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This book is blamed on Ross McConnell,
who introduced me to the work of Alasdair Gray in 1998,
and persuaded me to stick with it.

In memory of the people in this story who died while
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Alasdair Taylor and Jeff Torrington.
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A SECRETARY DOES HIS DUTY

A Short Poem About Junk E-Mail,
and the Problems of Introducing Ageing Artists
to the Subtleties of the Form

 

Alasdair!

Don’t look!

What? he says. What is it? Show Me!

I click, to messages from

Viagratastic; Nikkicam;

WecanmakeyouthreeinchesbiggerbyChristmas.

The great man stands, paces, pouts, points skyward

(He replies to all his mail)

says, Take dictation!

‘Dear Sir or Madam,

You will do no such thing.

Yours Truly.’

RG 2003


Prefaces

HOW THIS BOOK HAPPENED

The first conversation between biographer and artist about this project took place during a short coffee break in February 2005 – a much-needed one for me. The previous night I had gone to bed, not sober, with an idea in my head I was now finding it difficult to get rid of, and I was struggling to concentrate on my secretarial duties.

The day before, I had met a friend for a quiet afternoon drink in the university bar. Professor Willy Maley1 arrived, shook my hand and introduced himself, saying: ‘Hi, Rodge, not seen you in ages. When are you starting your Ph.D.?’ I had no plans to begin one. But after some stuttering of lame excuses on my part and some strong convincing on Willy’s, I found myself being dragged away from the bar towards an introductory talk he was giving to prospective Creative Writing Ph.D. students. Ten minutes later I was sitting in a university classroom, grim-faced, trapped, with no choice but to listen to the Maley sales pitch, which focused largely, it seemed, on the healing power of footnotes.2 Creative Writing Ph.D.s were a growth area, apparently. Rachel Seiffert3 was doing one, a novel mixed with an extended essay. They were all the rage. Well, my Grandma Betty would finally be able to claim a doctor of sorts in the family (very important for a nice Jewish boy), and perhaps there were financial benefits if I could get funding, but I was far from convinced by the idea.

After the session we returned to the bar, and I told Willy very definitely that I simply wanted to write novels. If I ever mastered it (unlikely) and wanted to be an academic (possible) then I’d give him a call, but for now I had other work to do. Besides, the book I was working on was about two young, sexy people locking themselves in a bedroom for five days – hardly the stuff of serious academic theory. The only proper cultural contribution I could make, I said, speaking without thinking, would be to write a biography of Alasdair Gray – and not a dry, academic project that anyone with a stack of books and a love of bibliographies could do either, but something more ambitious – something funny, entertaining, personal, a proper record for future generations – and everyone knew that, typically, Alasdair wanted to do the project himself. But we made an appointment for the following week anyway and I stumbled home. I wasn’t sure I meant it, but there it was. Alive.

The idea was not an entirely new one. Several weeks earlier (again, I’m afraid, after a night out) Alan Bissett4 had encouraged me to document my relationship with Alasdair. ‘You’re a part of living history, Rodge … you should write his biography …’ he’d said, drink in one hand, drink in the other. ‘If you don’t, in a hundred yearsshh, Shhcotland will be very annoyed with you!’ This, I told him, was a ridiculous proposition, and that it was time for us all to go home to bed. But now here I was, so soon after, in the Gray kitchen, getting ready to announce it as if it was my own plan. Pouring out the third coffee of the morning and struggling with a hangover, I brought up the idea of the biography with the man himself. Perhaps I just wanted to be rejected so that I could get on with the day’s work. But, more likely, I wanted to be told it was a great idea and to go off and start right away.

That day Alasdair had been furiously working on the historical sections of How We Should Rule Ourselves, a pamphlet he was co-writing with Glasgow University law professor Adam Tomkins; they planned to do the whole thing in three weeks, because, as Alasdair put it, ‘political books should be spat out’. He was dictating his parts to me, occasionally asking my opinion on a small thing here or there, sending me off to find out a date or fact, but less so than usual. It had been – for a man ten years late with his Book of Prefaces— a tight schedule, and we were having a difficult afternoon. With only a few days until deadline (and working a thirteenth day out of the last fourteen) he was hurriedly racing through the entirety of British chronological history, trying to get up to the French Revolution by six o’clock but getting distracted by small, infuriating details like the Hundred Years War. Pacing the room, stuttering, pointing at the screen, dictating, re-dictating, starting again, forgetting what he’d already done, losing the latest printout and picking up one a week out of date, Alasdair was at his most infuriating. Like many of his assistants before me I was going steadily insane trying to hurry him up, politely explaining that if he wanted to get the book out in time for this General Election he really did have to get on with it, while his wife Morag McAlpine sat up in bed reading the Herald and chuckling: ‘Tom Leonard described working with Alasdair as like being a sandcastle fighting the sea,’ she announced triumphantly from behind her paper. ‘Can you see why?’ Morag had been the last person to give up the secretarial job I was now engaged in, and she seemed to be really rather enjoying watching me suffer, but even at the most frustrating points, I wanted to do this work. And I was starting to think about the book I could write about it.

In the past few years I had spent more time with Alasdair than I had spent with many members of my family, received help with my debut novel while he was my tutor at Glasgow University, and had seen him work at close quarters on several books: The Ends of Our Tethers; A Life in Pictures, Old Men in Love and now How We Should Rule Ourselves. He had taught me about writing and taken an interest in many aspects of my life. I had been summoned to the hospital the day after his heart attack (to take notes, which I refused to do – until the following day), seen him first thing in the morning, last thing at night, sober, drunk, excited, depressed, asleep, naked (passing me in the hallway on the way to the bathroom), clothed, and had come to him for advice many times. At that time, apart from Morag herself and his assistants at the Oran Mor, the arts centre (see pages 270—3), I probably saw as much of Alasdair Gray as anyone else. But perhaps I was too indebted to him – I started out as a fan, and even now was partly dependent for financial support – maybe I was the worst person in the world to write his biography. So when I tentatively raised the subject over coffee that morning, I half expected him to see the suggestion as a betrayal, but Alasdair was perfectly cheerful about the idea. He admitted it appealed to his vanity, said he thought I’d probably do a fair job, and after a brief chat we got back down to the afternoon’s work as normal, which went much more smoothly than hoped. Between paragraphs on the French and American revolutions he introduced me to Boswell’s famous biography of Samuel Johnson, suggested I use that format as a partial template for my book, granted free copyright on everything he’d ever done, promised not to try to influence the content any further, and even said he wouldn’t read or criticise the work until it was published. From then on we’d not discuss the idea but he’d always know I might be taking notes. ‘Be my Boswell!’ he shouted, dancing a jig around the room and raising a finger to the heavens. ‘Tell the world of my genius!’ He then went on to narrate a ten-minute story about Boswell recording Johnson’s preoccupation with orange peel. I told Alan Bissett my plan, and explained to Willy at our meeting the following week that I wished to be Dr Glass and what could he do to help me.

CROW-BARRING MY WAY INTO THE LIFE OF A. GRAY

Written Spring 2005, Before Embarking

The main street through Glasgow’s West End is called Byres Road. But when this road was still countryside, a pub called Curlers already existed in what would become the centre of a busy street many years later. So the story goes, King Charles II stopped in to Curlers on his way to the centre of Glasgow one cold winter’s night in the seventeenth century. At the arrival of the King, the sleepy landlord was called out of bed and summoned to the pumps. When His Royal Highness (who was famous for enjoying a good time) finally got back on his horse at sunrise, significantly less able to ride, legend has it that ‘the Merry Monarch bestowed upon the inn the right, by Royal Charter, to be open day and night, Sundays included, in perpetuity.’5 The offer was not taken up, but rumour has it that this Charter still exists in Register House in Edinburgh – a reminder that twenty-four-hour drinking is not a modern idea, and proof that even kings say things they haven’t properly thought through after a pint or two. There is little evidence of this grand history in the two-storey cottage’s current incarnation, now sitting between a Starbucks and a newsagent – part of the It’s a Scream chain of student pubs, decorated in black and bright yellow, with a reproduction of Edward Munch’s ‘The Scream’ hanging out front. This current state is considered sacrilege for many of those who knew the old Curlers and many older people don’t go there any more – but it was in this unlikely place that, in 1999, this biographer (then a twenty-one-year-old barman) first met the subject of this book.

It may seem strange that Alasdair Gray should choose this place for a quiet drink of a weekday afternoon6, but Curlers did have a long history as a literary hang-out before the It’s a Scream re-invention; Gray drank there in those days and was still an occasional visitor. The landlord was an evangelical fan of Alasdair’s books, so it was well known that he came in sometimes – there was a bit of a Gray alert system in operation on both floors. I had not been on shift when he’d been in before, but I’d made it plain to the rest of the staff that, should he ever appear, I wanted to serve. I wasn’t quite sure what I wanted to get out of attending to the mysterious Mr Gray, apart from being able to tell friends that I’d done it; he didn’t do anything in particular, according to accounts —just stood at the bar, had one or two drinks and left. But that made little difference. Lanark was one of the first novels I had read on moving to Glasgow the year before,7 and during my time working at Curlers I had read Alasdair’s entire back catalogue, discovering the work of other Scottish writers like James Kelman and Agnes Owens along the way. So though my English family had no idea who I was talking about when I explained that I worked in a pub visited by the great Alasdair Gray, for me this was exciting. I was desperate to meet him. Like many distant fans, I had built up an inaccurate picture of how Alasdair would be.

I still wince at the thought of this. Where Boswell orchestrated a formal introduction with Samuel Johnson (allowing plenty of time to plan a good opening sentence) my first meeting with Alasdair was significantly less grand. He walked into the pub when it was quiet and no one else was around – no customers, no other staff – and I was completely unprepared. I thought I recognised him, but perhaps I’d made a mistake. Having never met one before, I imagined authors and artists to be bold, suave people who understood that the world enjoyed them entering a room and acted like it. This scratchy little man with wild grey hair looked very lost standing there in a soaking wet anorak trying desperately to find his money. When it appeared, his voice – high, stuttering and unsure – was not what I expected either. But he was polite in the extreme, and friendly. I took his order, nervously made up the drink, put it down on the counter and blurted out:

‘So do you think Lanark is a postmodern work, or merely one that has been called postmodern by critics?’

Alasdair looked at me blankly. I tried to rescue the situation: ‘If you tell me, I’ll buy you that gin and tonic.’

In those days I was unused to abrupt, direct answers, so was taken aback by the tone of his reply: ‘Well …’ he muttered, not pleased. ‘I don’t know. But I can pay for my own alcohol.’ He sank the thing quickly and left.

Alasdair had forgotten who I was when he next came in, and on each occasion I served him after that I made a slightly better job of it, starting again each time as if we’d never met. Fewer questions about post modernism, I thought, more good service: that was the way to go about it. Around this time Morag had begun coming in to the pub some mornings for a quick half-pint and a read of the Herald — I tried to buy her a drink too, but this attempt also failed. She sometimes spoke briefly of the threats from Religious Leaders that Alasdair’s contribution to Canongate’s Revelations8 book were bringing, but otherwise she was silent. And they never came in together.

One quiet daytime Alasdair seemed in a chattier mood than usual. Unprompted, he told me there used to be a large painting on a now-destroyed Curlers wall portraying past Scottish writers and journalists who had lived in or around the city. He said it had gone missing and described some of the people in the painting, the way it was laid out, why he liked it. He even talked about his work a little, and asked what I wanted to do with my life – which at the time, I thought, was run a pub. Or sing in a band. Or a number of other half-baked ideas. Then he explained he would not be coming back any more because Curlers had changed too much and he didn’t like it, but I was not offended. I had met Alasdair Gray. He might even recognise me next time we saw each other. (Though I am now almost certain he had completely forgotten these early exchanges by the time we met again in 2001.) Anyway, somebody said that Peter Mullan9 had been spotted at a corner table recently having a peaceful pint and reading the Evening Times, and I was on the lookout for other famous folk.

My first consistent contact with Alasdair also came about by chance. Inspired by his books and other Scottish writers I was reading, I had abandoned my plans of being the next in that long line of Curlers’ landlords, finished a degree at Strathclyde University, and, encouraged by writer-in-residence Alan Jamieson,10 applied for the Masters in Creative Writing being run jointly by Strathclyde and Glasgow universities. By the time I read in a newspaper in the summer of 2001 that Gray, James Kelman11 and the poet Tom Leonard12 were all to become professors on the course, I had already been accepted on to it. On the Open Day for the M.Phil, there were readings by all three, and also Anne Donovan,13 Louise Welsh14 and Zoë Strachan.15 I wanted to do two things from then on – write a novel which I could one day read out to future students, and seize Alasdair Gray as my personal tutor. On the Tutor Request Form, there were seven to choose from. I listed three preferences in very large, clear lettering – 1 ALASDAIR GRAY, PLEASE. 2 ALASDAIR GRAY, PLEASE. 3 ALASDAIR GRAY, PLEASE. In my second year they attempted to give me another tutor but I was not interested. I complained until they returned Alasdair to me.

He was not a great tutor to all – some students only had a couple of meetings all academic year, and a few stopped seeing him out of sheer frustration – but to me he seemed a very good one. He rarely directly answered the questions I asked, often rewrote entire passages of my fiction in his own style (something I learned to reprimand him for), and we usually spent longer talking about him than me, but he was, in his own way, dedicated. He saw me twice as regularly as his job description demanded,16 gave attention to my early, often poor short stories, and allowed meetings to go on for more than a couple of hours. Each time, I stayed until he kicked me out.

Alasdair conducted most of our sessions at his wife’s home, surrounded by his many paintings and imposing library, which stretched across every wall of his compact West End flat, top to bottom, with stray volumes spilling out over the sides, piled on desks, chairs and some parts of the floor. We sat across from each other, often getting agitated – me at him for not sticking to the point, him at me for not improving. (He often felt newer versions of my work were worse than the ones I had produced before receiving his advice. This upset him, and resulted in letters of irritation between meetings telling me it really was time I started doing as he said.) But though I knew little about writing and was often too excited to concentrate, these sessions were crucial for me. Also, without really noticing, I was forgetting my initial fan’s adoration and getting to know my tutor, less afraid of losing his approval. I had lost that in the first week by not being a genius, and losing it wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. I was no longer angling for ways to ask questions about his books either; I was learning how to work.

I had now met many writers, and even some of the most talented didn’t match up in person to the image in my mind. But Alasdair spoke, gestured, thought, dealt with people socially and in business as if he was from another, far more interesting time that made interaction almost magical. In those early meetings I often felt he would have made an excellent Victorian-era officer or private detective. His library overflowed with ancient, dusty editions of the works of Shakespeare, Shaw, Burns, which sat alongside a big collection of contemporary Scottish writing and a section of books around his artist’s desk on the work of Picasso, Velásquez and Blake. Gray paintings, finished and unfinished, hung in all rooms. A fake fire blazed where most people’s televisions stood. He wrote with a fountain pen in large, slow, elaborate loops. He referred to the Manchester Guardian and the Glasgow Herald as if they were still local dailies. If it wasn’t for Morag’s computer, their home might have been one from Glasgow at the end of the nineteenth rather than the twentieth century. Mixing good manners and repeated apology, failure to recall the simplest facts with the ability to quote obscure poets verbatim, often acting out parts of plays and operas in his front room then collapsing into fits of giggles, apologising, farting and returning to work, Alasdair Gray was a rare personality. Maddening, peculiar, but never dull. And yet I was not intimidated, because he was not stuffy or judgemental. A man unafraid to admit sexual mistakes to virtual strangers is no traditionalist.

As I progressed on the M.Phil, course we continued working on my writing, and sometimes he talked about his. He was part way through writing The Ends of Our Tethers,17 which I and some other students saw early versions of in class. We had one long talk about the ideas behind two pieces in this collection, but these official exchanges about writing were the limit of our involvement. Until I heard that he had asked another of his students, Griselda Gordon, to do some typing for him. She felt it would be impolite to refuse on this one occasion, but did not have the time to become Alasdair Gray’s part-time secretary. I was keen to be. I put myself forward, Alasdair agreed, and so began our third phase of dealings.

Our meetings became excuses to work on Alasdair’s own fiction, with The Ends of Our Tethers growing and evolving all the time. I can’t be sure whether he felt he had passed on to me all he could – ‘You know my rules, now apply them!’ he exclaimed angrily one day after a particularly difficult couple of hours – whether it was more convenient for him to use me as a way of getting out of university work or whether he simply needed help after Morag refused to work with him any longer. But I didn’t mind which it was. He had already done more than any tutor could be expected to, and I now needed time to craft something of my own that was consistent, not fortnightly meetings where we would both get exasperated that I hadn’t got better yet. As well as the meetings at his flat I now started to visit Alasdair’s university office on some weekdays, trying to drag out each session as much as possible. (He was paying me twice what I was getting in the bookshop I was now working in, and, besides, it was fun waiting for the next entertaining Grayism to relate to my friends.) One day, while dictating a letter, he rose from his seat, walked behind me, went to the sink in the corner of the room and began to urinate in it – without warning, and without pausing for breath. Facing the other way, legs crossed, pen and pad in hand, I continued without comment. I felt certain that anyone able to dictate under these circumstances should be able to rely on my services without question. But I didn’t wash my hands in that sink ever again. Or accept a cup of coffee made with water drawn from it.

Around this time, I finally supplied a single short story that he thought didn’t need correction. I also wrote a brief piece the American Jewish short-story writer Grace Paley liked when she visited Scotland; something Alasdair considered praise enough for anyone’s ego. From this point on, in late 2002, he seemed to consider his work done, and though I pressed on with the course and was now handing him occasional early versions of my novel, it was not the most important thing any more. Alasdair and James Kelman were having disagreements with other members of staff about the direction of the course and were in the process of deciding to give up the job altogether at the end of that academic year. By the time I handed in my portfolio for judgement in September 2003 neither was involved in marking my work, but I was seeing Alasdair more regularly than ever. We discussed my mark only once. ‘Don’t think about it,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ This is a period of Alasdair’s life he now regrets. Two years after it finished he told me that his ‘new artistic assistant’ Richard Todd18 and I were the only useful things he had got out of his time as professor, and that he should have just looked us up in the phone book.i I should have been pleased at this, but was not. I wanted him to think of those two years with the same affection as I did.

In early 2003 I was in the process of getting an agent, progressing with my novel, doing occasional (terrible) readings – one particularly horrible memory is performing an early effort concerning a romance between a goldfish and a horse in the Scotia Bar while watching James Kelman grimacing in the front row – but in time I began to learn. Kelman’s understandable grimace probably forced me to raise my standards. Meanwhile, being Alasdair Gray’s secretary made me believe I was somehow more of a writer, though in reality I spent most of my time with him tidying his flat, addressing letters, taking dictation and looking for misplaced things. (There are always lots of misplaced things in the Gray—McAlpine household.)

During 2003 Alasdair took to sitting directly beside me at the computer and dictating fiction off the top of his head. He began doing everything from that spot, in that way. Then I set up and began to run his e-mail account. He let me deal with less important work myself; I liked this because I finally felt like a proper secretary. I enjoyed contributing in these small ways – occasional corrections, word repetitions, research, advice, official letters – but immaturity made me want to make him do things my way. One early letter concerning the proposed writing of a new novel left me infuriated.

‘I would like £300 a month on which to live during the writing of this book,’ he dictated, in a letter to his agent – ‘No, no, no, no – £400. No, £500! I’m worth it!’

At this point he went quiet, before asking politely: ‘Actually Rodger … what do you think I am worth?’

I had absolutely no idea. ‘A thousand?’ I suggested. ‘More?’

‘Damn it, a ttthhousssand then! Let them DARE TO SAY NO!’ he cried, laughing as if he couldn’t care less about the actual result.

I struggled to keep my mouth shut but the bluff worked out well – Gray got his cheques. After that it was understood between us that I should learn all I could – as long as I did what he required, I was free to take notes while he worked on whatever I pleased, so when it came to dealing with similar issues myself I would be aware of how things worked. This continued until I moved south to Warrington, in Cheshire, in late 2003, where I stayed for a year.

My move made our work no less regular. Alasdair sent me jobs by post, and in early 2004 I spent several weeks typing up his old plays19 ready to go on his website, using old bound copies from the sixties and seventies, often with different titles, or different character names to the ones that finally appeared in later, adapted novels. When there was new fiction he sent me handwritten notes by post, and I earned more Gray money while living in England than I had living five minutes from my boss’s house. During this time I made monthly visits to Glasgow, arriving on Friday night, working with Alasdair on Saturday and Sunday, seeing friends in between and going home on Sunday night. So when I returned to Glasgow in October 2004, now a full-time novelist, it seemed natural to continue as before. We agreed on one day a week for me to work on all things Gray-related, but six months later I realised that arrangement had been naïve. Between the political pamphlets, hospital visits, day trips across Scotland, computer-related errands and last-minute newspaper articles, most weeks I spent more time working for Alasdair than I did working for myself.

I now think of Alasdair Gray as a normal human being, with some remarkable attributes but also some flaws. I mostly treat him like a grandfather and he mostly treats me like an equal who happens to have the necessary typing skills. There is occasional physical contact between us, in the form of the odd manly touch on the arm, or a pat on the back, but never more than that. It is, I suppose, an odd arrangement, but I like it. Though it is hard to explain, there are few things more satisfying for me, even now, than being woken at 7 a.m. to be asked to send an email. And now every meeting has another purpose. Our relationship is about to change once more.

A Note to Anyone Hoping for a Tidy Book

Like Gray’s work, life and much of his speech, the pages that follow are neither tidy nor a chronological series of events that lead to easy conclusions. Those expecting a traditional biography, starting with the day he was born, steadily working up to the present, may be disappointed. However, I hope you will enjoy this unorthodox, affectionate book, and not wish it was a simpler one. That may yet come. Many of those types of biography create fictional characters of their own by trying to simplify their subjects and hide the biographer from view. This book prefers to let you see and make your own mind up.

Alasdair Gray was not always the rapidly ageing, fat Glasgow pedestrian he enjoys describing on the inside leaf of his books. There was once a time when he was young. A time when he was really rather thin. Many years when he was poor, unpublished and unrecognised. This book aims to document, as faithfully as possible, that journey from son of a boxmaker encouraged to paint and write to septuagenarian ‘little grey deity’.20 Alasdair claims to be satisfied, living in the West End of Glasgow with his wife, splitting his time between writing and painting. Aside from work, Gray’s pleasures include daytime whisky, giving money away, reading books by people he doesn’t have to meet and ‘getting what I want’. This book will look at the people, events, books, paintings, plays, poems and circumstances that conspired to make the man he is today.

You could say I am, as Edmund Wilson21 described Boswell, ‘a vain and pushing diarist’. Or, as Donald Greene22 once accused Boswell, of being a minor writer trying to make a name for myself through memorialising a great one. You could say I am taking advantage of a frail old man. You could say I have got him to sign away his life story to further my own writing and academic career, and to please my grandma. And there would be something in that. (I am not the first to pursue letters after my name to please the folks and prove old schoolteachers wrong.) But Alasdair is acutely aware of his legacy and is in the process of tying up loose ends in all aspects of his work; he is as sharp – if not sharper – than ever, and would spot if I was trying to trick him; also, he knows I will want to do this properly, which means recording the unpleasant. For example, he has said, ‘I would rather you didn’t talk about my women’, but has since discussed them openly in interviews while I took notes. The project is a calculated risk on his part.

On the other side, there will be those concerned that this will be a fawning, sickeningly sweet version of Alasdair Gray’s existence. They are right to be suspicious. Gray was. But I have no intention of treating the subject this way – anyone who has had a conversation with him or read one of his books will know he is one of his own harshest critics. I would have to try hard to outcriticise him. This is a man who insists on quoting negative reviews on the backs of his books, and has invented a fictional critic to tear apart his own work. There are plenty of positive things to say about my subject – and I more than most have the motivation to make him look good—but there would be no point in producing A Sycophant’s Bible of Alasdair Gray. In the spirit of Alasdair’s long-established insistence on declaring influences, plagiarisms and downright steals, this biographer will hide nothing. I am not good at concealment, and would be bad at it if I tried. I begin with the following:

Embarrassing Facts Worth Getting Out of the Way

1 I know Alasdair is more important to me than I am to him.

2 I know I have used him as a role model for my own life and writing, and sometimes copy his techniques.

3 I have taken inspiration from seeing someone else with asthma and eczema become a successful artist despite the condition, and this may have made me more sympathetic to his condition and its consequences than necessary.

4 I have sought to please Alasdair in the past in order to gain more work in the future.

This book will be a history of Gray’s life and work (focusing mainly on his literary output), but also a more personal document of the biographer’s journey; it will include stories of encounters with Alasdair, talking to him about his life, working with him on current projects. I will use evidence from Gray’s creations to back up arguments about the man himself. This is sometimes considered a risky strategy – the artist is not the art! say some critics – but I’ll argue that with Alasdair Gray it would be remiss of me not to tackle such things. He openly uses and abuses autobiography in his work. This biographical style is at his request, and is in homage to the biography of Johnson by Boswell, who was also invited to include himself in the process, making the book more personal. In that case, Boswell was a young Scot looking to climb the literary ladder, with Johnson the distinguished elder Englishman with nothing to prove. In this case it is the Scot who is the elder, with the young Englishman taking notes, putting up with bad habits and making friends in high places. Many of the best projects in this field of literature have been attempted by people close to their subjects, and so have many of the worst. James Hogg wrote The Domestic Manners and Private Life of Sir Walter Scott. Goethe enjoyed Eckerman taking down his every thought – ‘Be my Boswell!’ Goethe told him, and so Alasdair has me – though he now denies it. I here start a very personal book on what I have discovered: a secretary’s observation. If Gray is spared, he may do one of his own.

It is necessary to ask: why does Alasdair Gray deserve a biography written about him? There are many reasons. Anthony Burgess famously called him ‘the first great Scottish novelist since Walter Scott’. Gavin Wallace has called him ‘one of the most successfully multi-faceted imaginations Scotland has ever produced’23 and many agree. But he is a lot more than that. As well as being a master storyteller, he also looks in on each of his works, like his readers, inviting multiple interpretations. Graham Caveney has said that Gray forces readers to ‘reconsider their relationship to storytelling, the lies that we tell ourselves to make our experience real’24. All ‘great’ artists – and this book argues that Alasdair Gray is one of those – must surely make those who come across their work re-examine something of themselves and their world. Even at its most compromised, Gray’s work does this. For all his maddening, frustrating diversions and minor projects and political preoccupations and social awkwardnesses, it is this biographer’s belief that Alasdair Gray is the greatest artist his home country has seen in the last hundred years, and also one of Europe’s most important in the same period. And he is certainly one of the most fascinating personalities on the current artistic landscape. He has been everything from shy teenager to extrovert ‘dirty old man of Scottish letters’25 and much in between, an obsessive worker (sometimes to the detriment of his non-work relationships) and has seen no decent reason to resist invading and playing with every form he can think of: novel, poem, radio, television or stage play, polemic, portrait, mural, short story, essay and song. Gray is nothing if not unique.

As well as inspiring readers in many countries, good writers have cited him as a direct influence or inspiration, too. Many of the best, in his home country and elsewhere, who have come through since Gray came to prominence, have directly credited him: the likes of Jonathan Coe, Irvine Welsh, Ali Smith, Will Self, Janice Galloway. A younger generation of writers, particularly in Scotland, has known nothing but the literary landscape he helped form. His best work will last for generations to come. This book exists because those generations may want to know what Alasdair Gray was like: it is half a traditional biography, half a portrait of the artist as a remarkable old man.


1 1934-45: Early Years, War Years, Wetherby

NOTES ON EARLIER LIVES

As Alasdair says when directing interviewers to his CV or his Saltire Society Self-Portrait (a pamphlet about himself that Gray was asked to write in 1987), ‘Certain facts cannot be disputed.’ So who is Alasdair Gray and where does he come from?

In 1865 a baby called Jeanie was born to Agnes Stevenson (née Nielson) and her husband Archibald, a coalminer in the county of Lanark. Jeanie grew up to marry Alexander Gray, Alasdair’s grandfather, who was in turn the son of William Gray and his wife Anne (née Binning). Alexander Gray was a gaunt, stern-looking industrial blacksmith and devout Christian, kirk elder and Sunday School teacher, whose political heroes were William Ewart Gladstone (an artistically inclined four-time Prime Minister of Britain known as the ‘Grand Old Man’ by the working classes and a ‘half-mad firebrand’ by Queen Victoria) and Keir Hardie (who founded the Independent Labour Party in 1888, set up the Scottish Parliamentary Party in 1892, and who Alexander Gray knew personally). These are the kinds of role models that his grandson Alasdair would choose for himself in years to come.

Alexander Gray married Jeanie Stevenson, a power-loom weaver, and in 1897 they had a son, Alexander Junior. Alasdair’s dad grew up in Glasgow, where he would go on to live for most of his life. He explained some aspects of this upbringing in a document titled Notes on Early Life in Glasgow, written in 1970—1 at Alasdair’s request. Alexander described the late nineteenth-century city he grew up in, also providing an affectionate portrait of his parents. It was a strict, deeply religious upbringing. Grace was said before every meal, and each night before bed Alexander’s father would read the daily lesson from the Bible to him and his younger sister Agnes. Then their mother Jeanie would say a prayer, or the children would be required to lead it. As a boy Alexander always took part in this family ritual and as an adult he always respected it. There was much in his home life he thought admirable. It was characterised by a toughness he felt proud of – a toughness which was absolutely necessary for working-class families like the Grays in the early part of the twentieth century. Alexander remembered:

[T]he first years of this century had no social security or health insurance and doctors’ bills had to be avoided. I remember father coming home with his face and hands bandaged after he had been splattered with molten lead at work. He came from hospital where he had the pieces of lead picked from his skin, had his dinner and went back to work.1

Alexander’s father had little other option but to return to work – there was no prospect of compensation in those days, and few laws that protected men in dangerous workplaces – but the quiet, accepting way his father dealt with these kind of trials was typical of the family, as Alexander saw it. He called both of his parents ‘mild of temper’,2 and one example, of a burglary in the home, illustrated how they responded to crises with a positive attitude: ‘[D]rawers and dressers and cupboards had been ransacked and clothing etc taken. His [Alexander Senior’s] first thought was for his working clothes and all he said was “Well, they have left me the best suit, the one I need for my work.”’ This level of emotional control certainly impressed his son. Despite considerable religious differences, Alexander Gray considered his parents to be the model of honourable, good behaviour, a sound example for parenthood. This was an opinion he also formed from his observing his mother, who always knitted, baked, made jam and saved enough from the little money she earned to pay for a week’s holiday every year during Glasgow Fair.3 Alexander described both his parents as: ‘examples of Christian living for they not only observed the daily observances but in their treatment of people of all religions or none, were helpful and kind and tolerant’.4 Though he didn’t follow in their religious ways when his own son was born, he otherwise continued with the moral traditions he learned as a boy.

Alasdair’s maternal grandparents, Emma Needham and Harry Fleming, were from a similar kind of working-class family to the Grays, but they married many miles south of Glasgow, in Lutton, Lincolnshire, in 1898. Harry was a foreman in a shoe factory there, but later the two would be forced to move to Scotland after Harry was blacklisted in England for trade union activities. Before the establishment of the British Labour Party in the early twentieth century, merely being a member of a trade union was a dangerous business. (The very fact of blacklisting became a source of pride for a certain Scottish Socialist born several decades later.) Harry and Emma had three children – Alasdair’s aunt Annie, Alasdair’s mother, Amy, born on 11 January 1902, and his uncle, Edward Fleming. Edward only lived for seven years before dying of an unknown disease; just one photograph of him survives. Alasdair wouldn’t find out about the existence of his uncle until years after his mum died.

There are few surviving details on the early life of Amy Gray, but Alasdair still keeps a record of his mother’s schooling at Onslow Drive Public School. Her certificate of merit, gained on 16 February 1916 when she was fourteen, showed as much about the period as her personal ability, but it did declare her ‘very good at English, Arithmetic, Handwriting, Laws of Health, Civics, Empire Study, Trill and Singing, Cooking, Laundry, Housewifery, and Dressmaking’.5 Amy Gray had academic ability, therefore. And a knowledge of the Empire! Unfortunately, because of the era and personal circumstances, she was never able to continue her studies.

So, one of Alasdair’s parents had a long line of Scottish ancestors, and the other had been brought north from England by a father looking for work. But there were some years yet before the two would meet. First, Alexander was sent to fight for the British Army against the Germans in the First World War, returning after service in the trenches of Europe for the famous Black Watch regiment with a minor injury – towards the end of the war he took a ‘shrapnel wound in the belly … for which he would receive a small pension for the rest of his life’.6 As Andrew, Alasdair’s son, recalled many years later, his grandfather fought in the Highland Light Infantry on the Somme and at Passchendaele, but though this wartime involvement was a source of pride to Alexander, he rarely discussed it. Andrew remembers: ‘I was always trying – and failing – to get information about Passchendaele out of him. That was not his way … but it certainly affected him. Sometimes I would jump out from behind a door to give him a friendly shock, but he never responded. After the war, he said he could not be shocked in that way.’7 When Alexander joined the army in 1914, he was only just old enough to do so. An old family photograph of him, in full uniform, surrounded by both parents and sister Agnes, shows what appears to be much more a boy than man. As Alasdair has written, his father ‘bought his first pipe and tobacco with his first pay’.8

After recovering from his injury Alexander Gray had to find manual work that would not be affected by it. He stayed in the same paid job from 1918 to 1939, in a box-making factory in Bridgeton, and took part in voluntary work in his spare time. He did unpaid secretarial work9 for ‘a short-lived entertainment company called the Co-Optimists, The Ramblers’ Federation, Camping Club of Great Britain, Scottish Youth Hostel Association and Holiday Fellowship’,10 with whom he went hillwalking regularly. Alexander Gray’s war injuries didn’t stop him from being an active member of the local community, from taking part in physical exercise or from pursuing political goals. Just as Alexander had taken the moral lead from his parents, from this his own son, Alasdair, would learn that wounds were no decent excuse to stop working.

In 1929, eleven years after the end of the First World War, Alexander Gray met shop assistant Amy Fleming through the Holiday Fellowship while walking at a local outing. Alexander and Amy got together fairly late by the standards of the early twentieth century – by the time they were married on 13 April 1931, Alexander was thirty-four, his bride twenty-nine. After marrying, they moved into a new housing scheme in the north-east Glasgow district of Riddrie that would shape much of the experience and politics of the boy born to them three years later. On 28 December 1934 at 11.15 p.m. he was brought into the world at the family home in Findhorn Street.

There was some difficulty over the delivery. When her waters broke, Amy Gray went to her mother’s house, which was only a few streets away but, as Alasdair later recounted, ‘despite having borne three children herself … my granny panicked and told her to go away’.11 She returned home. Eventually the baby Gray was delivered by Mrs Liddle, a neighbour in the flat below who had been a nurse, while his dad cycled around the streets trying to find a doctor. It is hard to imagine a father doing this now, but the vision of Alexander Gray cycling in circles, hoping to come across someone on the streets of Riddrie prepared to deliver his firstborn, is appealing. Two years and two months later, a daughter was born to Alexander and Amy – they were more prepared for that – and Mora Jean Gray, Alasdair’s sister, was born in hospital in Riddrie on 4 March 1937.

THIRTIES RIDDRIE

Alasdair has gone to great trouble to describe Riddrie during his youth. He has portrayed his childhood home as ‘one of the earliest and best planned housing schemes built under the Wheatley Act, the only egalitarian measure passed by the first Labour government elected in 1924’. He says: ‘Our neighbours were a nurse, postman, printer and tobacconist, so I was a bit of a snob.’12 This alludes to the fact that he grew up, from a very early age, assuming that there was nothing he couldn’t do. Alasdair continues: ‘I took it for granted that Britain was mainly owned and ruled by Riddrie people – people like my dad who knew Riddrie’s deputy town clerk (he also lived in Riddrie) and others who seemed important men but not more important than my dad.’13 This kind of language is typical of Alasdair’s memories of where he was born. He manages to make an entirely ordinary place sound like a paradise where he learned everything he would ever need to know. But don’t all young children learn to walk and talk while assuming their parents are the most important people in the world? Which child does not assume he or she is the centre of the universe – at least until they are shown otherwise? Mora describes the Gray family home in cooler language:

We had bright but brown floors – the floors were covered in brown linoleum, and we had a brown suite with wooden arms. The only source of heat was the fireplace in the living room, which had a table by the window, a piano, a sideboard, a bookcase and Mum’s desk – we had an end of terrace window seat. Also, there were communal back greens in the tenements, and a big air raid shelter out the back.14

She admits the Gray family were fortunate, but her sober assessment of her home is very different from her brother’s. He sees everything in terms of the political background, places like the local library that made his childhood seem magical – but where Alasdair idealises Riddrie, Mora describes a simple, ordinary working-class home, right down to the roles within the family. The contrast is crucial, as Alasdair has written so many times about the Riddrie of his youth that it has almost become a Gray Creation: which it remains until someone else comments upon it. For example, Riddrie is also home to Barlinnie Prison, infamous in Scotland for its poor conditions, for being overcrowded and for retaining ‘slopping out’ until 2001. That is not to say that all Riddrie was this grim, a prison is a community all of its own, but it is important to remember that Alasdair’s version of the place is not the only one.

Alasdair’s parents gave him the tools to begin creative play at a very early age: ‘My mummy and daddy gave me a pencil and crayons to scribble with long before I went to school,’15 he has said, in a rare use of the more affectionately childish term for his parents. Once provided with the basics he spent most of his time using them, also developing his imagination through watching Walt Disney films, pantomimes, fables like Aladdin and Cinderella, and reading A. A. Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh books, whose cast of characters Alasdair particularly related to. He has written: ‘Kind lazy poetic Pooh, bouncy Tigger, melancholy Eeyore were recognisable people, and aspects of myself.’16 Alasdair also began to exercise his imagination out loud: ‘I suppose my first audience was my sister … I invented stories I told her as we walked to school, versions of stories I’d read, or films or plays I’d seen. I twisted the most exciting bits together around a central character who was basically me.’17

Like so many other aspects of his childhood, these recollections were to find their way into early sections of Alasdair’s debut novel Lanark, as was his sister Mora, presented as Ruth in the book. This period of infancy was a jumble of realisations, brought about by childish curiosity, but also by the fact that nobody told him to stop using his imagination, something Alasdair considers to have been very important in his primary school days, despite its simplicity. Through his father’s book shelves, a regular series of Readers’ Book Club novels received at home18 and through visiting Riddrie library, he learned about literature and art. The main difference between him and most of his peers was that though they sometimes enjoyed the same stories (Alasdair also loved comics like Dandy and Beano), Alasdair wanted the power of being able to create his own, with him as the star. By this time he was basing many of his little stories on ones he had recently read, or seen performed locally. Alasdair has revealed how he responded as a boy to fantasies he enjoyed:

I only liked fairy tale stuff: Hans Andersen, Lewis Carroll etcetera … I especially remember one of the features of pantomimes, which they may still have. The grand finale in which, on a staircase at the back, there would descend all the cast in escalating order of importance to music and big applause from the audience. [In voice of evil villain] Of course the clown usually got the most applause. I remember being fascinated by this and wanting a set-up in which it would be me descending the staircase to the vastest applause of all!19

Alasdair now regularly says in interviews that he has always been more interested in fame than money, and that is borne out by this childhood fantasy.

STARTING PRISON

Alasdair’s short-story collection Ten Tales Tall and True (which does not contain ten stories, and most of which are lies) is completed with a single, partly true story – ‘Mr Meikle – An Epilogue’. The story begins with Alasdair explaining the concept and detail of primary school as if none of his readers would understand what this alien place was:

At the age of five I was confined to a room made and furnished by people I had never met and had never heard of me. Here, in a crowd of nearly forty strangers, I remained six hours a day and five days a week for many years, being ordered about by a much bigger, older stranger who found me no more interesting than the rest. Luckily, the prison was well stocked with pencils …20

Gray hoped he would not be ordinary for long.

One day, children of this primary school prison were asked to come up with five items they thought poetic. They chose five inoffensive ones – a fairy, a mushroom, some grass, pine needles, a tiny stone – and were then asked to write a poem about one or more of these things. Alasdair used all, presenting the following piece, which he claimed was written with ‘ease, speed and hardly any intelligent thought’:

A fairy on a mushroom,
sewing with some grass,
and a pine-tree needle,
for the time to pass.

Soon the grass it withered,
The needle broke away,
She sat down on a tiny stone,
And wept for half the day.21

The story then describes the teacher reading the poem out to the class. Alasdair relates how this sudden attention made him feel, slipping quickly into its consequences. He doesn’t claim the poem itself was amazingly good, but explains in a straightforward, unashamed manner that he learned creativity could be a way to get attention and praise:

While writing the verses I had been excited by my mastery of the materials. I now felt extraordinarily interesting. Most people became writers by degrees. From me, in an instant, all effort to become anything else dropped like a discarded overcoat … I aimed to write a novel in which all these would be met and dominated by me, a boy from Glasgow. I wanted to get it written and published when I was twelve, but failed. Each time I wrote some sentences I saw they were the work of a child. The only works I managed to finish were short compositions on subjects set by the teacher. She was not the international audience I wanted but better than nobody.22

Alasdair spent the next couple of decades trying to close the gap between what he wanted to achieve and what he was capable of.

ARTISTIC BEGINNINGS

There was also a first artistic realisation, from around the same time. This is fictionalised in Lanark, with the description of a young Duncan Thaw, Alasdair’s alter ego, sitting at home drawing ‘a blue line along the top of a sheet of paper and a brown line along the bottom’ (one to represent the sky and the other the ground). This is a factual description of how a young Alasdair first began to draw. In a piece he wrote for the 2006 exhibition ‘Divided Selves: The Scottish Self-Portrait from the 17th Century to the Present’, Alasdair told these events from his childhood as fact, dictating to me with a copy of Lanark in front of him to help him remember his own past, so maybe (if there was ever any difference) truth and fiction were now merging. Since the only other person present at the blue-line drawing was Alexander Gray, and he is no longer alive to argue, we will have to take Alasdair’s word for it. At least, this was how Alasdair remembered it.

Sitting at home entertaining himself with colours he has been given, Thaw (or Alasdair) is unable to draw what he wants. What he wants is to portray a beautiful princess, but unable to make her ‘lovely enough’ he hides her in a giant’s sack instead, then tells his father the picture is of ‘A miller running to the mill with a bag of corn’.23 The father then questions the single lines representing sky and ground, going on to try to explain to the boy what gravity is and why there’s nothing on the other end of the sky. His son does not understand this, and dreams that night of repeatedly falling through a thin cardboard sky to an unknown other side. But he has drawn a picture, and has learned that he can get away with hiding emotions in art. Even when it is there, plain on the page, his father still could not see what he saw – a princess trapped by a giant. This event, as described in the Thaw section of Lanark, was certainly a moment of artistic realisation – but it was also a description of Alasdair’s first experiences of lying, shame and confusion.

After that, the idea of attention via creativity was reinforced regularly. Alasdair was happiest when left to his imagination, allowed to leave food he didn’t like and when performing in the family home. The home equivalent of his ‘fairy on a mushroom’ piece came when Alasdair and Mora’s parents encouraged them to have a party piece, something to show off on social occasions. So Alasdair came up with more silly poems, usually imitations of A. A. Milne’s style. Gray was consciously trying to achieve something great enough to get him fairy-and-mushroom attention on a much bigger scale, but perhaps it is also possible to see Alasdair’s early life not as one or two key moments of absolute realisation, but more of a drip effect, where the boy steadily began to realise people noticed some potential in him. Alasdair has said:

From an early age I had an incredibly high conceit of myself as a maker of imagined objects. Quite early on I found degrees of recognition, some public, some purely local. Hardly a year passed without some encounter, some publication, some encouragement. I frequently had signs from people … even when I was a small boy.24

Alasdair believes his journey towards recognition started as early as five or six years old.

During Alasdair’s first years Alexander Gray worked as a folding-box maker and Amy worked at home raising the two children, a situation that would continue until a change was forced with the beginning of another world conflict. In September 1939 Britain declared war on Germany; little Alasdair was sitting on his mother’s knee listening to the wireless when Neville Chamberlain announced it. In 1940 the Battle of Britain began, and many children were moved out of large British cities, even ones as far north as Glasgow.

WAR YEARS AND WETHERBY

Like many who had fought in the First World War, Alexander became one of an important group of older men (he was forty-one in 1939) whose position in society became more elevated at home during the Second World War. He had been a manual labourer in peacetime, but in wartime he suddenly found himself an organiser of others. The Holiday Fellowship, with which he had been involved for some years, needed a manager for a residential hostel in northern England. Considered a steady, responsible type, Alexander gained this job through the offices of J. S. Edbrocke, Secretary of the Holiday Fellowship and the man whose company had become managing agents for the Ministry of Supply.

In 1940 Amy Gray and her two children were evacuated to a farmhouse close to the small Scottish village of Auchterarder, Perthshire, where Alasdair had his first asthma attack beside a threshing machine. Mora remembers the cramped conditions: ‘We lived in what seemed like a converted coach or railway carriage,’25 she has said. During that period Alasdair had particular problems with his health, perhaps because of the sudden change of atmosphere – according to Mora he had whooping cough, measles and chickenpox all within a short space of time. Later the family moved on to Stonehouse, a mining town in Lanarkshire, while Alexander moved south to Reading to work as assistant manager in a munitions workers’ hostel. In 1942 he was put in charge of a Royal Ordinance Factory residential hostel at Wetherby, Yorkshire. He was responsible for administration during the opening hours of the hostel, and was in charge of nearly two hundred staff.

Alexander arranged for his family to follow him to Wetherby, so although Alasdair and Mora did have to cope with evacuation, it was in relatively comfortable circumstances compared to those of many who had similar wartime experiences. They even lived in a bungalow especially reserved for the manager’s family. Where some were separated from both parents and siblings, sometimes moving to communities which did not necessarily understand or want them, the young Gray children were part of an upwardly mobile move that saw their father in a new-found position of responsibility, with the added bonus of accommodation. They were part of a community that protected them from any sense of alienation. Their new home seemed far more exciting than any previous ones. Pictures of the canteen, library and communal gardens of the munitions factory show it was comfortable, with many things shared equally, though the manager’s family bungalow tended to give them an elevated status. Mora remembers the period well:

It was an idyllic time for the Grays … for the first time, we had money! Before going to Yorkshire we were totally unaware of class because everyone we knew was like us. But in Wetherby, the class system seemed to be accentuated. Everybody seemed to be aware of it … We went to the council school, not the private one, and some people were horrified. I wonder if my father enjoyed suddenly being important, wearing a suit and tie. I remember: we even had a cleaner. She was called Ruth Wilson. My parents thought they were on the same level as Ruth.26

So Wetherby was a kind of alternative universe where working-class Glaswegians were briefly considered gentry. But everyone knew it wasn’t going to last, and perhaps that is what reinforced rather than reduced the family’s socialist politics during that time. They took part in community events like everyone else – Mora took dancing lessons and Alasdair even joined the church choir. Writing about it years later, he explained this without mentioning God: ‘I joined the Church of England choir because it paid me two shillings a week for attending it and rehearsals. I also enjoyed the singing.’27

Though their home in Wetherby was quite protected, Alasdair was certainly affected by the evidence that crept in from time to time that something unpleasant was going on outside their little world. Mora recalls: ‘We would stand and count the planes going out – to bomb Germany – but some crashed before they left shore. I remember it because Perspex was new then, so people went and took the Perspex off the crashed planes. But Alasdair was a lot more aware of that kind of thing than I was. He had terrible nightmares.’28

There were a number of other experiences in this period that affected Alasdair: an important one was his first sight of public art. A surviving photograph of the Wetherby canteen shows the first murals Alasdair saw, which made him feel that art could be something that belonged to people. A very socialist kind of art, then: free, on walls, instead of in galleries with a price tag attached. As an adult Alasdair would use this philosophy to help decide which jobs to prioritise and which to put off.

MOTHER AND FATHER

In Alasdair’s accounts of wartime, the references to his father and mother are curiously uneven. Though his father appears regularly, there is little mention of his mother in his diaries, autobiographical writings, or indeed his Personal CV,29 apart from a few lines reproduced almost word for word in journalistic pieces and interviews. All we learn about Amy Gray is a short list of facts: she was brought to Scotland by her father, was reduced to tears when he read Tess of the D’Urbervilles aloud, and she ‘liked to sing, could accompany herself on the piano, attended opera and joined the Glasgow Orpheus Choir’. It also includes how she met her future husband, but aside from this her most significant mentions in the young Gray life story are disguised references in Lanark. In the few surviving photographs she seems sad, even when smiling, but despite a slightly awkward posture inherited by her son she was pretty when young. One early photograph shows her enjoying herself with trouser legs rolled up to the knees, eating an ice cream while paddling in the sea. A later one shows she grew into a sensible-looking older woman who sat cross-legged, facing away from the camera, as if trying to divert attention from herself. That may go some way to explaining why there is otherwise a lack of information on what she was like. Perhaps she had been taught to keep much of that to herself.

Seen in isolation, this lack of reference might not seem so strange — not all children are highly influenced by their parents, or even find their parents interesting enough to want to discuss them at length – but considered alongside Gray’s other descriptions of events in his life, this almost complete omission of Amy Gray from the narrative seems more curious. The praise heaped on her husband is consistent and almost completely uncritical – in Lanark he emerges as an almost saintly figure, and in descriptions of Alasdair’s early life he makes regular, influential appearances. His work life is described in great detail, as is his first World War contribution. He is largely credited with bringing his son up with an understanding tolerance of religion (though he was not a believer himself), and for giving him access to the literature that made him a lifelong socialist. More tellingly, perhaps, in Gray’s Saltire Self-Portrait seven of the leaflet’s twenty pages are given over to Alexander’s account of the family history as he saw it. There is no mention of Amy at all. It is likely that this is because she had few ways of expressing herself. No one doubts that Amy Gray’s daily life was as restricted as that of many women of this period. Alasdair has admitted: ‘My mother was a good housewife who never grumbled, but I now know wanted more from life than it gave – my father had several ways of enjoying himself. She had very few. They were, from that point of view, a typical married couple.’30 Alasdair only realised in later life that he and the rest of his family had taken Amy Gray for granted.

BUTLER: GRAY’S FAVOURITE TORY

Before the end of the war, a piece of legislation was passed by Parliament that changed Alasdair’s life. To understand why the 1944 Butler Education Act was quite so important to him it is worth saying a little about the Act. It claimed to account for ‘The Whole Child’ and, though Britain was still at war in 1944, it reflected a country looking towards peacetime, anticipating the new life to come. Many children had experienced evacuation and it was felt by some politicians that this widening of experience offered an opportunity to break down traditional class barriers. Free transport to school was brought in along with free milk at break time, free medical care and guaranteed full-time education for all until the age of fifteen.

Left-leaning commentators sometimes romanticise this period of educational history. It also saw the birth of the three-tier grammar, technical and secondary modern schools which many feel accentuated the class system, but these aren’t details Alasdair has dwelt on in his assessments. The key thing was the feeling that the government cared what happened to him. The principles and effects of the Butler Act, along with his parents’ views, still shape him today – he uses Riddrie and Butler as a crutch to explain the person he has become, repeating the social and political history of the area almost every time he writes an essay, introduction or postscript to something, whether it be related to his own life and work or that of – well – anyone.

This has been the case for decades now, and reappeared as recently as 2006, in a piece Alasdair wrote entitled ‘Infancy to Art School, 1934—1957’,31 intended for his artwork retrospective volume A Life In Pictures. It’s easy to see how these measures influenced Alasdair as an adolescent but why keep coming back to them years later? Everything in some way leads back to Riddrie – or at least to his romantic view of how it was when he returned to it at the end of the Second World War. Twenty-first-century children might not consider it an idyll, but according to Alasdair it had everything you could ever need. A library! Two cinemas! What else could anyone desire?

A good illustration of his perception of the area, and what he thought made it an example to others, can be found in a version of Alasdair’s CV, printed in Alasdair Gray: Critical Appreciations and a Bibliography, published by the British Library. He added family and social history in several entries which explain, as he sees it, how his part of Glasgow came to be. After three long historical entries the author interjects with a statement of intent that could not be clearer. Even when telling the basics of his childhood home, it’s with a political objective. He says: ‘I have annotated these three entries [1897, 1902 and 1931] more than most others because they show why I know that Socialism can improve social life, that the work we like best is not done for money, and that books and art are liberating.’32 These few lines indicate the points that, above all others, Alasdair wanted to make – Socialism is possible, people work best when happy, there is freedom in creativity. Rab Butler’s Act of Parliament and its aftermath were an irreversible truth to him that people from all sides of the political spectrum could do good things if they wanted to. It was this wartime government of Labour, Liberals and Tories that gave rise to the healthiest generation of children Britain has ever seen. Large parts of the young Gray’s politics were formed by these few key measures of government, not always suggested by Socialists, that taught him (along with what he saw in Riddrie) that Socialism was a good way to improve the world. Alasdair has written:

Churchill, a Conservative who had begun his career as a Liberal, ruled Britain through a coalition government which rapidly passed every Socialist measure that had formerly been resisted as wicked or impractical. Every industry was brought under government control, deals were struck with the Unions, profits were frozen, wages fixed, rationing imposed, and Labour leaders joined the cabinet.33

The word ‘Socialism’ goes in and out of fashion (at the time of writing it is rarely used, especially by prominent members of the ruling British Labour Party), and there is no universal agreement about the meaning of it, but Gray has a set idea of what it means to him, based on mid-twentieth-century Labour Party usage in Britain – and over time he has not changed his opinion of its worth. Many of these ‘Socialist’ measures were brought in during wartime, generally remembered as a time of hardship, fear, uncertainty and severe rationing. But as we have seen, not so for Alasdair Gray. He had no close relatives injured or killed in the Second World War: it was a time which proved things could and should be done to better society as a whole.

THE END OF THE WAR

The war ended, and Hitler killed himself and his new wife in a bunker. Meanwhile, Alasdair had seen relatively little nastiness in the last few years. He was too young, and had been protected from much of it during evacuation. Instead, what made its way through to his consciousness was the importance (and, later, the result) of government measures that he felt gave people like him an opportunity they would not previously have had. He remembers the aftermath of the end of the war:

I was eleven in 1945 when the Labour government’s sweeping electoral victory ensured (I thought) that the British Welfare State would remain and be an example to the world forever. Despite the fact my Dad now had to return to a manual labouring job, the benefits of this New World were obvious to me. I was a sickly child and my parents now paid for my healthcare through their taxes, instead of sitting with me in long charity queues or paying fees to specialists who did little or nothing. The schooling that finally made me an author and artist was got through the Butler Acts …,34

Here Alasdair emphasises the connection between 1945’s political climate and the turns his life took in coming decades. As far as he was concerned, without one the other could not have happened. And that explains his political stance ever since.

An examination of these early years shows the things Alasdair feels made him. Many of these happened with no one else (that is, still alive) apart from Mora around to disagree. Lucky for Gray! He has already shown a capacity for elaborating on the truth when it suits him. But the tight control the subject of this book has on the evidence of his early life does not continue for long.

DIARIES: Old Family, Old Friends, Old Papers

II December 2004: Season’s Greetings

At Alasdair’s today, doing the annual Christmas card list. Jotted the following down after it occurred, while Alasdair was on the toilet:

Scene from a domestic drama. Conversation between Alasdair and Morag while each addresses Christmas cards in the Gray—McAlpine front room. Secretary Glass orders envelopes silently in background:

AG: Are you all right, my dear? You seem unhappy.

M: [licking stamp grumpily] You know too many people. Can you not get rid of some of them?

AG: No fear! They’re dying at a rate of knots, even without my intervention!

M: Not quick enough.

AG: Very well then – [Turns] Glass! Send a letter to everyone I know, thus: Dear Ex-Friend/Acquaintance/Family Member – My wife and I wish to end our days alone, and we will, by thunder! Yours Sincerely, Grumpy Drawers McGraw. [Quietly, sincerely] Do you think they’ll know who it’s from?

GLASS: I have no doubt, sir.

AG: [In a state of wild abandon] Good. Haha! We’re free! Now, I must celebrate by taking a shit. [Exit Gray, triumphantly, to toilet. Exit McAlpine, to bedroom]

II September 2005: Amy

Today Alasdair and I met for an interview exclusively on the subject of Amy Gray, who died from cancer when Alasdair was eighteen: in the past, whenever I had tried to subtly introduce her to the conversation, or ask questions relating to her as part of an interview on something else, she always seemed to get squeezed out – even when he’d start talking about her he would veer towards something else mid-sentence and before I knew it we would be talking about his father instead or Lanark, or Karl Marx, or Scotland. So we sat down opposite each other in his front room, by the fire, with my brand new Dictaphone at his side, a machine Gray requested I purchase, and we talked for an hour or two. The first thing he said was this:

‘If you are lucky enough not to be separated from your mother, it is difficult to describe her character, because she is the climate in which you live … but … and Mora and I have discussed this … she was, physically, slightly cold.’

He says it like he needed Mora to back him up on his memories, to make sure he had got them right.

‘She didn’t cuddle us much,’ he continued, ‘but I remember always having a goodnight kiss, even after we had argued – usually about food she had prepared that I wouldn’t eat. Our arguments were always over food that repelled me. She found that very hard to take.’

Throughout the conversation, Alasdair didn’t look at me at all. Often he gazes at the floor in interviews when he’s thinking hard, but usually with some occasional brief eye contact. Today he studiously concentrated on something by his foot, which was almost level with his hand – he now owns a chair with a reclining feature, making it seem, as I sat taking notes, like Alasdair was lying back on a psychiatrist’s couch. I tried to work out how his mind leaps from one topic to another seemingly unconnected, and wondered at some moments whether he was deliberately wandering. But if that was happening, I think it was unconscious. Because after ten minutes on the history of Scandinavia he suddenly stopped mid-sentence and said: ‘I did not cry over my mother’s death … for many years after it occurred … but when I did, it was like releasing an unmelted iceberg of tears. I was very relieved to discover that iceberg had been there all along.’

If you’ve recently been reading his books, listening to Alasdair talk can sometimes be like getting a very strong sense of déjà vu – most of the things he thinks or believes have been put down on paper already. At least the things on the surface have. ‘If you have written a good sentence already,’ he says, very often, ‘why change it?’ Which explains the similarities between, say, sections of his political books. But beneath the statements about how he is grateful to his parents for giving him paper and crayons to play with, and the usual recollections of Riddrie library, I thought there was something more. His attitude to his mother’s life is an understanding one, because, as he puts it, ‘it was considered disgraceful of a woman to work’ in those days, so she was confined to duties in the home. But it means that this is mostly how he saw her: the person who fed and clothed him and sent him off to school.

Alasdair described their years during the Second World War as the ‘happiest family time of my life’. While soldiers fought on battlefields in Europe and beyond, a young Alasdair was blissfully happy in his countryside idyll. He even recalled having several friends to play with; this was not something he experienced so much in Glasgow, where he spent more time indoors, scribbling and writing and scratching away. As he wandered off into fond wartime memories, describing the feeling of walking around the munitions centre knowing his father was in charge, I tried to bring him back to the subject of his mother once more.

‘She didn’t have much fun,’ he said. ‘Latterly, my mother felt lonely. During the war, her only social life was being involved in the Church of England Women’s Institute.’

‘How did she cope with the asthma and eczema you had as a child?’

‘She was always worrying about my health. She took me to a naturopath, a homeopath, I received massage and gave up fried food and wheat.’

‘Did it help?’

‘Oh, yes. For a while. But only for a while. The illnesses always came back.’

Alasdair didn’t elaborate, knowing that through my own asthma and eczema (which we have often discussed, comparing wounds and medicines) sometimes ‘remedies’ work for a while and then the disease learns how to cope with, then defeat, the medication. Then something else has to be tried.

‘What about your relationship. Did you talk to each other much?’

‘Before my fantasies became sexual and I realised I could not share these with my mother, I told her stories in the evenings that I just made up off the top of my head… I held her hand and sat at her bedside, just talking, you know. To pass the time.’

This memory seems to be a positive one. Alasdair clearly feels this was a good thing he did, and hopes it gave some comfort.

‘She asked me once, when she was dying, whether I believed anything happened after death …’

Most children would, out of fear of upsetting an ill parent on the verge of dying of cancer, have said they believed in heaven, and that their mother or father was definitely going there; that they’d see each other soon, in that place. But Alasdair said something else:

‘I told her I thought there was nothing; that it was probably just like being asleep – but that many wise people disagreed with me.’

This was his great concession, and he was prepared to make no more.

In Lanark, the character of Ruth (strongly based on Alasdair’s sister Mora) refuses to believe her mother will die, and today Alasdair said he and his sister had arguments about it. Perhaps she thought it was cruel of him to insist she was going to die; he just thought it was inevitable, and believed what his father had told him. Also, he didn’t feel as directly involved with events in the home as his sister did:

‘I think it was something to do with my temperament,’ he said, thoughtfully. ‘I exist at a certain … distance … from my own feelings … in that… there are many feelings that I have that… don’t reach my consciousness. [Long pause] Which can be handy.’

This detachment allowed him to postpone feelings about his mother’s dying, and eventual death, whereas Mora had to become a housewife when Amy Gray took to her bed. It was a job she would have to continue once her mother was dead. ‘Ach … it’s all in Lanark,’ said Alasdair, finding himself getting too deep into his past. ‘It’s all in Lanark, anyway.’ Simply by being male, Alasdair, inclined to escapism anyway, was more able to tune out – to accept as fact that his mother was dead, but not really feel sad. Mora found that harder. She had to be the woman of the house. The absence of her mum was obvious in every extra responsibility she had to take on. Alasdair instructed me to go back to Lanark for evidence, and in both book and real life the practical tensions brought about by suddenly having no mother are clear. This chaotic, fraught situation was compounded by Alasdair’s asthma and eczema, which was not well understood in 1950s Scotland – certainly not in the very obvious way his mother’s cancer was. This from Lanark:

[The] reorganization was never effectively managed. Thaw and Ruth quarrelled too much about who should do what; moreover, Thaw was sometimes prevented from working at all and Ruth thought this a trick to make her work harder and called him a lazy hypocrite. Eventually nearly all the housework was done by Mr. Thaw, who washed and ironed the clothes at the weekend, made breakfast in the morning and kept things vaguely tidy. Meanwhile, the surfaces of linoleum, furniture and windows became dirtier and dirtier.1

Later in our interview, Alasdair talked about that first crying again, and went back to the ‘unmelted iceberg of tears’ that so relieved him when he realised they were there after all.

‘Did you feel guilty because of that?’ I asked him.

‘No. I was just numb.’

He thought some more, then said: ‘It’s shocking to recall now but not only did my father beat me, but he also beat my sister – with a leather belt. I didn’t think too much of it at the time, but that strikes me as horrible and sinister. He told me once that he regretted beating us. But it was the done thing in those days. Mother was in charge of the house, Father was in charge of disciplining us. That meant the belt.’

The Dictaphone tape stopped there, and Alasdair used the click of it stopping as an opportunity for him to do the same. We had been talking long enough. But what was most unusual about this thought-out-loud was not just the revelation of the beatings – as we got up out of the fireside chairs I realised I had never heard Alasdair criticise his father. Irritation, yes, confusion, yes, but never outright condemnation over anything.

I felt strange when I left the flat today, like a heartless lover escaping in the middle of night without even leaving a note. I had drained Alasdair of his past, and was gone.ii

7 November 2005: The Magic Red Box

Today Alasdair told me that he had in 1986 made a record on small index cards of everything he had written and painted in his life so far. Since 1986, with the exception of a few notes stretching to 1991, the box of cards had remained mainly untouched on a shelf somewhere. Recently he has been in hospital: on my last visit he raised the subject of this little stack of handwritten cards and asked if I wanted to make use of it. For now this attitude suits both of us, and I promised to take the information from the cards and put them on a single computer file which could be used in future, for A Life in Pictures. ‘You know I won’t assume it’s all fact,’ I said to the patient, who gave an expression of mock horror, then opened his mouth to speak, then decided against it. I hurried to the house to pick up the Magic Red Box and see what was inside.

The Box contains more about Gray than I could have hoped. In his usual meticulous style he had documented not only what he had created but his entire family history too. Also, there were entries about personal crusades, court cases, complications with publishers and agents, and plenty of juice otherwise. The entries range from the factual to the furious. After some historical cards about various family members, entries date the beginnings and ends of books, specific paintings and projects. Around the time Alasdair starts art school the entries become more anecdotal – apart from the notable and utterly factual exception of his mother’s death.

Like diaries in miniature, these cards show Alasdair’s development from dreaming schoolboy to the first ten chapters of Poor Things. They also take us through the development of his family life, the many times he wrote ‘gave up teaching forever!’ only to find he couldn’t make a living by art alone, all the key moments of a life, as well as the kind of minute detail that only hardcore Gray devotees could possibly care about. For example: who could fail to be interested in facts such as ‘18th June 1974: I was paid £106 for helping the Bellmyre Arts Festival, Dumbarton’? Gold indeed. Pure gold. The more I see of Alasdair’s work, the more I think his real love is history. I am pleased to have his Magic Red Box, and will keep it for as long as possible.

28 November 2005: A Sundial in Reverse

I spent the weekend copying out all 291 cards from Alasdair’s Magic Red Box. Today, while searching around the kitchen for a clean implement to stir his Lemsip, we discussed the Box and I asked why he took great care to give the exact dates and details of who rejected Lanark and when – but didn’t think it important to record when it was accepted, or include the publication date. I located a fork and stirred:iii

‘My diaries were mainly written when I was not busy,’ he reflected. ‘And … like a sundial in reverse, my notes tend to show … the shadier sides of life.’ Alasdair now has over fifty notebooks which are kept in the National Library of Scotland, mostly diaries from when he was a teenager. They too almost exclusively focus on life’s shadier sides.

7th April 2007: Mora

This month, Alasdair’s sister Mora is seventy. As a present, her brother paid for her to spend a few nights in a West End hotel, so the two of them could spend some time together over the Easter weekend. Recent days have seen several light walks (with breaks for Alasdair’s breathing) and plenty of fresh air. This morning Mora left for Edinburgh to see her daughter, and I gave her a lift to the station, but before I dropped her off we stopped for a quick coffee and a chat. As we sat down in the bright morning sunshine I asked her if she had enjoyed the time she and Alasdair had spent together. She smiled widely and said, ‘Oh yes. But I always forget that … hmm. He has such … verbal diarrhoea!’ She sipped her water. ‘Everything we passed on the way, he had to describe it, give the whole history of everything. It’s exhausting.’ She smiled again, making sure I understood that this was said in a friendly way, and we began.

The first thing that struck me about Mora was the physical contrast between brother and sister. Mora has retained a remarkably youthful look, and could easily be mistaken for someone many years younger. This is clearly because she enjoys exercise (she is wearing trainers and carrying a rucksack). But there is also a personable brightness about her that shows the weight of the world does not press so heavily on her shoulders as it does on her brother’s. And it has always been so. Mora modestly described their early relationship: ‘I was always very aware of how clever he was. When I was reading Enid Blyton he was reading George Orwell. But that made him very serious. Very. And I felt bad for him sometimes.’ This led us into talking about the old Gray family home, and Mora’s early memories.

One of the important things about today’s interview was to get a clearer idea of the family home and explore whether Alasdair’s version was real or not, the people in it too. Mora’s version of her parents brings them to life in a new way – these are the fond observations of a daughter, but they show a more personal, alive, believable home life than Alasdair’s version, which concentrates largely on books and how he got to them. Many of Mora’s descriptions are useful in building a picture of those early years – and she is the only one left able to give a first-hand account—here are a few of her memories of her mother to show the contrast:

Amy as single girl:

‘Of the two of my parents, she was the flighty one. She used to tell me how she met my father at the Holiday Fellowship. Well, she was in her late twenties by then, and she said she went to HF because girls used to joke it stood for “Husbands Found”. So she wasn’t shy. She went to Switzerland, I think, with a friend before she got married – which was very unusual for a single girl in those days.’

Amy as manager.

‘She was an exceedingly good manager. It was only due to her good management during the war that she saved enough for us to live off after it, when we returned to Glasgow. She was a very efficient person. Knitting, sewing, cooking – she was always working hard. And she controlled the finances too. Dad came home with his pay packet every week, handed it over – and then she would give him his “pocket money” for the week! Dad, like Alasdair, was very bad with money…’

Amy as confidante:

‘Mum was very kind, but not demonstrative. She was like a sponge … people could tell her anything and know it wouldn’t be gossiped about.’

This gives a very dissimilar picture to Alasdair’s ‘climate in which you live’. That ‘climate’ seems blander, and the divergence between brother and sister’s interpretations suggests Alasdair was not your typical child. He was introverted, aggravated, nervous. He was bookish, and had grand dreams. Mora was a happy-go-lucky girl who enjoyed life and remembers Aunt Annie and Uncle Ned coming round to play bridge, and Thursday’s high teas, and insists she was never told her mother was dying.

Mora has more seventieth-birthday presents to come. She is off to see her daughter in Edinburgh now before returning to husband Bert Rolley in Northumbria – which she says is very beautiful – then jetting off to Venice to celebrate again. When I dropped her off at the station, Mora ran across the road towards her train.

26 April 2007: Twentieth-Century Documenter Recently, rumours surfaced about a possible future Gray short-story collection with the same friends as Lean Tales, a book released in 1985 which was split between Gray, Agnes Owens and James Kelman. These turned out to be untrue but the rumour set me thinking about history, friendships, and methods of support.

Along with more obvious talents, Alasdair developed another interest in early childhood which has stayed with him for the rest of his life: history. If he hadn’t gone on to be a writer or a painter – if he hadn’t been good enough – perhaps Alasdair Gray would have been a historian specialising in twentieth-century Scotland, perhaps even Scottish literature. Because he did grow up to be an artist, his passion for history found its place within his works instead. The primary place for this is hidden amongst his story books, in various forms – either embedded in his fictions, in end notes/postscripts/introductions in later editions of reissued volumes, or in factual pieces to be found in books passed off on their covers as made up.

Good examples of this are to be found in Lean Tales, the very existence of which is an example of Gray’s inclination for ushering others into the limelight. Lean Tales came about because Gray suggested it. In the 1995 edition he put the collection in context in a Postscript and explained the relationship as he saw it between the three authors, no doubt for future critics of 1980s Glasgow to refer to. (Which shows either confidence or arrogance regarding that scene.) Towards the end of this edition were three revealing Gray pieces: ‘A Small Thistle’, ‘Portrait of a Playwright’ and ‘Portrait of a Painter’, three stories used to make historical points as well as personal ones, through the prism of the lives of Alasdair’s friends.

‘A Small Thistle’: for Bill Skinner

This short piece sums up the dry official details of a Glasgow man’s life, explaining that Skinner lived with his mother, never married, worked for several bosses in jobs that didn’t last, and had no descendants or relatives. That sad picture is then turned on its head as Gray describes an inspiring, lively man with many friends, a home more like a laboratory, a talent for painting and a remarkable sideline in inventing strange alcoholic drinks. Gray salutes his friend (who died in 1973) with the words: ‘He succeeded in life.’2

‘Portrait of a Playwright’: dedication to Elisabeth Carswell aka Joan Ure

A more detailed piece on the life of this little-known Scottish playwright, the reasons why Alasdair respected her so much and the struggles she had to endure. Includes a summary of (in Alasdair’s opinion) her best work, and a grand summary of her contribution to the arts: ‘Joan Ure became the name of an imaginative intelligence pointing us to the passionate self-knowledge which can make us too self-governing and tough to be managed and dropped by other people.’3 She died in 1978. Says Gray: ‘Luckily the value of a life is not in the end of it but in what a woman or man gives while able to give.’4

‘Portrait of a Painter’: dedication to Alasdair Taylor

Essay on life and work of Alasdair’s old art-school friend, described here as ‘native artist, a full-time painter, and something of a hermit’.5 Includes a dedication to Alasdair Taylor’s wife Annalise (for her understanding and support) and a critical analysis of Taylor’s output. In Gray’s assessment, ‘Alasdair Taylor, living in Glasgow, crucified an umbrella on a canvas and wrote swear words underneath it because his artistic gift was lyrical and nothing around him fed it.’6

These additions to the original Lean Tales collection are interesting, not least because readers may notice that the majority of Gray friends seem to be, in his opinion, greatly overlooked creative types who deserve to be remembered. Also, these are interesting to anyone who wishes to examine the way Alasdair perceives his personal relationships and his duty to those who have/had received less attention than him in their lifetimes. But there is a bigger issue here. In each of these ‘portraits’, Gray begins by setting the historic scene. In Taylor’s story, he begins with the line: ‘The art of painting is in a poor way’, then goes on to describe extensively the weaknesses of the Scottish arts establishment in the last one hundred years before even getting round to talking about his friend. In Bill Skinner’s case, Gray opens with the American Declaration of Independence, getting to Bill himself via his family line, the absorption of the Scottish priesthood by the English and by referring to Jesus’s blessing of St Peter as alive and well in ‘contagious form’ in 1784 Britain. ‘A Small Thistle’ is finished with the words: ‘Scottish Socialist Republic/Neutrality’ in large letters, centred. With Joan Ure’s story, much of her history is put into context as Gray sees it, incorporating all his own prejudices – making sure to mention the lack of National Health Service when his friend’s family needed it, and complaining of the national stereotype of Scots as ‘violent people’ in order to explain why the more restrained, formal language of Ure’s plays were not popular. Can he not help himself? Are these dedications actually just excuses for Alasdair to talk more about himself?

There are several reasons why these pieces are written in a similar style. Firstly, by placing each friend in the wider political, social and economic scene of their lifetime, they seem grander, therefore more entitled to be remembered. Also, their lives can be used to explain why (in Gray’s opinion) they were not recognised, compared to him, compared to anyone. But importantly, Alasdair is a documenter, of lives and of people and of politics and of worlds. On a personal level, he appears to feel that if he does not document the work and achievements of these people he knew well, then no one will – and he could not avoid feeling guilty about that. He feels he needs to be a voice for hermits and unrecognised talents and inventors with no descendants. More than that, he feels that all life has something to contribute, that twentieth-century Glasgow is as relevant as anywhere else, anytime, and that mostly what keeps those who are remembered apart from those who are not are these three things: money, opportunity and a megaphone to be heard through. These short pieces are examples of Alasdair’s attitude to friendship and his contribution to it.
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