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GORBALS BOY

‘On your knees!’ Lieutenant Koji Tamaki’s broad features creased into a twisted sneer of hatred and contempt as his black moustache drew back in a vicious snarl.

‘Oh, Christ! This is it,’ I thought. I had survived a banzai charge, bombs and flying bullets during the bloody Battle of Malaya and the fall of Singapore. I had come through a hell-ship voyage and the forced march to the Kinkaseki death mine, where we slaved and starved and withered and died. Now my luck had run out, and as I sank to the parched Formosan soil I felt warm water run down the inside of my legs.

I looked up at Tamaki in mute appeal. He was short and squat but towered above me now as he drew his samurai sword and held the glinting steel aloft in the tropical sun.

‘Say . . . goodbye . . . to . . . your . . . friends,’ he drawled.

As the ragged skeletons behind me found their voices, I was suddenly transported out of that terrible camp. They say a man’s life flashes before him as he faces death and, as my comrades shouted out for mercy in accents honed in Australia, America, England, Scotland and Holland, my mind raced back in time. I saw again the kindly faces of my mother and father and the smiles of my brothers and sister. At last I had escaped the Japanese Imperial Army. I was back in the streets of my beloved Glasgow.

I was sitting up on the cart beside my dad. Just Dad, myself and Paddy the horse – the three of us travelling slowly out of Glasgow, on our way to sell coal to people in Bishopbriggs. Dad would hum Irish tunes to the rhythm of Paddy’s clip-clopping and tell me thrilling tales about being a boy in the little Irish fishing village of Annagassan and yarns of how he went to sea with his father and brothers.

My mother Agnes and father Andrew met on the Marquis of Bute’s estate at Mount Stuart on the lovely Isle of Bute where Mum worked as a dairymaid and Dad was an agricultural worker. They married in 1916, the year of the Battle of the Somme and the Easter Rising. Conscription had begun that year, and not long after they married my father was ordered into the Dublin Fusiliers. Later, he was posted to the Merchant Navy, which was running the U-boat blockade. My mother returned to Glasgow to be near her family and to give birth to their first child. I was born on April Fool’s Day 1917 in a soot-stained Victorian tenement on the very fringes of Glasgow where fresh farmland fields met the sprawling slums of the second city of the Empire.

The crumbling tenement was the last building on the road to Bishopbriggs, and, as home to the Donnellys and the Connollys, the Dougans and the Coogans, 799 Springburn Road rejoiced in the nickname of ‘Paddy’s Mansions’. It had been home to Irish immigrants for decades. Even the Post Office recognised the name and postcards arrived from distant lands addressed simply to ‘Paddy’s Mansions’, Glasgow. We children felt we were at the centre of the world.

I can only just remember my father coming back from the First World War – ‘the war to end all wars’. He had twice been torpedoed but he never spoke about what had happened to him.

My mother was hard-working and very enterprising. She was about 5 ft 8 in. and was lightly built with light-brown hair. Her often-repeated advice to us kids was: ‘Always be humble. You never know what is ahead of you.’ After I was born, she worked as a milkmaid on the farm next to our house and I would have a seed-sowing basket lined with straw as a cradle. She did the same thing with my sister when she came along.

My early childhood was spent in a strange mixture of town and country. The farm was only 40 yards or so from the tenement and there were around a dozen cows in the byre. We loved it when we supped the creamy milk still warm from the cow and we would run around laughing at our frothy white moustaches. As I got older, Mum would say, ‘Go down and get some buttermilk for making scones, Andrew.’ I would return in triumph with a big can of buttermilk. I used to help Mum make butter too in a big glass bottle. She would put the milk in the bottle and I used to shake it and shake it for about half an hour until it thickened and the butter started to form. Then we would spread it on the warm thick scones she baked on the range. They were wonderful and I can taste them still.

Dad was at sea and earning very little. It was no life for a young couple. My mother wanted more children and longed for her husband to be at home with her to help bring them up. Dad would always tell Mum, ‘Our ship will be in soon, Aggie!’

To help make ends meet, Mum started taking in lodgers. Usually, they were young Irish lads who had come over to work in Springburn’s vast locomotive works, where a quarter of the world’s railway engines were produced. They were very nice lads and they were never a problem with too much drink or wild behaviour. They used to amuse themselves by playing a kind of handball, with around half a dozen of them in two teams endlessly hitting the ball off the gable end of the tenement.

We lived in two rooms with an outside toilet shared with other families and no scullery, just a sink in the room that served as kitchen, bedroom and living room. There was a recess for a hole-in-the-wall bed in the kitchen, where my mother and I slept, and there would be two, sometimes three, of the young Irish lads sleeping in the other room. We washed in the kitchen sink and called it the ‘jaw box’, because that was where we washed our faces and ‘topped and tailed’. I never knew the sink as anything other than the jaw box and was later surprised to learn that not everybody called it that.

We never had much in the way of furniture. There was linoleum on the floor but the walls always boasted a holy picture of Christ and a simple crucifix. We had a wee sign hanging on the door, which was very typical. It read simply: ‘Bless This House’. The rent was not cheap at around ten shillings a week and it was always a struggle for my mother. But Paddy’s Mansions was a world of wonder to me. On Sunday nights, some of the Irish boys would produce fiddles and there would be a sing-song. The kitchen floor would be cleared and there would be Irish dancing. My mother’s friends Mrs Harrigan and Mrs Connolly would come up to our flat. The women, who were older than the young Irish labourers, would do all the singing, and they all had great repertoires of songs and poetry. My mother had a hearty laugh and a lovely voice, and I inherited my love of singing from her. She would always sing her favourite song, ‘The Soor Milk Cairt’. To this day, I can hear her soft voice accompanied by one of the lodgers on the fiddle.


Oh I am a country chappie and I’m serving at Polnoon,

On a fairm near to Eaglesham, that fine auld-fashioned toon,

Whaur, wi’ the milk each mornin’, a little after three,

We tak the road richt merrily, my auld black horse and me.

Wi’ her cheeks sae red and rosie, and e’en sae bonnie blue,

Dancin’ and glancin’ she pierced me through and through,

She fairly won ma fancy, and stole awa’ ma hert,

Drivin’ into Glesga on a soor milk cairt.



When I was three, Mum and Dad had an unimaginable stroke of good luck and it was a story that Mum told to her dying day. The local policeman was a chap called Martin Watters, who, like Dad, came from County Louth, the smallest county in Ireland. One day he told my dad, who was home between voyages, that he had a hot tip and said that Dad should back two horses, Polmarch and Moneyglass, as they were ‘dead certs’. Off-course gambling was strictly illegal then but it flourished across industrial Scotland, with bookies organising an army of clandestine ‘runners’ to collect bets from every street. They frequently paid off the local bobbies, who knew perfectly well what was going on and liked to gamble too. A couple of days later, my father was walking back from nearby Robroyston. He had been at the railway line that ran from the colliery, picking up wee bits of fallen coal for our fire – it was against the bye-laws but a lot of the poor folk did it. He was halfway home with his bag of coal when he met Martin Watters.

‘Andra, did ye back these two horses I told ye about?’

‘Aye, I did that.’

‘Well, the two of them has won. How much did ye put on them?’

‘A sixpenny double!’

It was a sensational windfall and at last my mother’s dreams were realised – Dad could come home from the sea. Mum bought a horse and cart for Dad. Horses were cheap because so many had come back from the war. Paddy was an Irish gyp and cost five pounds. The cart was the same price and Dad went into business as a coal merchant. Paddy was stabled in the field behind Mr McIntyre’s smiddy at the end of our tenement building, and they kept the cart there too. Mum helped Dad when she could. In the mornings, she would tell him, ‘You just have your breakfast, Andy, and I’ll go down and get Paddy into the harness.’

Often, Dad would sit me up on a bag of coal and take me out on the cart as he went on his rounds. I would sit hypnotised at first by the clip-clop of Paddy’s hooves. Then I would ask, ‘Tell me a story about Ireland, Dad, when you were a wee boy. Tell me a story, Dad.’

He had been known as ‘the Owl’ to the villagers because of his nocturnal poaching activities, and the lush green countryside of County Louth would unfold as Dad recounted in his soft rolling accent breathtaking tales of outwitting gamekeepers with his loyal greyhounds and whippets to poach rabbits and hares for the family cooking pot.

It was marvellous to have Dad home. He was very gentle and soft-hearted – Mum was the disciplinarian of the family – and he would sit by the fire and pick up a piece of firewood to carve me a wee boat or a whistle. My father was about 5 ft 8 in. and was a well-built, physically fit man. He had a shock of black curly hair – Irish black. He was a wonder with animals, and people would often bring their sick dogs and horses to him to see if he could help. He liked a flutter on the horses and would ask Mum for a shilling to put on a ‘sure thing’. Often, he won and then he would always hand the winnings back to Mum. He was not a big drinker but would sometimes go across the road for a few pints to the Boundary Bar, so named to mark Glasgow’s northeastern city limits. On one occasion, he had one too many and fell asleep in the pub toilet. The staff never noticed and he was locked in the pub when it closed for the night. Mum was wondering where he had got to when one of the neighbours heard him shouting that he was trapped inside and came to tell her. She was furious and they had to fetch Martin Watters, the bobby, with the keys to get him out.

Dad was very passionate about greyhounds, and on the nights when he did have a few drinks he would enjoy reciting ‘Master McGraw’, the story of a famous Irish greyhound. It became his party piece. Over the years, I memorised it too:


Eighteen sixty-nine being the date of the year

The Waterloo sportsmen they all did appear

To win the great prize and to bear it away

Never counting on Ireland and Master McGraw.

And when they arrived there in big London town

The great English sportsmen they all gathered round

One of the gentlemen gave a haw-haw

Is this the great dog you call Master McGraw?

‘I know,’ said McGraw, ‘we have wild heather bogs

But you’ll find in old Ireland we have good men and dogs.

Lead on, bold Britannia! Give none of your jaw.

Stuff that up your nostrils,’ said Master McGraw.

I’ve known many greyhounds that filled me with pride

In the days that are gone and it can’t be denied,

But the greatest and bravest the world ever saw

Was our champion of champions, brave Master McGraw.



Dad would always finish by shouting ‘Hooray for Old Ireland!’ and jump up to punch the air. On more than one occasion, he broke the glass over the gas mantle that lit the house, much to Mum’s annoyance.

Soon after Dad’s return, my sister Betty was born, and, two years later, my wee brother Eddie made his appearance. When Betty was about one, I would go out with her tied on my back in a shawl and play with my friends – it was the usual practice for small children to take their baby brothers or sisters with them this way. Betty was a good baby and never cried much. She inherited my father’s dark hair and his warm good nature. We grew very close over the years and she became my greatest pal.

I used to take her on my back too when I went to Mr McIntyre’s smiddy. Mr McIntyre was a big strong man, with a small beard and a white moustache. He was a typical countryman and worked with a big leather apron over his black waistcoat. I loved watching him working his magic. I loved everything about it – the smell of the place, the huge Clydesdale horses and the ringing of the hammer on the anvil as Mr McIntyre fashioned horseshoes out of glowing red-hot iron. I was mesmerised as the sizzling shoes were hammered onto the feet of the imperturbable gentle giants who barely blinked amid a cloud of smoke and steam. I loved those horses and sometimes Mr McIntyre would lift me onto their broad backs – they were so broad it was like sitting on a table. I was never afraid of falling off.

Gradually, I was allowed to help at the smiddy. That was a real thrill. The carters would bring in the Clydesdales for shoeing and I would hold the reins of these mighty beasts that seemed ten times my height. Sometimes they would raise their heads and nearly lift me off my feet. The horses were kept in a field behind the smiddy and they were a magnificent sight when they galloped around, enjoying their brief taste of freedom. I was allowed to help with the bellows too and as I squeezed them up and down I would watch in fascination as Mr McIntyre would produce a gleamingly spotless shovel, place it over the grate and cook his breakfast of bacon and eggs on it. He would give me a tasty snack and wash down his breakfast with a wee dram of whisky purchased from the nearby licensed grocer.

Mr McIntyre was a very kind old man. I had a toy that was my pride and joy at the time. It wasn’t a real cleek and gird but an old spokeless bicycle wheel that I could push along the traffic-free streets with a short stick. I never went anywhere without pushing my self-styled hoop in front of me. It was as if I was welded to it and I felt that it pulled me along, going faster and faster. When I ran errands with my gird, I always seemed to get there quicker. One day, I ran along the road and left my wheel outside a shop. When I came out, it was gone. I was heartbroken.

The woman in the shop came out. ‘What’s wrong, son?’ she asked.

I replied tearfully, ‘Someone’s taken my gird, missus. How will I get hame?’

As I dejectedly wandered home, Mr McIntyre saw me and asked me why I was crying. When I told him, he took me back to the smiddy, where we got the bellows going and then he hammered out a brand-new gird with an iron cleek attached. It was a real cracker, big and black. I could race the older boys now. It was just amazing and as I took off along Springburn Road I felt I was the luckiest boy in Glasgow.

My mother and father tried hard, but things were bad. People couldn’t afford to pay for their coal, and Dad often gave folk coal on tick – he felt sorry for the poor people and could never refuse anyone. Mum was always going round the doors trying to get people to pay for their coal. Eventually, we had to sell Paddy and the cart, and Dad was forced back to sea, joining the other seafarers thronging the quays of the Clyde hoping to ‘get a jump’ and be hired for a voyage to Spain or Sweden.

Times were hard, unemployment was on the rise and then, to cap it all, the landlords put the rents up. It was 1922 and a Labour woman called Agnes Dollan stood in Springburn for election to the council. She had been one of the leaders of the great Glasgow Rent Strike of 1915. The men were away fighting in the trenches at that time and the landlords thought they could get away with sticking up the rents. But they underestimated the Glasgow women and a rent strike spread like wildfire. Huge crowds marched through the city with placards exhorting Glaswegians to ‘Fight the Hun at Home’ and branding landlords ‘The Prussians of Partick’. Thirty thousand tenants joined the strike and, fearing trouble in the munitions factories, the government intervened to protect the workers.

Agnes Dollan was an inspirational figure and now a new rent strike broke out in Springburn. My mother, who held strong left-wing opinions, was in the thick of it. She was a strong woman and said, ‘We’ll pay our rent fair and square but we’re not paying the extra.’

The women hatched their plans in the wash houses we called steamies and went around the back courts of the tenements calling up to other families to join them. They held protest meetings and organised a march with posters calling on tenants to ‘PAY NO RENT!’ Soon it seemed every window in Springburn sprouted signs declaring ‘No To Rent Rises!’ To begin with, everybody was solid behind the strike, but gradually support began to crumble, as the people were frightened of losing their homes. But my mother was a fighter. She held out – until the landlord got an eviction notice and we were out on the streets.

Mum had no choice but to go back to live with her mother in Balgrayhill Road, the nearest thing Springburn had to a posh area. But they never got on. My granny, who was better off than us, had always been very hard on Mum and had put her out to work on the farms when she was just 14. Mum’s sister Lizzie was my granny’s favourite. (Lizzie would later meet a tragic end. She emigrated to Australia, and, after losing her husband and two sons in a bush fire, she became a nurse. During the war, her ship was torpedoed. She was captured by the Japanese and died as a prisoner in one of their camps in Hong Kong.)

Granny Devlin didn’t get on with my father, maybe because he knew of the bad time she had given my mother growing up and always took her part. My granny was also of Irish stock. Her father Frank McNulty, who trained boxers in Lanarkshire, had come over from the old country to work in the pits, and she had married an Irishman. My grandfather was called Ned Devlin and his family arrived from County Cavan after the famine of 1848 to work in the Lanarkshire mines.

While we were living there, one day, for whatever reason, Mum and my granny had a terrible row and Mum left the house, taking us with her. We didn’t know where to go. The only place we could turn for help was the chapel and we went to see Father McBertie, who was the priest at St Aloysius in Springburn. He told my mother, ‘I will get a place for the children and I’ll find a place for you and the baby.’

The place he found for me and Betty was a convent. We were to be put in a home run by the nuns. It was a dark, blustery March morning and we seemed to travel for a long time. Finally we got to a place to the south of Glasgow called Rutherglen and we went into a huge building, but I didn’t really know what was happening. We were met by two or three nuns, who looked quite scary in their austere black-and-white habits. Mum told us we were to be good, that we would be staying with the sisters for a wee while and they would look after us. As she turned to go out the door, Betty was clinging to me and howling inconsolably. I stood with my arms around Betty and watched Mum walk away with great big tears rolling down my cheeks. Then just before she reached the door, Mum turned around and said, ‘Don’t worry, don’t worry, Andrew. Don’t cry, Betty. I’ll be back for youse. I’ll be back for youse.’

It must have broken her heart as she pulled that heavy oak door behind her. It certainly broke ours.

We were then taken upstairs to a dormitory and I gazed out of the window watching dozens of rooks circling around tall leafless trees repairing their nests against a darkening sky. I had never seen anything like it before and I couldn’t take my eyes off them. The circling black birds were an eerie spectacle as they crawed and fluttered into the trees but I somehow knew then that Mum would come back – that she was building a nest for us.

That night, we said our prayers and went to bed. In the morning, the nuns gave us porridge and we could see that there were around 20 children in the convent. They were all poor like us but the nuns were very nice. They took us on walks up the Cathkin Braes into the countryside, and one of the young nuns played the piano beautifully, albeit the same tune over and over again.

After about two weeks, the Mother Superior came up to me and said, ‘Come on, Andrew. Your mother is here. She has come to take you back.’

It was great to see Mum’s smiling face again. She had got a job as a cleaner for a house factor and had managed to rent a ‘single end’ – a one-roomed tenement dwelling with a shared outside toilet. It was in Stevenson Street in a place called Calton – a terrible slum area to the east of Glasgow city centre with a largely Catholic Irish population. Ninety years later, it has the lowest life expectancy in Britain. Calton folk in the twenty-first century can expect to live just 54 years. I hate to think what it was in 1922.

We were so glad to be with Mum and excited about our new home. It was tucked away in a back close in a warren of tumbledown condemned tenements. We went up a wooden stair right to the top of the building. In the garret, we had a room with no stove, no fire grate, no bed, no furniture – nothing. But Mum said, ‘We’ll soon get it fixed up. Don’t worry.’ The important thing to her was that she had her children back.

We went along to the famous Barras market and Mum bought a second-hand bed. We were struggling down the road with it when an old man took pity on us, and said, ‘You’re having a struggle there, son. I’ll get youse a barra.’

It was much easier pushing the bed along on the barra. In the corner of the back court, there was a ramshackle wee house where an old Highland woman lived. She was a poor old soul but she came out when she saw us. ‘How are you getting on? You’ve no fire grate? I’ll put the kettle on for you.’ She was the poorest of the poor but she helped her new neighbours.

Next we went down to the grocer’s shop and my mother asked if he had any old orange boxes. He said, ‘Aye, I’ve got two.’

So we took them up and used one as a cupboard for the jam jars we used for cups and turned the other one over to use as a table. My mother cut up flour sacks, sewed them together and filled them with straw from the huge egg boxes that were used to deliver eggs to the grocers – now we had a mattress.

That night, we were all in the one bed, a happy family again. But that longed-for feeling of warmth and security didn’t last for long. During that first night we heard strange scratching and scuffling noises from within the walls, then high-pitched squealing and squeaking. The place was infested with rats. Mum was scared; she hated rats and we cuddled into each other for comfort.

The next day, the old Highland lady put her cat Tibby in to chase the rats. She also cooked for us on her fire until we got some bricks and my uncle Frank, Mum’s brother, built a fireplace for us in the hearth.

While we stayed in the Calton, I went to school for the first time, to St Luke’s across the river in the Gorbals. I also took my First Communion and was given a gift of a small piece of cake.

Mum was desperate to get out of the Calton. Even by the standards of the time, it was grim and she feared for the safety of baby Eddie with the rats around. Within a few weeks, Mum had impressed the factor with her honesty and hard work, and he agreed to find us a new home. We were going up in the world. We were moving to the Gorbals. The factor offered us a house at 212 Thistle Street, and Mum jumped at the chance to get out of the Calton. Uncle Frank came to help us move, and I went with him to Hyslop’s in Gorbals Street where he hired a barra for a shilling. Hyslop’s hired barras for everything – for folk to flit their houses, or to sell things, like whelks, mussels or puff candy. We went back to the Calton, put the stuff on the barra and shoved it all the way to 212 Thistle Street, with my sister sitting on top. I was at the back helping young Frank, and I looked up at him as we pushed the barra along. He was a handsome man and my favourite uncle, and it felt good to be helping him. My very first memory was of going down the Clyde on the boat to Rothesay with Mum to see Frank. He met us coming off the boat and put me on the handlebars of his bike to take me to the farm where he was working. He was on the run from the army. He had been called up just before the end of the war but he had gone absent without leave. The war had ceased to be so popular; too many young men had died or been maimed and wounded. He didn’t want to fight and he went to work at the farm where Mum had worked when she met Dad. The war had finished but he was still lying low there. I was about two and when we got to the farm they had a sing-song, a wee ceilidh. The women were all dressed in blouses and long skirts, and they made a great fuss of me.

During the flitting, Mum followed us in a tram car with Eddie, and when we got to the house in Thistle Street a woman came out. ‘Hello, son. Can I help you?’

‘We have got the house upstairs, missus.’

‘Oh, you’re the ones that are getting the house upstairs. That’s fine and what’s your name?’

‘Andrew Coogan.’

‘I’m Mrs McEwan. Have you been upstairs yet? Hold on a wee minute.’

Then she shouted to her husband, ‘Hey, Jim! Come here a minute. Give them a hand up these stairs with their things.’

When we got up the stairs, Mr McEwan unlocked the door and went in and looked around. ‘Christ,’ he said. ‘They’ve taken the range away and you’ve not even got a gas stove.’

The previous tenants had removed the black range, our only means of cooking and our only source of heat, from the fireplace.

Mrs McEwan came up, shook her head and said, ‘What a shame. I’ll put the kettle on and make you something to eat.’

Then Mum turned up with Eddie in her arms. When she saw that the range had gone, there were tears in her eyes, but Mrs McEwan said, ‘Don’t worry. We’ll cook up your food until you get sorted out.’

Mum thanked Jean McEwan for her kindness and then said that she wanted to register us for school right away. We went along to St Francis and Mum saw Father Leonard. Then I met Mr McCartney, the assistant headmaster.

When I told him my name, he said, ‘Oh, you’re Irish.’

I replied, ‘No. My father is Irish.’

‘Well, that’s good enough for us!’ he said, and after that I became a Gorbals boy.

We didn’t know it at the time, but Jim McEwan, a man in his thirties and unemployed as so many were during that awful period, was a member of the Beehive Boys – one of the most feared gangs in Glasgow. But we could not have asked for a nicer neighbour. Jim got some of his pals to put a fireplace in and took me along to a place in Main Street and we got a big bag of wooden blocks, off-cuts for the fire. When Mum came home with Eddie from her work that night, she was greeted by a roaring fire and a boiling kettle. This time it was tears of gratitude and not despair that came to her eyes. The Friday night after we moved in all the neighbours came round for a ‘ter’ and Alice McCartney sang ‘Teddy O’Neill’.


I’ve seen the mud cabin he danced his wild jigs in

As neat a mud palace as ever was seen

And considering it served to keep poultry and pigs in

I’m sure it was always most elegant and clean

But now all about it seems lonely and dreary

All sad and all silent, no piper, no reel

Not even the sun thro’ the casement is cheery

Since I miss the dear darling boy, Teddy O’Neill.



Thistle Street was so much better than the Calton. There was no bathroom or inside toilet, though, and four large families shared the candlelit toilet on the landing downstairs from us. We just had to form an orderly queue but sometimes wee Eddie couldn’t wait for his turn. He would rush up to Mum and cry out, ‘There’s someone in there and I can’t use the toilet.’ And she would say, ‘Right, jump up on the jaw box.’

It was pretty primitive. But the house and close were clean and to Mum’s relief there were no rats.

Our neighbours were fantastic. The Gorbals was a rough place all right. It is true there was terrible drunkenness, violence, domestic abuse, child neglect, vermin, rickets, diphtheria and all the other deadly and crippling diseases that resulted from the slum housing and grinding poverty that were prevalent. I do not look back at the Gorbals through rose-tinted glasses. However, after the publication of No Mean City, the 1930s novel about gangs and drink, the Gorbals quickly acquired the reputation of being the ‘most notorious slum in Britain’, and I have always felt that the tremendous spirit of the Gorbals people who struggled to retain their dignity, improve their lot and help each other was unfairly overshadowed and ignored.

A good example of that spirit came shortly after we moved to Thistle Street and Mum found herself penniless with a family to feed. Dad had got a job as a donkeyman with the Glen shipping line, working as a greaser in the engine room. He got a ‘jump’ after another casual sailor failed to turn up. The shipping company had given Mum a cheque but she couldn’t cash it until a week after the boat left the harbour and was well under way – this was to prevent the men from getting their cheques, drinking the money and never returning to the boat. Mum mentioned her plight to our neighbour Alice McCartney. Alice was very sympathetic but she couldn’t help either. Then about an hour later, Alice reappeared with five shillings. She had gone to see her sister-in-law Beeney. The pair of them argued like cat and dog but they were united by our situation and it turned out that Beeney had pawned her shawl to get five bob to see us through. These were the kinds of neighbours we had. We all helped each other and it didn’t matter to us if they were Catholics, Protestants or Jews. They were all working-class people facing the same hardships.

Mum used to send me downstairs to Sammy Munn, the coalman who lived with his family on the ground floor of our tenement. He had a bad throat and Mum would get me to take a jug of water from boiling our vegetables or some potted hough, saying, ‘Take that doon to Sammy for his throat. He’s got a bad throat and it will maybe help.’

I liked going down to Sammy’s house. Sammy’s horse, Hector, was in a stable down Cumberland Lane, and he gave me sixpence to look after Hector on Sundays, his day off. I would feed him and brush him down, and let him walk over to the water trough in the street, although I got a fright the first time I did it. When Hector finished lapping up the water, he turned and made his way at a pretty smart lick along Cumberland Street to Thistle Street. When he got to Sammy’s house, he stood outside the kitchen window and tapped on the glass with his nose until the window was lifted and a piece of bread and jam was handed out. I found out he did this every Sunday. After a while, Sammy would just tap him on his backside and say, ‘Away hame, Hector,’ and he’d set off by himself back to his stable.

Dad helped our neighbours too. When he was unemployed and couldn’t get a jump, Dad would go out to Stewart’s farm to get some casual work. He would come back with a bag of cabbages and we had the job of taking them round the doors selling them for tuppence or threepence. One of our neighbours was Mrs Reynolds, who had 11 children. As we set off to sell the cabbage, Dad would say, ‘Give a couple to Mrs Reynolds and, remember, don’t accept any money from Mrs Reynolds. She has 11 of a family.’

With the arrival of my younger brothers Pat and Frank, there were five of us siblings living in 212 Thistle Street. In 1924, not long after we moved to 212 Thistle Street, I had another wee brother. James wasn’t well when he was born and died when he was just eight weeks old in Yorkhill Children’s Hospital just at a time when my dad was away at sea. Mum was so broken-hearted, she was crying all the time. She was ill herself. Uncle John, my dad’s brother, came with me to Yorkhill to see about James. I was seven years old, the eldest in the family. The man at the hospital passed us a wee white coffin and said to me, ‘Here’s your wee brother.’

The funeral people saw to it that we had a horse and carriage. I sat with the white coffin across my knees as we made our way to Dalbeath cemetery where the priest was waiting for us, and we buried James. I didn’t cry until I got home and saw Mum, who was so sad, crying for James. The terrible thing was that it happened to us again. In 1930, Kathleen was the last of the Coogans to be born and she died when she was only eight months old.

It was a common thing to hear about babies dying. Babies were six times more likely to die in the Gorbals than in the well-off parts of Glasgow. In 1934, infant mortality in London and Birmingham was 67 per 1,000. In the Gorbals, it was closer to 200 per 1,000. Eight decades later, I still remember James and Kathleen in my prayers.

For us children, the Gorbals was so exciting. It was full of strange and exotic sights, sounds and smells. I marvelled at the sheepdogs that drove great flocks of sheep through the streets of the Gorbals to the market. It was amazing to watch them at work. They would jump on the backs of the sheep and run across them to get ahead of the flock. It sounds odd now but there would be hundreds of sheep in these giant flocks being driven through the slums, and the shepherds actually lived in the heart of Glasgow. Cattle were driven through the streets too, and every now and then there would be a panic when a cow bolted. Sometimes, they would run up a close, which was a worry because often the women left babies sleeping in the prams at the foot of the stairs.

The Gorbals was Scotland’s melting pot. Living cheek by jowl with the Catholic Irish who made it the second most Catholic constituency in Britain was a huge Jewish population. Of the 12,000 Jews living in Scotland, 9,000 lived with us in the Gorbals. Most of them had fled the violent pogroms and repression in Tsarist Russia, with large numbers from Lithuania and Latvia as well as Poland. Later, yet more Jewish families would arrive from Germany as refugees from Hitler, and one of them, a German-speaking teenager called Karl, used to visit our house and taught me to play several new tunes on the mouth organ.

All around the Gorbals there were posters in Yiddish and shop signs in Hebrew. There was a Jewish daily newspaper, a Jewish theatre, Zionist reading rooms, Jewish restaurants, Jewish tailors and kosher butchers and bakers. There were Jewish grocers like Mrs Goldberg, with bulging barrels of salted herrings on the pavements outside their shops. There were synagogues, and rabbis were a common sight. We even had the world’s only Jewish boys’ pipe band! Yiddish was spoken in the street. The Gorbals Cross was nicknamed ‘Little Jerusalem’. Our neighbours were the Goldbergs, the Isaacs and the Cohens. Some of them could only speak broken English and some could speak none at all. They were good people and never bothered anybody, ever. At Passover, I would light the candles for Mrs Goldberg and Mrs Cohen. The Jewish boys played football with us and I had two Jewish friends, Isaac and Sarah. When my brother Pat became ill as an infant and was taken to hospital, I remember all the Jewish women in their shawls came into the house and were weeping and wailing.

As well as Jewish people, we had plenty of Protestants in the Gorbals, including Gaelic speakers from the Hebrides. Every day we heard voices in the street speaking Yiddish, Polish, Italian, Russian, the Gaelic of the Western Isles and the Gaelic of West Donegal. In Thistle Street, we even had a Japanese family. They worked for the Japanese consulate but they were working-class people like us. The Japanese laddies played football with us. Jews, Irish, Poles, Catholics and Protestants – we were all one crowd in the same boat. The only difference was that the Jews went to the synagogue, the Protestants went to the kirk and we went to the chapel – my mother made sure of that. We attended Mass every week, and we often had to take our white shirts and good boots out of the pawn shop on the Saturday and return them on the Monday. A lot of folk did that in the Gorbals; we found it quite comical and we used to talk about ‘resurrecting’ our boots and shirts for the chapel.

Mum was very strict about how we conducted ourselves. I was only tempted into dishonesty once. Mum saw to that. One day I was sent to fetch the milk and, when I discovered the price had dropped from threepence to tuppence ha’penny, I pocketed the ha’penny change and made a beeline for Mrs Bailey’s sweetie shop.

When I got home with the milk, Mum asked, ‘How much was it?’

‘Threepence.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes.’

‘Right, come with me.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘Up to see that dairyman. To ask the price.’

Oh, God! My heart sank into the depths of my stomach and my face reddened. We went down the stairs and walked along the street for about five minutes. My mind was going through the torments of hell. Eventually, I meekly owned up. ‘Mum, the milk was just tuppence ha’penny.’

Wallop! A deafening blow to the ear sent me reeling. Then another and another. I got the hiding of my life and luckily Betty was on hand to jump in and calm Mum down.

Betty and I always looked out for each other. Most of our teachers at St Francis were nice, but one was a real bully. Mr Hare always wore spats and was a heavy drinker. If you were late for school, you had to stand outside until Mr Hare came out, and we all dreaded being disciplined by him.

One cold winter’s morning, I was going to school with Betty, who was only about six years old. We were frightened we would be late, so we ran all the way along Cumberland Street to the school. The school gates were still open but all of the children had already formed into lines and were going into school, and we were too late to get into line. There were three other boys, myself and Betty, and we were told to wait outside for Mr Hare. When he appeared, he told us boys to pull our sleeves up and put our hands out. Then he strapped us with his thick leather tawse, hitting us up the wrists and forearm. It was very painful and the red marks on our arms didn’t take long to turn black and blue. Then he turned to Betty, who was shaking with nerves. People sometimes thought she had St Vitus’s Dance but she was a nervous child, and now she was trembling, frightened of this big bully. When he told Betty to put her hand out, a red mist of rage descended on me. I pushed him back, grabbed the belt off him and threatened to hit him with it. There was a bit of a commotion and the headmaster came out. As luck would have it, the local policeman Jack Scott came along. He was from Dundee and ended up marrying a Gorbals girl. He would be a great influence on me later on when I took up running. He knew everybody in his beat. Like everybody else, he always called me ‘Jackie’ after the child star Jackie Coogan, not that I looked like the cute curly-haired American. I had a mop of dark hair and suffered from a squint that I developed at around the age of three after a bout of German measles.

‘What’s going on here?’ demanded Jack Scott.

The headmaster replied, ‘We’re charging this boy.’

‘What for?’

‘He lifted the belt to Mr Hare.’

The other boys were all standing there but someone had gone and fetched my mother.

I was fighting back the tears.

‘Jackie, why did you lift the belt to Mr Hare?’ Jack asked. ‘You’re not supposed to hit your master. What have you got to say for yourself?’

‘I never hit him. He was going to hit Betty.’

My mother piped up, ‘Look at his hands, Mr Scott. Roll up your sleeve, son.’

My arms were horrible, all black and blue. The rest of the boys rolled their sleeves up too.

I said, ‘That’s what he was going to do to my sister.’

Jack Scott turned to my mother and said, ‘Mrs Coogan, do you want to charge this man? He had no right to do this to your son. That’s not punishment.’

Then he smelled drink on Mr Hare’s breath. ‘Have you been drinking? Do you do this to these boys every day? I am going to take a note of this.’ Then he turned to the headmaster, saying, ‘I don’t think you have control over your staff.’

The headmaster asked my mother, ‘What do you want to do about a charge, Mrs Coogan?’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I just don’t want it to happen again.’ But she was angry and she told Mr Hare, ‘If ever I hear of you doing this to any children, I’ll be putting you on a charge.’

I was never very interested in school, except when we got history from Mr Hainey. He was a great teacher and brought everything to life. He would get down on his knees, doing all the actions for the tales of Arthur and the Round Table, and tell us stories about Mary Queen of Scots.

I could never concentrate and was always dreaming of getting out and playing football. I always wanted to be a jockey. Two of Dad’s brothers were jockeys. Dad’s father was a fisherman in Annagassan. Tragically, he drowned along with seven others in a disaster that devastated the tight-knit community. My granny was left with eight children, and, overwhelmed, she developed a fondness for brandy. She died prematurely and the children were orphaned. As a result, two of the young boys, my uncles Patrick and Harry, were sent to the racing stables to become jockeys.

I inherited my father’s passion for horses. I would go out on a Sunday to feed the horses belonging to the carters and earn a penny. At lunchtimes, I would run around with Betty to Annie Knott’s working-men’s restaurant where all the carters would go for their threepenny dinners and tether their horses outside. When the horses threw their nosebags off, I would put them on again and keep them calm. Mrs Knott was famous for her mouth-watering ‘clootie dumpling’, which always sat gleaming on the counter, richly studded with sultanas and currants. Sometimes, the carters would give us a piece or they would say, ‘Here, I’ve had enough of this,’ and push a half-eaten plate of mince and tatties across to us. It was great.

The carters could easily tell that we were hard up, as I was usually clad in the clothes handed out to needy kids by the Glasgow School Board. At the start of each school year, we would go along to a big hall where there were hundreds of kids queuing up. There was a huge pile of boots and you would get a dark-grey jumper and a pair of woolly rough drawers that made you itch and scratch like mad. They also gave you a pair of trousers and sometimes a jacket. But, to get this, your family had to be means tested. It was a humiliating experience for my parents, and it was meant to be.

I remember the dark-suited means-test man arriving in Thistle Street with his clipboard. He would arrogantly poke about the house and speak down to Mum and Dad. Loftily pointing to an old chair or some wee ornament, he would demand, ‘You can sell that, can’t you?’

Everybody hated the means test, and the inspectors were horrible men, cruel and heartless. They treated us like dirt.

Sometimes, the school and various charities like St Vincent de Paul and the Glasgow Poor Children’s Fresh Air Fortnight committee would organise trips to get us out of the smoke-bound slums. These Fresh Air Days were a big event in the Gorbals. We would be seated on carts and given Union Jack flags to wave. The St Francis pipe band would lead the procession and large crowds gathered to wave us off.

On one trip organised by St Vincent de Paul, we went to a convent near Kilbarchan. When I was older, we had another outing and were taken to Dunoon Grammar School and slept in the school classrooms. The train going down to Dunoon was freezing but I looked out the window and was able to see the boats going up and down the Firth of Clyde – it was a wonderful sight.

Our trip to Dunoon was great fun. We were given palliasses that we had to fill with straw to sleep on, and I helped with the cooking and washing the dishes. We went on walks into the countryside and for the first time I saw wild roses. They were beautiful and we picked big bunches of them to take home to our mothers, but sadly the petals fell off and they never made it back to Glasgow.

Two of my friends on that trip were brothers Tim and John McGrory. They were always fighting each other, so it was no surprise that they both became boxers. John McGrory became a British Empire champion in the featherweight class. In the Gorbals, a boy had to be a good fighter or a good runner – preferably both. The schools all had boxing clubs and I went to the St Francis club. I liked it, and all my pals went, but my mother stopped me going because she was worried about my poor eyesight.

Getting out of Glasgow on the Fresh Air Days was a big thing for us, and on one of them we were marched into a photographer’s studio one by one and I had my picture taken with a brightly painted rocking horse – a toy that we could never have afforded in a million years.

We enjoyed the streets too, though – they were our playground. We were not supposed to play football in the streets but it never stopped us. We played every night using lamp posts for goalposts. To begin with, we made a ball out of paper and string. Mrs Bailey, who had a small grocer’s shop, was always worried about her windows and would come out and warn us, ‘Watch my windaes, watch my windaes.’ She was a good old soul, though, and once gave us a sixpence to buy a tanner ball. After that, we always seemed to have a tanner ball. Quite often, we would get chased by the police and if they caught you they would give you a rattle across the back of the neck with their gloves or a belt
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