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BOOK REVIEW
City of Gangs: Glasgow and the Rise of the British Gangster.
Andrew Davies, 2013, London: Hodder and Stoughton. 450pp ISBN 978-1-444-76375-1

THE FACT that not everything is
new in this fine book on Glasgow’s
gangs in the 1920s and 1930s is itself a
commentary on the hold that ‘gangsters’
still have on Glasgow’s own imagination,
and on outsiders’ perceptions of its
history. Glasgow is awash with ‘true
crime’ books, not all of which are bad, that
purport to tell the story of its gangster
past, even when they concentrate on
the bigger names and more sensational
events. Davies tells these stories too,
but he writes history more or less as
the late E P Thompson would have
wanted it written, in ways that rescue
long forgotten people from “the
condescension of posterity”, and showing
something of the structural and cultural
forces that impinged on them, and to
which they responded, often nihilistically.
Contemporary newspapers over used the
words “terror” and “menace” to describe
the gangs, but Davies does not shirk from
showing how dismal and destructive the
violence was, on the men themselves and
their families.
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Religion permeates this account, not
only in terms of the vicious sectarian
allegiances of different gangs but also
in terms of the maverick clergyman who
periodically stepped in to “save these
hooligans from hell”, as much by the
wise-but-simple expedient of creating
clubs and channeling their leisure
activities as by spiritual exhortation.
Not all senior churchmen agreed with
what they did: some were so obsessed
with sin and authority that they refused
to countenance any explanation of
gang violence which emphasised social
conditions over personal depravity,
but the practical efforts of the more
thoughtful clergymen, and a police
court missionary, and a gardener, were
undoubtedly commendable, and their
role in the story makes for one of the
most original chapters in the book.
The trouble is, these efforts were never
enough to have a cumulative effect
on the gangs, nor could they touch on
the conditions which produced them.
Newspapers did run hopeful headlines
whenever gangs ceased fighting each
other as a result of some ministers
efforts, but the truces rarely lasted.
The city’s political class were always
annoyed by the bad reputation that the
gangs gave Glasgow, but did precious
little to change the environment which
gave rise to them. They particularly
disliked disdainful criticism from English
newspapers, which bought into the
‘Americanisation’ thesis that Hollywood
crime movies were to blame, and took
seriously the idea that Glasgow had
become like Chicago, even though the
gangs were never involved in organised
crime on anything like the same scale.
Davies retells the old story about the
city council’s utterly wrongheaded
response to the novel No Mean City;
the furore it, and indeed some of the
real-life gang murders, understandably
created could have been responded
to so much more constructively by the
trinity of police, press and politicians.

Some journalists, notably George
Blake, consistently tried to counter
the press’s more lurid mythologising
and the police’s persistently selfaggrandising accounts of how
they dealt with them, and to give a
more honest account of the gangs,
estimating that there were only 500
people involved in them compared
to the figure of 5000 quoted by the
Daily Mirror (from a police source).
For all he rightly rooted the gangs in
unemployment and poor housing,
with American gangster movies
doing “the rest”, even Blake was not
averse to portraying the gangsters
in sub-Lombrosian terms, possessed
of “ape-like” physiques. Memoirs,
ghosted or otherwise, may sometimes
have revealed Glasgow’s gangsters to
be complex men, but the rendering
of the general run of gang members
and their families as fully, ordinarily
human, rooted in a particular time
and place, in a balanced and objective
way, has not really been done before,
until now.
So, all in all, a very good book.
Some people will want more
sociological theory than Davies offers
before they will say that the “city of
gangs” has been properly explained,
and maybe also more of an indictment
of the municipal political system that
failed to eradicate them. There is
room for that but, regardless, Davies
has written a memorable, probably
definitive account of people and
events that, for better or worse, linger
still in Glasgow’s self-consciousness,
and whose sombre legacy lives on in
some of the city’s neighbourhoods
because too few of the powerful in
the past cared enough to do anything
serious about it.

Mike Nellis is emeritus
professor in criminal justice at
the University of Strathclyde.
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Visit us on-line at
www.stirmagazine.org
we look forward to
hearing your views!

CONTACT

STIR@nclan.ac.uk
for a copy of the
latest issue.
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