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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      From Legend to Enlightenment

      [image: image]

      
      Legend has it that Glasgow was a Christian foundation. In the sixth century, so the story goes, St Kentigern (known with more
         street cred as St Mungo) founded a monastery beside a burn called Molendinar, less than a mile north of the River Clyde, some
         fifteen miles upstream from its estuary. The ‘second city of the Empire’ started here.
      

      
      Fourteen hundred years later, a young Bill Paterson was growing up in Dennistoun in Glasgow’s East End, where, as fate would
         have it, ‘only a couple of blocks away from our back green’ was visible ‘the only surviving stretch of the Molendinar’, otherwise
         ‘obliterated and entombed’ by the Industrial Revolution, which a century earlier had all but squeezed Nature out of the original
         settlement.
      

      
      
      The Molly, what was left of it, was by then ‘a turgid and deeply unhealthy creek’, but Paterson and his friends liked nothing
         better than to follow its every twist and turn, as it ‘slopped out of a culvert’ here and ‘meandered stinkily on a dogleg
         course’ there, past waste ground and ancient bleach works, before ‘disappearing into another culvert under the cinder football
         pitch’.
      

      
       ‘In these few hundred yards,’ recalled actor and writer Paterson in his autobiographical account Tales Beyond the Back Green,1 ‘the ancient Molendinar gave us a whole continent to explore, a whole world of downright unhealthy adventures and the source
         of many as yet untold tales . . .’
      

      
      It was as if these boys, if only they could find its source, might alight upon ‘the fountainhead, the very heart of the “dear
         green place”’, as Glasgow has become known. The search so inspired Paterson that he became convinced that—
      

      
      

         It was beside this limpid stream that St Mungo set up the monastic settlement that one day became Glasgow Cathedral and that
            nurtured a town that crept down the hill towards a river called Clutha. The burn slipped into the broad salmon-filled waters,
            turned west and headed for the Atlantic via Rothesay. Some time over the years the Clutha became the Clyde and the great city
            of Glasgow flourished.
         

      



      
      It is most certainly true that here, on the banks of the Molendinar, were sourced not only the spiritual, but also the intellectual
         and pathological founts of the city. For not only was Glasgow Cathedral founded here in 1197, but also Glasgow University in 1451, and the Royal Infirmary nearly 350 years later.
      

      
      But while it is incontestable that the Church played a vital role in the development of mediaeval Glasgow – not only building
         its cathedral and founding its university, but also obtaining for it the status of burgh, making it an independent centre
         for trade – it is likely that Glasgow itself did not begin with the coming of Christ, that there was some kind of settlement
         here long before Kentigern arrived, possibly as early as Neolithic and Bronze Age times. For, just a short walk south, there
         was a well-established ford over the River Clyde much used by trappers in their journey between the West Highlands and the
         West Lowlands, and the rabble has always felt at home here, their secular preoccupations good enough reason for the ascetic
         Mungo when he turned up in the sixth century to push on up the hill and build his spiritual retreat a respectable distance
         away.
      

      
      Linking these two sites – high and low Glasgow – was a track, transformed today into the High Street which runs from Cathedral
         Square, down into the Saltmarket, where there is an important meeting of the ways known as Glasgow Cross.
      

      
      If a geographical anchor to the city is required, this is surely it. Here, even today, you cannot fail to detect vibes of
         the mediaeval hubbub, a sense of Glasgow before industrial revolution gave the city its principal reputation for shipping,
         engineering, textiles, and left-wing intransigence.
      

      
      Glasgow Cross not only pulls together High Street and Saltmarket, it funnels two other roads – Gallowgate and London Road – from east of the city into the wonderfully named Trongate, which, as seductively as it slips off the tongue,
         today supplies access to the pleasures of Glasgow’s West End.
      

      
      Approach the Cross for the first time after dark, when the lights of the seven-storey mediaeval Tolbooth Steeple cast their
         eerie majesty all around. Lead in from the city’s East End, from the area of ‘the Barras’ market, as iconic a nest of vipers
         as Petticoat Lane has been for Whitechapel in London’s East End.
      

      
      Gallowgate and London Road conspire to delimit the area of the famous market with Moir Street, which leads us to the site
         of Glasgow’s guiltiest secret from the darkest days of the Industrial Revolution, the notorious ‘pens’ or ‘back loans’ hidden
         behind the on-street tenements, each with as many as four closes (entrance areas) to between four and six minuscule dwellings
         on each of three landings. In one of these, the infamous ‘Pudding Pen’, as many as a hundred souls once resided in conditions
         unimaginable to modern man.
      

      
      Trailing further east along London Road finds Bridgeton, or ‘Brigton’ as it is spoken, heart of the East End and once a Protestant
         Irish stronghold, home to the infamous 800-strong Billy Boys, a gang which, within living memory, marched regularly with their
         Orange Order band to Glasgow Cross and played ‘God save the King’, in order to reaffirm their loyalty to a Dutchman dead these
         300 years.2

      
      All roads lead to Glasgow Cross, a time-slip of a place where countless criminals last saw the light of day (hence Gallowgate).
         Stagecoaches from Edinburgh and London stopped here. Its ‘plainstanes’ [flagstones] were a place of public proclamation. The Steeple was once part of a larger building
         housing not only the tolbooth, but the city’s administration and a debtors’ prison, self-run by its inmates with regulations,
         such as this, fit for a Glasgow-style gentleman’s club:
      

      
      

         It is firmly and irrevocably agreed upon that the members of these rooms shall not permit the jailor or turnkeys to force
            any person or persons into their apartments, who are thought unworthy of being admitted [and . . .] Every member, when liberated,
            shall treat his fellow prisoners with one shilling’s worth of what liquor they think proper . . .
         

      



      
      Nearby, a Mercat Cross, one of many across Scotland signifying an important trading place, is the symbolic centre of the city,
         and surely its historical heart.3

      
      The Mercat Cross was a declaration of commercial intent, but for centuries the city’s inaccessible position in the north-west
         did little to encourage trade. Indeed, Glasgow might have remained a cathedral and university town for many years to come,
         a St Andrews in the west, had it not been for the discovery that there was land far to the west worth colonising. Suddenly,
         with the discovery of America, Glasgow found itself no longer planted on the western edge of the world, on the shores of the
         mighty ocean that stretched to no one knew where. It was now ‘across the Atlantic’ from a new continent with which, in the
         eighteenth century, it built up a prosperous trade.
      

      
      The merchant community grew rich on the tobacco trade with North America. By the 1760s, the city was the foremost tobacco trading port in Britain, bringing in almost half of all the tobacco imported into Britain. Records show that
         in 1715 two million lbs were imported; in 1741, eight million; in 1771 – the official peak – forty-seven million, though much
         more was also smuggled in illegally, to avoid customs tax.
      

      
      When trade with America was eclipsed by the War of Independence (1775–83), resourceful Glasgow merchants found new markets
         in such places as Canada, the West Indies and later India. Tobacco was a major revenue generator in the city, producing the
         so-called Tobacco Lords, who, dressed in red silks and top hats, would strut their stuff on the plainstones (flagstones) of
         Glasgow Cross along with the town crier. Among them were the Speirs, the Cunninghames and the merchant James Glassford, who
         owned the palatial Shawfield Mansion in the heart of the eighteenth-century city.
      

      
      Tobacco was largely traded for textiles and cloth, especially linen from the handloom weaving communities of the East End
         ‘villages’ of Bridgeton, Calton, and the Gorbals. The tobacco was then mostly re-exported to European ports.
      

      
      It was in the days of the Tobacco Lords that Glasgow began to ‘make the Clyde’, widening and deepening it by means of walls
         and jetties, transforming it from a shallow salmon stream into a navigable river, work that took 150 years to complete.
      

      
      In the process of time, the city became not only a great international sea port, but the centre of a great shipbuilding industry,
         which changed Glasgow once and for all.
      

      
      
      Industrial revolution was first visible in the textile industry, which in 1750 was still domestic, but a significant commercial
         proposition. Men and women worked their spinning wheels and handlooms at home in the countryside. Agents sorted out the sale
         of cloth at market. But soon these spinners and weavers would be uprooted and herded together in factories in the city, losing
         their centuries-old craft skills to the more efficient but less refined performance of steam-driven machines.
      

      
      The transition from a rural, craft way of life to an urban, factory-based one was a massive change for the people involved.
         The move threatened to lose not only their time-honoured skills but a whole philosophy of life to future generations. Thomas
         Hardy wrote of their time; Charles Dickens wrote of the new industrial world they were drawn into. The rural handloom weaver
         had been in tune with the countryside. There was empathy with its seasonal rhythms and an unconscious sense of its beauty
         as fundamental to life. From nature and the rural community these people drew the deep-truth values that characterised a tradition
         they were not simply a part of, but helped to define. In many ways, the story of their industrialisation is the story of the
         rural worker’s attempt to hang on to some of this tradition in the face of appalling odds, while the later work of environmentalists
         is an attempt somehow to redress the worst excesses of the revolution.
      

      
      People were moving from a holistic culture in the lap of nature, where women worked alongside men and if things got tough
         you could at least grow your own food, to a materialistic, male, machine-based one, with thousands working in close quarters
         in factories, and later in chemical and engineering works, the docks and shipyards, often using dangerous materials and generating tremendous noise, filth and
         heat, for little personal gain at all.
      

      
      Up to the late-eighteenth century, yarn was spun from raw cotton on a spinning wheel. Weaving cloth by hand was, in its simplest
         form, a matter of securing parallel lengths of yarn (the warp) vertically into a structure (the loom) and then feeding more
         lengths crosswise (the weft) through them – the weft yarn going under and over each warp yarn successively. The weft yarn
         was contained in a shuttle, a bobbin-like device which led it under and over the warp. To charge the shuttle with weft yarn,
         the weaver kissed the shuttle – drew the weft thread from the cop (a roll of thread wound on a spindle) by sucking it through a small hole
         at one end of the shuttle.
      

      
      The series of inventions that triggered the Industrial Revolution in textiles worked on these ancient processes. They included
         the flying shuttle, the spinning jenny, the water frame, the spinning mule, the steam engine and the power loom. The flying,
         or fly, shuttle was invented first in 1733 by John Kay. It ran on wheels and could be pulled rapidly across the loom with
         a cord. Then, in 1764, James Hargreaves invented the spinning jenny, which could spin more than one strand of yarn at once.
         All the inventions were geared not to enhance quality, which had always been the weavers’ great pride and was always better
         achieved by skilled hand, but to speed things up. The rat race, as Clydeside activist Jimmy Reid would, much later, proclaim,
         had begun.
      

      
      There were other inventions to increase output, the most important of which was the power loom – a loom powered by steam or water wheel. The first to be patented was by William Horrocks in 1802. It was, however, the new spinning
         machinery that first led to the factory system. Suddenly, spinners no longer owned their own wheels. They had lost their autonomy
         and independence. No longer did they work in their own homes at their own pace, but in their employers’ factories at the machines’
         pace. With the advent of the power loom the earnings of handloom workers collapsed, as they tried, ultimately unsuccessfully,
         to compete with the power looms in the factories. There were worker riots in some parts of Britain, as weavers began to grasp
         just what these changes really meant.
      

      
      But nothing was going to be allowed to stand in the way. By 1829, most of the 10,000 people at work in Scotland on power looms,
         were situated in Glasgow. It was this that kick-started the city’s industrial revolution, because implicit in the development
         of the new textile machines was a need for metal components, ironworks and engineering shops. The Carron Ironworks, near Falkirk,
         was established in 1759, and access to this and the Monkland coal fields, which fuelled the iron furnaces, was facilitated
         by a decision in 1769 to build the Monkland canal, an undertaking that would take some twenty-five years to complete.
      

      
      Another key moment was the invention of the ‘hotblast’ process, a method of pre-heating air and blowing it into a blast furnace.
         Patented in 1828, it greatly reduced the time and therefore the cost of producing pig iron. If you were an entrepreneurial
         spirit and wanted to get on, you got into coal and iron founding and engineering, ideally into an integrated colliery-ironworks business. That, by the 1830s, was what the money-men in Glasgow were encouraging.
      

      
      In the following decade, the transportation of raw materials and products was greatly enhanced not only by the canal, but
         also by the advent of the railway. Capitalising on their new engineering expertise, the greatest centre of railway manufacturing
         in Europe was created at Springburn, to the north east of the city centre. At their peak the Springburn works employed 9,000
         men building and repairing steam engines, carriages and wagons, and living in tenements nearby, a community with one of the
         richest local histories in Glasgow. Once, one of the great sights to be had in the city was a locomotive being hauled from
         Springburn to Finnieston Quay for export.
      

      
      Meanwhile, the development of the steam engine by such as mathematician John Napier and engineer Duncan McArthur, and the
         success of Henry Bell’s steamboat Comet in 1812, laid the foundations of the Clyde’s shipbuilding industry. Within twenty years almost sixty steamboats were plying
         on the river. In 1834, the marine engineering partnership Tod and MacGregor began building iron-hulled ships, facilitating
         vastly more ambitious projects.
      

      
      Simultaneously, on the back of the railway and shipbuilding industries, other industries prospered, such as boiler-making,
         joinery, carpet-making, and navigational instrument production. Many other businesses rose up, not simply to furnish the trains
         and ships, but to take advantage of the transport they facilitated to all corners of the earth.
      

      
      By the twentieth century Glasgow was a compact, cosmopolitan, port city with a developed economy which generated a wide range of jobs. Most activity was confined to about two miles of waterfront, on the north bank of the Clyde
         from the Broomielaw (now Kingston Bridge), past Queen’s Dock (which included a timber terminal) to Elderslie Dock, and on
         the south bank from the Broomielaw, past Kingston Dock and Prince’s Dock to George V Dock.
      

      
      There were major granaries and fruit lairages on the north bank just east of Queen’s Dock, and another major dock at Rothesay,
         just beyond the city boundary, which concentrated on ores and chemicals. Four 100-ton-plus capacity cranes serviced these
         docks, including two at Queen’s Dock where the massive locomotives from the Springburn locomotive works would be lifted on
         board ship for export to various ports throughout the Empire.
      

      
      The docks and quaysides were busy with the constant loading and unloading of ships up to the 1960s. Dockers lived in close
         proximity to their labour, in communities such as Tradeston and Gorbals, Broomielaw and Anderston, apparently in close communities
         with tight bonds of kinship.
      

      
      Family ties and contacts were of vital importance for Clydeside shipyard workers in particular. Families formed the basis
         of the skilled boiler-making gangs, and apprenticeship was typically a father’s legacy to his son: ‘Getting me a trade, that
         was my inheritance.’
      

      
      The personal relationship between a boy’s father and the foreman – ‘someone he trusted; someone he had dealings with’ – was
         considered by eighty per cent of the men interviewed to be directly related to their introduction to the trade.4

      
      
      Beyond the docks the city grew up as a centre for shipbuilding, metalworking and engineering and these traditional ‘heavy’,
         male-worker industries continued to dominate until after the Second World War.
      

      
      The Glasgow Museum of Transport lists sixty-four shipyards as being once in existence on the Clyde, and fourteen still existed
         within the city boundaries in the mid-1950s. Many of the most famous seagoing liners were launched from the Clyde yards, including
         the Cunarders, Queen Mary, Queen Elizabeth and Queen Elizabeth II (‘QE2’) – in 1934, 1938 and 1967 respectively, the latter two both from John Brown’s shipyard in Clydebank. Bill Alexander, like
         many others in Glasgow even fifty years ago, remembers the Clyde as an exciting hive of industry that seems to the youth of
         today as belonging to another world:
      

      
      

         Oh! The thrill of sailing down the Clyde, staring in awe at the skeletons of great ships yet to be launched. The sound of
            the great hammers on steel hulls, the flash of welders’ torches or the fireworks display of the grinders’ tools.5

      



      
      At the beginning there was a heroic dimension to what was going on. The concept of the heroic had permeated the literature
         of the nineteenth century, boys’ stories especially, and explorers were the glittering heroes of the day. Gallant tales of
         the search for the Northwest Passage over North America, expeditions to the Arctic, the Antarctic, the exotic Orient and the
         dark continent of Africa, had provided a steady stream of adventure that thrilled British society at every level throughout
         the century, at once capturing the imagination and stoking the Imperialist dream. The Industrial Revolution was seen to be at the very heart of this heroic endeavour, the Empire ideal which, in 1841,
         was defined in a series of lectures, On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History, by Thomas Carlyle, a Scot who lived down the road in Dumfries.
      

      
      Everyone, it seemed, was swept up in the heroic enterprise, and the rural workers’ traditional pride in their work survived
         the transition. It is a consistent thread running through industrial workers’ oral memories and autobiographies, as is the
         stress men placed upon themselves ‘never being idle’. They carried the worker tradition, which made no distinction between
         work and life, out of the old world into the new. Work was something more than a job. This work ethic is apparent also in
         accounts of workers in other industries from the mid-nineteenth century, and by weaver poets like Henry Yates and Richard
         Rawcliffe, who experienced the great change between manual and mechanical labour personally in England’s industrial north.
         In his poem ‘Heroes’, for example, Rawcliffe extols the ethic that drives his class of working men:
      

      
      

         The man who glories in the right:–

         In honest toil ’neath virtue’s wing;

         He struggles hard from morn till night,

         And calmly bears affliction’s sting . . .

      



      
      Work is important in itself, irrespective of the money earned. Rawcliffe calls upon operatives in the weaving industry to
         work out their contracts even in the face of personal monetary loss. Work was a virtue to be cultivated and remained so in Glasgow even into the twentieth century. Glasgow was a city with a deeply engrained work ethic. In an economy
         dominated by heavy industry Glaswegians worked hard for their daily bread . . .
      

            


      ‘Labour is a law of life,’ commented an Irish cleric in 1937 in a eulogy to ten Irish migrant labourers – ‘martyrs to duty’
         – tragically killed in a bothy fire in Kirkintilloch near Glasgow in September 1937.6

      




      In his memoirs, Glasgow-born MP David Kirkwood, who rose from apprentice engineer to Independent Labour Party leader and Labour
         MP, noted of Clyde shipbuilding workers:
      

      
      

         These men – the finest, the most expert craftsmen in the world – had lived their lives in their work. Their joy as well as
            their livelihood lay in converting the vast masses of Nature’s gifts into works of art, accurate to a two-thousandth part
            of an inch.7

      



      
      They worked it out, the shipwrights, the plate-makers; and the many steel plates of these massive ships did fit and the ships
         were launched with due pomp from the Clyde, the best advertisement for the Empire you would ever see.
      

      
      

         It was remarkable how they built ships. It was all through experience . . . Once you got it up there, and you got it tae fit
            – and it did fit – it was a great satisfaction. That’s when tradesmen gets the satisfaction, when everything works. Because
            you put a lot intae the job. And everybody else, you know people who don’t really know the job . . . You’ve got tae be a mathematician an a’. You’ve got tae dae sines, tangents,
            and a’ the different degrees. At that time there were no, there were no calculating machines. All you had was a log book,
            a wee log book. You got your, you know, your numbers and you calculated.8

      



      
      Pride in one’s work in the shipyards was the single most important moral element in a Glasgow worker’s life and gave rise
         to its own poetry, as here, in ‘The Yairds’, by John F Fergus:
      

      
      

         I’ve wrockt amang them, man and boy, for mair nor fifty year,

         I canna bear to quit them yet noo that I’m auld an’ sere,

         The Yairds is just the life o’ me, the music’s in my bluid

         O’ hammers striking strong an true on rivets loweing rid;

         I’m auld, I ken, but, Goad be thank’d! I have not lost my pride

         In honest wark on bonny boats that’s built upon the Clyde.

      



      
      This ethic – this ‘willingness to work’ – was just as evident among unskilled workers, often in atrocious conditions, as this
         71-year-old retired sheet metal worker with a lifetime’s hard graft behind him, observed:
      

      
      

         The filth that we worked in right fae fourteen years of age. And being a man with no education, the only thing you had was
            the muscle in your arm and what experience you got with metal, and a very willingness to work. I would go in and say to people,
            ‘Yes I’ll do that in that time.’ And whatever it took to do that [job] I would do it. Silly now, looking back through the years, you know.9

      



      
      At length, the terrible conditions of the shipyards and the harsh living conditions in the tenements provided for the workers
         to live in, did awaken these ‘heroes’, as Rawcliffe termed them in his eponymously titled poem, to their exploitation, but
         at first even poverty was exalted for itself and given a place of respect, as in ‘The Honest Poor’, a poem by the Dumfriesshire-born
         poet Hugh Gardiner Graham, written in the 1860s, a period of terrible depression:
      

      
      

         There’s honour in the poor man’s breast more dear to him than gold;

         There’s loving kindness in his heart; there’s truth and courage bold . . .

         There’s resolution in his soul to brave life’s toilsome way . . .

      



      
      But in the end, cast into poverty and misery to make a handful of industrialists rich, the worker enslaved by the Industrial
         Revolution finally began to speak out, as here, in weaver William Billington’s seminal poem, ‘Fraud, The Evil of the Age’(1883):
      

      
      

         With what unutterable shame and scorn,

         Humiliation and indignant rage,

         The bosom of the honest man is torn

         Who contemplates the evils of this age—

      



      
      Almost a century later, the Glaswegian trades union leader Jimmy Reid would define precisely what those evils were, what the changes foisted on the worker by the money-men of the Industrial Revolution, obsessed by savings of time and cost,
         really did mean:
      

      
      

         We are human beings and people insult us when they talk about our participation in the rat race. Reject the insidious pressures
            in society that would blunt your critical faculties to all that is happening around you, that would caution silence in the
            face of injustice least you jeopardise your chances of promotion and self advancement. Because this is how it starts and if
            you start before you know where you are you are a bullied paid up member of the rat pack. The price is too high, it entails
            the loss of your dignity and human spirit, or as Christ put it ‘What does it profit a man if he gain the whole world and suffer
            the loss of his soul?’.10

      



      
      From the earliest days of the unions, those who rebelled were swiftly dealt with, as Boyd Calder, who grew up on the Clyde
         immersed in stories of his grandfather working as a riveter’s ‘holder on’11 in the early years of the twentieth century, recalls:
      

      
      

         My father told us that my grandfather was involved in a rent strike in Springburn and as a consequence was put on a blacklist.
            He found it very difficult to get a job after that. I suppose he was marked down as a troublemaker. We heard tales of him
            walking miles to stand outside the gates of some yard at hiring time, only to be turned away, time and time again.
         

         The family had to go on ‘the Parish’,12 but with many rigours attached. Anyone accepted for Parish help was stigmatised through having to wear Parish-supplied clothes, boots etc. It really was quite a stigma and brought shame on the
            poor people who were desperate enough to go for help from the State. My grandmother died when my father was only thirteen
            and with a family of seven they found it very hard to get by.
         

      



      
      At the end of it all, in 1971, when the government’s intention to – in secretary of state Nicholas Ridley’s words – ‘butcher
         the yards’ slipped out, ‘the slaves established the right to work’, as Sam Gilmore, one of the leaders of the famous work-in
         at the Fairfield yard in Govan, put it. The work-in was a return to Richard Rawcliffe’s notion of ‘the man who glories in
         the right’, as much as it was a political statement, and they proved it at Fairfield’s by refusing to down tools. Determined
         to honour the many contracts they had, the men occupied the Govan yard. The government and the employers had figured out how
         to stop the strikes but not how to put a stop to work, and the workers, who gained support from all corners of the earth and
         all classes and raised millions to keep the effort going (including £5,000 from John Lennon), won. The yard stayed open.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Character

      [image: image]

      
      Who were the men, women and children on whose lives the Industrial Revolution in Glasgow marched forward?

      
      The first influx to really swell the city’s population occurred between 1750 and 1821, when it grew by 459 per cent, due in
         part to migration from Ireland and the Scottish Highlands and Islands. These intrepid souls, from the south and north respectively,
         set a trend for immigration that would continue unabated to the present day, involving an almost constant stream from Ireland
         and intermittent injections also from Italy, Eastern Europe and Asia.
      

      
      Glasgow was virtually alone in this in Scotland. It was all rather confusing to Deirdre Chapman, a girl from Scotland’s restrained and predictable, one-dimensional Protestant East, when
         she arrived in the city in the 1950s:
      

      
      

         When I got here in the fifties my landlady was Italian and her maid-of-all-work Irish. There were wayside shrines all over
            the landings and stairs and they went to Mass before I was up. In the east I had never knowingly met a Catholic, and in history
            and in geography classes at school I had had problems believing that Highlanders and Islanders were fellow countrymen. Such
            wild tragedy and exotic scenery had no place in the tidy controlled environment I knew. But here were girls with names like
            Donalda who could sing in Gaelic and had aunties on Barra, and other girls in cashmere twinsets who lived in remote suburbs
            and had grandfathers that were Russian Jews.1

      



      
      Many would perhaps hesitate to include Highlanders and Islanders in a list of exotic influences in Glasgow but the waves of
         Scots flowing to the city from the north were long treated as immigrants by the locals, who spoke a different language and
         appeared quite different. Most arrivals from the Highlands spoke Gaelic, rather than Scots or English, and the mirth that
         the Highland dress provoked among Lowland Scots has been well documented in popular culture, with Andy Stewart’s song Donald, Where’s Yer Troosers? sung worldwide.
      

      
      

         Although I was born in Govan (which makes me a ‘Keelie’!) both my parents, like many others in the area, were Islanders. Hebrideans
            from Skye in their case. As a consequence I spoke Gaelic as my mother tongue in the home, long before I spoke English (or should that be ‘the local patois’?).
            Many other children in Luath Street and Howat Street and the others nearby had a similar background, and we could switch languages
            in our play without thinking about it. We were proud to be Glasgow Gaels.2

      



      
      Sociologist Dr Seán Damer sums up public feeling towards them:

      
      

         To say that the Glaswegians’ original attitude towards the Highlanders was hostile would be to put it mildly. Generally, they
            were seen as uncouth savages, and basically feared . . . They were referred to quite simply as the ‘Irish’, as was their language,
            until well into the eighteenth century. This reference to their historical origins was meant to be abusive, to classify the
            Highlanders and their language as foreign.3

      



      
      However, the Highlanders soon found a place in society – as often as not, in the police force. The sturdy men of the north
         were generally superior in stature to the city-dwellers of the lowland west, and towered over most locally born law enforcers.
         At one point in the nineteenth century, these Highland giants were said to account for nearly half of the Glasgow police –
         though only ever around ten per cent of the Glaswegian population – and the ubiquitous ‘teuchter polis’ became a well-known
         fixture of city life. The triumph of the Glasgow police as world champions at tug o’ war in 1900 confirmed the legend of the
         powerful Highlander in the city’s folklore, and burly officers became popular as protectors of public order. Nonetheless, a distinct Highland
         identity was retained, and as recently as the 1930s the Central Station bridge over Argyle Street was known to many as the
         ‘Heilanman’s Umbrella’, due to the number of Highlanders that congregated there to socialise and catch up on news from the
         north.
      

      
      The larger wave of migrants from Ireland related well to the Highlander due to the similarities between the Irish and Scottish
         Gaelic languages, but this had no bearing on their reception by the main body of people in Glasgow.
      

      
      Asked whether it was harder for Asians to settle in Glasgow in the 1950s than it was for the Irish, who had the same skin
         colour as the Scots, one migrant – politician Bashir Maan who came to Glasgow from his native Pakistan in the early fifties
         – answered from personal experience: ‘It was not as hard [for the Asians] as for the Irish, they suffered too much.’4 So hopeless were attempts to integrate initially that in 1798 Catholic and Protestant Irish buried their differences in a
         United Irishman’s Rebellion against the British Government, which resulted in their exclusion by both Scottish Episcopalians
         and Catholics.
      

      
      Catholics in Glasgow were treated by many as uninvited intruders, ostracised by the Protestant Glaswegian majority for bringing
         their families and religion into an already crowded metropolis – though this had little to do with religion. The Catholics
         were associated with the Jacobite Rebellions that had plunged Scotland into civil war in the eighteenth century, and were
         seen as disloyal to the United Kingdom. Many Irish Catholics were opponents of the British monarchy and government, mainly
         for nationalistic reasons – the struggle for a free Ireland was foremost in the minds of many, and disgust over the seventeenth-century Ulster
         Plantation and subsequent atrocities persisted.
      

      
      But the Irish Catholics would not be put off. There was a sense among them that they were coming home, as Owen O’Leary recorded
         in Cliff Hanley’s Glasgow: A Celebration:
      

      
      

         For starters, the very name Scot came from Ireland, and I have never in my life worked out why some people in this Northern
            piece of sceptred isle real estate should be shirty about the Irish in Glasgow when, for God’s sake, we invented the place.
         

         What I am talking about is the invasion many centuries ago by the tribe the Roman scholars called the Scoti, who sailed across
            the water in coracles or something of the kind, from the actual Emerald Isle, and displaced the Picts, whose only contribution
            to civilisation was some kind of heavy-duty tattooing.5

      



      
      From the eighteenth century, the Irish arrived in Glasgow in droves, both Catholic and Protestant. The Protestants were more
         simpatico spiritually with the ‘proddy’ lowland Scots in Glasgow, and livened things up by bringing with them a fierce loyalty
         to the Orange Order, so that by 1835 there were twelve Orange Masonic lodges in the city.
      

      
      The Protestants initially found work in the weaving villages of Calton and Bridgeton. Historian Michael Moss calculates that
         about thirty per cent of the area’s weaving population were of Irish origin by 1819.6 Once the factories, ironworks and shipyards got going, they invariably moved into the better paid, skilled and supervisory positions in these industries. Reflecting the labour picture in their Irish homeland, Irish Catholic migrants,
         meanwhile, first found work as labourers in farms to the west of the city, and then as labourers in the docks, shipyards and
         other industries. It would be on their backs that the heavy work of the Industrial Revolution would be undertaken.
      

      
      The building of the Monkland Canal in the late-eighteenth century was just the kind of work for which Glaswegians saw Irish
         Catholics as fit. This main artery of the new industrial city, which also ran passengers to and fro on horse-drawn barges
         from 1807, was of magnetic interest to children from the Dennistoun, Riddrie and Blackhill areas, often to tragic effect:
         there were so many cases of children drowning in it that the Monkland got itself the nickname of the ‘killer canal’. But for
         young Bill Paterson, it was the industry that the canal brought to the area just to its north – in the region of what is Royston
         today – that really fired the imagination:
      

      
      

         You might be surprised to know that there was ever a canal there at all, you’ll probably know it better as the M8 motorway,
            Townhead interchange, but if I tell you that the one big bad thing that shaped the Molendinar that we knew and loved was a
            place called Blochairn, you might just nod your head in recognition. Blochairn was one of Glasgow’s biggest steelworks and
            it thundered and roared day and night. If it had the image of hell on earth we loved it all the more, because it spawned some
            truly gruesome tales. Our neighbour Mr Baird, who despite claiming to be 103, had a job there, and night after night the back
            green kids would gather round his ancient fireside and hear some of his tales. We would spin out a measured two inches of Highland brew and
            listen to stories that curdled the blood. Stories of hardworking men being squashed to pulp between falling sheets of steel,
            of apprentices vaporised in vats of molten metal, or heads and limbs sliced off by red-hot girders. Now we knew why the Royal
            Infirmary was only half a mile away.7

      



      
      The Irish Catholic labourer was invariably the victim in these blood-curdling stories for when, with the opening of the canal,
         this area – known in the nineteenth century as the Garngad – became a vortex of industry the Irish Catholic made it a home
         from home, as Paul Kelly, whose grandfather arrived in Glasgow towards the end of the nineteenth century, discovered:
      

      
      

         In 1894, the northern part of Garngad consisted of four parallel streets, each running in a south to north direction. Starting
            from the west, the four streets were Turner Street, Villiers Street, Bright Street and Cobden Street. These four parallel
            streets were enclosed on the north by Charles Street and on the south by Garngad Road. Both Charles Street and Garngad Road
            still exist today, though Garngad Road is now called Royston Road. In the late-eighteen hundreds, these six congested streets
            of north Garngad could be described as a ‘Little Ireland’. About ninety per cent of the households in Turner Street, Villiers
            Street, Bright Street and Charles Street were headed by a person born in Ireland.8

      



      
      People think of the Gorbals as Little Ireland, and it is true that this ‘village’ just south of the Clyde became another of the favoured settlement areas, largely for Irish Catholics, from the 1840s, but the title was first given to the
         Garngad, which was one hundred per cent an Irish Catholic ‘state’:
      

      
      

         The place I went to secondary school, Royston, had once been called the Garngad. Almost entirely Roman Catholic, it had its
            bloody street-battles with Protestants and its holy-day marches celebrating old victories. Lest anyone doubted this was also
            political, for decades, the first thing you saw entering the area was enormous graffiti declaring, ‘YOU ARE NOW ENTERING FREE
            GARNGAD’. The IRA would have been delighted.9

      



      
      If there is any difficulty in picturing nineteenth-century labouring-class ghettoes such as this, let the shock of Indian
         journalist B. M. Malabari at the squalor and poverty here in 1890 speak for itself:
      

      
      

         Men and women living in a chronic state of emaciation, till they can hardly be recognised as human, picking up food, what
            even animals will turn away from; sleeping fifty, sixty, eighty of them all together, of all ages and both sexes, in a hole
            that could not hold ten with decency; swearing, fighting, trampling on one another; filling the room with foul confusion and
            foul air. This is not a picture of occasional misery; in some places it represents the everyday life of the victims of misfortune
            . . .10

      



      
      Besides inadequate housing and chronic overcrowding, the industrial environment of the Garngad was poisonous. Besides Blochairn, there were chemical works employing thousands of men. Respiratory and pulmonary disease was rampant, and
         the Provan Gas Works, opened by Glasgow Corporation in 1904, did nothing to help.
      

      
      South of the Clyde, another hellish industrial landmark of the time, and key employer, was Dixon’s Blazes in the Gorbals,
         an ironworks with five blast furnaces that lit up the sky for miles around, founded by William Dixon, son of the owner of
         the Little Govan colliery. A century on, Gerard Coyle, who lived nearby in Pollokshaws Road from 1952 until 1974, remains
         in awe:
      

      
      

         I remember it well because at night . . . It was called Dixon’s Blazes because these two big sort of tanks . . . it looked
            like, I don’t know what you called them but the flames used to be released from them . . . quite spectacular! I don’t know,
            they would shoot up maybe twenty or thirty feet, I suppose.11

      



      
      Where there was drama, there was danger. Where there was danger, there was work; but it could cost you your life. Turner’s
         asbestos factory at Dalmuir was a case in point, as this former employee recalls:
      

      
      

         After a period of unemployment, I said, I’ll take the first job I get. I walked down the Dumbarton Road to Clydebank – we
            were living in Clydebank at the time – walked into every shop, through every doorway, and I eventually came to Turner’s Asbestos
            [Cement Co.] . . . I’ll never forget till the day I die the first impression of that place. It was like walking into Dante’s
            Inferno without the fire. It was just Hell!
         
The noise was unbelievable. The size of the machinery was awe-inspiring you know, awe-inspiring. Three big machines took up
            the whole width of the factory. They were a sheet machine, and a pipe machine, and then another sheet machine. Dust was flying
            through the air everywhere, clouds of dust. And there were wee men walking about – I ended up dain it for the first two or
            three days I was there – sweeping the floor. Nae masks, just overalls. Clouds of stoor [dust] everywhere it just filled the
            air, and it was settling just as fast as they were sweeping it. And then it was dumped. Shovelled intae wheel barras, takin’
            out tae the side of the Clyde and dumped down at the grounds of what’s the hospital down there now . . .
         

         Tae be heard – I know it sounds crazy, but you had tae shout in a whisper. That was the strange thing, you had tae get in-between
            the pitch of the machines and you could be heard. But if you shouted at the top of your voice you couldnae be heard, and if
            you spoke at a normal tone you couldnae be heard. You had to get in there somewhere, and where you wernae as loud as the machinery
            you could actually be heard. Believe it or not, not above the sound but under it.12

      



      
      This worker and his wife eventually contracted asbestos-related disease, the latter from washing his dusty overalls on a regular
         basis. Many a lagger died from asbestos-related disease. Glasgow has one of the highest rates of mesothelioma – the deadly
         asbestos-related cancer – in the UK. This took a great toll upon the bodies of workers and on the lives of families and loved
         ones; just one indicator of how the traditional, heavy industries left a grim legacy and cast a very long shadow many years after the factories and shipyards closed down.
      

      
      Asbestos was also heavily used in the construction industry – which, then as now, recruited large numbers of Irish Catholics.
         The Red Road flats in Petershill, just north of Royston, the highest flats in Europe when they were built in the 1960s, were
         riddled with the ‘magic mineral’. The Red Road joiners were nicknamed ‘white mice’ because they were covered in the stuff,
         and years later the death rate among them from asbestos-related disease was astronomically high.
      

      
      While Protestants had a long-standing and near-total monopoly on skilled employment in Glasgow, discrimination consigned the
         Irish Catholic labourer to the most arduous and dangerous employment, and life itself was a lottery. ‘Catholics need not apply’
         was a common enough sign or slogan. The attitude persisted long after statutory anti racial discrimination regulation – for
         example, through the practice of asking at interview or in job application forms about which school the applicant had attended.
      

      
      Attempting to hide one’s religion when seeking employment was almost impossible as schools in Glasgow were – and often still
         are – segregated along sectarian lines, as Sam Gilmore, a Catholic, recalls:
      

      
      

         On application for a job the first question was, ‘What school did you go to?’ The Catholic schools were all named after saints,
            so that was a dead giveaway. That always struck me as funny.
         

      



      
      
      The difficulties faced by a young Catholic trying to find a job were considerable. Hugh Savage, born and raised in Bridgeton
         in Glasgow’s East End, remembers the discrimination he faced as a young man during the interwar years, and his frustration
         at the system in place:
      

      
      

         The first week after my fourteenth birthday I started to work my way around the factories in Brigton looking for a job. It
            was my first experience of discrimination. I began at the Acme Wringer Company, then Templeton’s Carpets, Tullis and Martin’s
            Leatherworks and so on. In all I must have gone to nearly twenty factories, and they all said the same, ‘What school did you
            go to?’ There was I with my new short trousers and shoes, my best woollen jersey and shirt and tie, a wee boy looking for
            his first job, and all these people could think about was what religion I was. Probably that was the first time I became angry.
            Not with the bigots that were denying me a job because of religion, but with the whole stupidity that divided people in their
            way through life.13

      



      
      Even for those Catholics able to surmount the obstacles they faced, employment could be short-lived once a man’s co-workers
         established his religion. Sam Gilmore again:
      

      
      

         Catholics didn’t eat meat on a Friday. For the new guys on the job, Friday was the day. They’re eating their sandwich and
            everybody is looking to see what’s inside it. No way could you eat meat. If you were Protestant and you happened to like cheese
            you made a point of not eating it on a Friday, in case they thought you were a Catholic.
         

      



      
      
      Lagger Hugh Cairney recalled how jobs prior to the 1950s were clearly demarcated by religion, and how impossible it was even
         to apprentice to a trade:
      

      
      

         When my father was a young boy, sixteen and that, looking for work, if you were a Catholic in the shipyards you didnae get
            employed. You got employed as a labourer or something like that but you didnae get employed to learn a trade, and the only
            thing at that time going was the [asbestos] insulation, you can go to that – we werenae a trade, we’re still no’ a trade .
            . . So that’s why the majority of Catholics – our industry have been a majority of Catholics for the simple reason they couldnae
            get trades.14

      



      
      So, what on earth made Irish Catholics flock here from the mythically beautiful Emerald Isle? The answer is that by the mid-nineteenth
         century there were worse living conditions in Ireland even than this.
      

      
      After the fungus Phytophthora infestans appeared, rural Ireland was all but destroyed. There had been warnings aplenty that a nation should not depend upon one crop
         alone, and when the potato harvest failed in 1845, 1846 and again in 1848, people were left with nothing to eat and no way
         to make money to support themselves. Many wandered the countryside, begging for food or work. Many starved to death. Famine
         took a million lives in Ireland. Reports from observers make sobering reading. William Bennett’s Narrative of a Recent Journey of Six Weeks in Ireland was published in 1847:
      

      
      
      

         Many of the cabins were holes in the bog, covered with a layer of turves, and not distinguishable as human habitations from
            the surrounding moor, until close down upon them . . . We spent the whole morning in visiting these hovels . . . My hand trembles
            while I write. The scenes of human misery and degradation we witnessed still haunt my imagination, with the vividness and
            power of some horrid and tyrannous delusion, rather than the features of a sober reality. We entered a cabin.
         

         Stretched in one dark corner, scarcely visible, from the smoke and rags that covered them, were three children huddled together,
            lying there because they were too weak to rise, pale and ghastly, their little limbs – on removing a portion of the filthy
            covering – perfectly emaciated, eyes sunk, voice gone, and evidently in the last stage of actual starvation. Crouched over
            the turf embers was another form, wild and all but naked, scarcely human in appearance. It stirred not, nor noticed us.
         

         On some straw, soddened upon the ground, moaning piteously, was a shrivelled old woman, imploring us to give her something,
            baring her limbs partly, to show how the skin hung loose from the bones, as soon as she attracted our attention. Above her,
            on something like a ledge, was a young woman, with sunken cheeks . . . who scarcely raised her eyes in answer to our enquiries,
            but pressed her hand upon her forehead, with a look of unutterable anguish and despair.
         

         We entered upwards of fifty of these tenements. The scene was one and invariable, differing in little but the number of the
            sufferers, or of the groups, occupying the several corners within . . . It was my full impression that one-fourth of those
            we saw were in a dying state, beyond the reach of any relief that could now be afforded; and many more would follow.
         

      



      
      After this, the horrors of the Garngad didn’t seem so bad. Those who could, left Ireland in search of a better life. The Garngad’s
         St Rollox Chemical Works,15 Millburn Chemical Works, and Tharsis Sulphur & Copper Works were high on the émigré’s list of possible employers. Work was
         plentiful where there was danger to health, and special rates applied; the downside was that many workers died. As Owen O’Leary
         bemoans:
      

      
      

         Ireland was the lost continent, full of accordion music and football and whisky priests, till the eighteen-forties, when the
            sodden English imperialists invented the potato famine – the very first Westminster try at curing the Irish Problem.
         

         So a lot of those that were left, left . . . And I will not hesitate to admit, because I am an honest man when you catch me
            napping, that a lot of us, my sainted grandfather included, couldn’t read or write. All we could do was build canals and railways
            if you threw us a potato scone and shouted Paddy and used the whip.16

      



      
      There was, nevertheless, pride and a sense of adventure in many a clannish Catholic-Irish heart. Maria Fyfe was born in the
         Gorbals in 1938. Her grandfather was the first in the family to find his feet in Glasgow:
      

      
      

         Dad was proud of being an O’Neill. His father was born in Kilrea, the small village in County Londonderry where Martin O’Neill, Celtic’s former manager, comes from. The place is hoaching with O’Neills: it’s a name as common as MacDonald in the
            Highlands. My granddad O’Neill’s name was Daniel, but he was known back home as Daney, and in Glasgow as Celtic Dan . . .
            Daniel made a life for himself in Glasgow, most probably finding digs with an Irish family . . .
         

      



      
      Immigration from Ireland to Glasgow peaked in the middle and second half of the nineteenth century, with more than 1,000 people
         arriving each day during one period in 1847. The 1851 census showed that around a third of the entire Glasgow population was
         of Irish extraction, and after centuries of mixed marriages very few Glaswegians could today claim that no Irish blood flows
         through their veins.
      

      
      Longtime Glasgow resident John Hamilton describes his own family’s arrival from Ireland around the turn of the twentieth century,
         earmarking the docks, rather than the more dangerous chemical works, as place of work:
      

      
      

         My family have been in Anderston about a hundred years. They left Ireland because of the usual: lack of work, and poverty.
            Some went to America, some went to Scotland or England, Liverpool. When they got off the boat they’d look for a house, then
            find a job in the shipyard or local docks. Quite a lot of the Irish went to the docks – it was poor pay in those days, grotty,
            heavy work – and the only ones who would take it were the Irish. And they didn’t even get it regularly; they had to queue
            up each day. If you weren’t working that day you’d to go back the following day and the boss would say, ‘you, you and you’.
            They eventually made it a good job – it became a father-son job. Most of them found they’d done all the hard work, the heavy work.17

      



      
      The call-on procedure meant unpredictable, hard and often dirty work, certainly, but it could be rewarding, as this retired
         sheet metal worker recalls of his one and only, fifteen-month period of being a docker:
      

      
      

         My stepfather was a docker, and I said to him, ‘What about getting me a start at the dock?’ And he wasnae very happy about
            it, but he did. And in 1953 I got a start. And he didnae want tae know me. He says, ‘Well, you wanted it, there it is.’ And
            I got sent to Queen’s Dock. And there was 6,000 men in Queen’s Dock, and they had a system . . . You had a black book. The
            covers were black so they called it a black book. And you had a fifteen-minute free period, where you could get a job on your
            own. And if you didnae get a job on your own you’d to hand your book into the control officer, and he would make up so many
            gangs of so many men – eighteen or twenty, whatever it was. And the first day I went in . . . ‘green’.
         

         These foremen, they all stood on a platform that went round the hall about eighteen inches high. And the first morning, I
            saw this man: ‘Give me your book, son. Follow me.’ And this was the big time – Alex O’Connor was his name. He was the big
            time; ‘heavy ganger’, they called him. And they got the cream of the work. And we went to a ship up at Stobcross at the far
            end of Queen’s Dock – where the ferry came from Govan over to Stobcross. And we lifted all the hatches off and the beams,
            and it was oranges and what have you. And the crew wanted it cleaned up. It was a four-hour shift to do that. And eh, about eleven o’clock we put all the hatches back and that was it. The man gave me my book
            back. He says, ‘That’s you now. You’ll get another job at one o’clock.’
         

         And I went in at quarter to one and here was the fee booking. And a big Irish chap says to me, ‘Are you looking for a job,
            lad?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘Give me your book.’ And he took me round to a hut round the back of the old tunnel that was there and he handed
            me a shovel. And there was another three lads. One got a shovel along with me, and the other two got brushes. And they walked
            us along to the Dublin cattle boat where the cattle . . . You had to take all the barriers down and hose them. The urine was
            like that at the bottom of it. And a favourite trick of these dockers . . . I smoked at that time . . . ‘Have a cigarette.’
            And when you lit the cigarette with the ammonia . . . Oh, it took your breath away.
         

         Anyway, that was my first day. I got that cleaned, and I went to step on a tram car . . . ‘Get off this tram.’ We used to
            go home with some weevils when you were at the oil cake. They looked like fleas. And I remember a lady tapping me on the shoulder
            and saying, ‘You’ve a large flea on the back of your neck, son.’ It was these weevils. They never stayed, they were harmless.
         

         Anyway, I stuck that for fifteen months. I earned a thousand pound bar a penny. And the old man says to me, ‘If you live to
            be a hundred you’ll never earn a thousand pound again at the dock.’ It was an oddball, you know . . .18

      



      
      In the shipyards there were three kinds of worker: the black squad (lowly pieceworker – the boilermakers: riveters, platers, caulkers – paid according to what they had contracted to do), hourly-paid workers with a trade (electricians,
         engineers, etc.) and staff (timekeepers, pay clerks, draughtsmen and under-foremen). Then there were the foreman and managers,
         known as ‘hat men’ because they wore a bowler hat as opposed to the worker’s flat cap, or bunnet. There was no safety clothing
         until the 1960s, but there were unofficial uniforms: hourly-paid workers wore an open-necked shirt with perhaps a scarf or
         cravat; office workers, timekeepers, draughtsmen and under-foremen wore collar and tie (collar and tie job):
      

      
      

         You could tell when the men went into the yard what they were working at, you would see the electricians and the engineers
            going in in boiler suits, nice clean overalls, and you would see the black squad coming in and they would have any sort of
            old clothes – old patched trousers with a dirty cardigan, an old jacket with the elbows out, a muffler round the neck, and
            maybe an old bunnet.
         

         Moleskin trousers were the favourite with riveters because they were hard wearing. They got so thick with oil they were like
            leather. You bought a pair of moleskins for your work, they had to last you six months. When you took them off at night they
            could stand up themselves, nobody ever washed moleskins. When a riveter came home he just dropped them off and put them into
            the press until the next morning. Moleskin trousers and a grey flannel shirt to soak up the sweat was the attire for the summer
            time. In the winter time it was all sorts of gear, all sorts of old jackets and cardigans, all patches, we were like walking
            ragbags.19

      



      
      
      Riveters fastened plates and beams onto the ship’s skeleton by hammering red-hot metal rivets to make a watertight connection.
         A manual riveting squad consisted of four members: a left-hand riveter, a right-hand riveter, a holder-on and a boy rivet-heater.
         Before the introduction of welding during the Second World War, the way in which riveting was performed changed little from
         the nineteenth century.
      

      
      

         You had a furnace and the boy put five or six rivets in the fire, he had a bag of rivets at the side of his fire, he throws
            the hot rivet to the holder-on and he picks up the hot rivet, sparking hot, and puts it through the hole, rams it through
            with a back-hammer. The riveter drives it in with alternate blows on the outside of the shell, and that way you fill up every
            hole with rivets.
         

         In the bulkheads you could be bent nearly double and riveting heavy beams and plates. That was twice as hard as ordinary shell
            riveting. You had to work just as fast because the rivet had to be hammered while it was red-hot.
         

         Men would be riveting eighty to a hundred feet up, sometimes higher. We would be working – swinging hammers – on two wooden
            planks, sometimes only one, without any guard rail. The plank would be bouncing as they worked. We’d have been safer trying
            to work on a tightrope.20

      



      
      Shipyard folklore has it that a particularly gifted riveter once banged a rivet in so hard that it flew across the Clyde and
         killed a sheep on the far bank. But the jokes came later. For a young apprentice come with earnest expectation to join the
         shipyard community and learn a trade, it could be a scary first day, as this seventy-two-year-old retired boilermaker plater recalls:
      

      
      How long was your apprenticeship?

      
      Five years in these days. You done your five years. But you had to . . . You were sixteen till you were twenty-one. And you
            finished up you were a boilermaker/plater, and after that you were either a plater, a caulker, or a burner.
      

      
      So did your time start when you were sixteen?

      
      I was sixteen.
      

      
      But you left school at fourteen.

      
      I left at fourteen.
      

      
      What did they do? What was their job at that age?

      
      At that time you het rivets, or you worked with other tradesmen doing, doing . . . certain jobs. Maybe cutting steel, cutting
            bars at the . . . what we used to call it . . . the shears like, you know. I was fortunate. I was never sent tae the heating
            like. And after that I think it was up to the foreman what job you were put tae . . . You got a chance at caulking and that,
            and welding.21

      
      All around the new recruit was noise – the thunder of running machines, the screeching of worked metal, the cries of mistakes
         and mysterious intentions, and all this often in the half-light of a ship’s hold.
      

      
      

         When I went into the shipyard at first I didnae like it. I was stuck in the bowels of the ship, I couldnae believe it, they
            were throwing red-hot rivets to each other. It was dark and striking because of the oil lamps they used . . . I thought I was in Hell. I was only sixteen at the time and I couldnae stand
            it but I got used to it, it was a matter of getting used to it, you had to suffer it or be out of a job.22

      



      
      In the late 1930s, the shipyard day began at 7:50 a.m. and finished at 5:30 p.m., five days a week, Saturday was a half-day.
         The horn would sound to call the men to start and stop work, and there’d be a whistle on Friday evening – the ‘pay whistle’.
         There are plenty of people around in Govan today who can remember the daily scene at the Fairfield yard. Recalled Tommy Stewart
         and Sydney Smith:
      

      
      

         Crowds of men walked down the streets when the horn blew and the yard emptied. Down Ederpark Street, Golspie Street, along
            the Govan Road to Linthouse and in the opposite direction to Govan Cross.
         

         They walked with their thumbs hooked into their gallasis, or arm openings, in their waistcoats with four small pockets which
            held cigs, matches, French chalk and bits of pencil. They all wore caps, even boys of fourteen and fifteen. Their dark clothing
            and dirty faces merged with the surprisingly dull buildings – not until close up [were] their eyes and teeth recognisable.23

      



      
      It is the classic shipyard scene. At full working, Fairfield employed 5,000 men. The sight of them pouring out on to the streets
         of Govan is one that is imprinted on the memory plate of one of the Glasgow village’s more famous sons, Manchester United
         boss Sir Alex Ferguson, who named his house Fairfields after the yard for which his father worked, and called his first racehorse Queensland Star after a ship his father helped build at the yard:
      

      
      

         When I was born on December thirty-first, 1941, the production of the yards was more important than ever because of the Second
            World War, but shipbuilding and the Upper Clyde had been synonymous for more than half a century before that time . . . At
            the end of a shift those streets would be filled with thousands of hurrying men, nearly all of them wearing the cloth caps
            they called bunnets. It was an unforgettable sight, that tide of bunnets. I remember waiting at the gates of the yard where
            my father worked, eager to recognise him among the mass of grimy, heavy-booted figures clattering towards me, or looking down
            from the back window of our tenement onto the main artery of the Govan Road to pick out his distinctive walk so that my mother
            could put his food on the table.24

      



      
      Alex was never himself employed in the yard, but his brother Martin was. The family lived on the corner of Govan Road and
         Neptune Street. The great tidal wave of bunnets suggests full employment, but even in the good times the black squad, like
         the dockers, suffered the lottery of the call-on.
      

      
      

         There used to be a daily market. If you were a riveter or whatever you used to go down in the morning and wait outside the
            foreman’s office and he would say, ‘You, you, you’, and give you a start.
         

         Sometimes the foreman would walk up and down the lines of men waiting for work without saying a word, not even a grunt – which most of them were capable of. That meant that there was no work for you that day. They were just reminding
            you that they had all the power and you had none.25

      



      
      These workers were also subject to the indignity of the piecework system, pay according to work done. For example, if you
         were a riveter, a counter came along and counted the number of rivets you had hammered home, before you were paid.
      

      
      

         They paid you maybe twelve-and-six [12s./6d.] per hundred or twenty-five shillings a hundred, or whatever it was. You had
            to put in thousands of rivets to make up your wages at the end of the week.26

      



      
      Sometimes there was a negotiation for a whole gang between a charge-hand and a rate-fixer, and it became a question of who
         was stronger – manager or worker. This boilermaker charge-hand tells how tough it was to hold out for the best deal for his
         men:
      

      
      

         I was a charge-hand. When the new jobs came out you knew nothing about it. You had tae figure out how you were going to dae
            the job. And you had to put a price on it because you’d rate-fixers there.
         

         So the rate-fixer comes in and he starts to negotiate . . . You know, the rate-fixers, they didnae want tae give you nothing
            like . . . So, there was one time there that I blacklisted a job . . . This was a tank we were building and I wanted twenty-two
            pound for it. And the firm wanted to give me five pound. I had a squad of about twelve men, and I says, ‘Naebody touches that job.’ Well, I’m the charge-hand so
            I’ve got to make decisions.
         

         I says, ‘Naebody touches that job, cos they’re no going to pay us.’ I says, ‘We’re going tae work on a job there and this
            job’s going to last for a while and we’re going tae get nothing out it.’
         

         You tried to prove your point. I put everything down on paper, how it’s all worked there, but you don’t show that tae the
            rate-fixer, because you’re only learning them more about their job. You knew more about the job than they did. They knew nothing
            about the job.
         

         So, after that, when I blacked the job there, the gaffer came and tried tae force you, saying, ‘You’ll need tae dae this.’
            I said, ‘I’m no dain’ it.’ So you went from there to the head rate-fixer and they tried to put you through it again, to force
            you.
         

         I said, ‘No, I’m no accepting it.’

         Now, while that was going on the five pound started going up tae ten pound, then it went tae fifteen pound and I still held
            out. So, therefore, it stopped at that. They said, ‘Right you are.’ Then the manager’s sent for. He says, ‘Well, I think you’re
            getting a reasonable price there, but you’re just being stubborn.’ I said, ‘Oh?’ I said, ‘I’ve got men there that are working
            under me and I’ve got to make their wages.’ I said to him, ‘If you go for a suit you can buy a suit for . . .’ – I think it
            was twenty shilling in these days – ‘you can go and buy a suit for twenty shilling, or something like that, or you can get
            a suit for maybe three or four pound there.’ I said, ‘Why dae they sell one suit at twenty shilling and they sell the other
            suit at four or five pound? Workmanship!’ I said. ‘If you want tae get workmanship done, you’ve got tae pay. Either that, or the men will just hang the job up, and the job
            will never be right.’
         

         So, after all that, it finished up I got my money. It took about three months.27

      



      
      All this was along with the hard, physical, dirty graft. The sheer toughness of the work environment was unlike anything that
         anyone had ever experienced before the Industrial Revolution slipped into gear.
      

      
      

         Some of the conditions that these men were working in was really atrocious . . . When you see the conditions in the Clyde
            it was like fighting an atomic war with a bow and arrow, you know. You hadnae a chance. In the yard there, if you were working
            at the stern of the ship . . . The only way you could work round the rudder post, and round the screw and that, was when the
            tide went right out. And when the tide did come in and then went out it left all this residue. All rotting fruit that had
            fallen off ships, and dead dogs and what have you. And the men had to go down and work amongst that you know. And you can
            imagine the conditions in the middle of winter.28

      



      
      John Brown’s on Clydebank had a terrible reputation for cleanliness in the toilets, so much so that I had heard the comedian
         Billy Connolly, who worked as a welder in Alexander Stephen’s yard, draw on his experience of them in a sketch. I asked Sam
         Gilmore, who knows Connolly and was working in the yards at the same time as he, what the truth of it was. Gilmore had found
         a way to circumvent the prejudice he was up against as a Roman Catholic and became a shipyard electrician and senior shop steward:
      

      
      

         Conditions were terrible in the yards. There were absolutely no cleaning up facilities. When you went up to the toilets, you
            got two shreds of paper – like that [he signified a lavatory sheet two or three inches square] – and you went in, and before
            long [seven minutes, I discovered was the allotted time] they were rattling the door and you know your time was up!
         

         John Brown’s yard was even more primitive. They had a big trough running the length of the toilet and a wooden plank that
            you sat on, with holes in it. So people used to go to the toilet and they’d make wee boats, and they’d start off at the top
            and put a wee light to it. They’d float it down with people sitting there, and the next moment, ‘Aargh!’ That was John Brown’s.
         

      



      
      The shipyards compared with no other industry for the sheer filth, as Hugh Cairney, a lagger from the late 1940s, recalled:

      
      

         When I started working it was disgraceful, I mean you shared your cabin, whatever – you built the cabin yourself practically
            – you shared it with the rats and everybody else. That was in the shipyards, but I got oot of the shipyards and went to the
            oil refineries . . . and that was completely different frae the shipyards. I think I only went back about once or twice in
            my career, back to shipyards again. I didnae particularly like [the refineries], but [you were] oot in the open and . . .
            it was different. You had things like boiling water – you went in and you had a hut, you had boiling water, you had a tea man, which you never had in the shipyards. Yeah, they’ve got them
            in the shipyards noo’, but in they days you never had them, so you had to go and try and find a burner or a fire or a riveter’s
            fire and try and boil your can up, you know?29

      



      
      As safety precautions were nil in the yards, death by accident was also common. In the 1930s one of Glasgow’s finest writers,
         Edward Gaitens, described a young lad taken into a Clyde shipyard by his father witnessing an accident that killed one worker
         and injured another. Amazingly, the work continued as the bodies were removed:
      

      
      

         The father removed his cap, bowing his head; the boy copied him. ‘My, there’s been a man killed already! It’s terrible. Terrible!’
            The boy looked up asking, ‘Do they not stop the works when a man’s killed, Da?’ His father answered, ‘No, the work goes on,
            son. The work goes on!’30

      



      
      Ralph Glasser – born in the Gorbals, his parents Russian Jewish immigrants – recalls listening to the men at Dixon’s Blazes
         relating:
      

      
      

         Grim anecdotes of terrible things – of men crippled for life, or killed outright. The concluding words of one of these tales
            gave me nightmares for a long time, ‘there was nothing left of the poor bugger but his feet’.31

      



      
      Residents of Govan shared with me a catalogue of disasters, the first occasioned to a man who fell through the roof of the blacksmith’s shop at Fairfield’s yard during the war, when painting the glass roof with blackout paint.
      

      
      

         He landed a few feet from me. I had only started a few weeks before. He fell into a large metal box holding lime used for
            softening steel. He was lifted out, covered in white lime powder and black paint . . . quite dead.
         

         Then there was a mountain of a man – six foot, eighteen stone – [who] was decapitated when a Fairly Float was accidentally
            released from its housing and struck the back of his head while [he was] working at the side of the ship on the guardrail.
            His mate standing next to him was unhurt but suffered severe shock and never worked again . . . I also know the man who had
            the job of going into the water to recover the severed head.
         

         And a young lad, engineer and keep fit fanatic, excellent swimmer . . . skylarking about the mooring ropes during their break,
            slipped from the rope straight into the water feet first and never surfaced . . . no trace of the lad could be found. It was
            low tide . . . he had stuck in the mud and drowned just feet from the surface. The Clyde being so dirty in those days there
            was no visibility beyond two inches into the water.
         

         I can never forget a man caught in a drilling machine and thrown over the machine minus his arm. His mates rushed him to the
            ambulance room, where there happened to be a doctor . . . this only happened every six months . . . The patient was on the
            operating table of the Southern General within seven minutes.
         

         The doctor then asked us to show him the scene of the accident and help him look for the man’s arm . . . perhaps it could be saved. We could not find it anywhere, until I noticed what appeared [to be] a bundle of rags at the top of the machine
            spindle. It was the arm wrapped into a tight roll entwined with the man’s boiler suit and shirt sleeve.32

      



      
      What’s clear is that facing the appalling conditions and danger of the work not only failed to alienate the industrial worker,
         it actually enhanced character and self-image. Values rose up within the shipyard community to become its characteristic expression:
         a survivor-sense of self-worth, a resolution born of never getting something for nothing, a work ethic driven by a tight-lipped,
         dogged pride, and want, but above all by a macho spirit, too.
      

      
      Working in manual labour was regarded within the community as the pinnacle of machismo, and such workers looked down with
         disdain upon clerical workers and those who did not work with their muscles. It’s a feature of Meldrum, a shipyard rigger
         in Hugh Munro’s 1961 novel The Clydesiders:
      

      
      

         ‘The bastards,’ he whispered. Inside him distrust of sedentary men smouldered to madness. His fists bunched . . . The rigger
            found himself gazing vacantly at the crowns of two clerks perched on high stools . . . He felt no kinship. To him they were
            two sheltered specimens of a soft breed whose activities could hardly be classed as real work and whose semi-indolent existence
            was supported entirely by the sweat of hard-grafting chaps like himself . . . Arrogant behind his own dirty face he saw their
            clean ones as an affront. And automatically hated them.33

      



      
      
      Similarly, Danny Shields, an unemployed riveter and George Blake’s main character in the Clydeside interwar novel The Shipbuilders, looked down with disgust upon his son when he obtained a job as a cinema doorkeeper, derisively noting that he had ‘never
         done a stroke of real man’s work in his life’.34

      
      Tolerating danger and risk-taking at work were perceived to be manly attributes. If, as a novice apprentice, you witnessed
         a fatal accident, you soon forgot about it amid the monstrous sights and sounds, so proud were you being there. As Edward
         Gaitens put it, you strutted on, ‘cloaked in rare distinction’.
      

      
      The whole business of being an apprentice was bound up with self-image. Sharing the experience was a vital element of the
         juvenile friendships which developed beyond the yard on the streets of Clydebank. Apprenticeship was the key to gaining acceptance
         into the fringes of street-corner society. It was on street corners that reputations were first made and challenged. The ideals
         of ‘hardness’, which guaranteed respect in the harsh environment of the shipyard, were equally important outside it.
      

      
      

         I went in as an apprentice riveter because all the other boys at our corner – we stood at Miller Street corner – were apprentice
            riveters. If you wanted to meet anybody at night you met them at the street corner. A big group of us, about sixteen to eighteen,
            would meet at the corner, so they called us Corner Boys. Corner boys were considered loafers and hard men.
         

         All our gang were black squad apprentices. We had quite a good time discussing things in the yard after working hours, what happened in the yard was discussed at the corner that night and then we would make our way to the dancing.35

      



      
      The machismo and challenge of work and conditions, the example of their peers, and the knowledge that they were involved in
         the defining industry of Glasgow, their birthplace and second city of Empire, all served to give the shipyard the appeal of
         a brotherhood to which the boys longed to enter, even if it took a while to acclimatise to the more brutal elements:
      

      
      

         I was sent to work with a man called ‘Baldie’ . . . there was a suggestion of a monkey about him. He was very strong, and
            I never knew him tired. Although I was no prude, I had been shocked at first by the blasphemy and obscenity of the workmen,
            but that feeling soon wore off, and when I started as Baldie’s mate I had acquired considerable proficiency in the use of
            bad language.36

      



      
      As an apprentice you could expect a first-day initiation drama to test your bottle, such as the rubbing of boot polish and
         other unpleasant substances into your genitals. At fourteen, at dinner time on his first day at the Fairfield yard in Govan,
         apprentice Tommy Stewart was invited to a game of seesaw:
      

      
      

         There were three huge empty cable drums from two to ten feet in diameter. The boys could jump about them, run on top of them
            causing them to roll along the dockside, like any circus acrobat.
         

      



      
      
      The seesaw was a plank thirty feet long on one large drum.

      
      

         Working this seesaw – a few boys on each end – it worked great. The seesaw lifted them fourteen or fifteen feet in the air.

         It came to my turn, I suddenly found myself alone on one end and this thing was whipping up and down fast. I was a little
            apprehensive, but OK. I was really enjoying it, when suddenly it stopped, with me about fifteen feet in the air . . . A few
            of the boys ran forward and by keeping the other end on the ground and me in the air, they turned the whole contraption ninety
            degrees and I was suddenly overhanging the water of the Clyde by about twenty-five feet.
         

         It was a long time before the horn went and they rolled the drum from the edge of the dock . . . and lowered me gently to
            the ground . . . There wasn’t a word said. I aged a lot that day . . . when I returned home that night [I was] no longer a
            tough guy.
         

      



      
      Undoubtedly, working in these conditions did toughen men up and desensitised them to danger. Such values were passed from
         father to son and from journeyman to apprentice, and some revelled in the ‘hard man’ or ‘heman’ image, showing pride in the
         scars from work injuries. Beyond the yard, part of the image was, of course, being able to hold your drink, an area of expertise
         in which steel workers mounted a convincing challenge:
      

      
      

         About one steel worker in every ten could stand up to them successfully, which was one reason why the furnacemen were looked up to in the world of heavy industry. That they got the biggest pay packets was another reason. They also had
            the biggest thirsts and that too was a prideful possession in that part of the world . . . A legend grew up about the steel
            smelters.37

      



      
      Hard drinking and heavy smoking have always been ‘strong symbols of virility and machismo in Scottish culture’.38 Wages were sometimes distributed in the pub, where it was very difficult not to conform. As shipyard worker Joe Curran commented
         in 1964: ‘Even the man that didn’t want a drink was more or less forced to have one.’39

      
      

         It was a very macho culture . . . It could also be quite violent too. But it was, you would say, very much an old-fashioned
            west of Scotland man’s world, definitely . . . You had to be able to look after yourself . . . had to be prepared to stand
            up and say you were prepared to fight . . . if you backed down, that would be it. Everyone, everyone would stamp on you from
            then on, so you had to do that. But once you’d done that, that was OK.40

      



      
      Conformity was essential, but one particular element in the social mix transformed everything. Brutality was mitigated by
         black humour, and ‘patter’ – the repartee, the tale-telling of great feats, of accidents narrowly missed or of gruesome deaths
         and mutilations. Injured men would earn cryptic nicknames – such as ‘bracket-head’ for the shipyard worker who was injured
         by a falling object from above.41

      
      Asbestos workers joked that they could never be cremated; others that they rushed to eat an injured man’s sandwiches after he was taken off to the Infirmary. It was quick, very funny, never malicious, unmistakably Glaswegian. It was the community
         you were joining at your coming of age as Jim O’Donnell, who served a four-year apprenticeship as an insulating engineer and
         worked in the industry all his life, recalls:
      

      
      

         Oh good comradeship you know, you always get good squads, good patter, och aye it was – it was a great job . . . Oh I loved
            [it] . . . even the noo’ when you go on to sites and you’ve got a good squad of guys, your day goes in, you’re working away
            . . .42

      



      
      This sheet metal worker used to working at Hyde Park, one of four Springburn locomotive works, one day found himself working
         at the Fairfield shipyard and saw at once where the talent for patter came from:
      

      
      

         When I went tae the yards I was amazed. I said, ‘How can men stick jobs like this?’ It was filthy and a’, like you know .
            . . You know yourself, the men are a’ going aboot, and you’ve got to go off, climb [maybe forty or sixty feet sometimes] off
            a – when you’re right down at the bottom of an engine room there – and you’ve got to go ashore to go to the toilets and that.
            Och the me! They’re no going to do it! So, you know what was going on [laughs]. And some of . . . You had people there that
            was cleaning the mess up. They were involved in a’ that and a’. And I said, ‘How can people stick that?’ It was unbelievable,
            like, you know. And if they hadnae that . . . way of life and the patter and that, nobody could have stuck the job. Billy
            Connolly, you know, he was true enough. He must have took a lot of copying and . . . Cos that’s how the patter goes on, you know.
         

      



      
      I’ve noticed while moving about this city that nothing is let go, there is always a hook that someone will hang something
         humorous on, given half a chance. It must have played a huge part in people’s lives during the Depression. Maria Fyfe took
         up the point:
      

      
      

         I think people appreciate wit and humour here very much. Some of it, like Billy Connolly, comes out of the shipyard experience,
            jokes spread around. The Herald is good for carrying every day its diary, you know little stories of someone making a sarcastic comment or a joke about something
            or someone. The one that sticks in my mind is when some shipyard workers were sitting playing cards and not getting on with
            their work, and one of the men with a bowler hat comes round and gives them a ticking off and they ignore him and he says,
            ‘Do you know who I am?’.
         

         Can you guess what’s coming? One says, ‘Hey Jimmy, this silly bugger doesn’t know who he is!’

      



      
      I tell Maria that I am reading Connolly’s biography, written by his wife, that his is like a ‘breaking free’ type of humour:
         ‘Connolly had this need to break out; the impression one gets is that he would have been deeply disturbed had he not had the
         nous to break free from the spiral of unhappiness that had been constructed for him.’
      

      
      Connolly first lived with his sister and parents in a two-room apartment in Dover Street, on the north bank of the Clyde in
         Anderston. When he was very young his mother walked out on the family and he was brought up by an aunt who beat him and a father who sexually abused him. He seems to have
         found his real family in the Alexander Stephen shipyard, where his instinct for survival and repartee met and even on occasion
         topped the practised and merciless ribbing of more seasoned workers.
      

      
      His wife, the comedienne and psychologist Pamela Stephenson, tells how one of his first jobs was to make tea for twelve, older,
         fellow welders, who conned him into subsidising the fee they paid him for making it – 2s./6d. a week each – by fixing him
         up with a suit at Tailorfit and making out they were paying it off weekly at the same rate. The elaborate hoax went on for
         two years before Connolly realised what was going on.
      

      
      The humour of the shipyard was the changing-room camaraderie that perhaps rugby union players know best of all sportsmen:
         ruthlessly ego-pricking, mercilessly piss-taking, but characterful, warm, and clannish. It rescued Connolly and released him
         to be himself, as anyone who has seen him perform can tell.
      

      
      

         [The shipyard] was an extraordinary society of men, and in a way Billy’s first family.43

      



      
      Said Tommy Stewart, who worked alongside Connolly in Alexander Stephen’s yard:

      
      

         We used to go in, in the morning, and we laughed until we came out. Everything was a joke. Not like that nowadays.
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