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GLASGOW 1974

This short description may have its interest, being a sort of record 
of a dream...photographed in youth upon the writer’s brain... 

Robert Cunninghame Graham, ‘The Lazo’

Lee left behind the ancient idyll of his beloved Cotswolds, the 
world of Cider With Rosie, innocence, preindustrial pastel valleys 
where the same characters seemed to have lived, undying, for cen-
turies. The Glasgow I left was black and bony, sooty tenements 
like rotten teeth, high-rises only a decade or two old but already 
soiled and skeletal. The pinnacle years of gang violence, life expec-
tancy was as short as tempers. It was as scary to stay as to leave.

Lee was nineteen, a hearty country lad, a proficient violinist full 
of confidence and anticipation. I was a product of my city – clumpy, 
wan, and with precious little sense of self. On this last sortie I’m in 
my sixties, probably healthier than I was first time around, and can 
go a bike. Glasgow today still has its problems, thanks to an inade-
quate political class and savage capitalism, but washed and combed 
it is, on the surface at least, happier with itself. 

Laurie left because he had an adventurous spirit, and he and the 
world were young. I had to get out. I had no reason for staying, and 
I felt older than I do now. My parents had pulled themselves up a 
class or two, from blue-collar Maryhill (Dad) and Gaelic-speaking, 
shoeless, peat-bog Donegal (Mum). My six surviving siblings had 
all done well, passed the necessary exams and were highly thought 
of by teachers and employers. I was the runt of the litter, and acted 
accordingly. I’d failed almost everything at school. So when my 
friend Brendan Hughes suggested a trip to Spain – leaving before 
our disastrous Higher results came out – we scuttled away.

Brendan had a brother in Spain. Brian Hughes’s is another 
journey I’ll map out later, one that fuses Scotland and Spain, 
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and Ireland. I knew next to nothing about Spain. In the Glasgow 
schools’ orchestra I played violin for the ‘Habanera’ aria from 
Bizet’s Carmen. With a hazy idea of geography – enough to mix 
up continents – dark, tempestuous Victoria Montoya of The 
High Chaparral was the flipside of twinkly-nosed Samantha on 
Bewitched; boys my age wanted to be her mercurial, carousing 
brother Manolito. To this day, my Spain is infused with Tex-Mex 
borderlands. My sister Liz went on holiday with friends to Spain 
in 1970 and brought back one record, a single: ‘Un Rayo De Sol’   
(A Ray of Sunshine) by Los Diablos. Listening to it now, it’s typical 
’60s pop pap. When I was thirteen, I played it over and over, it was 
exotic, the sound of summer, of holidays I might one day have 
myself. Spain, somewhere between habanera and rumba, between 
knife-wielding gitanas and beach bars, seemed to me hot, sexy, 
dangerous, unpredictable. Half a century later, it’s one of the few 
things I was right about back then. 

Which way round it was, I can’t be sure: I had read Cider With 
Rosie, was full of admiration and jealousy for Lee’s talent and 
world, or did Brendan mention Spain and I then sought out the 
follow up, As I Walked Out One Midsummer Morning? Or had I 
already read it and that’s why the idea of Spain was so appealing? 
Brendan thinks it was neither.

Let me introduce Brendan and his family from the get-go. The 
first pen portrait of people who will be important in these journeys.

Coco
The primordial stew of mid-twentieth-century Scots-Irish 
Glasgow. First Holy Communion, Victorian school buildings, 
the belt, Celtic and Rangers and duffel coats. Keepie-uppie. 
Beyond our horizon, events around the time we were born 
would loom large later: Sputnik and the space race, Rosa 
Parks and Fidel Castro. Closer to home, big families and 
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small houses, ‘Rock Around The Clock’, wedding scrambles.
Brendan Hughes was the reason I first went to Spain. 

The crack-dealer who slipped me the gateway drug. I can’t 
remember actually meeting him. We’d have been in first 
year at St. Mungo’s Academy. Whatever it had been before 
and might be again, when Brendan and I were there the 
Mungo was a madhouse. A comprehensive in an embattled 
part of Glasgow everybody was deserting. Religious broth-
ers who couldn’t control classes; vicious fifth years, swift to 
violence, who most certainly could. 

Brendan was nicknamed Coco. He forbade anyone from 
using it as soon as we escaped that, mental, institution. 
When I teamed up with him, I got named, with a surpris-
ing facility for alliteration in the Mungo, Dodo. Coco and 
Dodo. I’d have preferred being another clown rather than 
an extinct, flightless, famously ugly bird. Coco was a com-
pliment. Brendan made people laugh. He still does. Despite 
everything. A wit as dry as gunpowder in an assault rifle. 

The nicknamers were thinking, really, of Pierrot. Coco – 
Nicolai Poliakoff – was on the TV from time to time when 
we were growing up. But the Pierrots, white-faced and 
comically melancholic, have been around in one form or 
another for 300 years. Brendan, the boy, had a long, elegant 
face, high forehead, gloomy and funny. His complexion was 
powder-pale, his default expression inscrutable, cool as a 
granite statue.

Fifty years later, Brendan entering a room is like being 
joined by an Incontrovertible Fact. He’ll tell you, in meas-
ured monosyllables, that you are, by the way, talking pish. 
He’s also Mr Inconvenient Fact, which will throw up lots of 
discrepancies in my narrative of discovering Spain. Brendan 
tells me that, the day we left, we travelled by bus to London, 
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train to Dover, boat to Calais, and train again to Paris. I can 
barely remember any of that. But everything explodes 
into wild whirling Van Gogh colours with steak frites in a 
bargain bistro at the back of the Gare du Nord. Red and 
white checked oilcloth matching the blood brightly oozing 
from the steak, the pichet of deep ruby wine. The smell of 
Gitanes, the babble of French belying our six years studying 
the language. It had never interested either Brendan or me. 
Now we wanted to understand every word, every smoked, 
marinated syllable.

It was Kevin, another of Brendan’s brothers, who took us 
to that restaurant. The Hugheses were mesmerising. Kevin 
soon settled in Italy, Rosaleen in the Isle of Bute, Eilish in 
the States. Eight siblings in all, each with their own strain of 
life-force. In Cider With Rosie Laurie Lee describes his many 
brothers and half-sisters as being notes in a melody. The 
Dolans were as numerous as the Hugheses, but while the 
chord we struck together was the opening of an Ave Maria, 
the Hugheses were a thrilling Stravinskian cacophony.

As soon as we could put together enough pennies from 
working as dustbin men, assistant psychiatric nurses,  
changing about a thousand light bulbs in a factory in Renton, 
Brendan and I were off. Overland to Galicia. Laughing, learn-
ing, looking for and never finding jobs, chasing and seldom 
catching girls, drinking, playing futbolín, pinball, Pacman. 
Nights with young people on beaches, playing Victor Jara 
songs on guitars, drinking aguardiente from porrones and 
lighting the alcohol so it looked, by the edge of the dark 
syrupy sea, as if you were drinking raw fire…

Sexagenarian Brendan bears his personal tragedies with 
discreet dignity, his pain clear-cut and sunk deep. There is 
no hint of self-pity, no halo for the painful losses. My friend 
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has always stood firm. Cantilevered, his strong sportsman’s 
legs the pillars of a bridge that will lead you… somewhere.

To be fair on my school days, they gave me friends who have 
lasted a lifetime. And they gave me the fiddle. Tom McAweaney, 
literally a lifelong friend, our families living across the road from 
each other, is a gifted musician. I looked up to him – he played 
fiddle, so I wanted to too. We played the folk clubs together in 
our teens and many of the songs I’ll be playing again in Spain I 
learned from Tom.

The day I left for Spain with Brendan as a teenager was effec-
tively the day I left home. There were a few terms at Glasgow 
University when I returned, between flats, but they were curtailed 
by going back to Spain the minute I could.

I have a memory of the evening I left. We were having tea (dinner 
to non-Glaswegians). Brendan and I must have been catching the 
night bus. At home at that time were my brother Paul and sister 
Maggie. When I finished my meal I got up and said I’d better be 
off. My memory is that my dad stood up to say farewell. He stood 
up. To the modern reader, or any Spanish person, this must make 
my old man seem cold and distant, certainly formal. But for a west-
coast Scottish male at the time it was tantamount to putting his 
arms around me, crying and pleading for me to stay. Laurie’s mum, 
remember, just waved at him from the garden in 1934.

All journeys bring new encounters, but they also must leave 
people and places behind. Each day, every step forward takes us a 
step further away. And memory distorts the past…

Zenith
The street looks different though I imagine nothing has actu-
ally changed. They say memory’s a palimpsest. You don’t 
remember real places, actual events, you just remember 
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the last memory of them. I’ve been subtly changing my 
image of the old house every time I’ve thought about it. 
The stone redder, the road broader. The door is heavier and 
older-fashioned than I remembered. 

The silence inside is new to me. A hush, like freshly set-
tled dust. A taste in my mouth, of raw stillness. There’s the 
phone, and there’s the hallstand. A single old coat where 
there used to be a ruckus of anoraks and scarves and duf-
fels and hats and brollies. Photographs on the wall. The 
kitchen’s unrecognisable. It definitely used to be bigger and 
brighter. Certainly noisier. 

And there’s the wireless. ‘Zenith’. I say it before I see it. 
Etched in gold jagged lettering on mahogany. I knew the 
word long before I knew what it meant, or thought to ask. 
It didn’t matter. The word was enough. Zenith. 

The radio was ancient, and big, even for then. A magic 
cask. The dial is the only thing I’ve remembered accurately 
in the whole house. Helsinki. London. Moscow. A wheel 
behind glass, turning like the world on a secret axis. Paris. 
Berlin. Madrid. Benghazi. 

I turn it on, and it lights up; grumbles, as if rudely wak-
ened. Then it makes the same old noises it always made. 
Whirrings and stutters and yelps. A kind of gargle, like 
emphysema in its lungs. Spin the dial and you sprint across 
the earth; an opera of barks and babble. I stall for a second 
on a woman’s voice, like water running over pebbles. 
Istanbul. 

I used to stand between it and the window, feeling the 
radio waves blow those sounds and voices and distances 
through me. I amplified them. I was the whole world. Little 
me. Full to bursting with hurried messages, world lead-
ers intoning, orchestras and pop singers, all possibilities. 
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Women with voices like water on pebbles; soft hands cov-
ered in henna.

And here I am again now. I close my eyes, try to pick 
up the past. Maggie, Mark, Theresa. Paul. Fine-tune Mum 
soothing, hard hands hugging. Her distant voice, like me, 
not quite on the station. 

The journey we were about to set out on changed our lives. The 
landscape we were leaving behind, in some senses forever, was 
a kind of mental border territory. Families like ours were some-
where between Scotland and Ireland and if, like Brendan’s parents 
and mine, the older generation had done well in the new land, 
between working- and middle-class. Our poetry was the Catholic 
hymnal and our sisters’ skipping rhymes. ‘Deep night has come 
down on us… We look to thy shining, sweet star of the sea… Up 
in Aberdeen / There lived a fairy queen / Her name was Alice / 
She lived in a palace…’ We sang ‘Ally Bally’ never having heard 
of Coulter’s candy, and only a faint idea what a bawbee might be.

Scottish literature was the dull hell of Scott’s Ivanhoe at school. 
We knew the odd line of Burns but the Suppers were for Proper 
Scots. We half-celebrated St Patrick’s Day, but really that was for 
Proper Irishmen. At Hogmanay we watched Andy Stewart on the 
telly and sang along with ‘Campbelltown Loch’ and ‘The Skye Boat 
Song’. What really spoke to us and bonded us with neighbours 
from different backgrounds were Elvis and the Beatles. (When my 
parents arrived at the house many of us would be born in, the 
woman next door was Jewish and told my mother ‘It’s a case of the 
Cohens and the Kellys here’.) For my generation, Billy Connolly’s 
‘The Crucifixion’ was exhilarating, something ours to hide from 
parents. Only later did we recognize Connolly as a literary and 
cultural trailblazer and influence.


