
It was a nice close
By Muriel Baker


I was brought up in a red sandstone tenement in North Kelvinside. Everyone asks, “do you mean Maryhill?”. Well yes, North Kelvinside is a parish in the Burgh of Maryhill and not a figment of my imagination. There was North Kelvinside school and North Kelvinside church.

We had a room and kitchen with an inside toilet; we lived in the close, the ground floor. We had an oval stained-glass panel on the front door and a fancy black cast iron letter box that said ‘letters’. The close was tiled halfway up but the upstairs just painted. There were gas lamps and the lamplighter came with a long pole and lit them and the streetlight outside.

My father died when I was eighteen months old in the last year of the war. I was their only child.  My grandmother’s house in Clydebank had been destroyed in The Blitz. So, she moved in with us to look after me and let my mother go out to work. The widowed mothers’ allowance was 15 shillings a week.

There was a greengrocer's shop next door to us, literally through the wall. I remember being allowed to go there with a note and the right money and that was the beginning of my career as a message girl. We had a shop on each street corner, and I could go to these without crossing the street. Also, everyone was on first name terms. The ladies in the next-door shop were called Ada and Isa, and asked after my mum and granny and cat.

My primary school was five minutes’ walk away and I was allowed to walk there alone, but I knew all the other children who stayed in our street. Three other families of girls without fathers became firm friends.

The primary school has been converted into flats and for marketing reasons is now in the West End.

We played peever or beds, or hopscotch if you are English. We played doublers with two balls against a wall, unless the lady came and scolded us for making a noise. If there were boys, we played kick the can or follow the arrows, then we got told off for chalking on the walls or pavements. We had concerts on the wash house dyke, but I was afraid of climbing. Skipping ropes was another amusement. These things all seemed to have seasons of their own.

When I was eleven, I passed my eleven plus and went up to the senior secondary school, where I was expected to wear a navy-blue blazer.  My mother looked at the price and said, ‘Sorry we can’t afford that’. I desperately wanted to fit in. She must have mentioned this to her employer who said, ‘My son has grown out of his, if you can do something with it’. It was beautiful and had gold braid all around the collar and the lapels, with his school’s name embroidered on the pocket. My part was to unpick all the braid while Mum sewed up the buttonholes and made new ones, transferring the buttons to the other side, so all we had to buy was the school badge, which I was very proud of and wish I had kept.

I knew everyone up my close and as I got older was sent to get messages for everyone, took babies in their prams for a walk round the block.

We had a black cast iron kitchen grate which had to be polished with black lead called Zebo, another of my jobs. My granny believed ‘The devil made work for idle hands’. Over the years the range was removed, and a tiled fireplace called an interior replaced it, an electric cooker was put into an asbestos lined cupboard, and a shower into the toilet.

I lived there until I was 30 and bought a flat of my own. The street now looks very nice with the cleaned sandstone a rosy pink, the flats enlarged by splitting the middle one and adding it to its neighbour’s. There are even parking places in the street…

When I married, I crossed the river but will never be a Southsider, although I do like where I live now. 

I have very happy memories of my childhood.



