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To Heather and Sarah, who have stood by me
through bad times and good times.


Introduction

There are many dedicated people working with children from families who can’t cope, doing brilliant jobs: social workers, care workers and other professional staff who help to raise healthy, happy children in difficult circumstances. David Murphy was very nearly one of them.

As the housefather of the children’s home we were taken to when it was decided that our mum and dad were unfit parents, David Murphy was being given a chance to change and shape our young lives for the better, along with many others. Most of what he did for us during the daylight hours was exactly what was required of him, but under the cover of night, or in secret moments during the day, something evil took hold of him and destroyed all the good he was achieving. It wasn’t just me who was being hurt, although I had no way of knowing that at the time because when you are a small child you feel the whole world revolves around you and what happens to you. It doesn’t matter what is going on even two streets away; if you are feeling frightened and insecure in your own world that is all you care about, because you have no experience of anything else and no way of reaching out past the bad stuff.

When someone starts their life at the bottom of the social pile, rejected and defenceless, you would hope that the only way for them to go is up. But for me this did not happen. What started badly grew a great deal more brutal and miserable, and it would be nearly fifty years before I would finally be able to find some peace.

In no way do I want to undermine the good work of the many because of the wickedness of a few, but if reading this book makes just one adult realise that with some simple acts of kindness he or she can change a child’s life for ever, then it has been worth writing.


Chapter One

I’m lying in the dark, very small and very frightened. I can hear the peaceful breathing of the other boys in the beds around me, all of them safely asleep. I strain my ears for any sound that will tell me whether he’s approaching through the dark house, but it’s always impossible to hear him until it’s too late and he’s right there beside me. I can never tell whether this will be one of the nights when he will come for me. I won’t know until I sense him leaning over the bed, pulling back the covers, lifting me up out of the warmth and carrying me off to his own cold sheets.

Such nightmares still haunt me even now that I’m a grown man, and take time to dispel even once my eyes are open. When Heather and I wake up together in the caravan in the early morning we are a million miles away from those dark, sinister dormitories. We can hear the chatter of the monkeys, the roaring of the lions and the screams of the peacocks drifting across from the other side of the park. We are living in Flamingo Land, in Yorkshire, a place where we always used to bring the children for their holidays and which we never wanted to leave. It is where we so often dreamed of one day staying permanently, believing even as we dreamed that it could never be more than a fantasy, an escape from the real world. But dreams, surprisingly, can sometimes come true.

Flamingo Land is a long way from the council estates of Kirkcaldy, in Scotland, where my family lived when I was young and where many of them still battle on, trying to stay out of debt and out of prison at the same time as bringing up their children and struggling to keep them away from drugs and the crime that inevitably follows them. It’s a dangerous world for young people out there on the big estates, but not here, not while they are in Flamingo Land. Here they are guarded and watched over, disciplined and entertained. They don’t mind being told they can’t spit or fight one another, if it means they can ride the big dipper and plunge down the water flume.

When the gates to Flamingo Land are opened for a new day a stream of cars and coaches begins to pour through into the acres of car parks that have been silent and deserted all night. Families who have probably been on the road for hours emerge, hungry and excited. The peaceful dawn sounds from the zoo are replaced with the noise of happy crowds disappearing through the turnstiles and the hum of machinery as the giant rides fire up into life.

For the rest of the day the backing track to our peaceful new lives is the joyful screams of holidaymakers being hurtled around the big rides that rise up, then swoop and plunge down outside the French windows of the caravan. There is music and laughter and shouting and all seems well with the world.

This is a place where children of all ages come to escape the pressures and worries of their everyday lives, to frighten themselves on purpose or just to hang out with friends. It’s a place where it is possible to believe that life could always be good and that childhood can be a magical time. Adults come partly because the children make them, and maybe partly to recapture something carefree from their own pasts; or perhaps to search for some kind of happiness they never experienced when they were young and feel they are entitled to at least taste for a day.

Flamingo Land is like the childhood I never had, my own private Never-Never Land. Watching the groups of young people coming and going, I wonder sometimes what is going on in their heads. Do they carry terrible, dark secrets like I once did? Have they had experiences that they can’t even bring themselves to think about, let alone tell anyone else about? I guess we’ll never know what proportion of people suffer abuse as children because so many of us don’t talk about it, choose to forget it or at least push the memories out of sight. Some people say it is far more widespread than anyone imagines, while others say that such claims are wildly exaggerated. It has even been suggested that most people who claim to have been abused are making it up, or imagining things that never actually happened. At least now I can point to the evidence of my own past, and that of the others who were suffering in silence alongside me, and know that I didn’t imagine it. It really did happen.

Heather and I have been coming to Flamingo Land for seventeen years as visitors, but we have only been able to make our dream of moving here come true because the authorities have finally accepted responsibility for what happened to me all those years ago. Nearly fifty years after it all started someone has at last believed what I’ve told them, apologised and tried to make it up to me. But there’s a lot to make up, years that are impossible to replace, pain that can never be erased. I was just a baby when the council took responsibility for me and allowed one man to destroy my life.


Chapter Two

Those of you who have small babies, imagine for a moment having them taken away from you and put into a care home to be brought up by people you know nothing about. Walk down any street and look at all the strangers around you; are there any you would be happy just to hand your baby over to, trusting them to do the right thing? But that, more or less, is how my journey began.

At just ten months old I was much too young to know anything about what happened the first time I was taken away from my parents by Fife Council and placed in the care of Greenbanks Children’s Home in Leven. None of us can ever really know what was done to us when we were babies, although family and friends can sometimes help fill in the blanks with their memories. A mother might tell a story down the years about how a butterfingered father dropped his baby the first time he held it. What must have been a trauma at the time becomes a funny family anecdote, so the child it happened to knows that it is true even if he or she can’t remember the actual incident, but I have no witnesses to step forward and speak of what my life must have been like at that time.

I may have no memory of what happened to me in those few years I spent in Greenbanks, and no witnesses to fill in the gaps, but I do know from the records that the home was closed down during the 1960s amidst accusations of child abuse. I also know that the building was razed to the ground, as if such an act would cleanse the site of the sins it played host to, so I can’t even go back to visit it to see if some detail of the building might jog my memory or resurrect any ghosts from the past. I later met another boy who was in Greenbanks at the same time as me and he could remember being abused when he was six or seven years old, but nothing he described brought back any memories for me.

To the authorities at the time I would imagine I was more of an inconvenient statistic than a person; one more problem baby amongst hundreds of others, coming from a troublesome family that shouldn’t really have been allowed to have children at all. But you can’t stop people from having babies just because they’re too poor to feed and clothe them properly, or too ignorant to know the right way to bring them up. Once the babies are with us we have to work out the best way to help them survive and thrive, because at that stage nothing is their fault, they are still entirely blameless. They are innocent.

Nothing ever stopped Mum from having babies. I dare say we were all conceived when she’d had a few drinks and caution held no appeal. Neither she nor Dad ever had any regular work, so over the years she produced ten children with no way of supporting them other than by going to the Welfare with her hand out. Dad was always in the pub, probably to avoid her angry ways and the reality of what had become a very downtrodden life for him. Whatever it was they were doing, however they were living, the social services obviously decided very early on that Mum and Dad were not capable of looking after my brother Jocky and me, their two first-born children.

Jocky was with me right from the start in Greenbanks, but he’s only about three years older than me, so he wouldn’t be able to remember that time either. Even if he was the sort of man who talked about emotional things, he wouldn’t be able to tell me anything about what might have gone on back then. He was little more than a baby himself.

I was known by everyone as Tommy in those days. Since then people have called me Tom, or Tam if they are Scottish, or even Thomas sometimes if they are being formal. Tommy now seems like someone else to me, and what happened to him seems like it took place in another world or in a bad dream. But he wasn’t someone else, and the things that happened to Tommy were very real and turned him into the man I am today.

Over the years I have heard rumours about what might have happened to the children in Greenbanks during the time Jocky and I were there, but I have no way of knowing if they are true or not, or whether any of the things that people talk about happened to either of us. I’m sure I never will find out anything now and I’m resigned to that. I have more than enough later memories to fuel my nightmares.

When I was four and Jocky was almost seven, we were both transferred from Greenbanks to another children’s home called St Margaret’s in Elie, a big Victorian house standing on the beach staring out at the forbidding, slate-grey North Sea, which was usually being whipped up by violent storms, lashing us with salty spray every time we stepped outside. The home was run by a couple called the Gibsons when we got there and that is almost all I can remember of it at that stage. On and off it was going to be my home and prison, my playground and my torture chamber for the next eight years of my life.

I may not know what went on in my early years in the secrecy of those children’s homes, but I do know that by the time I was five they had decided to send me to Ovenstone, a children’s psychiatric hospital, so something must already have been going badly wrong. No one sends a child to a psychiatric ward for no reason, not even a social worker.

There were times during those eight years when the social services sent us back home for trial periods, to see if Mum and Dad had mended their ways and actually could look after us; so I did have some idea what life would have been like had we been allowed to stay with them full-time. Every day that I was in St Margaret’s I was longing to be back home with Mum regardless of her faults, but going on the evidence they had at the time, the authorities probably made the right decision in taking us away, they just chose the wrong person to give us to.

Not long after arriving at St Margaret’s Jocky and I were taken back home for our first trial period with Mum and Dad. I was thrilled to think that my parents actually wanted me back, but it can’t have gone well because the social workers came for us again within a few months. My memory of the event is hazy, but I do remember fighting the social worker who was trying to force me into the car, bracing my legs against the side like a toddler resisting his pushchair, shouting that I didn’t want to go with them. In the end I was more or less picked up and thrown onto the back seat, kicking and screaming and quite possibly biting. They had decided to take us back to St Margaret’s.

Because of what was to happen over the years to come in St Margaret’s, I recently returned to Fife to research the local social services records. As I pored over the dusty papers, thirsty for any information about my younger self that I could find, I managed to piece together a pretty good picture of what our family life must have been like at the time I was born, seen through the eyes of the social workers who visited us and made the decisions about whether or not we should stay with our parents. They were there to assess us and they committed many of their judgements to paper.

For some people the responsibility of bringing up children is simply too much for them to be able to cope with, they just don’t know where to start and can’t be bothered to find out. Child-rearing is hard for even the most stable and educated of people, so it is doubly hard for those who have no role models, no experience, no patience and no money for the task. It’s not all to do with poverty; there are plenty of poor people who work hard, make sacrifices and do a good job of bringing up their families. It’s more to do with ignorance and selfishness, and our mum had both those traits in abundance.

In her defence, men didn’t have much to do with bringing up kids in those days, especially babies, so all the responsibility of caring for us would have fallen on her shoulders. But she really didn’t know where to start in looking after us. She didn’t know how to feed us or clean us or dress us. She had no idea how to meet any of our basic needs and little interest in finding out. Comedians create comic characters like Little Britain’s Vicki Pollard from reality, basing them on girls like my mum who become mothers over and over again before they’re even old enough to know how to look after themselves properly, let alone a string of demanding babies and toddlers.

If there is a strong family structure behind them, with aunts and grandmothers to help with advice and practical backup, then the kids born to girls like this have a chance of doing well and being happy. There was an extended family behind us to start with because we were living with Mum’s mother in the first few months of my life, but there was still no stability. Not only did my parents have no settled home of their own, Mum was always leaving Dad for other men – ‘playing around’ as they used to call it at the time. The whole family set-up must have been chaotic from the start, because eventually they were all evicted from my grandmother’s council house. To be evicted from a council house when you are already living on one of the roughest estates in the area takes some doing, but they managed it.

The fact that she didn’t know how to look after babies didn’t stop Mum from having plenty of us. After Jocky and I had been taken away she went on to have Irene, James, and Yvonne. Then she changed partners and took up with a man called Andrew Anderson while Dad was in prison, going on to have five more children with him. The Andersons and the Wilsons were almost like two different clans, coexisting uneasily in a patch of territory that would have been too small for one family, let alone two. Even though we had all come from Mum and sometimes all lived in the same house, we were never one big happy family; we were never really a family at all, just a collection of people trying to survive in any way they could.

No one has ever explained to me why it was that Jocky and I were the only ones to be taken off to children’s homes while the rest of them were allowed to stay in Mum’s chaotic care. The two or three times we were taken home from St Margaret’s for trial periods we always ended up being whisked away again, rescued by the social workers while the rest of our brothers and sisters stayed as a family unit. It can’t have been that we were more difficult than the others because Jocky was never any trouble to anyone, as far as I know, whereas James got into almost as much trouble as me later on. Maybe there just wasn’t room in the care system for every child that needed help in our area at the time, but because Jocky and I had already become their responsibility the authorities stuck with us. Maybe it was all just a matter of paperwork and official red tape.

My researches have turned up files that tell me that before we were sent to Greenbanks Children’s Home, Jocky and I were both admitted to Cameron Hospital in Windygates with serious cases of impetigo, a highly contagious skin infection. There must have been other things wrong with us as well because I’m told there was a real danger we could both have died. Because we were contagious the records say the hospital staff kept us in isolation for several weeks. That must have been when the social workers were first alerted to the fact that Mum might not be coping with us properly. Once they became involved they decided we shouldn’t be returned home from the hospital but should be taken into care instead. Perhaps they thought we had caught the illnesses due to Mum’s poor housekeeping and care of us; perhaps they thought our lives might actually be in danger if they returned us to our home.

There was something in the notes made by the social workers, which I discovered many years later, that talked about Mum being ‘in desertion’, so maybe she had abandoned us at that stage and was shacked up with another man. That would have been a good reason not to send us home, because I doubt if anyone would have expected poor old Dad to cope as a single father. If Mum had subsequently gone back to Dad while she was having Irene, James and Yvonne, the social services might have assumed it was OK to leave the new children there at home, but that to bring two older children back into the house would be too much for her to cope with.

I’d like to think there were meetings held and everyone put a lot of care and thought into what would be the best thing to do with us, but I suspect it wasn’t as thought-through as that. I dare say the social services were as stretched then as they are today and did whatever was the least trouble for them. The Royal Scottish Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (RSSPCC) were involved in having us taken away as well, so things must have been pretty bad.

The homes we were sent to, both Greenbanks and St Margaret’s, were always cleaner and nicer than our own home. Mum never got round to changing the bedclothes or anything like that, everything was filthy, including us, and we always had head lice and skin complaints.

On a Friday night, in the rare weeks when Dad had a wage packet in his pocket, Mum would have to go down to the pub to find him and take it off him before he spent it all on drink. But she wasn’t any more reliable than he was with money once it was in her pocket; she spent everything she could get her hands on going to the bingo. She was always stealing from shops for a bit of extra cash, even serving a couple of short prison sentences for it and for breaching her probation.

Family legend had it that Dad had come from a good family. His parents and brothers and sisters had never been in any sort of trouble, but I’m told he got into a lot of bother with the police himself when he was younger. I don’t think he can have been all that good at being a crook because one night he and a friend broke into a pub and stole some money and a load of bottles of whisky and rum. I dare say they’d had a few drinks to muster their courage, and what Dad hadn’t realised was that he had cut his hand on some glass while breaking in and had left a trail of blood back to his home for the police to follow. When they turned up at the house they found him in bed, trying to look innocent, like they’d just woken him up from a deep sleep. But when they asked him to get up there was a terrible clanking of bottles from underneath the bedclothes, which pretty much gave the game away. They locked him up for a few months for that. But he was obviously never going to be a big-time criminal mastermind, any more than the rest of the family.

It was 1954 when I was born in Buckhaven in Fife, and shortly after we moved to Kirkcaldy. At that time in Kirkcaldy there was virtually no steady work for people like Dad unless they were willing to go down the pits, which unsurprisingly he didn’t fancy. Our family was by no means unusual, just about everyone in our area was living on social security benefits and handouts, stripped of their pride and given no reason to get up in the mornings or to stay out of the pubs at night. We always had to live in the roughest areas because we were such a big family. Four- or five-bedroom council houses were hard to come by, so you had to take whatever accommodation you were offered, especially when you had kids and no job. Inevitably it would be in the worst part of town, and we were surrounded by other people who were finding life difficult too.

Gordon Brown, who was born three years before me, also grew up in Kirkcaldy. In 2005 he became MP for Kirkcaldy and Cowdenbeath. The poverty and hardship that he saw around him in his home town must have been one of the reasons he became such a committed socialist. Adam Smith, the famous eighteenth-century Scottish economist who believed in a free economy and inspired politicians like Margaret Thatcher and now even features on the English £20 note, was another native of the town.

People on the estates around us had to live by their wits, making the best of whatever they could find or scrounge, whether it was from welfare handouts or ducking and diving around the pubs and streets. None of it seemed unusual to us as kids, just the way things were. When there was no money for the electricity meters we would burn candles and make toast in front of open fires. Dad would fiddle the meters as much as he could but it didn’t always work. If we needed cash we had to sell something, usually something that had been nicked in the first place.

Lying around a broad curve of the north shore of the Firth of Forth, the grey stone town had been a busy port for centuries, and was once even a centre for the whaling industry. The castle harks back to the proud days of the Kingdom of Fife, when the area was a series of walled communities with names like Linktown, Sinclairtown, Pathead, Gallatown, Dysart and Kirkcaldy. There were fierce rivalries between the different communities and it is said that a boy who scaled a wall to court a girl from another sector was hanged for his treachery, like a real life Romeo and Juliet. Maybe that is why there are still so many fights in the bars at closing time on a Saturday night, bad blood travelling on down through the centuries.

There were also a number of coalmines in the vicinity. Kirkcaldy was the place where linoleum was first manufactured and was well known in the area as a market town. Each spring the Links Market would arrive, bringing with it a funfair that stretched for well over a mile. But by the time Mum and Dad were struggling to make a living and raise their family, all the industries that had historically fed the local economy had already been in decline for decades. There was still a bit of trade coming in and out of the harbour, mainly scrap metal and grain going out, wood pulp, wheat and maize coming back in. There would always be a few fishing boats bobbing on the tide but the town’s former days of glory and prosperity were long gone. Nobody had any money and everyone had too many mouths to feed. My parents weren’t the only ones who spent what little money they had on drink and gambling, it was the only escape people had from the grim, grey reality of their lives as poverty and hopelessness dragged their spirits further and further down. Drink gave them the opportunity to be happy for at least a few hours each day, even if it ended up making their problems a hundred times worse in the long run.

So neither Jocky nor I had that good a first footing in life, but a start like ours doesn’t defeat everyone, some people use it as a springboard to great things. Jocky, for instance, never seemed to let anything really worry him as long as he was warm, well fed and comfortable. I have no way of knowing if he’s carrying secrets from those early years that he doesn’t want to share, or if he remembers even less than I do. Or maybe he really was spared the things that happened to me, and that was why he was able to go on to become one of the great Scottish working-class heroes of his generation, while I struggled in vain to stay afloat.


Chapter Three

The way Mum behaved with other men must have broken Dad’s heart, because I know he went on loving her till the day he died. It didn’t matter how badly she treated him, he could do nothing to escape his feelings for her. If he had only fallen in love with a different woman, someone who would have loved him back and shown him some loyalty and respect, his whole life would have been different and so, I guess, would mine. I suppose none of us can choose who we fall in love with; none of us can really predict how the people we meet today will change over the years. It’s all a bit of a lottery. If you marry someone when you are teenagers, you’re both going to be very different ten years later, especially if you have a house full of screaming children to look after and the worries of the world on your shoulders. We can’t choose who our parents are either; all we can do is make the best of the ones we’re born to.

Dad had joined the Merchant Navy after leaving school. Going to sea had meant being away from home for long stretches of time, and whenever he was at sea or in some foreign port he would constantly worry that Mum was playing around with other men back in Methil, where they were living at the time. It must have been torture, trapped on a ship for weeks or months on end, imagining what might be going on at home, maybe even in his own bedroom. Most of the time his worries were probably well founded, although I dare say he eventually became paranoid and suspected Mum of sleeping with every man who even looked at her across a crowded bar. Although he was obviously in love with her, such personal and emotional subjects were never talked about in our house. That would have shown an unacceptable level of sentimentality and softness. When you live in a hard world you have to show yourself to be as hard as the next man. I know it must have been tough for my dad because one time he became so desperate to get home to Mum that he dived off the side of a ship that he was serving on while it was in Methil Docks and swam back to dry land through the grimy waters. There was no way he could stay sane living with that level of anxiety, and he knew he was going to have to find a way to stay closer to home.

He tried to get local work after leaving the navy. He laboured at a brickworks for a while but found the heat of the kilns too much to bear and only ever went in two or three days a week. After that he mainly did itinerant farm work, like picking potatoes or raspberries, but that was only seasonal and brought in very little money. Mum would do it too sometimes, without telling the benefits people, to try to get some extra cash into the house.

Although she was stocky Mum was an attractive woman who enjoyed dressing sexily when she went out, wearing stockings and high heels, always putting on lots of make-up and lipstick, her hair nicely done. She liked to go out, to the bingo mainly, and she liked to have fun, which generally meant having a good time with other men.

For a while, when Dad came out of prison after Mum had left him for Anderson, he was actually given lodgings in the same house as them. I don’t know how he could have stood being with them, watching the woman he loved with another man every day, being left out, being their inconvenient lodger. I guess he must have spent most of his time in the pub trying to avoid having to see them, drinking away the pain of Mum’s rejection of him. Unbelievably, he stayed with them for two or three years, enduring what can only have been constant torment, then one night he must have cracked under the strain because there was a big fight.

Fights weren’t unusual around the estate. When men have no work and no prospects they become frustrated and aggressive, wanting to assert themselves and salvage at least some male pride. If you add drink into the mix you have an explosive cocktail. Most of the men I knew were angry most of the time and looking for a fight with anyone they could goad into insulting them.

‘Who’re you looking at?’ was a familiar battle cry in the pubs and bars most evenings, and the enquiry usually resulted in someone getting a battering.

I would guess Dad came back from the pub with too much liquor in him that night and couldn’t take the humiliation a moment longer. Knowing her, Mum most likely started the fight; probably pushed him too far, belittled him once too often or started slapping him around, and finally his basically kind nature snapped. By all accounts the three of them then went at each other hammer and tongs and the row escalated to such a level that the police became involved, and Dad, since he was only the lodger and not the man of the house, was chucked out onto the street.

Even when he was found a place of his own by the council he never moved more than two hundred yards away from Mum and us, and always lived alone. I suppose it was better than having to actually live in the same house as Mum and her lover, but seeing her and his kids around the area day in and day out can’t have been much easier. He never married again, just went to the local pubs for his company and entertainment.

Although I resented him forcing Dad out of the family, Andrew Anderson
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