
Whose history is it anyway? Freddy Anderson and some scenes lost in Glasgow. 

Freddy Anderson was a writer, poet, playwright and lifelong socialist and republican born in County 

Monaghan, Ireland in 1922 and a resident of Easterhouse and Garthamlock from 1946 until his death 

more than fifteen years ago. He was also, variously, a lamplighter, tram conductor, book barrow 

salesman, night porter, hoistman, labourer, telephone operator, garage clerk and dyker. Through an 

interest in working class politics and culture, and in particular how the collective historical memory 

of Glasgow has been filtered, reconstituted and drained over the past two decades, I began digging 

into the life and work of what appeared to be a remarkable man. And remarkably little-known. 

Unlike others of his contemporaries around The Scotia bar scene like Matt McGinn or the Behan 

brothers, he never received wider recognition for his work despite the esteem of poets such as 

Hamish Henderson. As one story goes, when Freddy’s friends assured him that ‘you’re famous to us’, 

Freddy replied ‘fuck yous, I want to be famous to strangers!’ 

I began by following the red thread of Freddy’s Krassivy, a ‘play about the great socialist John 

Maclean.’ It was first performed by the Easterhouse Summer Festival Drama Company at the 

Edinburgh Fringe Festival in 1979, with Freddy in the role of Lenin and a young Gary Lewis as 

MacLean. The ESF Drama Company was described in that year’s Fringe guide as ‘the talented 

offspring of a community arts festival in one of the most deprived areas of Britain. Its shows are 

brash, committed and built to stand the test of playing to enthusiastic audiences normally deprived 

of theatre as well as most other social and cultural activities.’ The show played to packed houses and 

rave reviews, with the Glasgow Evening News declaring ‘Easterhouse could quite easily take over the 

world the way they’re going…’ Freddy won a ‘Fringe First’ award for the production. Four days after 

returning from the capital, the play was performed in Easterhouse Community Centre (adults 50p, 

children/OAPs 30p). Further performances included one in the Special Unit of Barlinnie prison. But 

the play itself was published only in 2005 – Freddy moved onto other projects and the wave of events 

around MacLean’s centenary receded as the political radicalism of the late 70s hardened into the 

brutal reaction of the Thatcher years and beyond. 

As I dug into the story behind Krassivy, layers of the city slowly began to be unearthed, layers 

seemingly lost when the grime was scraped off the tenements and Glasgow presented its shiny new 

face to the world. Fragments of what Freddy had called ‘the real culture of Glasgow’ were still 

swirling around in the wind and began to come together to form something concrete out of the 

asbestos-laced dust. In chance encounters on the backs of buses, in libraries, pubs and theatres, at 

parties and funerals and on the street, mention of Freddy’s name provoked memories, stories, long-

forgotten feuds, letters, books, pamphlets and suggestions from drinkers, writers, archivists, 

activists, actors, trade unionists, book sellers, janitors and poets (some famous, others not) as well 

as from work colleagues, friends (some former, others not) and family members. Random asides and 

conversations kept leading to new connections, to Freddy, Krassivy, Easterhouse, Unity Theatre, 

Maclean, Red Clydeside and beyond and often back to myself personally. New questions kept 

emerging too as I read and learned and listened.  

Certain parallels in the process of forgetting and fighting for history also began to emerge. John 

MacLean was, after James Connolly, the greatest revolutionary yet produced by Scotland. After years 

of poverty, persecution and prison, he died in 1924. Fifteen thousand people attended his funeral, 

the procession led by the Clyde Workers’ Band. In 1947, the annual marches in MacLean’s memory 

ceased and his name, never mind his political thought and practice, was almost forgotten. Three 

years later, the Glasgow Unity theatre produced Freddy’s play Thirty Three Years, a pageant of the 



Russian Revolution performed to 3,000 people at the St Andrews Halls. Any trace of this production 

seems also to have disappeared completely.  

The Unity theatre was an amalgamation of various workers’ and socialist theatre groups, including 

the Jewish Institute Players, set up explicitly in opposition to the ‘middle class repertoire and writers’ 

of James Bridie’s Citizens’ Theatre and ‘by policy a native theatre’, rejecting the accent of the West 

End stage and seeking to evolve a ‘new, distinct, truly Scottish dramatic medium’ based on the local 

speech of working class Scotland and Glasgow in particular.1 Achieving a critical and popular success 

unthinkable now – The Gorbals Story played to 100,000 people in its first six months alone – the 

Unity theatre, which folded in 1951, is also largely forgotten. Only a single copy of the script of their 

production of Gorky’s Lower Depths survives today, in the Lord Chamberlain’s collection in the 

British Library. Even the Gorbals Story was only preserved from extinction by the Scottish Society of 

Playwrights after its author, Robert McLeish, disillusioned with the theatre, neglected to preserve 

his work. In 1982, John McGrath’s 7:84 organised its ‘Clydebuilt’ season of Scottish popular plays, 

rescuing many of Unity’s productions from oblivion and for a new generation. Yet today, even with 

revivals of both companies plays selling well in recent years, the intimate connection they had built 

with their working class audiences, and the political radicalism they embodied, are almost totally 

absent.  

The revolutionary legacy of MacLean himself was rescued not by politicians but by poets. Hugh 

MacDiarmid, a hero of Freddy’s, who led the revival of interest around MacLean and saw his true 

significance, said in 1976 that the ‘name of John MacLean was largely forgotten. Young people had 

never even heard of him.’ Yet recent research into all departments of Scotland’s life had ‘consigned 

to utter insignificance many names of men once considered important, and rescued from oblivion 

several men whose work has been unfairly neglected but is now seen to have been, and still to be, 

vastly more important than the alleged services of so many who occupied high positions in their own 

day – but are entirely without relevance to the problems of working people in Scotland now.’2 Such 

a comment could be made again today, not least into the history of Scotland’s women, whom 

MacDiarmid, showing his own ignorance, dismissed. 

It was MacDiarmid’s poem Krassivy which gave Freddy’s play its title, ‘the Russian word which 

means / Both beautiful and red.’ John MacLean was ‘krassivy, krassivy’/ A description no other Scot 

has ever deserved.’ The Easterhouse Summer Festival Drama Company production of Freddy’s play 

was not just a piece of theatre but an intervention in the struggle to reclaim, rediscover and re-

popularise a knowledge of working class history without which the fight to change social conditions 

was impossible. As John McGrath wrote in connection with 7:84’s own play about MacLean (The 

Game’s A Bogey, 1979), the point was to relate MacLean’s words to ‘their historical context, but 

pointing them, by way of their defeat at that time, through to the consequences of their non-

fulfilment today.’ The thread which connects MacLean to the Unity theatre through to 7:84, the 

Easterhouse Summer Festivals, the Workers’ City group and others needs to be picked up…but how 

and by whom? An article in The Herald which appeared on August 25, 1978 served notice of the first 

Easterhouse Summer Festival, with artists such as ‘singing school teacher Adam McNaughton from 

Rutherglen and Garthamlock poet Freddy Anderson’. The Festival co-ordinator Graham Forshaw 

commented that ‘we felt that at least one of the events should appeal to the whole of Glasgow and 

decided that folk and poetry were the most appropriate.’ We are living in changed days indeed! 

The other point for me is that the ideals which motivated Freddy and generations of artists and 

writers in Glasgow was inseparable from the lives they led and the work they produced, where it 

came from and what it aimed at. This seems a major difference to the cultural environment in 



Glasgow today. Freddy and others were for sure not misty eyed about socialism and could laugh at 

themselves and their comrades; as Dominic Behan wrote:  

‘About forty years ago in Ruchill, me and Freddie Anderson and Matt McGinn were waiting 

for the revolution. It was a favourite pastime of the “dissident” mind…Within the tenement 

closes, most decent working men, weighed down, one could perceive, with the dignity of 

Labour, came to their doors, eyed us and our fraternal message, and promptly told us to 

“Fuck off”.’ 3 

Yet they believed fundamentally in the power of ordinary people to organise and change the social 

conditions which crushed their potential, and the role of culture, in the broadest sense, was crucial 

to this. In the 1982 documentary Easterhouse: People and Power one Easterhouse resident 

eloquently states the ideas which have motivated my own search: 

I didnae know what the word socialism meant , y’know, till I wis late teenager. But I want to 

know and I want to learn, I want to know about these people that are controlling my life and I 

want to take that control off them and I want to have it. And I want my children to have it. But 

the one thing that I can teach them that I think parents didnae teach me was the history of my 

area and why I’m here. And about I am a member of the working class and my children are 

working class and they’ve gottae learn, through learning about their area, the structure of their 

area, the history of their area, why it was built and learning more about, y’know, where the 

buck actually stops. When you learn about where the buck actually stops you can start changing 

it. And I’ve gottae bring my children up to want to change the people that are in control of their 

lives.4 

This becomes increasingly difficult when there is a fundamental break in the political culture which 

has sustained such searches and passed them down through the generations, and in the material 

traces of that culture itself. In the course of my digging, I’ve found flyers, posters, and programmes 

but no scripts for many of Freddy’s plays – Oiney Hoy, The Ghost of Provanhall, A Parcel of Rogues – 

and others such as Archie Hind’s The Sugarolly Story (“tells the story of Easterhouse itself; when, 

why and how it was built, or rather, misbuilt…through the play, Easterhouse becomes a symbol of 

the failure of the working-class movement to assert itself vigorously over the past 60 years,” 

according to The Scotsman review). The more I’ve searched, the more I’ve realised what’s missing. 

Would we look at the cultural policy or housing policy differently if we recognised what Freddy did, 

that: 

‘there is a wealth of literary and theatrical talent in Glasgow, including its huge peripheral 

housing schemes…this is the real Culture; though suppressed and hidden by the authorities 

it survived underground and was orally transmitted from parent to children from the early 

19th century in the Glasgow tenements. It was not from the teachers in schools or the Glasgow 

Herald journalists that folk learned of the Calton Weavers’ grave or the Sighthill Monument 

of 1820. It was from their grannies and father and mothers, cousins and aunts.’5 

Even in the past twenty years, there seems to have been a fundamental break in this tradition, as 

almost every aspect which sustained it – from the workplace to the home – has been uprooted. There 

is no point in trying to romanticise things or wish them different, sustaining ourselves on myth, 

which I have found a constant temptation. But if we are shorn of this history completely, then there 

is no chance to question it, or to question those who have led to its, perhaps temporary, defeat.  



Through this all I have been able to discover my own connections to the story. The Unity theatre’s 

premises on South Portland Street in the Gorbals were round the corner from my grandparents’ 

house. My gran used to go regularly to see plays by Maurice Blythman there, and knew Ida Schuster, 

the 90 year-old member of Unity and the Jewish Players who spoke, and sang, at a Scottish Theatre 

Archive event I was able to attend three years ago. I have discovered a great-great-uncle from Russia 

who worked as a miner in the Lanarkshire coalfields where MacLean organised and was interred in 

1916 in a POW camp as a ‘pro-German sympathiser with revolutionary tendencies,’ according to a 

1930 police report. A thousand such threads connect people in Glasgow to their history and one 

another, threads broken and frayed but still extant and capable of being knitted back together. The 

words of a former worker at Turners’ Asbestos factory in Glasgow have always stayed with me as a 

way to understand the processes at work:  

It was just Hell! The noise was unbelievable. The size of the machinery was awe-inspiring 

you know, awe-inspiring…Tae be heard – I know it sounds crazy, but you had tae shout in a 

whisper. That was the strange thing, you had tae get in-between the pitch of the machines 

and you could be heard. But if you shouted at the top of your voice you couldnae be heard, 

and if you spoke at a normal tone you couldnae be heard. You had to get in there somewhere, 

and where you wernae as loud as the machinery you could actually be heard. Believe it or 

not, not above the sound but under it. 6 

The sounds drowning out the voices of the working class today come not from factories, but 

developers’ cranes and the siren songs of progress peddled by politicians of every stripe. In the 

ceaseless making and unmaking of Glasgow, more than houses are lost. Echoes of the past which 

could shout whispers of warning are buried in the rubble alongside bricks and asbestos.  

Almost forty years ago, in November 1979, the embattled residents of Garthamlock, where Freddy 

spent so many years of his life, took to the streets outside the City Chambers to demonstrate against 

the massive cuts imposed on the area by the Conservative government and the years of neglect the 

scheme had faced, with an unemployment rate of 50.6% and a quarter of the housing stock 

unoccupied. The Easterhouse Voice reported at the time: 

‘For too long local government has ignored them, made soothing noises whenever they cried 

out, made umpteen promises which they probably knew they could not keep – but what does 

it matter, after all it’s only Garthamlock. Yes, it’s only Garthamlock, but they are fighting for 

decent homes – and they’ll fight hard.’ 

Presciently, the article speculated: 

‘…there has already been talk of areas of Garthamlock being given over to private developers. 

Any developer acquiring this land would be getting a bargain…This, they say, would improve 

the “social mix” of the area.’7 

In July 2016, the Garthamlock Community Project staged a protest outside Glasgow Sheriff Court. 

They were opposing the eviction of their community centre by Glasgow City Council in order to make 

way for a luxury housing development built by Persimmon Homes. A press release for ‘The Beeches’ 

sells itself as a popular development in the ‘picturesque suburb of Garthamlock’, within walking 

distance of ‘numerous trendy bars’ and with unobstructed access onto the M8, presumably out of 

Easterhouse. The protest’s organiser, Geraldine Marshall, told the Evening Times: 



‘Regeneration is putting back into the community, all they’ve done is taken things out. 

They’re taking out all the green space, you can’t see anything now. There’s not a school or a 

nursery – there’s nothing but houses.’8 

The month before, it was announced that the directors of Persimmon Homes would share a bonus 

of £600 million.  

There will be no press releases announcing the absurdity of such a society, no glossy brochures 

selling these houses as a site of struggle, no official pronouncements on the poets and writers, the 

organisers and activists, who emerged from the oblivion those in power condemned them too. It is 

for us to get under the sound, to shout in whispers at the top of our voices until we are heard, and 

assert a living history in the face of a cold and uncaring present.  

In old George Square, as the night wore on, 

I heard poor beggars moan; 

The marble effigies are not  

The only hearts of stone. 

In lieu of the pillared men I’d raise 

A monument to Pity – 

Two tiny hands that battered on  

The conscience of the city. 

From ‘At Glasgow Cross’, Freddy Anderson9 

 

I wasn’t worth tuppence, I was down at the heels, 

Poor tramps on the road will know how it feels 

To be trampled and scoffed at and misunderstood 

But look at me now – the magnificent spud 

 From ‘Song of the Spud’, Freddy Anderson 
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