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				“Two roads diverged in a wood, and I–

				I took the road less travelled by,

				And that has made all the difference.”

				The Road Not Taken, Robert Frost

				“Music does not depend on being right, on having good taste and education and all that.”

				“Indeed, then what does it depend on?”

				“On making music, Herr Haller, on making music as well and as much as possible and with all the intensity of which one is capable. That is the point, monsieur.”

				Steppenwolf, Herman Hesse

				Unlike Robert Frost, I have not been a lone traveller; the right true path has always been clearly marked, and so this book is dedicated to Kay, my heart, my soul, and my walking partner.

			

		

	
		
			
				Foreword

				by Eric Clapton

				My beginning years in the English music world were punctuated by numerous moments of awakening. Perhaps the most significant and yet most obvious of these was the realisation that great music could be experienced live, in person, as well as on record. As naive as this sounds, all through my early teens I had been listening to imported blues records and was absolutely convinced that this was the only way to experience the music I had come to love. It was possible of course to see some of the famous rock’n’roll acts of the day on tour, but for the most part it was packaged and promoted hoo-hah, and consequently pretty disappointing.

				The first real opportunity I had to hear and see the real thing in the flesh was when I saw Buddy Guy, and later on Little Walter, at the Marquee club. What hit me right away was that here was something happening spontaneously, right in front of me, that had never taken place before, anywhere, and that did not refer to or rely on any of the recorded work of the two artists in question. It was absolutely ‘in the moment’ music. I was stunned and moved to the core; I had no idea that anything like this existed.

				Shortly after, I began to meet and play with musicians who were not only aware of this concept but could achieve it, too. In fact it seemed to be their desired way of playing – and also, for the most part, their way of living. Which of course brings me to Jack.

				The first time I saw Jack play was with Ginger, in Alexis Korner’s band, and it had a profound effect on me. This was also at the Marquee club, and it was clear, even to my young ears, that these guys were larger than life and that they were barely constrained by their responsibilities as a rhythm section. I was intrigued. Up until then my interest was centred more on recorded work; now I was being introduced to something totally new, the reality of improvised, live music, created out of thin air.

				Years went by, and I found my way into John Mayall’s band. Not long after I joined, Jack replaced John McVie on bass and my life was never the same again. It was not volume, or technique, or virtuosity that defined Jack’s presence on stage, it was his obvious desire to make the most of every musical opportunity, combined with the power that is always present when a musician is absolutely convinced of, and secure with, his capabilities. Most important of all, for me, was the joy I felt from being able to play over the solid foundation that he created. The music, and the experience of playing it, took me to another dimension.

				The rest, as they say, is history. Ginger asked if I would join him in forming a band, and I said yes, but only on the condition that Jack was part of it. In all the years that we have known and played with each other, I have to say I have never really been sure what Jack’s main calling is. He is definitely in tune with the concept of playing blues – how could he not be; he was already a formidable jazz musician when we met. He was also deeply drawn to and conversant in classical music, and would often refer to the modern composers like Schoenberg, Webern, and Cage. Not surprising, then, that Cream’s early collective listening, as a group, was extremely eclectic, ranging from country-blues to avant-garde jazz. It does seem then, considering the many directions he is able to go in, that Jack is probably best considered a jazz musician, but in truth, I would have to say he transcends any categorisation, and I’m sure he is happiest being considered that way.

				If I had to reluctantly commit to naming his most defining quality as an artist, it would be that he intuitively knows how to step into, and gather from, all of the genres that he has focused on. His ability to see beyond the normal limits of any musical framework is astounding. I have often stood at the doorway and watched him disappearing in the dust of his own endeavours.

				We have had many laughs together, and even spoken in tongues on odd occasions. He is a deep and thoughtful man and I am glad to know him. Best of all I have been honoured and privileged to have been able to soar from time to time on his rock-steady and burning bottom line.

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				Think about this. How many musicians can you name who would genuinely tick all the following boxes: a world-class pioneer in his main instrument; a composer of some of the most enduring and recognisable rock songs of our time; an accomplished classical, jazz, and Latin musician; one of popular music’s most distinctive and evocative voices. One reviewer of the recent Jack Bruce boxed set cut to the chase. “If Clapton was God,” wrote Marco Rossi in Shindig! magazine, “what the fuck was Jack Bruce?”

				Yet when I told a bass-playing friend of mine I was writing a biography of Jack, his immediate response was: “That’ll be a short book.”

				“Why?”

				“Well, what are you going to write about after Cream?”

				I proceeded to reel off album titles from Jack’s 40-year solo career, but apart from a flicker of recognition at the mention of Songs For A Tailor, the rest were met with a blank stare. Other friends wondered if Jack was still alive – perhaps only the Cream reunion in 2005 reminded people that this was still very much the case, although it was a pretty close run thing. I can’t say that I was that surprised at the response because this book was borne from my frustration at the lack of profile for Jack and an extraordinarily diverse career regularly punctuated by albums and touring bands of the highest quality.

				So what happened? Why has Jack Bruce, so well known in the 60s, been hidden in plain sight? Jack has always aspired to be a leading-edge musician, his work informed by a musical landscape that includes Scottish folksong, Bach, Messiaen, Mingus, the bass runs of Motown legend James Jamerson – and attempting to create a new music which is all of these things and yet none of them. In doing so, he has reduced the warp and weft of their complexities to songs of sublime simplicity – always the hallmark of a great composer. This is what gives Jack’s music its substance, freshness, and permanence.

				But pioneers never have it easy. Cream were a pioneering band, but nobody thought they would be as successful as they were. As Jack notes, being the right band in the right place at the right time was critical to their commercial success. “If we had come along 18 months before or after … who knows?”

				Nobody was expecting Jack’s first solo album, Songs For A Tailor (1969), to sound anything like it did, and he has continued to confound expectations ever since, switching effortlessly between rock trios, avant-garde jazz, and Latin ensembles. He is a restless spirit and one who gets bored easily. It has been hard even for his diehard fans to keep up and follow the train of thought. But as his long-term writing partner Pete Brown says: “Jack’s music is just music, it goes where it needs to go. It’s hard for people to understand somebody doing that. But they should understand that if you are an artist, and if you can do all these things, blues, jazz, rock, whatever, you want to do them.”

				And yet Jack has never set out to be deliberately anti-commercial. If your taste is in driving riffs, then songs such as ‘Bird Alone’, ‘Smiles And Grins’, and ‘Life On Earth’ stand proud next to ‘White Room’, ‘Politician’, or ‘Sunshine Of Your Love’. And a compilation of heart-melting Bruce Ballads – ‘Make Love’, ‘Out Into The Fields’, and ‘Folk Song’ are but three of them – could form a whole new soundtrack to the desperate nights of bedsitter angst.

				Jack has always carried around a reputation for being difficult to deal with, something he readily admits to and which in part is an inevitable product of his background. Underlying all stereotypical images and clichés are the germs of a truth, and in Jack’s case it’s the fiery Scot – not just any Scot but a native of Glasgow. In his travelogue, Heart Of Scotland, published in 1934, George Blake declared that the Glaswegian man has “the furious quality of the Scot in its most extreme form … [he] hates pretence, ceremonial form … He likes to be alone, is reticent, and does not mix so readily with his fellow man … he glories in being outspoken sometimes without realising that the … ill-advised remark is not rendered less the … ill-advised for being candid.”

				In 1946 the writer Charles Oakley characterised the man of Glasgow as somebody who would jaywalk, travel in a crowded bus when there was an empty one behind, and deliberately ask for toothpaste that was out of stock, simply to “preserve his individuality”. Jack not only refuses to compromise but is also a perfectionist who will always speak his mind. The passion and intensity that he brings to his music is integral to his personality. He never gives less than 100 per cent and expects the same from the musicians around him. He is also fiercely competitive and again, by his own admission, “egotistical”. And yet as a creative artist it would be surprising if he weren’t egotistical: you have to live inside your head much of the time and be the centre of your own universe.

				Of course, in a business ridden with ego (much of it utterly unjustified), this can cause friction and bad feeling. And it is in Jack’s nature to take anything he sees as a betrayal very much to heart. There are a few musicians he hasn’t spoken to for decades. So Jack does have a reputation, and in a business that can be vengeful this can easily be turned against the artist to stifle and hamper a career. But none of it can really excuse the neglect of Jack’s work. It is a testament to his indomitable spirit that he has survived both the worst that the business can throw at a musician and the best efforts of his personal demons to finish him off completely.

				Which takes us to the nub of the matter – the nature of the music business itself. Through a combination of bad luck, apathy, incompetence, and downright theft, Jack has been badly served by a succession of managers, agents, and record companies who have done little or nothing to promote his work. It doesn’t matter how good the material is: if the record isn’t in the shops by the time of the tour, or it doesn’t get airplay, then it is a short step to the remainder racks. And in this business, failure becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. If your last album didn’t sell well there is even less support for the next one – which in turn means that it too is likely to fail. One of Jack’s albums, Jet Set Jewel, was buried for 20 years.

				This is the first biography I have written in collaboration with the subject, a project I approached with both anticipation and trepidation. I did interview Jack in 1978 for my biography of Graham Bond and spent an afternoon at his ‘rock star’ mansion, where both Jack and his first wife Janet were warm and friendly, with Jack eager to talk about a musician who was so important to him. But this would be a very different venture. Could I earn his trust? How much would he tell me? My fears were quickly allayed, and I like to think we made a good team – me filling in the gaps with names and events that Jack couldn’t immediately recall, Jack correcting many of the mistaken assumptions I had carried with me from the general rock mythology that surrounds him and his career. 

				Jack was very open and candid about his life, enjoying the interviewing sessions and, as he says, using them as “free therapy”. And while there have been dark times, as we talked, Jack’s craggy, expressive face would often light up at the memory of some rock’n’roll madness, the tale often punctuated by self-deprecating dry humour, an impish grin, and a fit of the giggles. Jack gave many days of his time to this book and his close involvement opened the doors to important individuals who might otherwise have declined to be interviewed. Many thanks are also due to Jack’s wife and manager Margrit for her willingness to share memories and for generally making me very welcome on my trips to their house deep in the English countryside.

				But any attempt at a comprehensive biography demanded that the net be cast as widely as possible: family, fellow musicians, and others telling their stories and bringing perspective to Jack’s life and work. Therefore I would like to extend my thanks to: Bob Adcock, Liz Baker, Nettie Baker, Norman Beaker, Jeff Berlin, Carla Bley, Sandra Brockington, Pete Brown, Charlie Bruce, Corin Bruce, Janet Bruce, Kyla Bruce, Malcolm Bruce, Eric Clapton, Clem Clempson, Billy Cobham, Larry Coryell, Natascha Eleonore, David English, Charles Evans, Stu Goldberg, Bob Hall, Kip Hanrahan, Arthur Heckstall-Smith, Horacio ‘El Negro’ Hernandez, Steve Hunter, Gary Husband, Tony Hymas, Paul Jones, Andy Johns, Corky Laing, Ronnie Leahy, Henry Lowther, Dennis Mackay, Mike Mandel, John Marshall, Gary Moore, John Mumford, Bill Oakes, Tony Palmer, Andy Park, Simon Phillips, Bud Prager, Kurt Renker, Phil Ryan, David Sancious, Blues Saraceno, Robert Somerville, Chris Spedding, Steve Swallow, Art Themen, Godfrey Townshend, Robin Trower, Keith Turner, Justin de Villeneuve, Dennis Weinreich, Martin Wesson, Bob Wishart, Bernie Worrell, and Chris Youle.

				Very special thanks to Bob Elliott for compiling the discography and the gig list. Thanks also to Phil Beards, Peter Brkusic, Terry Horbury, Mitchell Kane,Mark Powell, David Spurlock, Robert Schatzle, and Stephanie Thorburn – and also Gareth Morgan and Otis Wolstenholme for technical insights into Jack’s bass playing. John Powles and all the library staff at Glasgow Caledonian University were very helpful. A big thank you goes to Cecil Offley followed by a round of applause to Tony Bacon, Nigel Osborne, Tom Seabrook, Mark Brend, and all the folks at the Jawbone Press.

				Thanks to William Pryor at Clear Books for permission to quote from Dick Heckstall-Smith’s autobiography The Safest Place In The World (updated as Blowing The Blues) – and to Pete Brown for permission to quote his poem, ‘Few’. Finally a sly nod to my friend Damon – he knows why.

				Only Jack Bruce would do this. In front of hundreds of German rock fans, many on the edge of their seats waiting for ‘White Room’ or ‘Sunshine Of Your Love’, Jack walked out with a chair and a cello and for the first three minutes of the concert regaled the audience with a spirited dose of Bach’s preludes. Apologising to the long dead composer, he then moved to the piano for a solo piece called ‘FM’ – For Margrit – written for his second wife and business manager who, back in the 80s when they first met, had wanted to take up the piano again and needed some pieces to play. It was Margrit who had arranged this event, on November 2–3 1993 at the E-Werk, one of the largest music venues in Cologne, to celebrate Jack’s 50th year. “It was superbly organised,” Jack says. “When she does something like that, she doesn’t put a foot wrong … one of the best weeks of my life.”

				‘FM’ was the first of three songs in a very personal opening to what was to be a journey through Jack’s musical history. It was entirely appropriate to start with cello, the instrument Jack first took up at secondary school when he was just 12 years old. He followed ‘FM’ with ‘Can You Follow’ from his second solo album, Harmony Row, a song devised by Jack and Pete Brown as a look back to their roots, with just Jack on piano and vocal. Drummer/keyboardist Gary Husband then joined Jack for ‘Runnin’ Thro’ Our Hands’ from Out Of The Storm, Jack’s most autobiographical and paradoxically titled album, recorded at a time when he was very far from being sheltered against personal and career turmoil.

				Jack ended this section of the performance with ‘Childsong’, written for his eldest son, Jo. Jo and his brother Malcolm, both accomplished musicians in their own right, supported Jack on stage across the two nights. If Jack’s sons represented his real family, then the first ensemble pieces of the event featured those special musicians who could be called Jack’s ‘musical family’. His musical dad, as he puts it, was the late and much-missed saxophonist Dick Heckstall-Smith. It was back in 1962 that Jack, an acoustic bass-player of barely 19 years old, persuaded Dick and Ginger Baker to let him join them on the stand in a dingy Cambridge cellar. He blew through their attempts to catch him out and then disappeared into the night. Dick, who would later become known as ‘the rowing captain’ for his ability to bring talented musicians together, then tracked Jack down in London and brought him into Alexis Korner’s Blues Incorporated. And there began a historic rhythm partnership unequalled in its influence on rock music or the intensity of its ‘sibling rivalry’.

				Here in 1993, Ginger was, well, Ginger. He had arrived in Germany from Colorado having made no arrangements about his drums and proceeded to have a row with Jack about drum solos, but was generally on his best behaviour until another incident occurred. “That was hilarious,” says Pete Brown with a laugh. “Ginger always calls Jack ‘Jekyll and Hyde’, but it’s the pot calling the kettle black. Ginger and I were standing together and it was probably the only time for years that we were actually having a reasonable conversation, standing there waiting to rehearse.

				“There were lots of relatively young people running the gig and they couldn’t do enough for you: ‘What would you like to eat?’ ‘What would you like to drink?’ ‘Would you like to sit down? Stand up? Chair, prop, crutch, anything, you know?’ And suddenly Ginger mutates into this Nazi Officer: ‘Wolfgang! Helmut!’ He just turned into a fuckin’ Nazi. The vibe went arrgghhh and everybody froze. It was terrible.”

				Jack introduced Dick to the stage but the cheers for Ginger went on and on, prompting Jack to call out: “Come on, it’ll go to his head. He’ll get a swollen head.” The trio launched into a straight-ahead jazz selection from Jack’s Things We Like LP, but not before Jack gave a fleeting insight into the past mischief between him and Ginger. With the drummer still standing next to his kit, drink in hand, Jack said: “I’ll start now before you sit down.” Then, almost to himself: “That’s the stuff we used to do. We’re very nice now; we’re friends now,” he continued, pulling a face to the camera filming the event. Finally, and more loudly, he said: “He hasn’t attacked me once with a knife today,” before the three of them headed off into a jazz improvisation that morphed into ‘Over The Cliff’, Jack’s tribute to bassist Cliff Barton.

				Jack and lyricist/poet Pete Brown have often described their relationship as a marriage. From Cream’s first single in 1966 onward they have fought, laughed, and nearly drowned together, and in the process produced a unique body of work as creative as that of any writing partnership in popular music. When Jack invited Pete to his 50th it was the first time they had spoken in about four years.

				The vibe in Cologne was good. “Everybody stayed in the same hotel and we had a party for a week,” Jack recalls. “Nobody wanted it to end.” Musicians gathered, rehearsed, drank, reminisced, and sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to Jack as a chocolate birthday cake did the rounds backstage. Among the other guests was trombonist John Mumford, who had shared a place in London with Jack when he first arrived in 1962 to stake his claim in the jazz scene. Trumpet player Henry Lowther had played with him in Manfred Mann and the Group Sounds modern-jazz line-ups. Like John and Henry, altoist Art Themen appeared on Jack’s first solo album, Songs For A Tailor, and also toured with Jack in 1971 in a band that featured Chris Spedding, John Marshall, and Graham Bond. Jack had chosen Simon Phillips, then only 19, to play drums in his 1977 band with Tony Hymas and Hugh Burns, while guitarist Clem Clempson had begun a long association with Jack in 1980 after stints in Colosseum and Humble Pie.

				In putting together his 1989 tour band, Jack had unexpectedly brought in two guys from the world of George Clinton and deep funk: keyboard player Bernie Worrell and singer Gary ‘Mudbone’ Cooper. Bernie and Jack have a very special relationship and during their songs on stage bounced little musical jokes off each other, laughing and grinning. But they still took things seriously, too. Bernie recalls that while the event was “fabulous, it was also very intense. There was a lot of work putting it together.” On the second night, Gary Moore took over on lead guitar in preparation for what would be a high profile but shortlived trio with Jack and Ginger.

				The audience was treated to a number of songs that had rarely been performed live, including ‘Never Tell Your Mother She’s Out Of Tune’ with full horn section, and ‘Rope Ladder To The Moon’ and ‘As You Said’ with Jack on acoustic guitar accompanied by two young German cellists. Jack has taken some criticism for continuing to play Cream classics such as ‘White Room’, ‘Politician’, and ‘Sunshine Of Your Love’, the accusation being, why trade on old glories when there are so many other great self-penned songs he could play? Jack doesn’t see it like that at all. “This is my music, which I am very proud of,” he says. “[It just] happened to be played by Cream.” It would be impossible to imagine then that for this of all concerts he wouldn’t give these songs an airing – especially with audience expectation high and Ginger Baker in the line-up. In fact, Eric had been invited as well, and would have come had he not been touring in Japan, although it’s possible that having Cream on stage would have overshadowed the whole event. So with Ginger’s solo segueing to ‘NSU’, the concert thundered toward a rousing finale with everybody on stage for ‘Sunshine’ and a Willie Dixon composition, ‘Blues You Can’t Lose’.

				Given the breadth of Jack’s musical repertoire, he wasn’t able to cover everything. One missing piece of the pie was his long-standing involvement with Latin musicians, which began in the early 80s and transmuted into his latest band, The Cuicoland Express. To give the musicians a break, a compere came on stage to conduct interviews with two individuals who could articulate their special relationship with Jack. One was Pete Brown; the other was Kip Hanrahan, a Brooklyn-born, half-Irish, half-Jewish producer-auteur-lyricist, fan of West Ham United, architect of Jack’s introduction to and continued involvement with Latin music, and king of the unfinished sentence and the elliptical conversation. Asking Kip in all innocence about Jack’s music, the compere stood in awkward bewilderment as Kip took off, hardly drawing breath as the words came tumbling out.

				“I can’t answer that in two minutes especially as you expect me to speak English slowly,” he began. “Not a fuckin’ chance. I can answer to something else. There’s this thing going through my blood and it’s thicker than Haitian rum or something. It burns stronger than … what? … Haitian sun. Fuck those motherfuckers because every one of those guys up there I have envy for because it burns, man … Husband and Clempson and Dick and the horns and Mudbone. I envy them with a passion that hurts. They can show Jack through their playing what they feel about him. Fuck you for being so lucky … so blessed. The rest of us … words can go through your fingers like sand; it doesn’t mean the same thing. If you’re fully [into] Jack’s music, his music isn’t ephemeral. He builds these fuckin’ buildings, these cities, they’re made of shadows and gold and diamonds – and if you have a dick or a pussy or soul or a heart, you end up living in Jack’s buildings. The last thing about him, you can’t talk about him in words, you can talk about him with emotions.”

				To his credit, the compere went in for a repeat performance the following night. He asked the question again, and Kip responded as if hearing it for the first time. “Fuck that,” he roared and said he’s been asked to give nice television-friendly, short, neat, concise answers about Jack Bruce. “Fuck that … with that intense emotion inside you that Jack’s music brings on, there is no such fuckin’ thing as a short, neat answer about it. If there was, then the motherfuckers on stage wouldn’t be here for Jack, you motherfuckers wouldn’t be here on stage, if there is a neat short answer for it.” Then he railed at Jack for being “so fuckin’ good and for making songs that make us feel emotions that we thought we would know how to do … I must go and get a drink.”

				It all made sense in a Kip kind of way – it is all about listening to the music and taking from it what your heart tells you. As Dick Heckstall-Smith said at the event, “words are words, music is music” – and it is damn near impossible for one to do justice to the other.

				On one of those nights in Cologne, Jack told the audience that he was taking them on “a very long epic journey” and that he “hope[d] to see you all at the end”. But first we need to go back to the beginning. A few weeks after the party left town, Cologne was battered by the worst storms in a century when the Rhine rose to its highest level in two hundred years. The old part of town was flooded out; 50,000 people were driven from their homes as torrents of icy rain lashed down. There was even a minor earthquake, registering 2.5 on the Richter scale.

				Rewind 50 years and Cologne was being devastated by a very different kind of storm. From 1941 onward, tons of Allied bombs rained down on the city reducing it to rubble. But Charlie Bruce, a member of Glasgow’s Auxiliary Fire Service, could afford to relax a little. Glasgow had been quiet for two months and no more German bombs would be falling. There would be no more incendiary fires to fight. He could turn his attention to his sick wife and the birth of his second child.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1: A Man’s A Man For A' That

				The headlines in the Glasgow press for May 14 1943 brought encouraging news from the War. Victory was secured in North Africa following the fall of Tunisia, while Allied bombers continued to pulverise German cities amid rumours of imminent invasion and riots in Berlin.

				As one of Britain’s most important industrial cities and ports, Glasgow had taken its share of punishment from the German Luftwaffe. The first raids were in 1940, but the worst came between March 13–15 and April 7–8 1941. Since then the bombing had been sporadic, with nothing since March 1943.

				Charlie Bruce was 30 at the outbreak of war. As a grocery delivery driver, he avoided conscription – ‘food distribution’ was a reserved occupation – but was instead recruited by the Auxiliary Fire Service. Firemen on the Home Front had an especially dangerous job, caught up in the full rage of the bombing raids, trying to rescue people from burning buildings on the verge of collapse. Charlie even found himself setting fires on the Campsie Fells, a range of hills that stretched from Stirling down to East Dunbartonshire on the northwest outskirts of Glasgow, as a ruse to draw German bombers away from the city centre.

				On May 14, however, Charlie’s attention was focused on home. Upstairs in their small, end-of-terrace house at 67 Beaufort Gardens in Bishopbriggs, to the north of the city, his wife Betty was about to give birth to a boy, John Simon Asher Bruce. Simon Asher was Betty’s father, his name suggesting a Jewish connection; John would quickly become ‘Jack’.

				The birth went well but there were complications. Betty had contracted double pneumonia, and as Jack’s older brother Charlie, aged eight at the time, recalls: “It was touch and go. I remember her being taken to hospital in an ambulance and my father breaking down. Me and Jack were both looked after by our step-grandmother and others” – a shift system of their father’s sisters.

				Betty Bruce was an immensely strong character. Her son Charlie says that when he was taken to see her in hospital, he was “shocked how thin and drawn she was. But she made a quick recovery when she was released.” “After that she was quite unstoppable,” Jack adds. “She had so much energy, it was quite phenomenal.”

				Betty had already survived one bout of pneumonia as a child. Glasgow was notorious for the poor health of its working classes, many of whom lived in the most abject poverty and deprivation, particularly in and around the squalid tenements of the Gorbals in the south of the city. The city was badly hit by the ’flu pandemic that swept across the world in 1918–19 – in fact, medical historians think that Glasgow was quite literally the port of entry for the disease into Britain.

				Influenza normally takes its course over a few days: the person feels terrible but then recovers. What happened in 1918 was more like a Hollywood horror movie. Perfectly fit people would go to work feeling a bit under the weather and be dead by the evening. There was a chronic shortage of doctors because many of them were still assigned to military units. In Glasgow one doctor died at a patient’s bedside; another just collapsed in the street on his rounds. In less than a year, an estimated one million Scots were infected, and nearly 80,000 died. Tuberculosis and rickets – classic diseases of bad housing and poor diet – were also rampant in Glasgow. “Everybody knew or had a relative who died or suffered from TB,” says Jack, “and I think my dad suffered from rickets as a child.” 

				Betty’s strength of character seemed genetic. Her family originally came from fiercely independent Highland stock, from Tain in Ross-shire, but by the time of her birth in 1909 they had moved to Springburn, about two miles up the road from Bishopbriggs. Like many other families they had come to the lowlands in search of work at a time when Glasgow’s growing industrial might led to it being called ‘the second city of the Empire’. Glasgow was the fastest growing city in Europe during the 19th century; in built up areas, the population increased tenfold.

				Betty’s mother had died in a bizarre accident when Betty herself was only 18 months old. In the cramped working-class houses of the day, the only way to dry clothes indoors was to hang them over a rack in the kitchen and hoist it up out of the way. One day, Betty’s mother was reaching up when she hit her head on the rack and died of a brain haemorrhage. (Her father subsequently remarried, and her only sister, Isabella, would die before she turned 60.)

				Betty’s family lived close to the huge railways works at St Rollox, where her father was a coach painter. Because he was a skilled craftsman the family was quite well off by the standards of the time, although working in a closed environment inhaling paint fumes all day certainly contributed to his death.

				Charlie Bruce’s family were not so well found. They lived on Crown Street on the south side near the Gorbals, although their tenement was a bit better than most. As the younger Charlie recalls, they had “a flat with three or so rooms with a toilet inside which was quite something in those days.” They would have needed the space: Charlie, also born in 1909, was the oldest of seven children. He had a brother, Jimmy, and five sisters, Mary, Kathy, Louisa, Peggy, and Millie. Peggy died around the age of 30, while Millie didn’t see her 50th birthday.

				Charlie’s family had their roots in Ayrshire but they too had moved in search of employment. Jack and Charlie’s grandfather (also called Charlie) was a pattern-maker at Braby’s, where he carved the wooden moulds for the manufacture of metal machine tools, but having been gassed at Ypres and sustained an eye injury, he was in poor health. Working at Braby’s didn’t help: the working conditions there were among the worst in the city, which is saying something. Workers handled chemicals with no gloves, and many of the industrial processes gave off noxious fumes against which there was no protection. Jack recalls him as being (understandably) quite miserable. His wife, Jack’s paternal grandmother, was very religious. “She got into this sect, the Church Of Christ, I think it was called. My grandfather hated religion; the family story goes that when he came back from the war, he kicked the priest down the stairs.”

				Jack’s dad was a pretty smart kid and was offered a scholarship to Hutchesons’ Grammar School, which the Bruces could see from their kitchen window. But in a story familiar to many intelligent yet poor working-class children, the window was as close as Charlie would ever get. The family wasn’t destitute, but with Charlie Sr unable to work, both his sons were expected to make their contribution. So young Charlie focussed on his passions, one of which was dancing.

				Glasgow’s first dance hall, named the Albert Ballroom in honour of Queen Victoria’s consort, opened in 1905. Located on Bath Street in the city centre, this beautiful, ornate hall was the first ballroom in Scotland to hold dances six nights a week. The Albert’s popularity soared during the 20s as the introduction of new risqué dances like the Charleston brought more and more young Glaswegians flocking to the dance floor. Similarly, the Locarno Ballroom on Sauchiehall Street opened in 1926 and quickly became a Glasgow institution. It was named after the town in Switzerland where a year earlier the European powers signed a treaty agreeing the new frontiers of Europe following the First World War, raising false hopes of a lasting peace. Over on the other side of town, the original Dennistoun Palais opened in 1922, but was destroyed by fire in 1936. It reopened in 1938 as the biggest dance hall in Glasgow with a capacity of 1,800. It was said that ten times around the dance floor represented a mile. 

				These were just the most famous of the many dance halls dotted right across the city. It was in one of these that Betty and Charlie first met in the early 30s. There followed courtship, marriage, and the birth of Charlie, Jack’s brother, in 1935.

				As well as swirling around the ballroom to the dance crazes of the day, Betty and Charlie shared another more profound passion: left-wing politics. The combination of rapid industrialisation, appalling living conditions, and the passionate nature of the immigrant population from the Highlands and Ireland meant that Glasgow was already a hotbed of political activity before the Great War. Even so, the skilled working-class groups tended to back Lloyd George and the Liberal Party, and many of the poorer groups didn’t even have the vote.

				The War changed everything. The workers went flat out to support the war effort in the factories and docks. Scotland supplied more soldiers, proportionally, than any other part of Britain, and suffered very heavy casualties. To begin with there was a strong patriotic feeling about “a just war against The Boche”. But the horrific waste of life, with countless families left without fathers and towns and villages losing their working men, caused many to turn against the Liberals, who in turn were beginning to regard any dissent as undermining the fight.

				In 1915 there were rent strikes in Glasgow against greedy landlords. These were supported by the Labour Party, trade unions, and left-wing suffragettes, but much less so by the government. Four years later there was another strike to campaign for a 40-hour working week; 100,000 people marched and the riot that followed was crushed by 12,000 troops armed with machine guns and backed up by tanks. Many working-class soldiers coming back to ‘the land fit for heroes’ found it unfit for dogs.

				In 1922 the Labour Party won ten out of 15 seats in the city and there were mass rallies to see the new MPs off to London. As the trains steamed off into the distance, both ‘The Red Flag’ and Psalm 24 – Scotland’s Psalm of Deliverance – were sung. (Psalm 24 was written to celebrate the deliverance of the Jews from Babylonian captivity, and was taken up in the late 17th century as a Scottish nationalist battle hymn against English oppression under Charles II and James II.)

				For some, inspired by the example of the Soviet Union, the Labour Party just wasn’t left wing enough. There was a split between those who saw the ballot box as a road for change and those who in growing numbers were pushing for more radical action. When the Communist Party Of Great Britain was formed in 1920, Glasgow quickly became the most active city for British communism; both Charlie and Betty signed up as card-carrying members in the early 30s. Left-wing activists like Charlie concerned themselves with campaigns for rent control and improved housing and also the plight of the unemployed. Since the War, the region had become dangerously reliant on heavy industry. As the world slipped into Depression, unemployment rose at an alarming rate at a time when a family could literally starve to death if the man was out of work.

				Even so, there was much division between more conservative skilled workers, many of them engineers, and the unskilled masses – and also between the various left-wing groups of the sort parodied in Monty Python’s The Life Of Brian: the Socialist Democratic Federation, the Social Democratic Party, the Socialist League, the Socialist Labour Party, the Socialist Party Of Great Britain, and then all kinds of Marxist-Leninist-Trotskyist factions within the Communist Party. An attempt to start a separate Scottish Communist Party shortly after the formation of the British party collapsed in a welter of infighting.

				Moreover, while Charlie and other Communist activists signed up to the utopian dream of a universal brotherhood of workers, there was no real evidence that most had the stomach for a bloody revolution. Like many of Scotland’s politicised workers, Charlie Bruce’s outlook can best be summed up by Robert Burns’s five-verse song, ‘A Man’s A Man For A’ That,’ written in the Ayrshire dialect. In it Burns declared that money and social class should not be the measure of a man’s true worth; that honesty and self-respect do not come from inherited wealth, fancy clothes, or airs and graces. The song ends with the hope that in the future we might all live together in trust and mutual respect. Looking forward to a time when rank and power would be dramatically diluted as the common man gained equality, it was essentially a creed of human rights, civil liberties, and natural justice.

				But even if Charlie Bruce and his fellow travellers were not engaged in bringing down the government, being a member of The Party (as they called it) in the 30s could be very risky. The battle against unemployment was the main item on the Communist agenda, but many in the Communist-led National Unemployed Workers Movement were arrested, with libel charges brought against activists for attacking Labour MPs. Although there were vestiges of anti-war feeling in The Party, most communists were in favour of the war against Hitler even in the face of the Nazi-Soviet pact of 1939. Some members recalled the horrors of the war against the fascists in Spain; closer to home, some Party members had done battle in the streets with members of Oswald Mosley’s New Party (a forerunner of the British Union Of Fascists), which had been launched in Glasgow in 1931.

				Like Charlie, Betty came from a political background. Her father was a member of the Independent Labour Party, which was founded in 1893 by Keir Hardie and which laid the foundations for the modern Labour Party (while still retaining its own membership among those who felt that the Labour Party was too timid and modest in its aims on behalf of working people).

				Despite their passion for the wellbeing of all working people, the Communists – like the other political groups of the time – saw politics as the work of men, especially since so much activity was centred around trade unionism and the workplace. The role of Party women was still largely confined to making tea and sandwiches for the meetings. Speaking of his father, Jack says: “Like all of us, he was a guy who was full of contradictions – far-sighted politically, but with the prejudices of his background and his time – and we are all prisoners of that, to some extent.” But women had been the main organisers of the Rent Strikes, and were obviously very involved in the various suffrage organisations. With her innate self-confidence, Betty was just as likely as her husband to speak up at meetings, attend the rallies, go on the marches, and read the pamphlets and newspapers.

				Politics were not put on hold during the Second World War. From the time that Hitler invaded Russia in 1941, membership of the Party grew from a few hundred in 1939 to thousands as the War progressed and Stalin became a national hero. Charlie and Betty would have been among the throng who attended a rally on Glasgow Green in support of the Allies opening up the Second Front to go to Uncle Joe’s aid. By then, Charlie’s brother Jimmy had been captured at Dunkirk and was a POW in one of the Stalags. He told Jack stories of eating rats to survive, but by all accounts he was something of a wheeler-dealer and delighted Jack’s brother by bringing him back a genuine German helmet – much to the envy of his schoolmates.

				For Jack and Charlie – and many other children in the city – the War became the backdrop to life and could even have its high spots. After their school was flattened by a bomb, every day was a holiday for Charlie and his mates. “I remember on the day War broke out, my mother got down on her knees and started crying,” he recalls. “But the War was part of my growing up. There were shortages, but we were never really hungry. We grew up to love spam and dried eggs. There was no sense of deprivation.”

				With Betty ill and then convalescing, young Charlie had to do his share of looking after his baby brother. “It could be a nuisance,” he says, “but there was no resentment. He was your wee brother and you loved him.” Even so, Charlie’s idea of ‘looking after’ Jack could sometimes be a bit cavalier. “We had this great big dog, a sable collie,” he recalls. “I was taking the pram out and all my mates were out playing. So I hitched up the dog to the pram and whoosh, off it went. Everything was fine until it came to the kerb, then zoooom, Jack went flying out of the pram. We hadn’t the wit to strap him in and he got a bump on the head that day.” Jack’s earliest memories are of being out with his dad on his delivery rounds at the age of about three. “He drove one of the little three-wheel vans. I remember delivering chocolate – big blocks of chocolate, so you could chip little bits off.”

				As Betty regained her strength she began to plan for the family; what she lacked in inches, she made up for with her forceful personality. “She was a powerful influence, and also a very controlling influence,” says Jack. “In any situation she was in, she felt she needed to be in control. No doubt about it. My father made the important decisions, like who was going to win the Korean War, while my mother made all the other decisions – like what was going to happen, all the time! She was the reason we all emigrated to Canada. I don’t think my father wanted to do that.”

				When it came to political arguments or any issue on which Charlie thought he was right, however, “He would never give way on a single point. One time when the family were all having tea round the table, my dad remarked that something had been delivered by ‘fright’ train. My brother said the word was ‘freight’, but my dad absolutely insisted the pronunciation was ‘fright’. He never gave in on this, and I realise now he was just winding us up.”

				Betty Bruce had high ambitions for her family. She might have been fully committed to Communist ideals, but nevertheless was of the view that her family could aspire to a better life; that her family was ‘a cut above’ to the extent that some of the neighbours apparently dubbed her Queen Elizabeth III. Charlie’s job as a grocery van driver had no prospects, and while it is likely that his move into selling insurance came at the behest of his wife, he really wasn’t cut out for the job. His son Charlie remembers days when “he just wouldn’t go out. You’ve got to be insincere and tell lies.” Betty thought that they could all do better by going abroad. And in that, she was not alone; although Britain had been victorious in the War, the country was on its knees in the immediate post-war years, and Glasgow was just as poor and miserable as it had always been.

				After the Second World War, many British families decided to start new lives in Australia. Old passenger liners and even a few converted ‘Liberty Ships’ were used to take large numbers of emigrants to Australia from Europe. The cost of this was subsidised by various agencies and by Australian State governments, and set at a low, affordable figure. Typically this was about £10 (about $40 at the time), and as the British were known as ‘poms’ in Australia, the nickname ‘ten pound poms’ was frequently applied to the new settlers.

				There was no such plan for families moving to Canada, so the Bruces had to set about selling their house in Beaufort Gardens to raise the money. The house had two bedrooms upstairs with a quite large living room downstairs and a big kitchen at the back. “It was a nice house – very posh by a lot of standards,” says Charlie. Selling it, however, was the start of their troubles. “There were these people who were injured in the War who wore a blue uniform with white shirts and red ties. That signified that they were ex-service who’d been wounded. There were loads of these people wandering about. This couple came to look at the house and they were both dressed in this regalia. And they got the house for less because they came out with all this spiel. I think my parents got £1,400 when they should have managed £1,600. It was only a couple of hundred pounds, but that was a lot of money in those days.”

				For Charlie and Jack, emigrating was a great adventure. “There was great excitement when I found out we were going to Canada,” says Jack, who was about four years old at the time. “There were great crowds of people at Glasgow Central Station seeing us off. We went to London and then to Southampton and then onto the USS United States. It was beautiful inside, and really for the first time we began to realise what we had been deprived of. They had bread that was so white you couldn’t believe it. All this food and fruit! How the other half lived!

				“I do remember being on this ship and being very sea-sick – and seeing the first black person I had ever seen,” Jack continues. “She was a stewardess, and when I felt better she brought me this big pile of sandwiches with all the crusts cut off, on a silver platter – so posh. I hadn’t seen anything like it before. I remember seeing an iceberg. Every night I went to listen to the ship’s orchestra. They would put me on a chair and I would conduct the orchestra.”

				The Bruces arrived in New York in the spring of 1947 and went through immigration. It was, Jack says, “not Ellis Island” but a “very similar situation – long lines of people coming off the ship. We went on a train to Toronto and arrived very early in the morning. We went for breakfast that was the best breakfast I had ever had – fried egg with yellow, yellow yolks and bacon. The place was run by a Chinese couple, and I had never seen Chinese people either.”

				After a short stay in a rather sleazy hotel, the family ended up in Weston, a small town in Northwest Toronto (since incorporated into the Toronto metropolitan area) and an important industrial centre for the whole region. Some would have it that the town was the home of the Wagon Wheel biscuit, but the story seems to have been garbled in the telling. Garry Weston was born in Toronto and took over his father’s international food business chain, inventing the Wagon Wheel in 1949. But the town of Weston had nothing to do with the Weston family. It was named in 1815 by James Farr, a prominent local mill owner who came originally from Weston in Hertfordshire (about 40 miles north of London).

				The Bruce family still had money from the house sale but the need to find work was urgent. Charlie bluffed his way into an engineering factory as a machine tool setter. The factory had huge machines called punch presses – capable, for example, of punching out car body panels – and Charlie’s job was to set them up. Betty did some waitressing, and they took in a couple of construction workers as lodgers.

				Jack had a great time. “I loved the whole experience,” he says. “I loved the weather – it was either hot or very thick snow. I had a great time. I went to kindergarten. And I think I had just started proper school when we left. I was just this little Canadian boy with what they called a ‘semi-crew’ haircut. I would have been fine. I could have grown up to be Joni Mitchell!”

				Charlie on the other hand felt very different. “School was a slight disaster for me,” he recalls. “In Weston I went to the school at the end of the road and the headmaster said I should be in the High School. So they kicked me up to this other school and these kids were older and I was right out of my depth socially. And there was this ‘limey’ thing as well. So I was a bit of an outcast in some respects. And there was nobody else there in my situation.”

				The boys’ father carried on his political activities both as a trade unionist and in the Canadian equivalent of the Communist Party, the Labour Progressive Party. Because some of the unions were cross-border – the AFL-CIO was connected to the motor industry, for example – Charlie attended conferences and events in the States at the height of the McCarthy era and came smack up against the ugly, corrupt face of American trade unionism, which was determined to exert maximum influence over any naive British trade unionists. In Milwaukee Charlie was confronted by henchmen of union boss Walter Reuther – a socialist in the 30s but a virulent anti-communist by the 40s – and told to keep his mouth shut and support the ‘right’ candidates. He was stopped and questioned at the border on his way home, and when news of his political activities got back to the factory bosses in Weston, Charlie lost his job and couldn’t find another.

				By then the Bruce family had already grown increasingly demoralised and homesick. This was not uncommon among families who emigrated – some spent the 50s moving backward and forward trying to work out where they really wanted to be. This wasn’t an option for the Bruces, whose nest egg was running out. Early in 1949, scraping together what money they could, they came back to Glasgow.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2: Morning Story

				Charlie and Betty knew life was going to be hard when they got back. Charlie’s experience as a machine tool setter in Canada counted for nothing in Scotland and he struggled to find work. “The poverty we faced was pretty grim,” says Jack. The family was forced to live in what could only be described as a byre – a cow shelter – in a farming area near Bishopbriggs. They moved to a cottage with two rooms and a bit stuck out the back for a kitchen where they stayed for some while – “until the farmer who owned the cottage found out about my dad’s politics and chased us out with a shotgun”. The family then found lodgings in Lambhill, north of the river; then, after Betty laid siege to the local housing department, they finally landed the downstairs of a corporation house on a new housing estate in Pollok, on the south side of Glasgow. By then Charlie had found work with British Railways and family life began to settle down.

				Those early years weren’t easy for Jack. He had left the country when he was four, had a great time in Canada, but was now back in a place where he had no real friends. This was made worse by having to attend one school after another both because the family moved about so much and because of the rebuilding programme going on in Glasgow. Housing was the main social issue in post-war Glasgow, but while new housing estates were starting to spring up, there was no proper infrastructure of schools, shops, employment, or recreation – and in a vain attempt to control the legendary heavy drinking and alcoholism, there seemed to be a deliberate policy of not building any pubs. Charlie had to travel miles to work on a succession of buses, as did Jack depending on what school he was going to at the time. As such Jack was often quite isolated, geographically, from his classmates, but the divisions ran deeper than that.

				“There were some local kids who I had some quite difficult relationships with,” he recalls. “I think they thought I was a bit stuck-up, and just the way I talked as well – I had this Canadian accent which took a long time to wear off. I remember the first day I had a problem with kids physically attacking me. I was walking down near where I lived wearing a Parka with the fur hood, because that was normal in Canada, and they all said, ‘you’re a girl’ because they’d all be wearing shorts and wellies. I very quickly adapted to the shorts-and-wellies look. Backing onto the houses where we lived was what remained of this beautiful wood and they would destroy the trees. And I’d say things like ‘those things are alive, too’ and that became another big thing – ‘oh, he’s talking to the trees’. I was just different to them.”

				Many of the kids in Pollok came from the Gorbals tenements. Betty was not keen on her Jack playing with ruffians, so tended to over-protect him. “If I was going to go out without a jacket or jumper, she’d say, ‘you’d better put that on because you are not like those other boys, they’re hardy annuals.’ So I grew up with this idea that I was a bit more fragile than the other kids, but I wasn’t in the least – I was a strong little kid. But I did get ill several times. I think I had an illness that went undetected, probably rheumatic fever. I was sent up to the shops and I collapsed in this shop and just went to bed for a while – but I think there was something seriously wrong.”

				Being rather an outsider from an early age, and with a brother who was eight years older than him, Jack tended to fall back on his own resources and lived life – as he saw it – as an only child. “I started reading very early. I taught myself to read by looking at my father’s books. He had a collection of political books and I remember he had a thesaurus, which I still have – it was quite a famous family story. I’m sitting there probably three or four, so the first thing I worked out was Hartrampf’s Vocabulary. ‘Does that say Hartrampf’s Vocabulary, dad?’ I had a go at The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists as well. I loved comics – the Dandy, the Beano, the Hotspur, the Wizard, and all that. Tuesday for the Dandy and Thursday for the Beano, those were the big days. I had to hide those because DC Thompson, who printed these in Dundee, was a non-union organisation. So my father wouldn’t allow them in the house and I had to sneak them in. I joined the library and just read everything – Treasure Island and Coral Island and all those adventure books, which I really loved.”

				And then there was music. In the days before television, music was the hub around which much of family and community life revolved. Jack’s paternal grandfather had a piano in his house, and from his visits there as a child, Jack’s brother Charlie saw his grandfather playing a melodeon and dabbling on harmonica. He also had a go at a Jew’s harp, following a family holiday in Troon, but that wasn’t quite so successful. “I remember quite vividly my grandfather enthusiastically buying this Jew’s harp that he saw in a shop window,” Charlie recalls. “He had to take it back for a refund because, as he explained, he had ‘nae teeth!’”

				There was a strong emphasis in left-wing circles of not just raising political consciousness but also enriching the lives of working people through cultural activities. Both Betty and her sister Isabella had excellent singing voices and joined the Glasgow Socialist Choristers. Jack’s brother was also in a choir, and both boys were excellent musicians. Jack remembers his dad as “a brilliant self-taught piano player in the style of Fats Waller. He was the life and soul of the party. As well as the piano, my father played the mandolin unbelievably. There was a lot of socialising in those days, pre-television. I remember all the parties we had at our house and other people’s places. We would have social evenings and he would be playing all the tunes. He’d always have a fag hanging out of his mouth and the ash would get longer and longer. 

				“A lot of the gatherings would be to do with ‘The Party’. But there was also a local community spirit. As kids we would organise little talent competitions in the back gardens. If you had a party or a social, everybody would sit around the walls in a circle and you’d go round and everybody would have to do their party piece – tell a joke or sing a song. We were quite a talented family: my brother played really great George Shearing jazz piano, my mother was a wonderful singer – it was she who encouraged me to sing. She sang Scottish folk songs and a lot of Robert Burns, which she taught me.”

				Jack absorbed music from wherever he could hear it. “My brother got a record player later on when he was a teenager. He and his friends were all into Frank Sinatra – Songs For Swinging Lovers. I used to look up to Charlie, so sophisticado! And I used to love listening to the radio. The Goons were a favourite. My father would say, ‘Shut that bloody racket off.’ He couldn’t get it at all. But I also loved listening to The Third Programme, as it was then. If I could, I would come home at lunchtime, be on my own having a sandwich, and put my head right against this old radio listening to the orchestras, Schubert, Bach. I can still smell the Bakelite and valves heating up. I don’t really know why I got into that music – just twiddling the knobs on the radio and something would grab my attention. I really felt something – the power and depth of it.”

				Jack’s earliest attempts at music were on the house piano, which had been bought by his parents for his brother. When Jack was ten, Charlie went into the RAF to do his national service; Jack just started improvising at the piano. Rock’n’roll came along a bit later; Little Richard and Elvis Presley could be heard just coming out of the houses as Jack walked around the streets. He never cared much for Presley, but still sent away “for an Elvis Presley guitar. It looked really good in the picture. When it came it was a little plastic ukulele with a terrible picture of Elvis on it which I scraped off, but I think bits of Elvis’s foot were left.”

				It was as a singer that Jack’s talent first became apparent. “I could always sing,” he says. “When I was very young, my mother would make me do a turn, not just at a social, but even if she just had somebody round. I remember visiting her great aunt in the Highlands and singing for her. She went away and brought back half-a-crown – my first payment, I suppose.”

				On one memorable occasion, shortly after the family’s return from Canada in 1949, Jack sang for Paul Robeson. The famous singer and left-wing activist was on one of his many trips to Britain – before the FBI took his passport away – and had come to Glasgow to sing and meet with Scottish socialists. It was after the formal events of the evening that young Jack was pushed forward.

				“My mother was very much aware that I had this amazing voice – she started to encourage that and found me private teachers. The first one she found didn’t charge her anything: there were people around who just wanted to nurture talent and weren’t in it for the money. I went to this big old tumble-down house and the teacher there, Mrs McDonald, was very helpful.”

				Betty and Mrs McDonald also encouraged Jack to take part in singing competitions. “I was going in for a lot of competitions and I won the Glasgow Festival, the Lanarkshire Festival, and The Glasgow Mod, a competition singing in Gaelic. But I used to get very nervous and throw up. I didn’t really enjoy the competitions – too nerve-wracking. Some of the adjudicators had great things to say. Herbert Howells – a very neglected composer – really saw what was in me and was very encouraging to me. But I remember one guy who was very critical because I was tapping my foot while I was singing. Also there were a couple of other boys who were in my league – and there was one in particular – he would either win and I would come second or the other way round. There was tremendous competition between us – and the mums. I worked very hard at it, but if you had that kind of talent, that’s what you did. I went along with all of this.”

				Like his mother and brother, Jack sang in a Sunday School Socialist Choir. “I was a member of a kiddie version of the Young Communist League Choir conducted by this amazing guy called Jimmy Callan. He told me that when I wrote music, it wouldn’t be ‘my’ music as music belonged to the world and couldn’t be owned.” Jack didn’t actually attend the Socialist Sunday School – “not Left enough for my parents!” – but he did manage to earn some money from his singing. Putting the family’s atheism aside, he donned a surplice to join a church choir, then sang in Bizet’s Carmen with the Carl Rosa opera company when it visited Glasgow, and on a BBC radio young musician’s show.

				Jack’s last junior school in his tour of the Glasgow education system was Cardonald Primary. He went there aged 11 for a year of preparation for the ‘quali’ or 11-plus, the exam which determined the calibre of secondary school he would attend.

				“There was a guy called Douglas Burney who was a wonderful bloke,” he recalls. “And he was the teacher doing that year with us. The first day we got there, he came in with this record player and without a word put Louis Armstrong on and we were all shocked. It really was a shocking sound to hear in school in those days. Then he put on some Mozart straight after that. He obviously believed in the power of music to develop children. Because then he brought in these harmonicas, gave one to everybody and started teaching us. It was an Educator 2 – a special one that Hohner did. As soon as I got it, I just played all these melodies without even thinking about it. So he took a special interest in me.”

				Douglas Burney’s interest in Jack was critical. He wanted Jack to go to the Bellahouston Academy, a rambling, Hogwarts-style Victorian building on Paisley Road West, where Jack’s obvious talents as a musician could be developed. Jack was already composing music by then. “I think the first thing I wrote was the setting for a Dylan Thomas poem, ‘This Bread I Break’,” he says.

				In true Billy Elliot-style, Burney went round to Jack’s house and told his parents that the boy was really talented and should be sent to Bellahouston. Jack’s dad wasn’t keen: “He thought I should just go to the Junior Secondary School and get an apprenticeship. My father was quite against it – maybe a touch of jealousy because he’d had to go out to work to support the family and not take up the scholarship, or something about ‘going above your station’, that kind of thing.”

				Betty Bruce was naturally all in favour of the idea, and of course won the argument. But her work wasn’t finished yet. Jack didn’t do well enough on the ‘quali’, and looked to be headed instead for a newly built Comprehensive, Crookston Castle School in Pollock. “We had a look round and it was all new with a swimming pool,” Jack recalls. “I would have loved to have gone there. But my mother quite rightly got me into Bellahouston because it was very famous for music.”

				Jack’s first few days at Bellahouston were something of a trauma. “They said you’ve got to have gym shorts. So my mum said, ‘Oh just use your brother’s old RAF shorts, they’re fine.’ My brother was eight years older than me and I’m just a wee boy having to wear these heavy blue RAF shorts. Everybody took the piss out of me big time as you can imagine. It was so embarrassing, like Spike Milligan’s drawing of Eccles with the long shorts and knobbly knees.”

				There was also the issue of what instrument Jack would play at the school. Most of the other kids were from middle class professional families who could afford to buy instruments for their children. Jack’s mum and dad couldn’t compete, but fortunately “in the corner at school was an old double bass. I just started playing it. I really enjoyed it – it’s a very tactile instrument, a sensual feeling. And that was the only instrument that was going to be free. So they brought in this teacher – a really old man, at least in his sixties, maybe older. He’d offer you these sweeties out of his pocket and they’d all be covered in lint, fluff, and tobacco. He said, ‘To be quite honest, you aren’t big enough.’ My hands weren’t big enough to play properly. So he said, ‘Come back in a year when you’ve grown a bit.’

				“I was very downcast about that and so the music teacher said ‘I think we can find you a cello’. So I started learning on that. I had a very good teacher - he was the lead cello for the Scottish National Orchestra.”

				Jack’s prowess on cello earned him a place in the Glasgow Schools Orchestra conducted by Norman Del Mar, which he recalls “involved going for two weeks at Toward Castle near Dunoon and learning a concert repertoire”. But while Jack’s mother deserves much credit for fighting on his behalf to get him into a school from which this and other opportunities flowed, he still feels that she could have done more to make his first trip away from home a little easier.

				“They said ‘you’ve got to have a white shirt and grey shorts’ or something like that – and I only had the one pair,” he recalls. “And you know what it’s like when you’re a kid, I was in such a state. I just had the one pair and I thought, ‘How am I going to get these pressed and looking half-decent?’ Luckily I found this girl who did them for me and I had to hide while she did it. You’d think a mum would pack the suitcase and say, ‘There’s your shorts for every day and here’s a spare in case you have an accident and here are the ones for the concert.’ My mum thought she was protective of me, but she wasn’t really.”

				Happily, the musical experience that followed was nothing but positive. “We did [Dvorák’s] New World Symphony, a Beethoven symphony, and some stuff by [Swedish composer] Dag Wirén. You’d have individual lessons on cello, then the whole string section, then the full orchestra leading up to a concert. And the standard was very high. One evening, I was just improvising on piano and Norman Del Mar suddenly appeared in the room, listened for a while, and told me he was really impressed because a lot of classical musicians just can’t improvise like that. If it’s not written down, it doesn’t exist.” Jack also wrote “some compositions that were played by a string quartet – little concerts we did in the evenings”. Jimmy Callan, conductor of the Glasgow Socialist Choir, asked him to play cello for the main Young Communist League choir at the Edinburgh Festival, “where we did Beethoven settings of Burns”. Callan turned down offers of recording contracts in Britain because he refused to drop ‘Communist’ from the name of his award-winning choir.

				As Jack moved into his teens the strands of his character began to come together. The constant moving around the city, the problem he had with friendships, and what he regarded as his mother’s benign neglect led him to become quite self-sufficient. And because money was always tight, he knew if he wanted any luxuries, he’d have to go and find a job. To earn the money for his first record player, Jack got himself a milk round when he was only 11; he would get up at six and do a two hour round before going to school.

				He also had to learn to look after himself on the streets. When he was 14, the family moved to a very modern apartment block called Moss Heights, the first high-rise to be built in Glasgow. In the upstairs of their first house in Pollok had lived an ex-tenement family who brought their habits with them. They spent most of the time arguing and getting drunk on fortified wine. One Saturday night, Jack’s dad complained about the noise and they beat him up so badly he was hospitalised. Jack’s brother took matters in hand and got his family moved away from Pollok. But it all meant more travelling about the city, and Glasgow could be a very dangerous place – especially if you were a little guy lugging a cello through the dark streets, which Jack often was as he went from school to home to orchestra practice, recitals, and so on. The city was notorious for the drink-fuelled violence between the gangs who carved up chunks of the city into their ‘territory’ as readily as they carved up each other with razors and broken bottles, inflicting the infamous ‘Glesga grin’. But anybody could be a victim: as the writer William McIlvanney put it, Glasgow was “the city of the stare”. Jack was once set upon at a bus stop in a completely unprovoked attack. So he unscrewed the spike from the end of his cello, sharpened it, and kept it handy in case of trouble. “I also had a flick-knife, which I kept in the lining of my jacket for years,” he notes. But while he did get into a few situations where he needed to reach for a weapon, he never had to use it in anger.

				At school Jack found little to hold his attention besides English and Music and instead began to hold court as leader of the class rebels. Now at a settled school, he had more chance to make friends. “There would be the swots and the rebels,” he says. “We used to sit up the back and make stupid remarks. But the trick was to be cleverer than the swots, which I was in the subjects I liked. There was a big attic at the top of the school that ran right across. They had an old piano and a double bass up there and loads of books. When I got chucked out of the Science class, I’d go up there – it was my own pad – music, girls, and if I was skint I’d sell some of the books. I got about 3/9d a week for school dinners. But across the road from the school was a bit of a tuck shop and I’d spend the lot on fags and cream slices on Monday and starve the rest of the week.”

				Jack skipped Lower Music studies and went straight for his Higher Music exams. His Higher English essay earned him the highest mark in the whole of Scotland. He also studied Russian because he loved the sound of a different language and the look of the strange Cyrillic alphabet. He would clearly have been university material, had he carried on into the sixth form at Bellahouston. But he had other ideas.

				Music was taking up increasing amounts of Jack’s time. In 1958, aged 15, he won a part-time scholarship to the Royal Scottish Academy Of Music And Drama, where he went after school (and sometimes during school time) to improve his music theory, except all he learnt from his male composition teacher was how to avoid his groping hands. Jack felt eventually that both Bellahouston and the Academy were holding him back with their very traditional views on teaching classical music, which didn’t allow for improvisation. “I was not the kind of musician they wanted,” he says. “My music teacher saw a potential there, she said that I could be a Franz Lehar [Austrian composer of operettas], which was quite an intelligent thing to say, but to me that would be like Andrew Lloyd Webber. I wanted to be more cutting-edge, more esoteric. I always felt that it was because of my background that they thought I couldn’t possibly be anything great. It was very unusual for a working class kid to be in that situation – as far as I knew, I was the only one.”

				Just as he was finding formal music tuition increasingly uncomfortable, Jack discovered jazz. “My dad loved jazz, but my brother was my main guy,” he says. “He was quite a jazz fan and I went to concerts to see The Modern Jazz Quartet, Sonny Stitt, Ella Fitzgerald, and Oscar Peterson. And of course, I loved the bass players. Percy Heath from the MJQ was the first person I really heard playing amazing bass. It was at St Andrew’s Hall, which got destroyed by fire later on – I was sitting right in the back row and I could hear every note really clearly.

				“Then there was Ray Brown with Oscar Peterson. I had my own record player by then and the first record I bought was an EP of ‘The Golden Striker’ by the MJQ. John Lewis was a fabulous pianist. They would do improvisations on classical-sounding pieces, which I could recognise. And because of my classical training, I was very attracted by the ‘gimmick’ of the MJQ, dressing up in evening dress with black ties and dinner jackets.”

				By the age of 16, Jack had grown enough to be able to handle the double bass. Bringing all his cello skills to bear, inspired by the jazz musicians he saw in concert and heard on record, and sure in the knowledge that he was going to leave education behind, Jack began to look for openings to earn money as a musician.

				“I met some guy and he worked in this big dance band – a rehearsal band, no money involved – and he said ‘Why don’t you come along and play?’ Through that I got offered some work, which then turned into full-time work while I was still at school. So I was working six nights and two afternoons as well and doing my A-Levels. By that time I had more or less given up singing – my voice had changed, and also you find that most people who are instrumentalists, they give up singing. I didn’t really want to be a singer at that time. I wanted to be Charlie Haden. It took me many years – really until Cream – for me to find out what my voice was.”

				Like many port cities, Glasgow had a vibrant music scene that sucked up influences from across the world – everything from dance and show bands, jazz, rock’n’roll, through to country & western, skiffle, Scottish country dancing, and classical music sessions. Jack tried them all: so long as he walked out with some cash, he didn’t care.

				His first paid gig was with Freddie Riley. It should have paid £15, but Jack was told that he’d only get £10 because of his age. He soon appeared on many of the bandstands like the Locarno and the West End Ballroom where his parents had conducted their courtship. But violence was always simmering under the surface; the ballrooms were often venues where the gangs would congregate to call each other out for a ‘rammy’. There was even cold-bloodied murder. “I was in a pub one night drinking at the bar and a guy came up and said to me ‘Stand aside, I’ve got no argument with you,’” Jack recalls. “He shot the guy standing next to me.” When Jack went back next day to collect something he’d left behind, he got hauled in by the police to take part in an identity parade – and got paid 2/6d (about £2 or $3 today) for his trouble.

				Before too long, Jack was earning £16 a week while his father was getting £14 working in a factory doing overtime. Jack was able to indulge in one of his passions: cars. “I was driving to school in a car,” he says, when even his teachers couldn’t afford one. He drove his red Sunbeam Talbot illegally for some months before passing his test first time, just after his 17th birthday.

				How then did Jack’s parents react to their son’s newfound sense of independence, his money, and the direction his life was taking? “My mother always had faith in me, thought I would do something – she had done her bit and I think assumed I would go on to do something successful in music. My father was slightly more complicated. He came round when it was hugely successful. In fact he probably realised this when I was getting £16 at the Dennistoun Palais. To his credit, he was quite positive about it – a ‘you must be in the right game’ sort of thing – when I was earning more than he was.” By contrast, Jack’s schoolmates doing apprenticeships on the docks or in factories would be lucky to be earning £4 a week.

				Jack was happy to play anything he could get paid for, but he was keenest on modern jazz – the more way-out the better. There was no modern jazz circuit in Glasgow, but Jack became friends with those very few musicians in the city who were interested in the music. He got to know a pianist called Kenny Crawford – “a lovely player and far ahead of anything I was doing” – and Andy Park, an art teacher and self-taught pianist who introduced Jack to the music of Thelonious Monk. Park had a small rehearsal band with whom he played Monk and Horace Silver at a place called the Cell, an attic above a stage-set design studio next to the Mitchell Library on the Kent Road. To get to the tiny club, you went down a cobbled side street to a door that led up a long flight of stairs to the attic above the main building. As Andy recalls: “We played Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays 9pm–6am. Many of those who sat in came from the dance bands, including Jack. It was like America, it had an attitude – we’d be in semi-darkness, someone would come in, pull out an alto sax and say ‘Can I sit in?’ We were so fuckin’ desperate to be hip.”

				Like most Britons, the young people of Glasgow were besotted with American culture. For Jack’s brother and his friends it was the ultra-cool Frank Sinatra, lounging against a lamppost, trilby at an angle, cigarette dangling from his lips, while for many kids of Jack’s age it was Elvis Presley and rock’n’roll. But for Jack and his jazz friends it got no better than Thelonious Monk, Dizzy Gillespie, and Charlie Parker. “When I first met Jackie, as we called him, we were living in a world dominated by America – music, cinema and architecture,” Andy recalls. “Jackie was then living in a part of the city called Moss Heights. These were the highest blocks in Glasgow, like skyscrapers, so for us, Moss Heights and anybody who lived in there was American – and so they had to be good at something.”

				Not yet 18, Jack certainly was really good at something – playing the bass. Park says that he was the only bass player who could get near what he, his saxophonist friend Bob Wishart, and the other Cell musicians were hearing on Blue Note or Riverside Records.

				“Jackie was fantastically fast and correct,” Andy says when discussing the improvisational sections of the arrangements they played. “He went in fast, but stayed correct and came out of it in the right place – it was just fantastic. Jackie was so highly regarded during the brief time he was playing with us, a light shining right through what we were trying to do. It mattered to us that Jackie was there. It was a good time and people played better because he was here.”

				On one occasion Jack sneaked Andy, Bob, and the others into the Academy for a rehearsal. He got away with it a few more times, but when the Academy learned that he had pulled in a bunch of outsiders to play jazz, they gave him a very hard time and wanted to chuck him out. But Jack could have cared less and just left of his own accord. He had already said goodbye to Bellahouston, returning only to collect a prize for his Higher English essay. Even then he clashed with authority. As his prize Jack had selected James Joyce’s controversial and difficult novel Ulysses but the school at first refused to let him have what they thought was a “dirty book”.

				In the summer of 1961 Jack went on his first trip away from home as a professional musician.
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