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William:

To my beauty, Bernadette

Jim:

To those who said we wouldn’t last a year – we’re alive and we thrive. To Simone and Candice for the good things I thought I’d never have. And to Rachel, my love, you kept me breathing. X

Also immeasurable love to Linda aka Sister Vanilla – the Mary Chain’s UN. She is a sister in a million.
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Part 1

Glasgow (1958–66)

William

Being poor is like a real cold bath – nobody wants it, but in some ways it’s good for you. It brings all of your senses together.

I grew up sharing a bathroom with three other families. If that doesn’t teach you respect for other people’s personal space, then nothing will. To this day I can never feel that I wouldn’t say thanks if someone opens the door for me. If I’m in a hotel in LA and someone just walks through a door someone else has held open for them without saying anything, I’ll be like ‘What the fuck, dude?’

Imagine if you’ve got to do a shit and lots of people can hear you just walking down the stairs to the communal toilet. You can’t stay in there too long, because you don’t want your nextdoor neighbour knocking on the door asking ‘Are you finished?’ What do you do? Especially if you had a nasty situation going on digestively, which was quite likely, because our diet wasn’t great – we were eating just what my ma and da ate, which was meat and potatoes, chips almost every night, then in the summer chips with some cold ham and some lettuce and tomato. That was the summers in Scotland. This might be why in later life I’ve been drawn to live in the wide open spaces of Arizona – because in all the American films I watched in my teens, I never saw anybody sharing a toilet.

My earliest memories of Glasgow are from 1961, when Jim was born. I was three at the time, and what I remember is my granda telling me that I was still his favourite – I think he was the only one who noticed that I was at all upset. It wasn’t that I was threatened by the new arrival, it was just a big change.

My granda was a bit of a character. He was a street bookie, which meant what he did was stand on the corner and give better odds than William Hill. I say he was a bookie, but in truth he was a bookie’s runner, because if he was an actual bookie I would’ve been brought up in a giant house in Paisley or Rutherglen, instead of a tenement in Parkhead, about half a minute from Celtic Park.

We lived so close to the stadium that we could hear it when somebody scored a goal. If Celtic went one up, my house reverberated with the sound of the enemy. I shouldn’t say ‘the enemy’, except that’s exactly what they were, because I was born to be in the Rangers version of Islamic State. I was the young idealist who just believed in everything they told me. If someone had said ‘Strap this bomb to your chest for the sake of Rangers’ I would definitely have considered it. Growing up in Glasgow in the sixties, the Rangers and Celtic thing was furious, although I should make it clear that for most people – except the idiots who were already violent anyway – it never came to violence. It was mostly just a weird stand-off.

My da was very capable of hurling abuse out of the window at the Celtic fans walking up to the stadium on match days – in fact he did that often – but there was absolutely no feeling that he was going to punch someone who was a Celtic supporter. He might have an argument with them and tell them how shit Celtic are – that was to be expected – but it went no further. Have you ever seen that phenomenon on the internet which shows you two dogs separated by a fence and they’re really growling at each other, then they lift the fence and they just look down at the ground, then they lower the fence again and they go right back to growling? Rangers and Celtic was like that. My da was that dog.

Or maybe I was. You know when you walk somewhere with your dog and your dog has to sit outside? I was a bit like that with my da when I was small. Sometimes he would take me to the pub and I’d be left standing outside in the street because children couldn’t go in. That was one reason why I loved going to Ibrox so much as a child. It was the greatest thing that was happening because your da would take you and you loved your da, so spending time with him when you were a wee boy was just brilliant. There were so many amazing things going on at the same time. Looking back from an adult perspective, it was like someone had said you had won a million dollars.

It wasn’t just about being with your da, it was about meeting his pals. ‘Hey Jim, how’re you doin?’ They would greet him in deep voices, then they’d see you and say ‘How you doing, wee man?’ You felt special, and they’d sit you up on your da’s shoulders, but then you had to go for a pee and when you got back he’d be all depressed because Rangers were losing. It wasn’t just because my da liked them that I loved Rangers, it was my da’s da and his da before him – it was tribal. And my sense of belonging didn’t even depend on them being there. Back then, if you were in the know you would be aware that they opened the gates at half time … Also, as a wee boy you could walk up to a man and ask him to lift you into the game and he would illegally flip you over the turnstiles. I should say that this practice was no longer considered socially acceptable once you were in your early twenties.

Jim

I hated football as a kid. William was quite into it and occasionally as a small boy I did go to Ibrox with him and my dad, but I just found it horribly uncomfortable and excruciatingly boring … The only thing that grabbed my attention visually was when you walked up the steps to get to the top of the stands and looked down at the colour of the pitch and the strips of the players – that spectacle was amazing, for about a minute, but the excitement soon wore off after an hour and a half standing next to some old man who kept farting in your face.

On the rare occasions when you could actually see any of what was going on down on the pitch, Scottish football was just so fucking boring – it was like a game of pinball. There seemed to be no skill on display. I didn’t like it, didn’t understand it and didn’t want anything to do with it. On top of that, the Scottish weather is not that pleasant and the facilities were as basic as you could imagine … It was bad enough if you were a kid – if you were a woman who needed to go to the toilet, forget about it …

William

My ma’s maiden name was McLeish – which is Jim’s middle name. Scottish first names of my generation were all William or James, with Adam and Stuart as outliers. It was quite an entrenched order that you all had to be called the same thing. There were so many Williams and Jameses in my family, I used to think it was the product of a lack of imagination, or even a lack of courage in terms of not wanting to disappoint your da and granda, who were still alive and expected you to name your kids after them. You couldn’t be certain because nothing was said, but sometimes if it burns like a fire, it is a fire.

That’s why I’m William Reid and my middle name’s Adam. I’ve got two cousins called Adam and an uncle and two cousins called William, which is usually shortened to Bill. In fact I’m the only one who actually allowed myself to be called by my full name because that was the only way to establish a mark of distinction. William was a nerd’s name before the category of nerd existed – a name for all the indie-kids-in-waiting who grew up feeling like ‘I can’t quite agree with anything, I just want to go and watch Star Trek.’

Me and Jim would both be into Star Trek, though strangely enough I hated Star Wars later when that came along, and still do. Star Trek felt like it was about grown-up situations, like two women kissing or a white man kissing a black woman. Star Wars was just stupid fighting in space. It was amateurish. I never went to see Star Wars when it came out, but you take it in by osmosis – I know who Chewbacca is and all that nonsense.

One day in later life I sat down with my son, Keir – who is named after the Scottish socialist and founder of the Labour Party Keir Hardie, so I guess I broke with tradition on that one – and said ‘OK son, show me the best Star Wars.’ He played it to me and I said ‘This is garbage, this is the stuff they used to put on Saturday morning picture shows in the fifties.’ Only time will tell the damage that exchange did to him, but I had no option but to speak my truth.

In Parkhead we lived on the top floor of the tenement building. Everything had to be blue because of the Celtic and Rangers thing I mentioned before, but my da was colour-blind, so he didn’t know that we had a green phone. He couldn’t tell the difference but he had his suspicions. ‘What colour is that phone?’ ‘Blue, da, blue.’

My ma and da slept in the living room – there was an alcove where you pulled a curtain across – while me and Jim had the other room, overlooking the Barr’s Irn-Bru factory. When I wasn’t at school I loved to sit and stare out of the window at what went on in that building. I was fascinated by it. The production line which brought Scotland’s favourite soft drink to the world gave off no smell, but the manufacturing and distribution process required endless lorries backing up, loading in these huge pallets and then driving away to make room for the next consignment. It was an efficient industrial machine, which when I realised the nature of the end product – ‘That’s Irn-Bru!’ – seemed almost miraculous.

Jim

I have got memories of the big brownstone block we lived in when we were in Glasgow, but not many, because I was only four when we left. In terms of luxuries, there were none. Each flat was two rooms with a not very hygienic toilet on the landing, which was like an outhouse but indoors, with a rough wooden door. You had to time your visits not to coincide with the neighbours’, otherwise you’d hear their feet on the landing and warning shouts of ‘Get out o’ there, son.’

We all lived pushed up against each other, and there was no privacy and no way to get clean. Everybody used to go to the public baths every week – not the swimming bath, an actual bath – but because I was a teeny wee kid I used to get bathed in the sink which was in the living room.

The layout of that place is indelibly stamped on my memory – I could draw you a floor-plan of that flat and it would be absolutely accurate. There was a tiny little hallway, then the living room with the sink and an alcove which was just big enough for a double bed with a curtain you could pull across, which was where me and William slept. I always thought it would’ve made more sense for my mum and dad to sleep in there but they didn’t – they had the one separate bedroom on the far side of the living room. I remember lying there behind that thin curtain listening to the TV and trying to get to sleep. My mum and dad used to watch the sci-fi show The Outer Limits which always scared the bejesus out of me.

It was so cramped it was no wonder my parents were eager to move when the opportunity arose. People were flocking out of the city to the relatively wide open spaces of East Kilbride at that time – it was mass overspill. My mother’s sister Auntie Matty (her real name was Martha but nobody called her that) was the first one to go and she said it was great. We went out to see her there when we still lived in Parkhead and that was when my parents decided to apply. They were really pleased when we got a council house and the day we left in the furniture van there were people shouting abuse at us from the tenement – ‘Away ye go ye snobby bastards’ – which seemed to confirm we had made the right decision. It was good training for leaving Creation for Warners eighteen years or so later.

It wasn’t ideal in the tenements but there was a sense of community in those places that never seemed to translate into the tower blocks which replaced them. Both my mum’s mum and my dad’s mum and dad ended up in those blocks, but they never really saw them as home – they felt very disconnected from everyone around them. Especially my granny on my mum’s side, who got moved into a tower block in Parkhead which she absolutely hated – she never felt like she belonged there. I used to go up and stay with her at the weekends in the hope of making her feel better about it, but I didn’t like it there either.

You had no idea who was living next door to you, there was no feeling of anyone looking out for each other and the only people you ever saw were the little skinheads who hung around at the bottom of the stairs and were probably best avoided. I realise this probably sounds like I’m looking back at the tenements through rose-coloured glasses – and maybe I am a little – but I lived through this as a child and it’s a fact. I don’t know why, but it felt like the spirit was kind of ripped out of people when they were thrown into those places.

They basically gutted Glasgow in the 1960s and ’70s. Those tenements that we lived in had originally been quite grand and beautiful buildings, they’d just been allowed to get incredibly run down. Our flat had high ceilings and the ancient fixtures and fittings looked like they would once have been quite classy, but by the time we got there everything was crumbling and it wasn’t very well appointed. If only somebody could’ve invested a bit of money in those buildings, they would’ve been well worth saving.

I watched a documentary on BBC2 once where a bunch of Glaswegians got together to refurbish their tenement building. So rather than being shunted out to some horrible newly built ghetto where nobody had any hope and the only activity people had during the day was to knock shit out of each other or wait for the ice cream van, a group of neighbours pooled their resources to get their tenement block totally refurbished with toilets and kitchens. It was a total success story, but why couldn’t the councils have figured that one out under their own steam? They were way too quick with the wrecking ball – those buildings just needed a bit of care and attention.

You couldn’t just put it down to fashion and modernism and wanting to build cities in sky, because the one we lived in finally came down at the back end of the process, and by that time people were already complaining about the high-rise flats with puddles of piss in lifts that never worked anyway. I think there must’ve been a lot of backhanders flying around the local council. Someone must’ve been making money out of knocking up the dumps everyone got shipped out to, because it certainly wasn’t being done for the benefit of the unfortunate bastards that were going to live there.

William

I think my da had worked in a bakery before I was born, but by the time I came along he was a hospital porter, because I remember my mother telling me he had to get called from a shift there when she went into labour. Then he worked in a carpet factory called Templeton’s for a while. A lot of my uncles on my ma’s side worked there too. It used to be that way when a couple got married in Glasgow, the man went with the woman’s family, so my da came from Dennistoun but he didn’t live there.

My ma and da were in their twenties in the sixties, but they were as likely to go and see The Beatles or the Stones as they were to go to New York and take heroin – there was just no way. When me and Jim were older and starting to get into music, we would ask them ‘Why didn’t you go and see The Beatles and the Stones? You could’ve seen them for two and six!’ But they’d just say ‘That was for teenagers …’ Nowadays you can be a teenager till you’re in your sixties – I’m living proof of that – but it wasn’t like that then.

When we were kids, I didn’t think Mick Jagger actually existed – how could he? His life was too much like a great story – that he just somehow met this guy called Keith on a train and he was carrying some blues records – and yet it was all true. It was the same with The Beatles. How can you have four geniuses in Liverpool all in the same generation? And fuck you if you’re raising an eyebrow – I am calling Ringo a genius because all the drummer friends I have will tell you that he is one.

I’ll be honest and say that when I was growing up I thought Charlie Watts was the better drummer. He had this kind of tribal sound – real basic. Reading articles and books throughout my life I learnt that Charlie’s secret was that he was really half bored with rock ’n’ roll. When he played jazz I’m assuming he was all flamboyant like jazz drummers are, but when he played rock ’n’ roll it was really more like ‘I’m going to give you what you think of as the basic rock ’n’ roll backbeat and I’m not going to do any more.’ Which was fine with the Stones because that was all they wanted.

Every time the call came to go out on tour he’d be thinking ‘Oh fuck, let’s get through this, it’s a lot of money – how can I refuse it?’ The first tour or two it was ‘OK, I’ll buy a car,’ the next one ‘I’ll buy a nice little house.’ Half a century later, he’s on his eightieth car and twelfth house thinking ‘Fuck me, how much longer can I do this for?’

There are certain bands that have just been there my whole life. The Stones, The Beach Boys, The Kinks, The Who … shaping my consciousness from my first moments as an aware human being, an immature one maybe, but even though I didn’t know it at the time, giving your attention to something was very important when you were young, because you would study the things that interested you with great enthusiasm, and that’s how your brain would grow. The Beach Boys were just an engine of sunshine, with so many different colours and variations. My mind opened up like a flower when I listened to them, but most of all it was The Beatles I grew up with.

I went to see A Hard Day’s Night in Parkhead when I was five. I know that seems young to be going to the cinema, but it was only five minutes’ walk away and a bunch of us would go together. At about the same age I also remember walking on my own to a railway bridge with a 100-foot drop and standing on the edge. My whole life I’ve looked back to that moment and thought ‘Why did I do that?’ Maybe it’s just being young, because being young is mental and brilliant, and that’s why most great music – unless you’re talking about people like Bob Dylan or Paul McCartney who have seemed to be able to do it forever – is made by brilliant, young, mental people.

You can understand the challenge I face, as at the time of writing I am sixty-four – the actual age Paul McCartney chose to represent the idea of being unimaginably old. I’m always gonna make music, but who is my audience at this point? Should it just be old men and women? Should I be playing in Butlin’s? Would the best thing be to just go in the garage, play loud music on the car stereo and leave the engine running?

Jim

Our life in Parkhead was by no means a comfortable existence, but I do have fond memories of those tenements and the streets that tied them together. Even now I often have dreams where I’m back there. I really wish those buildings still existed because in some kind of weird way it felt like part of me was torn down with them. It was some years after we moved away when they finally got demolished – we left in 1966 but we carried on going back to Parkhead regularly because lots of our relatives lived there, so that’s where family gatherings would happen – but even when that finally happened around 1973–74, I really felt the loss of them.

The piles of rubble remained for almost a decade as a mute testament to lives left behind. In the early eighties, when my East Kilbride friend Stuart passed his driving test, we sometimes used to drive into Glasgow, and when we drove down our street the road was still there but there was just a pile of dust and stones where the tenements had been. I remember seeing a kerbstone that would’ve been right outside the entrance to our flat and thinking ‘That’ll be a nice souvenir – I’ll go home and get a chisel,’ but somehow we never got around to it.

William

Because I lived the first seven years of my life in Glasgow, that’s still where I get my accent from. Like the Jesuits say, give me the boy till he is seven years old and I’ll show you the man. Jim’s got more of an East Kilbride accent than me. So has my wee sister, Linda, because we’d moved before she was born. She sounds so much more posh than me – almost Edinburgh in a way – whereas I’m the ‘Shut the windae’ guy. Left to my own devices I won’t say ‘go home’, I’ll say ‘gay hame’. Jim’s lived in England for years so maybe that’s the reason his accent has softened, but then again I’ve lived in America almost as long, and you can’t hear a lot of it when I talk …

Jim

Me and William had exactly the same accent when we lived in East Kilbride. When we moved to London I found that I got really fucked off with having to repeat everything, so it wasn’t a conscious decision to soften my accent, it just happened that way over time. I lived in Fulham for a while when I first got to London. I’d get in a taxi and ask ‘Take me to Fulham please’ and the driver would say ‘You what, mate? You want to see a fillum?’ ‘No, no, no.’ It was that way with everything, I had to repeat everything I said, and over time I learnt to say things in a way where I knew I wouldn’t have to repeat it, whereas William is a bit more pig-headed than me and doesn’t give a fuck, so he’ll say ‘Ye bastard ye, take me to Fillum.’ The driver would go ‘Oh fuck! I’ll take you anywhere you want, mate. Could you write that destination down on a piece of paper?’

He lived in LA for years and now he lives in Arizona and he still kind of stumbles around talking like Rab C. Nesbitt. I don’t know how he gets by – he says he moderates it with Americans …

William

One last thing I remember is that whenever the big teams came to play at Celtic Park, people would have to run the gauntlet of a gathering of baby-faced Glasgow gangsters to park their cars around the stadium. I don’t want to incriminate myself too much but surely the statute of limitations will have passed by now on a little bit of juvenile extortion? You would see someone stop their car and approach them with a knowing leer: ‘Hey mister, maybe your motor will get scraped if you leave it here, but if you make it worth our while, we can make sure it won’t.’

In truth it was the older boys doing the real intimidation. They would do the deal on the basis of all the cruel, evil stuff that might happen while the car owner was away watching the game, then me and my wee pals would offer them a way out by promising in our high voices ‘Yeah, we’ll watch it’ – it was like good cop, bad cop. Of course, if you did actually talk the driver out of some money, you never actually watched the car, ’cos there was no real danger at all. We were like Fox News, exaggerating the threat level for our own material gain.
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