a bout of stone throwing after the Apprentice Boys’ band appeared in the Saltmarket. The band marched along Trongate with a thousand followers, one of whom was arrested after yelling: ‘To hell with the Pope!’ and ‘Five pounds for a kick at the Pope!’ Rival mobs roamed the streets off High Street for the rest of the night; dozens of arrests were made as violence spilled over into the Garngad and the Gorbals. At half past eleven, between 200 and 300 Catholic youths were spotted in Brunswick Street shouting: ‘To hell with Billy!’ 

Six youths were jailed for their part in disturbances in the Garngad. Two Protestants got thirty days each for assaulting a Catholic in Garngad Road, while four Catholic boys – said to be members of the Little Muldoon Mob – were convicted of breaching the peace and malicious mischief. They had paraded along Garngad Road, Cobden Street and Tharsis Street shouting about ‘Dan’ and ‘Billy’ and had smashed the windows of nine houses before launching a hail of stones at the windows of the United Presbyterian Church in Tharsis Street. Their leader, William Brown, got sixty days.

More serious cases were tried at Glasgow Sheriff Court. (This was an intermediate court: sheriffs tried cases that were deemed too serious to be dealt with by a magistrate at one of the city’s police courts, but not serious enough to be tried before a judge at the High Court.) John Graham, who had paraded with the Apprentice Boys’ band, was charged with assaulting a man on Albert Bridge. A series of witnesses was called, and the counsel for the defence repeatedly quizzed them about the (Catholic) Muldoons. Asked whether he was aware of the rules of the ‘Muldoon Society’, one replied: ‘Yes – to watch for and half kill Protestants. They have a reserve fund for paying the fines of members taken up for party [sectarian] fighting.’ Another witness told the court that the Muldoons held weekly meetings on Wednesdays, adding that their members contributed threepence a week for the payment of fines. 

The attempt to deflect attention onto Catholic brawlers was in vain, however: Graham was jailed for sixty days with hard labour. 

As Graham languished in prison, another follower of the Apprentice Boys’ band lay in the Royal Infirmary. Samuel Woods, an apprentice fitter from Bridgeton, had suffered a badly fractured skull when he was kicked on the head in King Street in the city centre: doctors feared for his life for several weeks. Three of his alleged assailants stood trial at Glasgow Sheriff Court on 14 January 1880. David Warden, John Muldoon – probably a member of the family from whom the gang took its name – and Michael McDermid were charged with assaulting Woods resulting in his severe injury. 

Woods told the court that he had joined up with the band in High Street. They had paraded to the South Side district of Kinning Park and back to the city centre. As they were passing through King Street, four lads had suddenly rushed out of a passageway shouting: ‘Are these the Sons of William?’ (‘William’ referred to William of Orange, or King Billy.) The lads knocked him down, and he was kicked as he lay on the ground. Thirteen-year-old John Dewar testified to the prisoners’ part in the assault. Asked whether he knew what tune the band had been playing, he replied: ‘To Hell With The Pope.’ Warden, Muldoon and McDermid were all jailed for fifteen months with hard labour.

In the wake of these disturbances, tit-for-tat raids by rival gangs of youths became an established feature of life in Glasgow’s central and eastern districts. On the night of 27 September 1880, a young Protestant named William Kerr was stabbed in Cathedral Square, the knife penetrating his lung. No arrests were made that night, but detectives subsequently rounded up four youths, three of whom were identified by Kerr as having taken part in the assault. The prisoners stood trial at the sheriff court on 8 December. Kerr claimed that he had been playing a game called ‘Smugglers’ with some friends in Cathedral Square when some other boys suddenly attacked them. Witnesses identified two of the prisoners – James McMahon and John McAulay – as prominent Muldoons. One witness, sixteen-year-old Charles Sweeney, admitted to the court that he ‘sometimes kept company with a number of lads calling themselves Muldoons’. He described how, on the night of 27 September, around twenty Muldoons headed for Cathedral Square, looking for ‘the boys who call themselves the True Blues’ (the ‘Blue Banner of the Covenant’ was one of the most powerful symbols of the Protestant Reformation in Scotland). Asked whether they had gone looking for a fight, Sweeney replied: ‘Yes, we meant to fight them if we could get at them.’ They had got more than they bargained for: around forty True Blues intercepted them and chased them into Drygate. The Muldoons entered Cathedral Square at the second attempt. James McMahon confronted Kerr, demanding to know ‘what he was’ [Catholic or Protestant]. Kerr was attacked before he could reply. Three other Muldoons testified that McMahon subsequently boasted that he had carried out the stabbing.

McMahon and McAulay were jailed for three months, having already spent ten weeks in prison awaiting trial. McMahon was seventeen, McAulay a year older. They both lived in the Havannah – a ‘narrow, evil-smelling, tumble-down thoroughfare’ off High Street, whose occupants were legendary for their drunken violence and readiness to fight the police. Despite the poverty of their surroundings, both lads were fashionably dressed. On the night that William Kerr was stabbed, McMahon was wearing a silk cap, white scarf and light jacket, while McAulay sported a black jacket and a Balmoral bonnet – during the 1880s, as later, gang members were as much concerned with their appearance as with their fighting cachet. Youths in the East End adopted the London costermonger’s bell-bottomed trousers, adorned with silver buttons. ‘You were not reckoned to be of any account in the Gallowgate unless you wore these clothes,’ Daniel Harvey recalled.

The reports of gang feuds and larger-scale sectarian skirmishes during the 1870s and 1880s offer revealing parallels with events in Glasgow during the 1930s. Gang conflicts were frequently laced with sectarianism, especially in the East End – home to a large swathe of the city’s Irish-Catholic population, but also the Glasgow stronghold of the Orange Order. Party bands from East End districts such as Bridgeton regularly paraded to the city centre and beyond, frequently venturing into the South Side, where their musical homages to King Billy and anti-papal spleen were sure to provoke the ire of local Catholics. And thus the rival causes of ‘Billy’ and ‘Dan’ were taken up by successive generations of children, who roamed the streets issuing the challenge: ‘Wha’ are yese? Billy or a Dan?’ 

The wrong answer was grounds for a fight, as was a refusal to respond. 

Glasgow’s Hooligans

Over time, Glasgow-based journalists would note that the city’s gang conflicts appeared to come in waves. As the Eastern Standard observed in 1926: 

The ‘gang’ feeling seems to take concrete expression in well-defined cycles, which end only when public and police attentions become so hot as to be uncomfortable. A period of immunity follows and again the old trouble breaks out.

As the Standard recalled, an unprecedented recurrence had been reported twenty years earlier, when Glasgow witnessed its first full-blown panic over gangs. In 1906, the level of anxiety was such that Glasgow’s disorderly youths were relabelled ‘hooligans’ – a term coined in London and popularised after a spate of disturbances, led to an unusually large number of arrests for disorderly conduct, drunkenness, assaults on the police and fighting, over an August bank holiday weekend in 1898. 

The reported upsurge in hooliganism in Glasgow was debated at a series of meetings of the Corporation (city council) from March 1906 onwards, and two special conferences of the city’s magistrates were convened to discuss the judicial response. That summer, the letters page of the Glasgow Herald would be dom-inated by a furious debate on the potential deterrent value of flogging. (Under the Scottish legal code, the ‘lash’ could only be inflicted on men convicted of living on the immoral earnings of women.)

Many of the early reported outbreaks of hooliganism featured a gang known as the Hi Hi from the Cowcaddens, a notorious slum on the northern fringe of the city centre. In March 1906, Superintendent Mennie of the City of Glasgow Police told the Glasgow News that the gangs of the northern district were not new. They were, however, increasingly prone to coming into conflict with the wider public. The gang ‘system’, the superintendent added, was operated by lads aged around fifteen to eighteen, many of whom had no regular employment. Asked how the gang got their name, he replied: ‘They got their name through their leaders shouting “Hi, Hi” wherever the company assembled.’ 

The Hi Hi were relentlessly targeted by the police. On the night of Saturday 24 March, John Macpherson was arrested following a disturbance in the gallery of the Pavilion theatre. He was brought before the Northern Police Court where officers variously described him a member of the Hi Hi, and one of its leaders. Questioned about Macpherson’s gang allegiance, one constable was adamant: ‘I know him well. He frequently carries a nicely polished hammer, and I have chased him often.’ The magistrate then quizzed Macpherson directly: ‘Are you a member of the Hi Hi gang?’ Macpherson replied: ‘I dinna exactly ken [don’t exactly know]. I go about Hope Street, and everyone that goes about that district is supposed to be a member of the Hi Hi gang.’ Macpherson’s implication was clear: any youth frequenting the district associated with the Hi Hi was liable to be deemed a hooligan and harassed by the police. His protest was in vain: he was jailed for sixty days.

The ranks of the Hi Hi included girls as well as boys or young men. Three days after Macpherson’s appearance, four girls aged between fourteen and sixteen were brought before the same court. Sarah Patrick, Maggie Collins, Emma Anderson and Nellie Miller were charged with disorderly conduct for jostling passers-by in West Russell Street – police officers told the court that the girls had ignored repeated cautions. They kept company with young lads ‘of the hooligan type’, while one of the four was known as the ‘Queen’ of the Hi Hi. Press reports did not identify the ‘Queen’ by name, but Sarah Patrick and Maggie Collins were fined 10 shillings, with the alternative of seven days’ imprisonment in default of payment.

The hooligan ‘outrages’ were first raised at the meeting of Glasgow Corporation on 22 March. Bailie Gibson alleged that law-abiding citizens were enduring a ‘reign of terror’ at the hands of dangerous gangs. (Bailies were elected councillors, some of whom also served as magistrates at the various district police courts, while a full-time, stipendiary magistrate presided at the city’s Central Police Court.) Gibson alleged that the gangs were stabbing and robbing their victims, and that respectable people were left with no choice but to carry firearms to protect themselves. Bailie Watson replied that a special meeting of the magistrates had already been convened to consider the recent spate of articles in the press, but he sounded a note of caution: newspaper reports were not always to be relied upon. Pressed for a comment by the Glasgow News, the city’s chief constable, James Stevenson, insisted that the situation was less serious than was generally supposed. ‘It was no new thing for Glasgow to be troubled with street roughs,’ he declared, and ‘there was no necessity for people carrying firearms because of what was alleged to have taken place in the city of late.’

The magistrates met again at the City Chambers on 26 March. They were addressed by the chief constable, who again insisted that reports of hooliganism had been exaggerated. Chief Constable Stevenson admitted that a number of gangs of youths had posed problems of disorder, but he claimed that these had been broken up – hence there was no cause for panic. The magistrates were instructed to deal with each case that came before them on its merits, and were reminded of their power to impose sentences of sixty days for disorderly conduct. They were further requested to consider prohibiting parades by party bands, which many people in Glasgow viewed as the root cause of the city’s hooligan problem. The Glasgow Herald welcomed the decision to focus attention on these ‘perambulating patriots – Orange and Green’, commenting that it was absurd that the civic authorities had not acted sooner to abolish ‘the silly ritual of an ancient feud’.

The magistrates took action on 10 April 1906 when they issued a proclamation banning all unlicensed parades by bands: processing with instruments and flags without a licence would henceforth constitute a breach of the peace. The chief constable provided further justification for the ban when he reported that in the year to 1 March 1906, police officers had been withdrawn from their ordinary duties on nearly 400 occasions to accompany bands as they paraded the streets – and disorder had still broken out on numerous occasions. From mid-June to early September, the chief constable stated, a reserve of two sergeants and fourteen constables was kept at the Central Police Office every evening in anticipation of disorder provoked by the bands and ‘certain street preachers’, who encouraged or engaged them. 

The chief constable’s earlier assurance that Glasgow’s gangs had been broken up soon rang hollow, however. Within a week of the proclamation banning unlicensed parades, two lads were stabbed in a clash between members of the Tim Malloys and the Village Boys in the Gorbals, and the Hi Hi wreaked havoc on a steamer bound for the popular tourist resort of Rothesay. Hooliganism continued to make headline news throughout the summer of 1906: in June, the Glasgow Herald reported that there were around a dozen organised gangs in the city: the San Toy had between 400 and 500 members, the Tim Malloys 400, the Hi Hi 300 and the Coliseum Boys 250. 

In this period, the San Toy from the Calton was a ‘mixed’ gang, with both Catholic and Protestant members – a rarity in the East End. Taking their name from rhyming slang (‘san toys’ stood for boys), they specialised in blackmailing English bookmakers at race meetings at Ayr, Paisley and Hamilton Park. They also fought a long-running feud with the Tim Malloys from the South Side, and their fearsome reputation prompted some of their adversaries within Glasgow to carry revolvers. John Wilson and Alf Francis were bound over to keep the peace for six months after they threatened to shoot James Stewart of the San Toy during a fight in Trongate. One witness told Glasgow Sheriff Court how Stewart led fifty members of his gang into the fray: ‘They all came round the corner like bees.’ The witness, who claimed to have been threatened and assaulted in the days leading up to the trial, told the court that he had recognised some of Stewart’s followers as ‘street paper boys’. Stewart, he insisted, ‘belongs to the San Toy gang, and is considered the captain’.

The Tim Malloys were as notorious as the San Toy, while their bravado in court incensed the magistrates. In May 1906, Peter Lindsay was convicted at the Southern Police Court of assaulting a police constable with an iron bolt during a row in Cumberland Street, in the Gorbals. According to the police, Lindsay was:

the leader of the gang known as the Tim Malloys, which infested the Southern district, causing a great deal of annoyance to the public, who had to keep clear of the pavements if the Tim Malloys were near.

Sentenced to sixty days’ imprisonment, Lindsay exclaimed: ‘I could do that standing on my head.’ When the magistrate suggested that sixty lashes might make him think about his actions, Lindsay replied: ‘I’ll take the lashes with you any day.’ In later decades, the Tim Malloys were remembered for terrorising shopkeepers. The Evening Citizen recalled how the gang’s members would calmly walk into a shop, help themselves to whatever they wanted and distribute the booty among themselves.

The Tim Malloys were not alone in wreaking terror on the city’s South Side. In July 1906, the self-styled leader of the Village Boys, twenty-four-year-old John McAndrew, was shot and killed by Joseph Ventura, the Italian owner of an ice-cream parlour in the Gorbals. McAndrew had previously been jailed for breaking into Ventura’s premises, so when McAndrew entered the parlour at eleven o’clock on the night of Saturday 14 July, Ventura picked up a rifle to defend himself. 

Ventura stood trial for murder at the High Court in Glasgow, where he claimed to have lived in terror of the gang, and insisted that the shooting was accidental. He was unanimously acquitted. 

The Village Boys relished their reputation – none more so than John Johnstone, who gleefully adopted the label bestowed upon him in damning reports in the local press: ‘He styles himself “the notorious John Johnstone” when taken to the police station, and he has come to be known by the title, which he evidently enjoys,’ noted the Glasgow News.

The debate on how to tackle hooliganism came to a head at a meeting of Glasgow Corporation on 2 August. Bailie Scott called for the city magistrates to petition Parliament for the powers to impose longer prison sentences and to order hooligans to be flogged. The demand for corporal punishment was criticised by the Glasgow Herald, which viewed the practice as a threat to ‘the dignity and humanity of the community’ and questioned its effectiveness as a deterrent. The dozens of letters to the editor published over the remainder of the month told a different story, however: two-thirds of the correspondents were vehemently in favour of the lash, with some citing biblical justifications, while others claimed that flogging had effectively suppressed nineteenth-century outbreaks of street robbery.

Glasgow magistrates held a second meeting to consider how to deal with hooliganism on 25 September. The chief constable presented a report which purported to detail all of the cases that ‘might be characterised as hooliganism’ brought before the city’s police courts between 1 January and 13 August. The report listed ninety-six cases, which was fewer than had been covered in newspaper reports of hearings at the city’s various police courts – a deliberate ploy, as it turned out. Of those, thirty-eight charged were aged between fifteen and nineteen; another forty-four were in their twenties. Half of the cases had been heard at the Southern Police Court and just seven at the Northern, where magistrates had been struggling to deal with the Hi Hi. Some divisional superintendents had clearly rigged their statistics, but the tactic worked: anxieties among both the Corporation and the local press faded during the autumn of 1906. After six months, Glasgow’s first hooligan panic had effectively burned itself out.

Hooligans in Wartime

Concern with the city’s gangs was reignited during the spring of 1916. A new generation of disorderly youths appeared to have seized the opportunity presented by the Great War – not least a depleted police force and darkened streets – to establish their own reign of terror: in March that year, the Home Office warned of a wave of juvenile crime sweeping across Britain’s major cities. 

In Glasgow, newspapers such as the Bulletin immediately identified the perpetrators as the successors of the Hi Hi. Condemnation of the new generation of hooligans was especially fierce following the introduction of conscription in May 1916. Many of the youths charged following outbreaks of violence and vandalism were munitions workers, enjoying exemption from military service and better-than-usual wages. To one furious commentator in the local press, they were ‘cowardly Huns … in our own city’.

The Bulletin first highlighted the resurgence of hooliganism on 23 March 1916. The city’s new hooligan menace was more formidable than ever, the Bulletin claimed, since youths from many different parts of the city had combined forces to form ‘one large and more or less organised’ gang. 

The Redskins’ operations reportedly extended from Bridgeton in the East End, to the western dockland district of Anderston. One estimate put the gang’s membership at close to a thousand. Armed with ‘heavily leaded batons of wood and rubber’ in preference to the knuckle-dusters said to have been favoured by the Hi Hi, their conduct could hardly have been more discreditable to the Second City of the Empire:

Cowardly in their tactics, the ‘Redskins’ have conscientious objections to fighting man to man, and when they have inveigled an unsuspecting victim into a brawl, a gang of them set upon him – and then clear off at the very first warning of the approach of the police.

The targets of their rackets included the patrons of East End dance halls:

Most people will hardly credit that a band of youths, even in the days of wartime, should swoop down on a ‘jigging’ and that one of their members should go around with a cap in one hand and a bottle in another and demand contributions on the pain of being felled. Yet this was done!

The police response – as in March 1906 – was to downplay the hooligan threat. And, once again, the attempt to dismiss a hooligan scare in its early stages was in vain. 

A spate of cases at the police courts over the following weeks revealed that the Redskins held no monopoly on hooliganism in Glasgow. Members of East End gangs such as the Hazel Bells and the Waverley Boys were jailed for shopbreaking as well as assaults and breaches of the peace. At Glasgow Sheriff Court, it was alleged that the Hazel Bells were holding Bridgeton and the adjacent district of Mile End to ransom following a series of raids on shops and public houses. 

On 16 May 1916, the Bulletin published an angry account of Glasgow’s ‘REIGN OF TERROR’, lambasting the police for their failure to heed warnings of ‘the growing menace of organised hooliganism’. Had the police acted decisively in March, the Bulletin alleged, the gangs could have been suppressed. Now they had extended their operations to burglary and the blackmail of shopkeepers, and anyone who dared to appear in court to give evidence against them was ‘marked for revenge of the most persistent and cowardly kind’. It was little wonder, the Bulletin concluded, that the police now found themselves unable to persuade victims, as well as witnesses, to come forward. 

Stung by the renewed criticism, police officials briefed the Bulletin on the difficulties posed by wartime conditions. Two days after its exposure of the city’s gang terror, the Bulletin published ‘A Defence of the Police’, acknowledging both the depletion of police ranks – one division alone had lost sixty men to the armed services – and the additional burdens imposed by the requirement to round up absentees and deserters under the Military Service Act. ‘Never in our communal history,’ the Bulletin conceded, ‘was the Glasgow Police Force labouring under such grave difficulties.’ However, this was followed by the startling admission that, so far as the police were concerned: ‘There are not in Glasgow at the present time sufficient police to effectively maintain law and order.’ To make matters worse, the British national press seized on Glasgow’s difficulties: the Sunday Chronicle recycled the Bulletin’s coverage in an apocalyptic account of ‘THE “TERRORISTS” OF GLASGOW’:

Ladies are held up and robbed; policemen are clubbed or cut with bottles when trying to take some of the ruffians to prison; and old men are beaten and left lying after their pockets have been gone through.

If the Chronicle was to be believed, entire swathes of the city were gripped by fear: ‘even men have often to run for their lives’. 

Within Glasgow, attention turned to the causes of the new wave of hooliganism. The Glasgow News identified both the failings of the city’s schools and the ignorance and slackness of the hooligan’s parents: ‘We are half inclined to think that the hooligan’s father and mother ought to be put in the dock with him.’ The remedy, according to the News, lay with the police and magistrates: telephones and motor cars should be used to mobilise flying squads of constables to make mass arrests and, if Chief Constable Stevenson was short of uniformed men, special constables should be recruited to bolster their ranks. For their part, the magistrates should recognise that fines of £2 or £3 were no deterrent – stiff jail sentences were the only appropriate punishment.

The police responded to the Bulletin’s allegations with a clampdown on breaches of the peace. At the Southern Police Court, young people appeared in droves on charges of disorderly conduct and malicious mischief. Among them were Mary Kennedy, Jeannie Reid and William Harkness, who were convicted of smashing more than twenty windows in houses and shops as they made their way home from a party at five o’clock in the morning on Sunday 21 May. Kennedy and Reid were fined 21 shillings, and Harkness 10 shillings. On Friday 26 May, more than a dozen youths and girls aged between fifteen and seventeen were charged with breaching the peace by ‘shouting and making an unseemly noise’ in the street late at night in Tradeston. The magistrate fined them all 5 shillings, commenting that they appeared ‘respectable’, but were ‘beginning life very badly’.

Despite heightened police vigilance, clashes between rival gangs were reported throughout the summer. The Waverley Boys ventured from Bridgeton into the South Side to fight the Bloodhound Flying Corps: two youths were fined 30 shillings each after they admitted fighting in Govan Street, and police constables told the Southern Police Court they had had a rough time quelling the disturbance. Three Kelly Boys from Govan told the same court that they were ‘in opposition to the gang known as the Red Skins’. They were more reticent when asked why their fellow Kelly Boy David Crosbie, aged twenty, had arrived at a dance hall armed with an iron bludgeon, while seventeen-year-old John Rooney carried a revolver.

The Redskins traded on their reputation for brutality. In July 1916, a bookmaker named Arthur Green was approached by a dozen men at Glasgow’s Carntyne racecourse. He recognised them as members of the Redskins. One of the men held out his hands and demanded: ‘Drop us a dollar (five shillings)!’ Green refused. The men returned shortly afterwards, led by James Martin, who quizzed the bookmaker: ‘You are the man who refused to give the boys a dollar?’ Martin then punched Green, knocking him to the ground, but a crowd of race-goers stepped in to prevent a more severe beating. Two days later another bookmaker, Frank Gilmour, was attacked by the same group of men in Bell Street in the Calton. Gilmour later claimed that a shot was fired at him as he fled. That night, the two bookmakers were walking through Main Street in Bridgeton together when they were set upon. Police arrested two men at the scene: James Martin and John Evans. 

The prisoners were tried at Glasgow Sheriff Court, where they pleaded guilty to the assault on Arthur Green at Carntyne racecourse after witnesses described how a crowd of men had ‘gone round all the bookmakers extorting money’. They were both jailed for six months. John Evans was no youthful hooligan: he was twenty-eight years old and married with four children. His criminal record, which stretched back to 1905, included five convictions for assault and one for theft by housebreaking; he had also repeatedly been arrested for drunkenness, while in 1913 he had been jailed for thirty days for assaulting his wife, Elizabeth. Following Evans’s conviction for the assault on Arthur Green, Elizabeth was forced to apply for outdoor poor relief – meagre subsistence payments issued by the local parish in lieu of admission to a poorhouse, subject to household inspections, intrusive questioning and moral scrutiny by relieving officers. A parish official noted that the couple’s house – a one-roomed apartment – was in fair condition and ‘seems clean enough’. The official’s profile of John Evans was more revealing:

Police describe Evans as one of the ringleaders of the ‘Redskins’, a loafer, was in army and deserted. Police attempted to arrest him for desertion but he jumped the window and broke both his legs, afterwards discharged from army.

John Evans had enlisted in March 1915, only to go absent without leave four months later.

Concern intensified again in September after a Bridgeton resident wrote to the magistrates’ committee of Glasgow Corporation complaining of continued harassment by gangs of hooligans. The letter was discussed by the Corporation on 7 September, and a special police night patrol was established to target the city’s gangs. 

Yet again, however, police officials tried to downplay the problem, insisting that little serious crime was committed by ‘organised gangs’. According to the police, groups of young people loitering at street corners were a permanent feature of the city’s landscape, and while they annoyed and sometimes molested passers-by, most of their violence was directed at local people who aroused their hostility. Random assaults and robberies, the officials claimed, were no more numerous than in previous years and, in any case, were generally carried about by known thieves acting alone or in twos or threes. Most criminal cases involving bands of youths involved little more than minor mischief or petty theft. In the same meeting, the Lord Provost refused to discuss rumours that a number of hooligans had been deemed unfit for military service on account of their criminal records.

The following weekend, eight Redskins were arrested in Bridgeton during a clash with the Bell-On Boys. They were tried before Sheriff Lyell at Glasgow Sheriff Court, where one of the prisoners appeared in his soldier’s uniform and the other seven sported munitions workers’ badges – confirming their exemption from military service – as did three of their opponents. The Bell-On Boys claimed that they had been beaten with bottles and iron bolts during the fight. 

Sheriff Lyell was livid. Pointing out that the Minister of Munitions had the power to de-badge men as well as badge them, Lyell declared:

It was high time these disturbers of the peace were de-badged and sent to do their bit at the front, and that decent men who had already done their bit in France were released from the colours to take the places at home of these hooligans, who would probably make very good soldiers. These were times for much more Cromwellian methods than courts of law could exercise …

Lyell fined three of the Redskins – Bernard Kelly, Thomas Kilcullen and William Convery – £10 each with the alternative of sixty days’ imprisonment. 

Like the Hi Hi of the 1900s, the Redskins reportedly boasted a ‘queen’. In November 1916, Annie Rennie – a ‘well-dressed young woman’ according to reporters – stood trial at Glasgow Sheriff Court, where she was charged with assaulting Mary Glen by stabbing her. Glen, who confirmed to the court that she was married to a soldier on active service, described how she and Rennie had an argument at a dance hall on the night of 23 October. Blows were exchanged, and they agreed to meet at a different dance hall the following night to ‘fight it out’. Rennie did not turn up. The two women, however, met later that night in Argyle Street, where – according to Mary Glen – Rennie was ‘accompanied by a lot of her gang, known as the “Redskins”, both young men and girls.’ As soon as the crowd spotted Glen, the shout went up: ‘Off [with] your shawl, Annie, and into her!’ Rennie had thrown her shawl to a young man, and launched herself at Glen. 

In court, Glen described how ‘in the middle of the fight, she felt herself stabbed’. A doctor confirmed that he had found fourteen small puncture wounds on Glen’s body, although none was serious – in the doctor’s opinion, the wounds had probably been caused by a pen-knife. Annie Rennie told the court that Glen was the aggressor in the original quarrel and denied that she was ‘known as the “Queen of the Redskin Gang”, or had anything to do with them.’ 

Sheriff Lyell was appalled: 

The fact that so-called men stood around aiding and abetting the fight was utterly brutal and degrading, and a more intolerable invasion of public safety and liberty could not be conceived.

He saved the worst of his ire not for Annie Rennie, but for Mary Glen (‘Greatly to blame,’ in the sheriff’s view). Glen’s status as a married woman, who frequented dance halls while her husband risked his life at the front, appears to have offended the sheriff almost as much as the unseemly descriptions of the two women brawling in the street. Rennie was ordered to ‘find £10 caution to be of good behaviour for twelve months, or go to prison for 30 days.’

The People’s Journal took stock of Glasgow’s hooligan problem in November 1916. The Journal’s ‘special commissioner’ interviewed a police inspector who was keen to stress that hooliganism in Glasgow was nothing new, relaying a series of tales of the ‘penny mob’ era of the 1880s. He also explained that the Redskins had taken their name from the Apaches – the hooligans of Paris – whose exploits in the years before the war had been widely reported in the British press. As the Scotsman had observed, following the killing of a police officer in Paris in 1912, the Apache ‘[did] not shrink from incendiarism and murder’. According to the inspector, in Glasgow the term ‘Redskin’ had captured the public imagination to the extent that even young boys who got into fights were prone to claim that they had been ‘fighting Redskins’, while the Redskins themselves were becoming fed up with the name because so many cases of theft and assault were wrongly attributed to them. In reality, they were just one of the many gangs whose members gathered on street corners and in dance halls, music halls and cinemas.

Other prominent Glaswegians preferred to emphasise the unique difficulties presented by the war. An unnamed – but ‘well-known’ – Glasgow gentleman told the Journal that the city’s hooligans had been stirred by stories from the Western Front: with ‘a little drink’ inside them, they imagined themselves to be mighty soldiers too, and the sight of a rival gang ‘sets aflame the fighting spirit’. Yet the Journal’s investigation ended on a surprisingly sober note: fights between rival gangs could be tolerated, it suggested: 

As long as the gangs keep within bounds and let off steam among themselves, one almost feels that such a safety valve has its uses. It is where we find that apache spirit … that any captures should be dealt with severely.

This conclusion, however, revealed a great deal about the depth of social divisions in Glasgow: slum youths, the Journal implied, might be permitted to fight among themselves so long as ‘respectable’ citizens were left unharmed. It also glossed over evidence of extortion as practised both by hardened criminals like John Evans and more youthful gang members. Their victims no doubt found it harder to forget than the journalists.
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From Hooligans to Gangsters

The term ‘hooligan’ was still being used to describe gang members in Glasgow during the 1920s and 1930s. However, from the mid-1920s onwards, it was increasingly displaced by a new American term – ‘gangster’ – which implied both a heightened degree of menace and a greater level of organisation. 

Accounts of crime in the United States were a staple item in both the national and local press in Britain. Glasgow’s three evening papers, the Citizen, News and Times, all carried regular news reports from New York and Chicago, augmented by feature articles and editorial commentaries on the careers of leading gangsters such as Jack Diamond and Al Capone. Glaswegians, therefore, were constantly reminded of the wave of violent crime spawned by Prohibition – especially in Chicago, where rival gangs from the city’s North and South Sides wrestled for control of the illicit liquor trade. In Chicago, however, the use of firearms was customary and murder was commonplace; Glasgow’s murder rate was minuscule by comparison, even though the city’s gangs seemed to be more prolific and more dangerous than those elsewhere in Britain. 

The Eclipse of the Gangs

Glasgow’s wartime hooligan panic subsided in 1917. In any event, by the latter stages of the Great War, concern with youthful depravity had been overshadowed by a more profound threat to the established order: the growing militancy of the city’s industrial workers which led to the epithet ‘Red Clydeside’. This reputation had been forged during the war years following a rent strike in protest at profiteering by private landlords, and a series of disputes among munitions and shipyard workers, which had led to accusations that Glaswegians were jeopardising the war effort.

Now, in the aftermath of war – January 1919 – Glasgow’s hooligans were thoroughly eclipsed by a local general strike among the city’s engineering and shipyard workers. The strikers’ demand for a forty-hour working week found little favour with the London-based British national press, which fiercely condemned both the revolutionary fervour of the strike’s leaders and the alleged lawlessness of their followers. The Daily Mirror told how bottles, rivets and stones were thrown at the police during a mass demonstration in front of the City Chambers in George Square on 31 January, and only police baton charges had dispersed the crowd. The break-up of the demonstration was followed by outbreaks of looting in the city centre and beyond: stock worth £2,000 was stolen from a jeweller’s in Paisley Road West in Govan. Ten thousand troops were posted in the city the following day; tanks and machine-guns were positioned in George Square. The Mirror devoted its entire front page to ‘GLASGOW’S ARMY OF OCCUPATION’ – a series of photographs showed squads of soldiers, many in steel helmets, carrying rifles with fixed bayonets as they guarded railway stations, bridges and tramcar and lorry depots.

The events of 1919 cemented an image of Glasgow as the most turbulent of Britain’s cities. The aim of the ‘irreconcilable revolutionaries’ on the Clyde was nothing less than ‘the overthrow of government and capitalism’, reported the Daily Express. 

With attention squarely fixed on ‘Bolshevik’ agitation, the more parochial vendettas among the city’s street gangs effectively disappeared from view. In January 1920, the Evening Times proclaimed that, ‘Organised hooliganism has practically ceased to exist in Glasgow.’ The police, whose violent dispersal of demonstrators had polarised opinion within the city the previous year, were keen to take credit for the new ‘sense of security’, but reports of the demise of the gangs during the early 1920s would prove to be greatly exaggerated. 

In October 1920, the Sunday Mail ran an isolated report on Glasgow’s ‘terrorist’ gangs: ‘Pitched street battles between rival gangs are becoming frequent,’ it warned, ‘and unless peaceful pedestrians take shelter, they run the risk of being injured by flying missiles.’ The Mail insisted that the clashes were neither spontaneous nor random. ‘In most cases, they are the outcome of bitter feuds between rival gangs.’ No gangs were named in the Mail’s report, however, and Glasgow’s daily newspapers appeared reluctant to follow up the claims. 

As fear of the gangs temporarily diminished, Glasgow’s judicial authorities shared in a wider anxiety – felt across Britain – that crimes of violence had greatly increased since 1918 due to the brutalising effects of the First World War: both ex-servicemen and the civilian population, it was feared, had become dangerously accustomed to violence. Jailing a young man named William Lamont for eighteen months in May 1920 following two assaults on ‘respectable shop girls’, Sheriff Lyell complained that: ‘There seemed to be an orgy of brutal violence in the streets of Glasgow at present.’ 

The Irish War of Independence inflamed the city’s enduring sectarian antagonisms yet further. The conflict reached the streets of Glasgow in May 1921, when Detective Inspector Robert Johnstone was shot and killed during a botched attempt to free Frank Carty – believed to be a commandant in the Sligo Brigade of the IRA – from a police van as it approached Duke Street Prison. Police raided a series of addresses in the Calton that afternoon, culminating in the arrest of a group of men – including the parish priest, Father Patrick McRory – in the chapel house of St Mary’s in Abercromby Street. Thousands of Father McRory’s parishioners gathered outside the chapel that night amidst ‘wild rumours’. The arrival of police reinforcements further incensed the crowd, some of whom hurled bottles and stones at the constables before running amok in the Gallowgate, smashing the windows of public houses, restaurants and banks, and attacking tramcars. 

More than thirty people were arrested on suspicion of involvement in Detective Inspector Johnstone’s murder. Threatening letters were sent to Chief Constable James Stevenson, warning that if any more Catholic clergymen were arrested: ‘We will put you and your colleagues up in the air … Make no bones about it.’ Eighteen of the prisoners – including Father McRory – were freed on 22 July. Their release was met with rejoicing in the Calton, where ‘almost every window in Father McRory’s parish flaunted the Sinn Fein flag and banners of welcome were stretched across the roads.’ Thirteen men stood trial for murder and conspiracy at the High Court in Edinburgh the following month: they were all acquitted. 

In August 1922, a flurry of communal assaults on the police reignited fears of an epidemic of violence. Outbreaks were reported in the Gorbals, the Garngad and Govan, while in Anderston, where six men were arrested following a raid on an illicit bookmaker, officers were stoned by a hundred-strong crowd. One of the constables told the Western Police Court: ‘It was a bad habit of the children in this district to gather together stones when the police were being assaulted.’ 

The Glasgow Herald reflected at length on the prevailing ‘spirit of violence’. It identified a cluster of underlying causes – slum housing, unemployment, poverty, drunkenness and the declining influence of the churches – but warned that these long-standing social problems had been aggravated by the volatility of the city’s Irish population: ‘Ireland has been responsible for more of our social trouble in Glasgow than the war and Bolshevist propaganda combined.’

The city’s notoriety was exacerbated during the early 1920s by a spate of razor-slashings. The appearance of this apparently new breed of offender shocked members of the Scottish judiciary, who quickly identified the razor as a distinctively Glaswegian weapon. Henry Smithyman, an eighteen-year-old newspaper seller from Parkhead, was jailed for twelve months with hard labour at Glasgow Sheriff Court in October 1922 for slashing Thomas Connor’s throat in a row over a bet. Sheriff Macdiarmid told the court that such cases had become exceedingly numerous in the city, with most being attributed to young men aged in their teens or twenties.

Four slashings were reported in a single night on New Year’s Eve in 1923. At the High Court, two days later, the judge – Lord Anderson – railed against the fondness for the weapon among ‘Glasgow toughs’. Jailing Neil McAllister for twelve months for the attempted murder of John McKay by cutting his throat, the judge declared: ‘It was a most outrageous thing that young men in Glasgow should go about with razors in their pockets for the purpose of drawing them across the throats of the citizens.’ Prior to dealing with such cases in Glasgow, the judge subsequently remarked, he had thought the razor to be ‘a weapon used only by Negroes’ – the judge was clearly familiar with American racial stereotypes, whereby black men were routinely depicted as violent as well as untrustworthy and libidinous. 

In any event, Lord Anderson asserted: ‘It was un-British to use steel.’

The Killing of Noor Mohammed

The racist murder of an Indian pedlar in Port Dundas brought Glasgow’s gangs abruptly back into the limelight in May 1925. An industrial district a mile north of the city centre, Port Dundas had seldom been noted for its gangs. Now, it was alleged at the High Court in Glasgow, street traders were required to pay a ‘fee’ to local gang members to ensure that they could sell their wares in the district unmolested. 

At around half past ten on the night of Saturday 16 May, three young men had called at the tenement house of a pedlar named Nathoo Mohammed in Clyde Street. They announced that they wanted to buy jumpers and scarves. Mohammed asked them to return the following day, but the men refused to leave. They offered various items – including a pistol and dagger – in exchange for a jumper, but their bartering quickly turned to threats, with twenty-two-year-old John Keen warning: ‘Give me a jumper or I’ll kill you.’ Mohammed fled, dressed only in a sheet. He ran to nearby Water Street to seek refuge in a house occupied by six of his compatriots. His tormentors followed, their numbers swelling en route, and gathered on the landing outside the house. They hammered at the door, and Noor Mohammed – a twenty-seven-year-old pedlar – opened it. He had armed himself with a broom, but was quickly overpowered: Robert Fletcher seized him, and John Keen stabbed him in the chest. Fletcher shouted that he would ‘kill all the Indian men’, but the raiders contented themselves with ransacking the house. They hurled cups and crockery at the terrified occupants, helped themselves to three suitcases of merchandise and then scattered before the police arrived. 

Noor Mohammed was taken to the Royal Infirmary, where he died shortly after midnight. A post-mortem showed that the knife had penetrated a lung. Detectives from the Northern Division of the Glasgow police made nine arrests within twenty-four hours. A tenth suspect – John Keen – gave himself up after his wife was taken into custody. 

The victims of the onslaught were identified as natives of the Punjab, who had been living in the room-and-kitchen house in Water Street for just two months. A reporter on the Evening Citizen found the house to be sparsely furnished: there was no covering on the floor, and five single beds were crammed into the room, with an additional ‘set-in’ bed in the kitchen. The occupants all worked as pedlars, hawking clothes such as silk scarves and jumpers door-to-door throughout Glasgow. Neighbours described them as gentle ‘creatures’ who gave no cause for offence: ‘They come and go and trouble no one,’ one woman remarked. Numerous local women were among their customers.

Three young men – John Keen, Robert Fletcher and John McCormack – were eventually charged with Noor Mohammed’s murder, and faced additional charges of intimidation, assault and theft. They stood trial at Glasgow High Court from 31 August 1925. 

The first witness, Nathoo Mohammed, gave a detailed account of the events that culminated in the fatal stabbing. McCormack’s counsel then launched a counter-allegation, accusing Nathoo Mohammed of drug trafficking – the ‘alien’ dope-pedlar, and sexual predator, was a familiar menace in the public mind following the conviction the previous year of the ‘Dope King’, Brilliant Chang, at the Old Bailey in London. Restaurant proprietor Chang had been jailed for fourteen months for possession of cocaine; the Daily Express heralded the sentence as a triumph for British justice. Nathoo Mohammed denied that he had ever dealt in cocaine or been charged with trafficking. He admitted that he had been fined £2 in 1922 for possession of opium, but insisted that he had required the drug for medicinal purposes – his brother sent it by parcel from India to Edinburgh. He further denied that he had been in the habit of purchasing daggers with hollow handles for the purpose of concealing opium or other drugs.

Nathoo Mohammed’s wife, Louie (‘a white girl of Spanish extraction’, according to the Scotsman), was cross-examined the following day. She told the court that she and Nathoo had been married for eight months, and denied that she was aware of any ill-feeling in the district over her marriage to a ‘coloured’ man. John Keen’s counsel then suggested that her husband was both cruel and violent: 

Was it not the case that Nathoo Mohammed was starving you?

– No.

Did he not make you go out peddling his wares in the street, and not give you enough money to keep you?

– No. He has always been kind to me.

Did he not strike you on occasions?

– Yes, and I struck him back.

Only with some reluctance did she admit to having complained to the police that her husband beat her. 

John McCormack’s counsel then put it to Louie Mohammed that her husband had gone to Water Street on the night of 16 May to rally his fellow-countrymen for a fight. She refuted the suggestion: ‘The coloured men do not fight,’ she insisted.

James Stirling, a seventeen-year-old neighbour, told the court that Keen had challenged the occupants of the house in Water Street to: ‘Send down that countryman of yours.’ When Noor Mohammed came out of the house armed with a brush, Keen stabbed him on the chest. Mohammed was then dragged down the stairs into the tenement close (the common entrance to the building). Stirling was questioned about the relationship between Nathoo and Louie Mohammed. He described how, two weeks earlier, Mrs Mohammed had asked him to ‘see if John Keen would fight her man’. When asked whether this was because Nathoo Mohammed had mistreated her, Stirling did not answer.

In his closing speech, Keen’s counsel stressed to the jury that a large crowd was gathered on the landing when Noor Mohammed was pulled out of the house. Everyone knew, he told the jury, ‘what Glasgow gangs – in fact the gangs of any city – were, and there might have been several in the crowd who wanted to vent their spleen on the dead Indian and who delivered the blow.’ The judge, Lord Ormidale, told the jury that he was confident they would give ‘the same consideration to the case as they would … if the victim of the murderous assault had been a native of Scotland or England.’ The jury took ninety minutes to find John Keen guilty of murder. Their verdict was unanimous, but they tempered it with a strong recommendation for mercy. They found Robert Fletcher guilty of culpable homicide (the equivalent of manslaughter in the Scottish legal code). Keen and John McCormack were also found guilty of intimidation. 

As Lord Ormidale pointed out, by law only one sentence could be passed upon a prisoner convicted of murder: he sentenced John Keen to death. Robert Fletcher was sentenced to seven years’ penal servitude; John McCormack was jailed for nine months.

Keen, who broke down and wept as the trial drew to a close, protested: ‘I am not getting justice in this case at all, my Lord. If I had got into the witness box, I could have cleared myself.’ He was only too aware that newspaper reporting of the case as a gang murder had counted against him. In desperation, he pleaded: ‘I have been called a hooligan and a gangster, but this I never was.’ 

Keen’s family launched a petition calling for his reprieve with the support of James Stewart, Independent Labour MP for St Rollox. More than 50,000 signatures were collected in three days – many of them on the terraces at a match between Partick Thistle and Celtic. That number had doubled by the time the petition was forwarded to Sir John Gilmour, Secretary for Scotland in the Conservative government led by Stanley Baldwin. 

Gilmour, however, was unmoved. John Keen was hanged in Duke Street Prison, Glasgow, on 24 September. Keen’s father wrote to the Evening News to thank those who had campaigned on his son’s behalf. He concluded: ‘Our only consolation is the knowledge that our poor boy is innocent.’

The killing of Noor Mohammed prompted renewed investigations into the nature of Glasgow’s gangs. On 20 May, the Evening Citizen ran a front-page ‘Special’ on ‘THE HOOLIGAN PROBLEM IN GLASGOW’. The accompanying illustration showed a fearsome weapon – a combined dagger and knuckle-duster – and the report dwelt on the city’s ‘somewhat unenviable reputation with regard to the crime of razor-slashing’. The Citizen offered a social explanation for gang violence: the root cause – unemployment – was linked to the fighting culture that prevailed in Glasgow’s working-class neighbourhoods:

For the most part the members of these gangs are young hooligans, who, having no work to do, loiter at street corners and form themselves into a gang. In some districts there are two or more gangs, and anxious for a fight on the least pretext, it is not long before they get at loggerheads and a feud ensues.

The writer had clearly been well briefed by the police, as readers were then assured that they had little to fear, despite the hooligans’ formidable armoury. For the most part, the gangs fought only among themselves and, in any case, the police kept them under ‘a very watchful eye’ so that at the first sign of a disturbance, the offenders were hauled before the courts for salutary punishment. In effect, this was little other than police propaganda. 

The Rise of the Gangster

The hanging of John Keen might have been expected to serve as a warning to Glasgow’s hooligans, yet the city’s gang conflicts intensified significantly over the remainder of the decade. The upsurge of gang warfare had, in fact, been foreshadowed two months before Keen went to the gallows, when the annual Orange Walk was marred by unusually severe outbreaks of communal violence. 

On Saturday, 11 July 1925, around 40,000 men, women and children assembled at the Grand Lodge headquarters in Cathedral Street in Glasgow city centre before processing to Springboig on the outskirts of the East End. The outward procession passed off quietly with only one minor skirmish en route, and around 70,000 people attended the ensuing demonstration. Resolutions were passed unanimously declaring devotion to the Crown and the principles of the Reformation, and determination to ‘combat every attempt of the Romish Church to regain supremacy to the land’. 

The walk back to the city centre was more eventful: fighting broke out in Shettleston, and again at nearby Parkhead Cross. As the procession reached the Calton, a section of the parade then veered off the official route and entered Abercromby Street – ‘a locality which gained notoriety at the time of the Sinn Fein outrage [the shooting of Detective Inspector Robert Johnstone] in Glasgow some years ago,’ as the Scotsman recalled. Here, many of the tenement windows had been decorated with Sinn Fein flags, and hand-to-hand fighting erupted after some of the processionists began to hurl stones and bottles at the flags, with members of one Orange band using their instruments as weapons. Fifty arrests were made before the police managed to restore order.

Elsewhere in the city, however, disturbances raged beyond midnight. The most serious outbreaks of violence took place in the Garngad, where 200 youths rampaged through Cobden Street – known locally as an ‘Orange’ street – ‘singing something about John Knox [the leader of the Protestant Reformation in Scotland], and shouting something about King Billy’. The crowd began to stone the windows of pubs, shops and houses, whose occupants flung pieces of coal and other missiles in reply. A revolver was fired as fighting spilled over into Turner Street and Garngad Road: one young man was wounded. Sixteen youths were arrested. 

Four of the prisoners appeared at Glasgow Sheriff Court on 23 July, when a resident of Cobden Street described how his wife was hit on the shoulder by a stone thrown through the window of their house. One of his neighbours described hearing cries of ‘Kill the Orangemen!’ Only one of the defendants was convicted: Arthur Bates was jailed for three months for breaching the peace and throwing stones.

Rumours of a resurgence of sectarian gang fighting swept through the East End the following year, with one gang repeatedly named in the Eastern Police Court: the Brigton Billy Boys. It did not take much to attract their wrath. On the afternoon of Saturday, 21 March 1926, a Catholic youth was making his way to Dalbeth Cemetery to visit his sister’s grave when he was spotted by a group of Billy Boys in London Road. They told him to remove a green handkerchief from the top of his jacket pocket. He ignored them and walked on, only to find himself pursued and felled by punches and kicks. One of his attackers, twenty-year-old Clarence Jackson, was arrested. A search at the Eastern Police Office revealed that Jackson was carrying a razor: Jackson insisted that the weapon was essential for self-defence. His solicitor told Glasgow Sheriff Court that: ‘Unfortunately, in this locality, there were young men who had narrow-minded views on religion. There was a Fenian gang, and another gang known as the Billy Boys. The latter were Orangemen.’ According to Jackson’s solicitor, the victim of the assault was a member of the Fenian gang, and had provoked the Billy Boys by flaunting the handkerchief. Sheriff Harvey was unimpressed; he jailed Jackson for sixty days with hard labour.

Catholic gangs in the East End launched regular forays of their own. On Tuesday 27 April, John Brogan led a gang of around thirty Norman Conks in a late-night raid on the Billy Boys’ regular gathering spot at Bridgeton Cross – those Billy Boys present quickly scattered. Robert McLaggan Kelly was caught, however, and he suffered a fractured skull when he was hit with a hammer: doctors at the Royal Infirmary removed five pieces of bone from his head. Two members of the raiding party were arrested. 
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