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James Patrick wrote his book in the late 1960s but so much of it seems to speak to today and our growing worries about gang violence. In his book there is a map of Glasgow’s gang territories. A similar one exists today. The territories sit neatly within the poorest areas. Patrick is a pseudonym chosen by the author who was, when he researched the book, a teacher in an approved school. He befriended a pupil called Tim and, with the boy’s connivance, accompanied him on his weekends out and joined the young man’s gang. Tim was effortlessly well-behaved throughout the week at school. He was just above average intelligence and likeable. In deciding to open his teacher’s eyes to gang life, he understood the risks far more clearly than the author did.

Initially, Patrick found himself accepted into a loose association of youngsters who spent their days hanging around street corners and their evenings in pubs and dance halls. Most of the time they told stories, or stared into space. Then, in a finger snap, violence could erupt. On his first evening, a man accidentally brushed against a gang member in the pub. He was bashed over the head with a glass bottle. He and his mate were then dragged to the floor where they were jumped on and kicked in the head. On this, as on all occasions, all gang members joined in. I was reminded of a pride of lions or pack of wild dogs, springing into action at the prospect of a threat or a kill.

The boys, for that’s all they were, would send out challenges to enemy gangs and, mob-handed, do battle, fuelled by fear and aggression. Once the fight started they expected no mercy and gave none. Tim, so temperate throughout the week, demonstrated his leadership skills with hammer, club or blade.

In a matter of weeks the situation had become too hot for Patrick to handle but, during his time with the gang, he gleaned valuable information. Tim, for example, inherited his role from older brothers who had gone on to greater violence and were thus feared and respected. His father encouraged his participation and his mother ignored it. The gang offered Tim, and his contemporaries, a life. Outside it they were poor, uneducated nobodies. In the gang they had station and respect. Approved school, borstal and prison were regarded as unfortunate side-effects.

I might have put A Glasgow Gang Observed back on the bookshelf in the history section — for some of the gangs mentioned date back to the 1880s. However, a series of articles in the Evening Times in 2006 convinced me little had changed. Reporter David Leask witnessed gang warfare and discovered the gangs made appointments to fight. Weapons included golf clubs, metal poles, razors and knives. And gang membership still restricts its members to their own territory. When Leask told an unemployed Ruchazie youth there were jobs at Glasgow Fort, the boy looked horrified. He said: ‘I would have to get a number 38 bus and that goes through Garthamlock. There is no way I’m going to risk my life like that.’

However, to those growing up in these areas, the advantages of gang membership outweigh the disadvantages. In fact, for the youth who is growing up without a stable family or much education, arguably it is an intelligent decision. It offers protection, companionship, acceptance, status, a peer group and purpose. That is what our side of the parallel universe has to understand. That is what we have to counter.

Collette Douglas Home, The Herald, 4 September, 2007
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to Petra
and to the boys of …
who never say no
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Preface

THIS BOOK HAS been written for the general reader rather than for the criminologist, the clinical psychologist, or the specialist in the sociology of deviance, because I believe the problem described is of more than academic importance. It does not purport to be an authoritative or exhaustive treatise on Glasgow’s juvenile gangs, but is a descriptive account of a participant observation study of one such gang which I met on 12 occasions between October 1966 and January 1967.

In all I spent just under 120 hours in the field; and as my involvement with the gang deepened, so the hours lengthened until towards the end of January I was in the company of the gang during one weekend from seven o’clock on Friday evening until six on Sunday morning.

I have deliberately allowed some years to pass between the completion of the fieldwork and publication. The main reasons for the delay have been my interest in self-preservation, my desire to protect the members of the gang, and my fear of exacerbating the gang situation in Glasgow which was receiving nationwide attention in 1968 and 1969. Reasons of personal safety also dictate the use of a pseudonym.

What follows is not a study of Glasgow, or of Glasgow youth in general, or of a particular community within the city. It is a small-scale piece of research which is in no way a statistical survey and so the conclusions may well be of a restricted character. My aim has been unashamedly exploratory – to present a brief glimpse of the reality which engages Glasgow gang boys, ‘to comprehend and to illuminate their view and to interpret the world as it appears to them.’ (Cf. Matza, 1969, p.25)

I have not been able to include – for legal reasons – a full account of my relationships with the gang or with the police. As a result, a discussion of the ethical and methodological problems associated with participant observation has been postponed to such time as a complete record of events can be given.

It remains for me to acknowledge my indebtedness to a variety of people, especially James McMeekin and Max Paterson for professional and personal advice. Stan Cohen and David Downes kindly read the more analytical chapters which were improved by their suggestions. I should also like to thank Charles McKay and Leonard Turpie for the various forms of help they gave me.

James Patrick, August 1972
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1

Entrée

I WAS DRESSED in a midnight-blue suit, with a 12-inch middle vent, three-inch flaps over the side pockets and a light blue handkerchief with a white polka dot (to match my tie) in the top pocket. My hair, which I had allowed to grow long, was newly washed and combed into a parting just to the left of centre. My nails I had cut down as far as possible, leaving them ragged and dirty. I approached the gang of boys standing outside the pub and Tim, my contact, came forward to meet me, his cheeks red with embarrassment.

‘Hello, sur, Ah never thoat ye wid come.’

Fortunately, the others had not heard the slip which almost ruined all my preparations. I had not planned to join a juvenile gang; I had been invited. For two years I had been working in one of Scotland’s approved schools during my vacations from Glasgow University and Jordanhill College of Education. As a result I applied for a full-time post as a teacher, was accepted and started work in August 1966. During the Easter and Summer holidays of that year I had met Tim, who had been committed to the school some months previously. Thanks to some common interests, we quickly became friends; a friendship which was resumed when I returned to the school. In discussion with the boys the topic of gangs and gang-warfare constantly cropped up. One particular conversation in the middle of July I remember well. A group of boys were lying sun-bathing in the yard during their lunch-hour. I was sitting on a bench among them, criticising boys who got into trouble while on leave. Tim, who had been on the edge of the group and lying face downwards on the ground, suddenly jumped up and asked me what I knew about boys on leave and how they spent their time. The honest answer was very little, nothing at all in fact. At this point the signal for the end of lunch-break was given and, as the boys put on their vests and shirts and walked over to their ‘line’, Tim sidled up to me and asked me to come out with him and see for myself.

This combination of invitation and challenge worried me during the holiday I had before taking up my permanent appointment. While I knew from records that Tim was a gang member, with an older brother serving a sentence for murder, the realization of what an opportunity was being offered me, coupled with a general feeling of well-being after three weeks in Italy, made me resolve to accept Tim’s suggestion. The very fact that Tim wanted someone in authority to see ‘whit the score wis’ intrigued me. On my return I made use of every possible occasion to discuss privately with Tim the most suitable time for me to meet him while he was on leave, the type of clothes I should wear, the bond of silence and loyalty which would have to exist between us, etc. At first Tim thought that I should be introduced to his mates as an approved school teacher but I soon pointed out the dangers and difficulties of that arrangement. For a start, I would then have been unlikely to see typical behaviour. It was slowly dawning on me that the best solution to the problem would be for me to become a participant observer.

I realised, however, that this method of approach presented its own problems, chief of which was to what extent I should participate. My greatest worry was that incidents might be staged for my benefit, that Tim’s behaviour might be radically altered, for better or worse, by my presence. Tim’s willingness to introduce me to the gang solved the problem of obtaining entree. But from then on I would have to play it by ear. I spent the month of September thinking and planning, as the tan on my face slowly disappeared to leave me as pale as Tim and the others. I consulted no one during this period as to what my role should be, my main reasons being a need for total secrecy and a fear of being stopped. Privately I came to the conclusion that I must be a passive participant – a conclusion that became increasingly difficult to abide by, as I shall explain later. I had read, but not fully appreciated, Michael Young’s thoughts on the ‘Interpenetration of observer and observed’ in his book Innovation and Research in Education. A sentence of his was to remain in my mind: ‘The main problem, and excitement, of the social sciences is how to cope with the involvement of observer in observed …’. Not only had I to recognise the fact that I was bound to change what I was observing just by observing it, but I had also to contend with the problems of role confusion. The situation of my being a middle-class teacher during the week and a member of a juvenile gang at the weekend produced a very real conflict for me. In fact it was the internal struggle between identification with the boys and abhorrence of their violence that finally forced me to quit.

To overcome the problem of background, I decided to present myself as Tim’s ‘haufer’ (i.e. his best friend in the approved school), who was out on leave at the same time, and, ‘havin’ nae people’ (i.e. relatives), had been befriended by Tim. This proved to be a simple but effective answer to questions about where I lived.

A third problem was that of language. Born and bred in Glasgow, I thought myself au fait with the local dialect and after two years of part-time work with these boys I considered myself reasonably familiar with their slang – another serious mistake as it turned out. So confused was I on the first night that I had to ‘play daft’ to avoid too many questions and also to enable me to concentrate on what was being said.

The plan was to meet Tim on the Saturday evening of his next weekend leave. Boys from Glasgow and the surrounding area were allowed home for a weekend once a month and for Sunday leave in the middle of the month.1 I began to concentrate on making my physical appearance acceptable to the group. I was prepared to give my age as 17, although this point was never questioned. In fact I was able to pass myself off as a mate of a 15-year-old boy; my exact age remained indeterminate but apparently acceptable. Clothes were another major difficulty. I was already aware of the importance attached to them by gang members in the school and so, after discussion with Tim, I bought the suit I have described in the first paragraph. Even here I made two mistakes. Firstly, I bought the suit outright with cash instead of paying it up, thus attracting both attention to myself in the shop and disbelief in the gang when I innocently mentioned the fact. Secondly, during my first night out with the gang, I fastened the middle button of my jacket as I am accustomed to do. Tim was quick to spot the mistake. The boys in the gang fastened only the top button; with this arrangement they can stand with their hands in their trouser pockets and their jackets buttoned – ‘ra gallous2 wae’.

One point of cardinal importance remains to be explained: namely, how an approved school teacher could develop such a close relationship with a pupil. I was the youngest member of the staff and looked it, and this as much as anything else made my relations with the boys easier and more informal. A common set of interests football, swimming and pop music – helped to further my connection with Tim. He for his part showed an intense curiosity about my home, family and middle-class background and I was equally curious about him. Our conversations during the evenings and weekends when I was on duty, plus the camaraderie engendered by a week’s camping with a group of boys including Tim, seemed to ensure a closer relationship than usual between teacher and pupil in a normal day school. But the bond of loyalty thus forged was soon to be tempered in far more testing circumstances.

Finally, Tim and I came to an understanding that, whatever happened, nothing would be disclosed by either of us to other members of the staff or to anybody else. This was seen by both of us as a necessary precaution for our own protection. Tim kept his part of the bargain throughout the four-month period I was involved with the gang (from October 1966 to January 1967) and continues to keep it. I have given a fictitious name to every single character in this book, and any material of an incidental nature which would make participants traceable will be slightly altered or omitted. This leads me to a discussion of the legal advice I have received. Some abridgements have necessarily been made. Unhappily for society, no character in this book is fictional. And, while using pseudonyms, I have retained nicknames of a type likely to be repeated in other gangs throughout the city. I propose to describe the general area in which I worked, to list the gangs in that area, but I shall not identify the name of the gang I joined. Wherever possible, I shall let events and characters speak for themselves. There were 12 outings in all and the first few will be recounted in detail. Then, instead of a blow-for-blow account in strict chronological order of every time I met the gang, key events and representative situations will be described.

But allowing the characters to speak for themselves presents two final problems -those of obscenity and unintelligibility. I must warn the reader that some of the phrases used, apart from predictable swearing and blaspheming, are extremely crude and are only included to convey a total picture of conversations I heard. The second difficulty is more intractable. Whole pages may at first glance appear to be extracts from Oor Wullie or The Broons (characters in strip cartoons of Glasgow life), but such is the dialect. A glossary is included as an appendix to the book to enable the reader to translate the main text into English.

On the Friday night as I left school, I reminded Tim for the last time that I was coming purely as an observer. At first he had been amused and delighted at my acceptance of his offer; latterly, as I made detailed preparations with him, his attitude became one more of incredulity. I now understand why.


2

The background

BEFORE I TAKE up the thread of the narrative, several general points remain to be made. Readers should, I feel, be in the possession of the same information as I had at the outset both about Tim himself what I knew of him and his background from school records – and about gangs in Glasgow, and, more particularly, the area I was about to enter.

Tim was born in November 1950 and admitted to the approved school in December 1965 at the age of 15. Seven days after his first appearance in the school he absconded with three other boys, returning voluntarily the following day at the instigation of his brothers. Shortly afterwards he was examined on diagnostic tests in English and Arithmetic, his results showing him to be in no way educationally retarded. Tim was also invited to write a composition on his home and he was allowed 30 minutes for the exercise:


My name is Tim Malloy. I live at 71 High Street, Glasgow, NW. I am the youngest of a family of NINE – 4 Brothers, 4 Sisters. I live with my mother and father. I went to St Enoch’s school but I did not get on very well with any of the teachers. My last year especially I was never at school because I was expelled for arguing with a teacher. I had a very good life at home and got practically everything I wanted until my brother got Arrested for Murder. FROM JANUARY TO MAY and after that everything quieten down and everything at home went great again [sic].



I would now like to summarise and at times quote directly from such documents as Tim’s probation and school reports to convey the extent of the information with which an approved school was supplied. We read that Tim’s previous convictions began at the age of 13 when he was put on probation for theft. A year later, he reappeared in court, was again found guilty of theft and was fined one pound, but was admonished on a charge of attempted house-breaking with intent. Still aged 14, he served 28 days detention for two charges of assault and breach of the peace. Within days of his release he was charged with the offences which caused him to be sent to an approved school – assault and attempted theft, assault and robbery, and assault. No details were provided with regard to any of these charges.

Tim’s religious persuasion, like that of his parents, was set down as Roman Catholic, but their connection with the church was described as nominal. Tim’s father had been unemployed for many years through ill health, his mother was a housewife, and both of them were dependent on national assistance. Their character was cryptically given as ‘good so far as known’. The four girls in the Malloy family were all married and living in their own homes. The eldest boy, William, aged 24, was serving a life sentence for murder, the second boy, Peter, three years imprisonment for assault, and a third brother, Michael, 12 months for assault. John, the brother closest in age to Tim, being at that time 16, was reported to be unemployed, on probation, and living in his parents’ home. Mr and Mrs Malloy rented a three-apartment Corporation flat at five pounds a month, which was said to be in good condition, comfortably furnished, but situated in a highly delinquent neighbourhood. Although Tim had spent three years at St Enoch’s junior secondary,3 all the headmaster could find to write about his educational achievement was that his progress in general and practical subjects was fair, that his IQ was 105, and that he had been absent for almost one third of his second year at school. Of Tim’s character and behaviour at St Enoch’s, the headmaster wrote:


Resents discipline, sullen and socially rebellious. This boy has recently suffered extreme emotional stress. His nervous response has been one of fury. He threatens older boys with backing of force from gang. Subject to flashes of unreasoning temper. Does not respond to any offer of help or kindness.



Tim was described by the probation officer as:


… an averaged-sized 14-year-old boy of stocky build with straight, mid-brown hair (worn in a fringe), good fairly even teeth, broad features and a fresh, healthy complexion. His finger nails are very badly bitten. He is of good appearance and deportment and mixes easily with other boys but is anxious to be accepted as a dominant figure in the group. He does his best to convince others that he is a ‘hard man’ and he is quite prepared to bully weaker boys. He is an active, agile lad who enjoys participation in recreational activities though he prefers informal or unorganised pursuits.

Malloy is a sullen lad, suspicious of authority, and he has inherited the reputation of his older brothers as being troublesome and rowdy in the neighbourhood. Whereas he can be a difficult boy, he is also capable of being respectful and has some common sense. It is probable that he is a very disturbed lad who has been unable to cope with the domestic trouble caused by his other brothers’ actions. The eldest was before the High Court on a charge of Murder.

Two weeks before his brother’s trial, Malloy’s behaviour became such that the headmaster decided that it would be better if Malloy stayed away from school for a few weeks. After the trial the parents were informed that Malloy should return to school but he remained away until the resumption of the school in August.

Malloy’s attendance since the beginning of the August term has been 29 out of a possible 146. Although part of this term was spent in the remand home it reflects a most unsatisfactory attitude to school and authority. On several occasions when he did attend, Malloy was sent home from school because of his aggressive behaviour and undisciplined manner.

In the Malloy family there exists an aggressive attitude towards the police whom they regard as victimising them. Mother shares this view and it is probable that Malloy has been caught up in this attitude. One of the difficulties in preparing a report on this lad is that his sullen, reticent attitude results in him giving away little of his true personality.



At that time my information about gangs was supplied by the daily press, a diet supplemented by conversations with the boys and members of the staff. Looking back, I now find it extremely difficult to give an accurate account of how much I knew then. Names like the Calton Tongs, the Gorbals Cumbie (from Cumberland Street), the Maryhill Fleet, the Possilpark Uncle (coined from the television show The Man from Uncle) and perhaps one or two others were familiar to me. Weapons, I knew, were used occasionally, clothes were a matter for detailed discussion, and girls were involved somehow. I had read (like most Glasgwegians) the stop-press in the Sunday newspapers which began: Boy stabbed. Last night a gang of teenage hoodlums …. This, I think I can say honestly, was the extent of my knowledge.

The press and the city generally had slowly become aware of the gang problem. News stories on juvenile violence began to appear in the late 50s and early 60s, but it wasn’t until 1965 that the trickle of news items on gangs began to swell into a flood. In March of that year, newspaper headlines proclaimed: The Gangs are Back! As the vandalism, the slashings, the ‘group disorders’ (to use the term favoured by the police) mounted, articles on causation, diagnosis and therapy kept pace with the growing interest in the problem. The organising secretary of youth clubs in the area explained the phenomenon as follows: ‘It’s the spring, you know. They don’t come out on the dark nights. They are too timid.’

In January 1966, some of the tenants of the Easterhouse housing estate formed citizen action groups and vigilante organisations. The Lord Provost of Glasgow seemed to be more than favourably disposed to the idea but it was soon scotched by the senior magistrate of the city, who realised that anyone who took the law into his own hands could only be treated like any other transgressor of the law. The idea of vigilantes died an early death.

In February of the same year a group of over 40 shopkeepers and businessmen petitioned their local Member of Parliament, asking him to take the necessary steps to protect their property and themselves from the gangs. In response to the increasing demand for action, an anti-teenage gang committee was formed, headed by the Lord Provost and the Chief Constable.

By May 1966, the national television and radio networks had taken up the story and phrases like ‘a stabbing is no longer news in Glasgow’ (on the Twenty-Four Hours television programme) caused a furore. In the same month, the crime figures for Glasgow in 1965 were released and revealed that over 850 people had been arrested for carrying an offensive weapon, that over 1,500 people had been arrested for breach of the peace and just slightly less for disorderly behaviour. In the local municipal elections in May the self-styled Progressive Party made the return of the birch one of the main planks in their election campaign.

As the year progressed, attitudes hardened and a chief inspector from Glasgow speaking at a police conference was quoted as saying: ‘I have mentioned the word vandal. But this, like juvenile delinquent is a modern term. We in the police service prefer the original expression – “hooligan” and “thug”. Whatever one calls them, I don’t think a weed by any other name is less troublesome.’ Later in the same speech, the following passage occurred: ‘Police officers are, thank goodness, human beings. They display a great deal of restraint. But how much longer they can hold themselves in check is another question. If the courts will not use the teeth provided for them, the police may decide to do the biting.’

Predictably, it was left to a local politician to utter the hackneyed exaggeration: ‘the authorities have allowed a situation to develop where if truth be known people cannot walk along the streets.’ Such was the atmosphere in the city when I undertook this piece of work.

Two final points before I resume the main story: to make the narrative more comprehensible, there is on the endpapers a map of Glasgow, divided up into gang territories as they were in 1966. Special attention has been paid to the north-west side of the city. Instead of the one gang name, the Maryhill Fleet, I discovered that there were no less than 20 of various sizes and importance within the area or its surroundings. These were: the Maryhill Fleet, the Butny, the Valley, the YRB (Young Rolland Boys from Rolland Street), the Barnes Road, the Young Cadder Team, the Peg (from Springburn), the Border and the Uncle (both from Possilpark, as was the Young Deny, a Protestant Orange group), the Port Toi (from Port Dundas), the Cowcaddens Toi, the Milton Tongs,4 the Bishopbriggs Bison and the Bishopbriggs Toi, the Drumchapel Buck, the Blue Angels, the Mummies, the 365; and no doubt others exist of which I know nothing. Each of these gangs had a clearly marked out territory, as I have indicated on the map.

It was one of the above gangs, henceforth known as The Young Team, which I joined. Interestingly enough, the boys themselves never used the word ‘gang’, always ‘team’.

To convey some idea of the immensity of this problem in Glasgow and of Glasgow’s effect on the rest of Scotland, I have produced a list of all the gang names which I heard during my four month period of involvement: the Shamrock (a predominantly Catholic gang from Townhead and Garngad, otherwise known as the Toon Tongs); the Thrush (also from Townhead, the name signifying the deadly rival organisation to The Man from Uncle); the Blackhill Toi and the Corner Boys, also from Blackhill; the Provie Rebels from Provanmill; the Gringo from Barmulloch; the Fleet from Ruchazie; the Queenslie Rebels, the Queenslie Fleet and the Cody from the Queenslie Industrial Estate (the latter name being formed, according to one theory, from the first letters of the exhortation ‘Come On, Die Young!’ – an alternative explanation to this premature death wish has been suggested to me in that the letters stand for the phrase ‘Cowards Only Die Young’ which is more in keeping with the typical bravado of the gang boy); the Bar L from Barlanark; the YY Mods (Young, Young), the Young 41, the Torran Toi from Torran Road, the Den Toi, the Bal Toi from Baldovan Crescent, and the Drummie, all from Easterhouse; the Bar G from Bargeddie and the Village from Bailleston; the Tigers from Shettleston; the Goucho from Carntyne; the Wee Men from Tollcross and the Border, a gang squeezed between the Wee Men and the Torch from Parkhead, where the Sally from Salamanca Street are a minor gang; the Tongs and the San Toi from Calton (the former growing in importance as the latter declined); the Haghill Toi from the place of the same name and the Gestapo from Dennistoun; the Brigton Derry, the Spur, the Baltic Fleet (from Baltic Street), the Nunnie, the Dickie and the Stickit, all from Bridgeton ; the Skull (the name chosen by a gang in Cathcart also), the Wild Team, the Tiny Glen, and the Rutherglen Rebels from Rutherglen; the Blade from Eastfield; the Himshie from Cambuslang; the Cumbie from Cumberland Street in the Gorbals; the Hutchie from Hutchesontown (there is another Hutchie gang in Polmadie – perhaps families moved from the older district to the new estate); the Rebels, from both Tradeston and Kinning Park, the latter being known mainly by the initials KPR. The Bridgegate district has a gang called the Brigade, a shortened and altered form of the full name. The Anderston and Partick Cross take their name from the respective road junctions. The Govan Team, the Vordo and the Wine Alley all come from Govan and the Bundy from Priesthill. Whiteinch has the Bowrie, Anniesland the Fleet, the Scurvy and the Temple (the last from the Temple district). Scotstoun has the religious-sounding Choirboys and Monks, Yoker has its Toi and still further to the west is the DRS, namely, the Dumbarton Riot Squad. The new housing estate of Drumchapel has the Buck, who were said to have a female contingent called the Lady Buck. Finally, the housing estate of Castlemilk is a good example of how the names of major gangs in the central areas are transported to new environments: the Castlemilk Cumbie, the Castle-milk Fleet, the Castlemilk Toi, and the Castlemilk Young Team are all to the fore, as is the Tay, a gang based on a local street name. Other gang names which I heard of from Tim’s conversation after I had withdrawn from the gang were the Star from Garthamlock, the Wimpey from Dalmuir, and the Kinning Park Stud.

The following gang names, more quaint and historical, were mentioned in derisory terms by the Glasgow gang boys:


	Edinburgh:	The Jacobites, the Burdiehouse Toi and the Leith Walk Mob.

	Dundee:	The Huns, the Shimy, the Cats, the Hatchet and the Cosmo.

	Girvan:	The Saxons.

	Greenock:	The Young Strone (from the housing estate of the same name).

	Paisley:	The Disciples, the Moors and Hell’s Troops.

	Hamilton:	The Kydds and Hell’s Angels.

	Motherwell:	The Motherwell Cross and the Slash.

	Coatbridge:	The Rio and the Dykes.

	Airdrie:	The Bush Boys.

	Falkirk:	The Chunky.



A list of 24 gangs in Glasgow in the 1920s and 30s is given in the Glasgow Evening Citizen (19 January 1955). It reads as follows:

Antique Mob, from Shettleston; Beehive Gang, from Gorbals; Black Diamond Boys, from South-side; Black Muffler, from Clydebank; Black Star, from Calton; Butny Boys, from Maryhill; Calton Entry Mob, from Tollcross; Cheeky Forty, from Roystonhill; Cowboys, from Dennistoun, Dirty Dozen, from South-side; Hammer Boys, from South-side; Kellybow, from Govan; Kent Star, from Calton; Liberty Boys, from South-side; Norman Conks, from Bridgeton; Redskins, from South-side; Romeo Boys, from East End; Sally Boys, from East End; San Toy, from Calton; Stickers, from South-side; Stickit Boys, from Bridgeton; The Billy Boys, from Bridgeton; The Derry Boys, from Bridgeton; The Nunnie Boys, from Nuneaton Street.

Those names that have survived the 30-year period would appear to be the Nunnie, the San Toy, the Sally Boys, the Stickit, and of course the Butny Boys.

The inclusion of such a list should not brand me as an alarmist, for many of these so-called gangs are no more than spontaneous and essentially harmless friendship groups of adolescent boys meeting irregularly on street corners. Others are the names of gangs which have had their heyday, are now moribund, and live on in folklore only. Still others are of a volatile and transitory nature who ‘appear and disappear like midges on a summer’s night’.5 This leaves a number of noteworthy gangs, varying in size and importance, whose presence is all too real. The truth lies somewhere between the two extremes: on the one hand, there is the folly of exaggerating the number and the influence of the gangs; on the other, the equally dangerous error of underestimating the extent of gang culture within the city.

Before I give my own impression of Maryhill, the neighbourhood where I carried out this investigation, I shall quote from an article in the Glasgow Herald (for 27 January 1968):


Within the present confines of Glasgow there are the remains of the villages engulfed by the city in its extremely rapid expansion since 1830. Some villages remain in name only, such as Gorbals, Anderston, Partick and Maryhill. The trouble is that the growth of Glasgow has dehumanised many of these villages. The spread of the tenements swallowed up street after street, regardless of whether this was the main street of the village, and equally regardless of the buildings, the church, the castle or the prison which had to be destroyed to make space for them. In Glasgow at present there are many ordinary tenemented streets, no different from the countless others, which at one time were the main streets of villages …

The beautiful and romantic Kelvin is now overgrown with weeds and surrounded by rubbish. The neat village has a trunk road running through its centre. The old houses overlooking the main street are blacked, bricked up and ruinous. The canal is concealed behind walls and hoardings, and the view over to the hills is obscured by dingy street lights and disfigured by waste and derelict ground.



Unfortunately this book contains no detailed ecological study of Maryhill. But according to one leading American theory of delinquency, adolescent gang warfare is most likely to arise in disorganised slums, characterised by high rates of mobility, and ‘populated in part by failures in the conventional world … [and] the outcasts of the criminal world’. (Cloward and Ohlin, 1960, p.173.) Certainly, adult crime in Maryhill appeared to be unorganised and petty, but I would speculate that the neighbourhood was far more integrated and cohesive than the theory would lead us to expect. A statistical attempt to show whether the areas in Scotland with the highest rates for violence were also those where there had been the largest shifts in population proved to be negative (Shields and Duncan, 1964, pp.52ff.); and the Chicago slum studied by Gerald Suttles (1968, p.231) contained no ‘urban rabble prone to riot, pillage, disorder, and crime’, but over 30 boys’ street corner groups who formed an integral part of an ordered and intricately organised social structure.

My own recollections of the neighbourhood are predominantly of black streets lit by pale orange lighting and strewn with broken glass, empty beer cans, half bricks and at times broken-down furniture. Where any wooden fences round gardens remain, they are no better than dirty sticks protruding from the ground at all angles. The small patches of grass in front of houses have long since been trampled into mud. And these are the newer pre-war houses I am describing and not the leprous tenements closer to the centre of the city.

Maryhill Road runs from the old village of the same name down towards St George’s Cross, Cowcaddens, and the centre of Glasgow. Some gang members lived in this more central area in grim, squalid tenements, most of which have since been knocked down as unfit for human habitation. It was these buildings with their acrid smell of damp, disease and urine which never failed to produce nausea in me. The blast of foul air hit you as you entered the close and jumped over pools of tainted water. I once went to the toilet at the stair head in one of these insanitary abominations; having had a lot to drink, I overcame my disgust of the noisome odour. But not even the pressure of a full bladder could force me to stay in a closet with rats scurrying out from behind the toilet bowl.

At night, I noted that the side streets of the area were heavily parked with coal lorries, cement mixers and road haulage vans. One of the characteristic features of the area was the sight of children of both sexes playing in the streets at ten, 11 and even 12 o’clock at night. Some of these children, I estimated, could have been no more than five or six. They rolled in the sand left at the side of the street by road menders and tossed rubble at each other. Their older companions of nine and ten extinguished the lights in the red warning lamps and tinkered with the machinery lying around. When the night watchmen shooed them away, they ran down to and across the canal and up to exclusive middle-class Kelvindale to play at bouncing off the thick privet hedges which protect the gardens. The solid wooden sleepers which had been driven into the ground to fence off the canal now lay uprooted, leaving enough room for a cart and horse to approach the water, never mind a child.

At 11 o’clock at night only the fish and chip shops and the dirty book shops are open. All around, the rag and scrap metal merchants, the supermarkets, the laundromats, the Orange Lodges and the Catholic churches, the cash and carry stores, the cafés, the billiard halls, the public houses at street corners, and the bingo halls are bolted and barred. The local Labour Party office is flanked by a licensed betting office on one side and a public house on the other. Small groups of boys lounge about close mouths, smoking, talking, and watching prostitutes arrive back from the centre of the city with their clients.

Most lampposts, shop fronts, telephone boxes, hoardings, closes, walls, bus shelters (and even the interiors of buses) are daubed and disfigured with gang slogans and boys’ names. Not even the entrance to the local police station is free of these scrawlings. One new estate, surrounded by a high wall, in the centre of the area, seems to escape the general depredations. There the buildings are spotless, the grass is given leave to grow, and gives hope for the future.

Before midnight small queues form at the main meeting points in the district to buy the morning paper. At our corner stands a frail, wrinkled, old newspaper seller in cloth cap, muffler, and heavy coat, with a Corporation transport bus conductor’s money bag slung round his shoulder. Not only is the old man bespectacled and toothless, he also has a cleft palate. Young boys startle him by finding imaginary weapons behind his back. He breaks out in excited, nervous swearing: ‘Ya bathtarding thuckers!’ Suddenly, all around are smitten with cleft palates and echo and mimic the old man’s speech impediment.


3

The first night

TIM HAD TOLD me that on Saturday nights the boys normally met between six and eight at a pub close to the centre of the city. I had heard its name before and knew it to be on one of the main approach roads from the northwest side of the city. The arrangement with Tim was that I would see him around seven o’clock; an arrangement which I kept, to Tim’s obvious astonishment. Despite all my planning, despite all our detailed discussions and last-minute reminders, he had remained unconvinced of my intentions.

The boys had just decided to move into the pub as I approached them, this being one of the reasons why they did not hear Tim’s opening remark. As we in turn entered the pub I saw that Tim was wearing the weekend clothes he kept at the approved school: a casual shirt with large brown and yellow diamonds as the pattern, grey-checked trousers, black shoes. In addition, he now had on a black leather shortie coat which he realised would have been stolen if left at the approved school. Tim had been released on leave from school at about ten o’clock that morning, had travelled home and gone straight to bed, only getting up in time to go out for the evening.

Inside the pub, the gang broke into little groups of three or four and drinks were ordered. ‘Baggy’, a large fat boy who was dressed, I was happy to see, in the same style as myself (apart from his pink and black striped socks), ordered pints of beer for himself, Tim and me. Even on the following day 1 found difficulty in recording the first few minutes of this meeting -a failure of memory due, I think, to my nervousness. However, within a short time it was established that I was an approved school boy, a fellow inmate of Tim’s and a housebreaker. I saw from Baggy’s face that this last claim had been a mistake. On our return to the school, Tim told me that the gang, although convicted numerous times for shop-breaking, had never broken into a home: ‘It’s yir ain people – people jist like yersel’.’ Tim’s own conviction for attempted house-breaking with intent seemed to belie this protestation, or so I thought until I learned that under the law of Scotland ‘housebreaking’ covers the forced entry of ‘any roofed building’, i.e. shops, factories, garages, as well as private houses. I gave my own first name, thinking that this was the safest approach; Tim never quite became accustomed to addressing me in this way, though latterly he seemed to derive much enjoyment from the exercise. I confessed to be ‘dain’ ma Hoosey’ (serving my time at an approved school) ‘fur screwin’ hooses’ (housebreaking). Baggy ‘wis in the mulk’, working for Scottish Farmers; his round lasted from 5.30 to 10.30 every morning, leaving him free for the rest of the day. For this he earned ‘eleven poun’ – no’ bad for a seventeen-year-auld.’

Tim spent his time answering shouts of welcome from boys already ensconced around the bar and from those who were still arriving. He was adding little to our conversation, perhaps out of embarrassment. I, for my part, wanted to say as little as possible and avoid answering questions, as both the answer and the accent it was delivered in were liable to be wrong. Happily, Baggy liked talking and I asked questions or nodded approval where appropriate. I learned that he had spent one year in the Merchant Navy, but had not been permitted to go ashore when off the coast of South Africa because he had ‘nae papirs’. Baggy was bitterly resentful about this, though I didn’t fully understand the point. No chance was given me to inquire further, as Baggy turned with relish to a description of the sword which he kept down the side-panels of a scooter he had bought for £20 from a boy in the Maryhill Fleet. Here we went off at a tangent again. This time I missed the point of the story about the boy, whose name I have forgotten, but whose father was a bookmaker, able to make a gift of an Austin Mini to his son. Baggy was obviously envious; suddenly he dropped this subject and instead told me how he had been able to afford the scooter. He had stolen ‘trannies’ (transistor radios) and hub caps from cars outside the main hotels in Glasgow, turning the collection into money through dealing with a ‘punter’ at Charing Cross.

This word I remembered to ask Tim about. Although in the context the meaning of ‘punter’ was clear enough, on that first night I was often completely at a loss as to what was being talked about. The fact that I was able to clarify difficulties or obtain more information from Tim in school, proved invaluable. Otherwise I doubt if I could have continued. Tim, I was well aware, had given me minimal information about the gang prior to my first outing, but after that he could not have been more helpful. For instance, Tim told me later that the word ‘punter’ was ‘a normal man where you live who never gets caught,’ to whom you took stolen goods and traded them in for guns, ‘blades’, or money. ‘Ye can even take a packet of Persil tae them and get somethin’ oan it.’ Tim then told me that one of his older brothers, Pete, had ‘done a joab’, a wages snatch for a bookmaker in return for a gun, an Italian biretta. Another brother, Mick, had been so jealous that he had ‘gone doon tae the coffee stall at Charing Cross and asked fur a punter.’ A man had then left and later reappeared with someone who told him what kind of a gun he had and what price it was. In this manner, Mick had acquired a sawn-off double-barrelled shotgun. One other item of knowledge I was to pick up myself about punters: they were the people who sold bottles of wine at extortionate prices on Sundays when all other sources of supply were closed. The word was also generalised to mean a member of a ‘team’ or gang, as in the much used phrase ‘Ya Cumbie punter’.

Meanwhile, I was listening to Baggy’s description of the battle with the Milton Tongs at the Bishopbriggs Bowling Centre. Running out of the building, he had taken his sword from the scooter, cut one boy and the rest had scattered. ‘A bunch o’ crap-bags, thae Milton Tongs.’ At this point, Pat Nolan entered the pub, saw Tim and came to join us, insisting on buying drinks all round. Pints of lager, heavy beer and bottles of Newcastle Brown were ordered. Pat was about five feet four, slightly built, with protruding teeth. What he lacked in height he made up for in noise. Within minutes, we heard that during the week he had been ‘up fur R and D’ (charged with riot and disorderly behaviour). The fine had been £50. With the actions of a cashier slapping money down, he reconstructed the scene: ‘Wallop! Wallop! Pied.’ During the laughter, he saw two men entering the bar who looked to me like Indian students. Tim whispered to me, ‘Watch Pat. He hates thae Pakies. Watch him stare at them.’ Pat shouted something which I didn’t catch to the other boys in the room, who all turned and began to stare at the new entrants. Sensing the atmosphere, the two young men withdrew as Pat and the other boys exploded with laughter. This incident led Pat to reminisce about ‘the big darkie in the Calton Tongs, a big Pakie he wis – thoat he wis a gemmie – came doon Maryhill hissel’ and wis ripped’ – by Tim’s elder brother Mick.

Now Tim began pointing out boys in the pub to me: ‘“Big Hauf” the boay wi’ glessies and his front teeth missin’,’ had taken on the two McCormick brothers and ‘chibbed’ them. ‘Peam’ used to live in Maryhill before his family flitted to Drumchapel, but he still travelled into town to meet the boys every Saturday night. Frank Murphy, a boy with a crewcut and a large ugly scar stretching from the tip of his chin to his ear, was the centre of attraction. He had, I was told, 59 stitches on the side of his face; he had been ‘ripped’ only a few weeks ago: ‘It wis in the papirs.’ Then my attention was directed to Tommie McConnell whose claim to fame was that he had punched a boy through the window of a large department store in town. During this identification parade I was becoming increasingly aware that I would have to excuse myself for a trip to the toilet, and so, using the approved school jargon (which I had already noticed was acceptable), I claimed to be ‘burstin’ for the can.’

As I walked off I heard an old-age pensioner asking for a pint of beer and a packet of nuts. This prompted Pat to remark: ‘Nice to see y’ir still gettin’ yir nuts.’ More laughter. In the toilet I read a large spray-painted slogan:

Wild

Young

Catholic

Team

Rules

OK

Around this notice gang members had appended their signatures, e.g. Mad Harry, Fry, Jim, Mad Mex etc.

I re-entered the bar in time to see a labourer, while stretching for his drink, nudge Pat accidentally in the back. Pat immediately challenged him and his mate to a fight. I had noticed the two navvies earlier, standing beside us in the pub, two hefty six-footers in gumboots and donkey jackets. As voices began to rise, the boys in the pub (and there were roughly 30 of them there, with more next door in the singing lounge with their girlfriends) began to encircle them. Pat put his left hand into his top right-hand inside pocket where ‘chibs’ or weapons were normally carried. ‘If you bring that oot, y’ir deid,’ shouted one of the workmen. ‘Wee Midgie’, whose hair looked as if it lived up to the sobriquet, and who was standing behind the two labourers, struck them over the head with a full lemonade bottle. As the men fell, Pat and Baggy kicked them mercilessly in the face and stomach while Tim lifted an empty bottle of Newcastle Brown Ale and cracked it over their heads. To protect the workmen from further injuries I ran forward, grabbed Tim and pushed him out of the door and into the street where we raced for a good few hundred yards with Pat, Baggy and Wee Midgie following closely behind. ‘Run like fuck!’ someone was shouting, and I obeyed.

We were now walking up Sauchiehall Street listening to Pat criticizing himself for having started the fight. ‘Ah should hiv’ ma heid examined. Startin’ aw that an’ me up in court oan Wednesday an’ aw.’ By now it was nearly ten o’clock and Baggy suggested going to the Granada Dance Hall. As we were about to go in, Tim and Baggy changed their minds, Tim claiming that he wanted to return home ‘to pit a shirt oan’. We agreed to meet inside later on. Pat and I then filled up membership forms, Pat ostentatiously paid over the 14 shillings and we were in. Immediately Pat began playing the role of a policeman, which he did surprisingly well for a boy just over five feet in height. He strutted through the café-bar and over to the cloakrooms where he picked a fight with a girl directly in front of him in the queue. As she handed over her coat, he was poking her on the arm and instructing her to be ‘oan yir merry wae. Its polis that’s orderin’ ye.’ She walked off for a few yards and then turned and yelled, ‘Y’ir too fuckin’ wee fur polis.’ Entering into the spirit of things, I replied: ‘We’re speshuls.’ (Glaswegians have a distinctive way of saying ‘special’.) This seemed to calm everybody down, so Pat and I went to the toilets. Now we had become members of the Calton Tongs, with Pat screaming ‘Tongs! Tongs!’ at the top of his voice. Pat pushed a small boy back into the toilet as we entered. The boy was hardly four-foot-ten in height, looked barely 14, but was startlingly good-looking in his mod suit. Again Pat was quarrelling, this time about what gang the boy belonged to. His hand was moving to his inside pocket but in the street I had learned that he ‘wisnae kerryin’.’ At this point an old man, obviously the toilet attendant, came in and smoothed things over: ‘He’s only a boay.’ Pat turned, raced up the stairs, and burst on to the dance floor.

The girls looked superb in the half light, their very young faces heavily painted and their eyes black with mascara. Some wore lime green trouser-suits, others daring backless dresses. Their skirts and ‘sexy wee black froaks’ were all very short. Pat commented, as he pushed forward and was pushed back by the girls, that some dresses were so low: ‘Ye can see their breakfasts.’ In the corner of the room, in the corridors, and even on the steps leading down to the gents’ toilet, some fierce ‘winchin’’ was in progress. Pat continued shoving, with me following in his wake until we were in the second of the two small dance-floors. Approaching the band, Pat pushed against two men who were standing listening to the music. In fact three powerfully built individuals turned round and demanded of the diminutive Pat: ‘Who the fuck are you pushin’ ?’ ‘Ah’m pushin’ you, thug face,’ came the reply. As he pretended to reach for his forgotten weapon, Pat was punched by the first bouncer and then by all three. He fell to the floor as the dancers, who swiftly included myself, dispersed. He was kicked repeatedly, the force of the kicks moving his body towards the door. As he clasped his stomach and blood came from his mouth, girls in the room began shouting: ‘Leave him alane. It’s wee Pat Nolan.’ As if all was normal, the group – I almost betrayed my age by calling it ‘the band’ – continued to play their version of the Four Tops record ‘Reach Out’, a song always to be associated in my mind with this incident. The biggest of the bouncers returned with blood stains on his frilly evening shirt and because he seemed to be looking for me, I made my way discreetly to the door. Once out in the open air, I looked around for Pat but seeing no one I decided to go home. I had had enough for one night.

In recounting the events of that evening without too much interruption for explanation, I have in fact omitted large sections of the conversation I heard back in the pub. One important occurrence I must now mention. When boys entered the pub and came up to greet Tim, they slipped either ten shilling notes or half-crowns or pints of beer into his hand. More than once I was offered money, too, but Tim saved me the embarrassment of taking it by saying that I was in no need of it as the school provided pocket money for ‘homeless and friendless’ boys. Two boys also came round collecting contributions to a fund which had been started to raise ten pounds bail money for two of their number who had been ‘lifted’ the night before for fighting the Cowcaddens Toi. Everybody earning money was expected to contribute.

Rhyming slang proved to be one of my major difficulties. One phrase had me completely baffled: ‘It’s jist yir Donald.’ Here, as so often in rhyming slang, there was not only the rhyme to contend with but an abbreviation as well. The full phrase would have been ‘Donald Duck’ (luck). It was this second jump which obscured the meaning. If I had not been able to consult Tim, this might have remained a mystery.6 But in general I had simply to think quickly to discover the rhyme. When I had claimed to be ‘dain’ ma Hoosie for HB’, Baggy had replied: ‘Ya tea-leaf ye!’7 My asking Pat to repeat one of his sentences made him inquire after my hearing: ‘Are ye corn-beef?’ (i.e. deef, i.e. deaf). Again, Pat had turned to a working man standing in the bar, and, referring to his denim jacket and trousers, had remarked: ‘Ah fancy yir tin flute. I’ll soon hiv’ wan masel’.’ By this he meant that he might shortly be wearing the uniform of Polmont borstal.

I had remained in the pub for almost three hours during which the boys avidly discussed gang gossip: which boys from which gangs had been arrested, on what charges, and what the sentences had been. Something approaching an interim report was being delivered to Tim, who I realised was ‘the leader-aff’ of this particular gang, a factor which no doubt eased my own entree. Boys approached him bearing the news of who had ‘chibbed’ whom, where and how. The welter of detail and the combination of language and accent made it impossible to remember all that was said. A recurrent phrase, used by Tim and the others at the end of an item of gang news, was ‘It wis in the papirs.’ This was evidently very important.

After the more recent events had been described, past exploits were relived in all their detail. One of the outstanding events in the history of the gang appeared to be a battle with the Calton Tongs in George Square. According to Tim over a hundred of his boys (most of them with girlfriends) had been sitting around the square waiting for the one-am bus. Seven or eight boys crossing the road began shouting: ‘Tongs! Tongs! Ya Bass!’ At this, the ‘hundred’ Maryhill boys had risen, drawn their blades, and attacked. One of the Tongs, according to my informant, was stabbed ‘seventeen times’. Amid the screams of terror from the ordinary citizens of Glasgow, the police riot squad (pronounced so as to rhyme with ‘pad’) had arrived and 28 ‘of oor boays wis huckled. It wis only when the busies came that oor boays guyed the course. It wis great, man.’

From this major exploit, which I was to hear of again, the conversation turned to lesser, more personal triumphs. Tim told of dealing with one or two members of what were relatively unimportant gangs like the Partick Cross. Or Pat talked of assaulting, with two other boys, a ‘screw’ in Maryhill, who had evidently been knocked to the ground where he had lain still, protecting his face from the kicks aimed at it. With typical exaggeration Tim bragged: ‘We’ve chibbed aboot seven polis.’

On we went to a discussion of the Mummies, a sinister group I had heard of in the approved school but of whom no mention had been made in the press as yet. Now I discovered that not even the gang knew exactly who they were, although they operated in their area very close to the junior secondary school, which most of them had attended. The Mummies, with faces and hands swathed in bandages, toured the district in a small van into which they enticed young boys and girls, who were then assaulted with weapons. The verdict of the gang was that ‘they must be mental tae dae it tae weans. Shit-bags the lot o’ them, clawin’ wee lassies intae a van an’ chibbin’ them.’

Next I listened to a eulogy of Tim’s immediate elder brother, John. At present in Polmont borstal, his greatest feat in Tim’s eyes was his theft of swords, knives and a double-edged battle axe from an antique shop in the city. ‘The blades he thieved, he selt tae the ither boays in the team.’ This reminded Pat Nolan of the day John had attacked his teacher with a brick and, on being sent to the headmaster, had proceeded to belabour him as well, thus guaranteeing his expulsion. Tim then recollected that his own class had become infamous in his day and added that every boy in it had since become a feared gang member. Baggy had attended the equivalent Protestant school and yet was still a member of the Catholic gang -my first intimation of how unimportant religion was to these boys in deciding what ‘team’ they belonged to. Though he had spent three years at this school, Baggy couldn’t remember its name, or rather he couldn’t pronounce it correctly. But what he could remember was that the teachers ‘were for ever wavin’ the belt at ye, belt-happy they wur, goin’ up and doon in the class, slappin’ ye wi’ it fur nuthin’.’ One teacher had been particularly prone to this type of behaviour, as Baggy described it: ‘Wan day I hid enough o’ it. As he came by, he hut me wi’ it an’ Ah grabbed it. “Aw! Fuck this,” Ah says and goat intae him wi’ his ain belt.’ The first wave of laughter was dying when he added: ‘Ah goat expelled an’ aw.’

Pat then recalled that Tim had stabbed a boy from his own class. Tim took up the story, gave the boy’s name, and explained the circumstances; an explanation which, I was uncomfortably aware, was aimed at me. In the past they had been ‘great mates but noo he’s a member o’ the Toi; he wisnae a Maryhill boay; he came fae anither pitch.’After the stabbing, Pat continued, Tim had closed his lock-back razor 8 and handed it to his ‘bird’ who had hidden it in her handbag.

Someone then suggested the story, which I was invited to believe, of the Mad Mexican, who had been arrested while ‘gettin’ intae two blokes wi’ the butt of his gun’ and who had shot a policeman in the ear to make good his escape. Such an incident, I felt, would have been reported in the papers and discussed widely; I had heard nothing of it but diplomatically remained silent about my reservations. Subsequent research has proved the story to be totally without foundation. The Mad Mexican was obviously a figure of some authority, only to be spoken of in the same breath as the King, Dick Stevenson. When Maryhill was up in arms (the phrase to be taken literally), and all the smaller gangs, including Tim’s, joined together to ‘hander’ the Fleet, then the King came into his own. No one could ‘touch’ Dick, I was told; he was undisputed leader, with the Mad Mexican deputizing for him during his absences in borstal. He was ‘the gemmiest boay in Glesga, the first wan tae go right ahead wi’ aw thae mugs.’

The praise continued for quite some time, in the middle of which Pat in an aside said that Dick at one point in his career had been sent to ‘my’ approved school. It was mainly due to Dick and what he meant to the gang situation in Maryhill that Tim was able to boast: ‘We run the toon. Thae Buck are scared tae come in. They stay oot in Drumchapel.’ In the golden age of the gang, in the days when Dick was not being continually arrested, there had been a scooter squad, 30 or 40 strong, which formed the vanguard while dozens of boys had followed behind. The description brought to my mind an image of tanks and infantrymen at the end of the First World War. The boys had all dressed alike to heighten the effect, in a uniform of sandals, red socks, white trousers, a red polo-neck casual, with a white cardigan or jersey. ‘It looked great, man. Thoosans o’ boays aw dressed the same,’ commented Tim.

The above was all I was able to record late that night and during the following day. So much more was presented too obscurely or too quickly for accurate recall. Three general points struck me. Firstly, I hadn’t realised that the boys would know the members of other gangs by name. The leaders of all the major gangs throughout the city, and not just those closest to Maryhill, were well known. Meetings in remand homes, borstals and approved schools explained much of this familiarity.

A second point made its impression on me right from the beginning. Gangs appeared to me to be based on territory. Boys belonged to the Valley, for example, because they lived in that area. Later on, I discovered that this district, of which Gairbraid Avenue was the centre, had always been so called and that the gang from that area took its name from ‘the Valley’, i.e. the geographical fact that the avenue winds down between two steep embankments to the River Kelvin. In the 1930s, the gang from Gairbraid Avenue had also been called ‘The Valley’. Similarly, the area immediately west of the Valley was called ‘The Butny’, where Baggy came from. Much later, by consulting Alexander Thomson’s Random Notes on Maryhill, I discovered that this area, one of the earliest parts of Maryhill, began as a row of houses which ‘went by the name of “Botany”.’ Built at the beginning of the 18th century, this row housed the first school in Maryhill, known locally as the ‘Botany School’. The row was pulled down and cleared away in 1890 and yet the name has lived on to the present time. Why the name ‘Botany’ should be used I have been unable to discover. So many buildings in this district were now either derelict or in the process of being demolished that there were too few boys available to constitute a gang. Consequently they had attached themselves to the nearest gang. The ‘Possil Uncle’ was based on Possilpark, the young Cadder Team on the area of the same name, and the Barnes Road and the Young Rolland Boys were centred on their respective streets. All these ‘teams’ belonged to the larger grouping called Maryhill, where the main gang was the Maryhill Fleet. But two of the smaller gangs mentioned above, the Barnes Road and the YRB, had broken away from this set-up and had become the sworn enemy of the rest.

Such was the fame and the power of the Maryhill Fleet that not only did the smaller gangs like the Valley, the Butny, the Uncle and the Young Cadder Team look to the Fleet for protection and support, but boys also came from Anniesland and even Helensburgh, a journey of 22 miles, to join. As long as they eschewed membership of their local gang (a serious risk to take), and proved themselves loyal and active members of the Fleet, they were accepted. The greatest scorn and indeed hatred was reserved for ‘the mixer’, the boy who was a member of two or more gangs or who flitted from gang to gang.

For him no punishment could be severe enough, and, after being stabbed, such a boy would become an outcast.

One final matter remains to be clarified. The older-looking boys standing around the bar did not belong to Tim’s gang. They were the lieutenants of Dick Stevenson and all were members of the Fleet. The smaller gang which Tim ‘led aff’and to which Pat, Baggy, and Midgie belonged, was only one of the five such which ‘handered’ the Fleet, thus swelling their numbers on important occasions when the ‘chips wir doon’. All four boys were adamant about one thing, namely, that they were more aggressive than the Fleet. Tim’s claim was: ‘We’re gemmier than them. We’re the wans that start it an’ they move in efter.’ The others agreed wholeheartedly; the smaller gangs with the much younger boys provoked trouble and, when fighting broke out, the major gang in the area was challenged to assert its supremacy, which it did by taking part.

Before I am accused of being too credulous, let me say that the stories I have told are simply reported verbatim or as close to that as memory permits. It does not follow that I consider them to be accurate; I do, however, believe them to be indicative of general attitudes.
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