Ah belang tae Glasgow           by John McBarron
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    Prologue

In the early 20th century the country was in a serious economic depression. It was at its high in the years following the first world war. The period from 1918 to 1938 was a particularly dark  time with over 2,000,000 people unemployed. Strikes were on the increase and widespread suffering and deprivation were the order of the day. As the crisis continued to worsen the Lloyd George’s coalition government was brought down.

Glasgow’s heavy industry took a beating at this time and unemployment was common place. Living conditions, already among the worst in Europe, were deteriorating  rapidly. In particular the insanitary outhouse-toilets and Backcourts of the older tenements were in a deplorable state of grime and vermin. It was so endemic that it became a way of life.

It was the bedrock for disease to flourish. In particular, tuberculosis grew to rampant levels and soon became the scourge of  the tenements. Almost out of control, Glasgow Corporation were forced to set in motion a hospital building program that was aimed specifically at treating the disease and with the wider aim of bringing it under control. These new hospitals were to be appropriately referred to as sanatoriums. The last one to be built was Mearnskirk, which was to be dedicated to the treatment of children under fifteen years. 

Their program worked and in the course of the succeeding decade tuberculosis was brought under control. However, it was not until 1943 when Selman A, Waksman discovered Streptomycin that an effective cure could be prescribed. 


Extract from Chapter 1


A Change of Haven



Mearnskirk   -  Homecoming  -  Oor Hoose - The Party


( kindly reproduced by permission of the author )

Mearnskirk Hospital, Glasgow, June 26, 1935; I was released as cured. To this day I still remember it as the end of one life and the beginning of another. I had entered the sanitorium when I was three years old and was now leaving at the wondrous age of seven going on eight.  In a span of 4 years I had lived a dream like existence in a world that always seemed to be bathed in the warmth and light of summer. My home was a large dormitory, which was referred to as a Pavilion and shared by others of a similar age. Our beds were separated by French doors leading on to a ground level veranda. These doors were a byword for fresh air and, as we were constantly reminded of, an essential requirement for our ‘getting better’. Hence, to ensure that we heavily dosed our lungs with this elixir, they always seemed to be more open than closed.

On days when the sun was oozing warmth the nurses would wheel our beds out on to the veranda where, still restricted to our kip, we would be left to look up and ponder the passing clouds and fantasize. I remember in one particular dream I fell off the top of the Empire State Building (I had seen it in a comic) only to wake up on the veranda with a bump on my head and a sore shoulder. Those Nurses; they did make a rigmarole of it. But any kind of knock, or bruise, or rise in temperature and they would be fussing all over you.  I always protested and rejected their attentions and if they persisted I would just curl up in a ball. But this would only invite the inevitable poke and tickle, which quickly broke down any resistance and lead to the war cry for a truce - keys! Keys!

These loving people filled my early memories. They also embodied the rules of the house; the proscribed crimes and punishments; the ‘Do’s and Don’ts’; the rewards and the penalties. All of which would be strictly enforced with the highest degree of communal fun and laughter in mind. Another maxim for ‘getting better’; or, you may ‘spare the rod but not the sweeties’. The chief enforcer of this justice and many other such maxims was the senior nurse, called Jean McDonald. As I remembered her then, she was a tall and pretty girl whose soft brogue adorned her mischievous personality. Always smiling and encouraging others to do likewise. I remember on one visiting day my dad jokingly ‘pulled her up for it’.

“You let this lot git away wi’ murder”, he said.

“I do, don't I”, she replied.  “But be assured, John”, she added,  “we all have a line that is never crossed. Isn’t that right John”, she said, poking her finger into me.

She seemed always to be at the centre of any major happenings in the ward. On the daily medication round she would walk up and down the centre of the ward feigning a serious look on her face. Should anyone grimace at the taste of their medicine she would mockingly wave a threatening finger and stare them into submission.

“You did enjoy it; didn’t you”?

“Yes! Jean”.

The dinner round was when she really sparkled. She had a repertoire of tricks she could perform with cups and plates. My favorite, which always had me in stitches, was when she took a plate of food from the trolley and strode up the centre of the floor as if to serve someone. Suddenly she would feign a foot trip, stagger as if falling, and then, with a muted scream, and legs apart, she would slowly slide to the floor to perform a perfect exhibition of the splits. Gracefully retrieving the situation she would always blame one of us for causing her accident. Her piece de resistance, only performed on special occasions, was also with a dinner plate of food balanced in the palm of her hand. Again, she would begin with a feigned trip and stagger. But in the course of this she would turn the plate under her arm, and with amazing dexterity, contort her wrist in such a way as to perform a circle with the plate above her head and bring it back to where it started without spilling a drop. It always drew a loud cheer, which she would modestly accept with a regal curtsey and an appropriate hand gesture.

And so the day arrived when I was to take my leave of this cosseted world. It began as normal with breakfast in bed followed by our morning dip in the tub. It was soon after this that Jean came up to my bed with a bigger than usual smile on her face.

“Today’s the day, John. In an hour or so you will be home among your brothers and sisters where you’re going to be spoilt rotten.“  

With the exception of Agnes, who occasionally accompanied my mother on her visits, I knew little or nothing about my brothers and sisters hence, I just politely nodded in agreement. She obviously sensed the sadness that her comment had aroused in me. But for the moment she chose to ignore it. 

“Now let’s start getting dressed. You know the rules. You’ve got your clean pants and simmet on. What always comes next?”

“My jacket” I replied. 

“Good boy.” 

She gently lifted my face to look her straight in the eyes.

“There will come a day in the future when you’ll be able to throw your jacket away. Till then, promise me that you’ll always put it on first thing in the morning.”

“I promise, Jean.”  And with that she gave me a cuddle.  

The jacket consisted of a square piece of leather, which covered the whole of my back. At the outer edges it housed two lightweight metal bars which were intended to prevent you from bending your spine. To put the jacket on you slid your arms through armholes formed by leather straps. You then had two lower soft straps at the bottom of the jacket, which you pulled round your waste and tied.  When fully fitted you could only bend from the hip and hence it was generally known as a straightjacket.  At the time the jacket was the only clue I had to my being in Mearnskirk. The answer to this question, however, was of no concern to me. My earliest memory was that of always having to wear a jacket hence, I had no conscious awareness of it. I could run, jump, and fall over with the best of my pals without any reaction, other than from those fussing nurses. Nevertheless I was aware of the added pleasure I got when I curled up in bed at night without it.

Now resplendent in my new homecoming suit Jean looked me over. She then beckoned over two other nurses. “What do you think?” She asked them. “Don't you think there is something missing?”

Both nurses looked at me, then at each other and shook their heads. “No, we think he looks great,” They said

“I’ve got it.” Jean said. And with that she suddenly produced a handkerchief. Strange to say, it was already folded and seemed to fit exactly into my top pocket. “That’s it.” She said with pride. “Now you look like a gentleman.” She then took me into the centre of the ward and gestured to all my pals. “What do you think of him now?” This brought forth a hail of embarrassing remarks from every bed.

“Ok. Enough's enough. What about a proper send off?”Jean called out.

Amid the clapping and the jeering kidology I walked round and shook everyone’s hand. I then looked back up the ward and waved a final goodbye. Hand in hand we then walked through the nurses area and out into the grounds of the hospital. The grounds always looked enormous to me with resplendent lawns and walkways connecting to the other pavilions. Each pavilion seemed to stand alone in its own little oasis of ground. I remember their bright red brick and white corner stone, which seemed to frame them against the rural background. We walked towards the main building of the hospital where we expected to meet my mother and father. We paused at one of the bench seats set at intervals along our path. 

“Let’s sit down for a moment and have a wee chat.” she said. “How do you feel?” She asked   “I’m a bit afraid” I replied.

She took hold of my hands and looked at me fondly. “I know you are,” she said. “But this will pass; I promise. But right now I want to see that cheeky self-confidence back; that need-to-know spark in your eyes; not to forget your stubbornness. I want you to feel tall and not to leave here without any frailties of your own making.” All of these words held little meaning for me. But like all such pronunciations from Jean, the implicit care and love always made me feel good.

She stood up at this. “Are we agreed?” she asked.

Imitating one of her thumbs-up gestures. “We are agreed”. I proudly responded “Then let’s go and meet your mother and father.“

"Jean?"

"Yes John?"

"What’s a frailty?”

"You do ask them, don't you? A frailty is a weakness; a burden; a nuisance problem you want to be rid of. I remember an uncle of mine who once said I had a frailty because I laughed too much.”

“Don’t be daft” I said, “How can you laugh too much?”

“Well, maybe that was my uncle's frailty,” she replied with a knowing smile. As the main building came into view I could see my mother and father standing in the entrance. “Can I go on, Jean?” I asked. “Of course you can” she replied. With that I ran the twenty or so yards and threw my arms round my mother's waist.  She bent over and hugged me. “Aye, yae look lovely in your new suit, John. Ur yae looking’ forward to go’n hame?” Before I could answer my father took over. 

“Of course yae ur; urn’t yae?”

At this point Dr Dale arrived. As I remember him, he was a tall well-built man with dark hair and a small moustache that seemed to suit him. In his presence everyone was always very quiet and zealously respectful. 

For my part I was always in awe of him. I remember being told by my mother that I owed my life to him and, while I never understood why, it did not in the least surprise me. He was something of a father figure to me. There was authority in all he said and done; and I was very trusting and comfortable with him.

“Well, John, the time has come for you to leave us. Not for good though. I want to keep an eye on you for a while longer.” he said. 
His words made me feel good and very important. I have spoken to your father and mother on this and they have agreed to bring you back every three months so that we can have a chat. Is that Ok by you?”

“Yes Sir” I replied with undisguised glee.”

“Come then and I will walk the three of you down to the gates”

“Can I say goodbye to Jean” “Of course, you can”

I turned round and there she was a couple of steps behind us, her arms beckoning. "Come here” she said. She dropped down on to her heels and hugged me. “Now, what was it you agreed to always remember” she asked“To always feel tall and have no frailties”

She kissed me on the cheek and stood up.

“Off you go now; no more goodbyes” I ran down to rejoin my mother and father. Dr Dale bid us farewell and left us. As we walked through the gates I turned to have a last look. I expected Jean to be still there waving, but she was gone. I wasn’t to realise it at the time, but the Mearnskirk culture and environment was a defining period – not least in terms of language: I was already “talkin’ wi’ a bool in ma mooth”
             

          (In the book there are photographs here)


There’s nae place like hame
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I’m sure reading this extract has whetted yer appetite for more…. the book can be purchased from the ‘Glesga Pals’ website at  http://www.glesga.ukpals.com/Pals/ahbelang.htm  
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