Growing up in Glasgow
By James Bradley, born 1963.


I was born in Irvine General Hospital, in Ayrshire, but my family moved to Glasgow when I was about four months old, so Glasgow is all I really knew. My parents moved into a corner tenement house, right across the street from Richmond Park. That’s where I spent the next seven years, I think, and went to St Bonaventure’s primary school in Braehead Street. 

The house had been in our family for years apparently and was one of the better ones in the area, although it did suffer from dampness and only had one small coal fire which only heated one room. In winter, the inside of the windows would freeze, and we would chip away at the ice to see out and to stop it making the wood more decayed than it already was. The house consisted of three bedrooms, (only two were usable), a living room, toilet, and very small kitchenette. 

At that time, my father, a veteran of WW2 was still fit enough to work so, to help make ends meet, my mother would get up very nearly and go out to a cleaning job in the wee hours of the morning. She would get home in time to get us all ready for school and my dad would go off to work. My mother was there through the day and would make us a quick, basic lunch when the others came home from school and then she’d prepare something for dinner. When my father came home from work, she’d go off out again in the evening to another cleaning job and dad would serve up whatever she had made for dinner. It was tough going but you don’t realise it until you are much older. As the ‘baby’ of the family, I was last to go to school but before I started school, I loved being home with just my mother while the rest were at work and school. She would take me across to Richmond Park where all the other mothers gathered after dropping their kids off at school. While they all gossiped, myself and a couple of other kids would play together. This was usually at the ‘sanny pond’ area, a sandpit for kids to play in. 

Our house was on Rutherglen Road, a long, straight road that came from the city centre direction and went all the way to Rutherglen, a distance of maybe ten miles or so. You could look along Rutherglen Road and see the bus coming in the distance. Our house was one stair up on the first landing in the close and there were three other families as I remember it. We actually had a very small inside toilet at that time which helped. We kids, my sisters and I, used to like ‘windae hinging’, watching the world go by and hearing people speaking in the street below. Because we lived on the corner, we could go into what we called the ‘big room’ and we could see all the way up Polmadie Road too, to the railway bridge. On the street below there were some shops. We had Bonners, the chemist right on the corner, a Co-operative grocery store, a baker’s shop (but I forget the name of that now). Across Polmadie Road on the next corner along, there was an ice cream shop that sold THE best soft scoop Italian ice cream and around the corner on Polmadie Road there was a barbers shop, where I had my very first short back n sides haircut, sitting on a board across the arms of the chair because I was too small. On the opposite side of the street of course was Richmond Park and there was a short street opposite Polmadie Road, which we used to just call ‘the drive’, which led to a bridge across the River Clyde to the Glasgow Green. I walked with my mother several times across that bridge when we walked into the city centre for something because we couldn’t afford the bus fare. 

The ‘shows’, fairground rides, and stalls, always came once a year to the Glasgow Green and we would sometimes go just to be there and see it. We couldn’t always afford the rides or anything, but we enjoyed it all the same. Sometimes there was fighting by rival youths there but that was usually in the later evening, and we only heard about it, never seen it. 

For reasons I never learned, (with hindsight I think it’s because they started demolishing the tenements), we suddenly all had to move to Priesthill, which seemed like it was ‘out in the country’ to us. These were supposed to be better housing compared to the tenements, but they were still damp, cold, and often had leaks due to burst pipes. We didn’t know a soul there; all the neighbours were strangers and the couple beneath us were not friendly at all. This is where I first started suffering from asthma and I can remember sitting with my head and shoulders out of the window on even the coldest days, with my dad rubbing my back, just to help me breathe. My memories of  Priesthill are vague and sketchy but I know that I never really liked it there at all. We didn’t stay there long though and next thing I knew, we were moving to a ground floor tenement in Crail Street, Parkhead. This was no better than Priesthill and I never really settled there. It didn’t help being the ‘new boy’ at school among kids who had been there for years and had established themselves. I don’t remember much about the house at Crail Street other than it was a tenement and people passing by on the street could look right in, so we usually had our curtains closed. From there, we ended up in Foresthall homeless unit, which was part of an old hospital in Springburn. I absolutely hated it there. Being so young, I was put in with my mother and sisters in a ward that was still laid out like an old nightingale ward so there was no privacy or anything. There were bathrooms and we were required to have a weekly bath(!). The bathroom, as I recall it, was individual baths laid out in a large room, no partitions or anything, just all these baths with naked people having a bath at the same time. I shudder at that memory. 

I’m not sure how long we were there but, after that, we ended up back where we started, in a top floor tenement flat on Polamdie Road, just up the street from where we had been on Rutherglen Road. By this time, however, that tenement was now derelict and half demolished, which was a shame to see. Being boys, of course, the friends I made, and I all went off into those derelict half demolished buildings ‘exploring’. There were no barriers up then, no iron railings, nothing. No HSE either. Local shops were Milford, the Grocers and there was a small sweetie/ comic store shop across the street which had an old lady always sitting in a dark corner. It was eerie but she was always very nice to us kids as long as we behaved. This house was, like all tenements, cold and damp. It had two rooms an inside toilet and a living room/ kitchen. It was located across the road from the ‘Moll’s Mire’ pub, and we used to have fun watching the people coming out at ‘chipping out’ time and watch them talking loudly, arguing, sometimes fighting and staggering home. Sadly, you’d see kids waiting outside for their father, mother, or both to come out of the pub and take them home. 

My dad got himself involved in a local community housing thing and ended up becoming the spokesperson for everyone. The tenements were being demolished of course and, as said, there were no safety rules in place. I remember sitting in that tenement feeling the whole building shake and tremble as they demolished the one across the street. People, families, again got moved out to all the up-and-coming schemes dotted around Glasgow, all of which proved to be one of the council’s biggest mistakes ever and one which I feel no one has ever been held accountable for. Due to my dad’s stance as the spokesperson. (I believe) we were THE last family up our close to be moved and we were sent off to Castlemilk, which was just a repeat of the Priesthill experience. 

Before that happened though, we were literally living among mounds of rubble, dust and bricks and the close we lived in had been vandalized, covered in graffiti and we were often scared coming home to have to walk past all these abandoned homes with their doors kicked in and laying ajar so all you could see was the darkness inside. So, my story ends in Castlemilk when I moved into my teenage years, but I will always remember my early first impressions and growing up in Oatlands with friends from the Gorbals 

I'm not sure what else would be useful to you but thought I'd mention just some things that came to mind about living in Glasgow housing, as memory serves me. For instance, that not only did we often get birds coming down the chimney into the houses, often pigeons, or that when we lay in bed at night and the house was quiet, we could hear mice and rats scurrying around inside the walls next to us. The back court areas where the rubbish bins were, was always well populated by rats looking for food scraps. As children, we played aiming at and near them and just chased them away, but they were never really afraid of us. 

In many houses, the walls and floors were thin so we could hear the neighbours walking around and doing the normal activities of life, including arguing and having 'shouting matches' at each other. Dampness was a big issue in the housing, and we experienced it in three different places: Oatlands, Tollcross and Priesthill, where it got so cold in the winter that we did, literally, chip the ice off of the inside of the windows. Coal fires were wonderful for the heat but first thing in the morning, before the fire was started, it was SO bitterly cold. Hygiene was important, especially in the old tenements where there was no inside toilet nor bathroom. Our toilet was on the stair landing outside and had to serve four different households, approximately 15 - 20 people as I recall. Since we had not bath, we either used a metal tub that was pulled out from storage under the bed and filled with boiling water. We never changed the water though, the same water was used to wash the whole family before it got too cold, I also remember having to get washed in the kitchen sink in one place where we didn’t have a metal bath. We used 'set-in' beds in the tenements which were high, to provide storage space underneath and, in ours, there were four of us in the one bed: Two at the top and two at the bottom. No duvets in those days so we used coats as blankets to help keep us warm. 

I hope this is suitable for you and, of course, there is much more, but I’ve tried to keep it kinda short. Hope it helps. I look forward to reading others’ experiences of that time and place too. 

