A Breathless Hush in the Close Tonight
1. I have always assumed that Glasgow’s tenements have just always been there because it is so ridiculous to imagine anybody actually building the things. Nobody could have put them in deliberately. When I first read about the ancient Picts running about in woad and scaring the life out of Caesar’s legions, I took it for granted that they did their running about through the closes and back courts of Gallowgate where I was born.

2. The tenements are built extravagantly out of good sandstone, so that they have outlasted all those generations of Picts and are still there, and there doesn’t seem anything anybody can do about them. It’s true that in George Street and over in Govan, on the south side of the Clyde, some of them have started falling down spontaneously during the past ten years, but this is probably because people left them and they got lonely, and not through any constitutional weakness.

3. Most of them run to four storeys, built in rectangles to enclose the back courts. The back courts are divided by brick walls and brick-built wash-houses built for climbing over. It was on one of these that I made my first acquaintance with the terror that lurks in the big city. I would be four years old at the time, a perilous age in Glasgow because in order to live a full rich life at four, you have to attach yourself to the bigger fry and they can always run faster and jump higher than you can. So I was at the tail end of the line one night on the run along the top of the back court wall in Gallowgate and on to the high wash-houses of Cubie Street, and I was good and far behind when I arrived at one of the obstacles of the course.

4. There was a turn in the wall, and in order to finish the run you had to dreep to the ground, stand on a dustbin to get astride the next bit of wall and then home to the roofs. The instant I lowered myself to dreep I knew it was too far. It was too dark to see the ground below, but I had heard enough about people breaking both legs. I had heard practically nothing else, in fact, from the time I could walk. But by this time I was hanging by my fingers and I couldn’t climb back up either. I shouted, but nothing happened, so I screamed, and I had a good vibrant scream in those days. A Glasgow back court on a dark Tuesday night is the loneliest place in the world.

5. Some time later my sister Joanne, sitting in the house a hundred yards away and two storeys up, recognised the screams and bolted out to save me. She had to prise my fingers off the top of the wall before she could pick me down.

6. [bookmark: _GoBack]Danger and death were always familiar acquaintances. A few weeks later the boy downstairs, Tommy Mulholland, was playing on his rocking-horse on the first-floor landing when the whole thing overturned and carried him down a flight in a oner. It never seemed to cure him of riding facing the stairs, though it may seem odd that he was riding a rocking-horse on the landing at all.

7. The explanation is that the close in Glasgow is not just a hole in a building but a way of life. The close leads directly from the street to the back court, and the staircase to the flats above starts in the middle of it; and there is always something going on – somebody is always washing it or writing on the walls or hiding in it or giving a yell to test the echo.

8. After they wash it, the women give the stone flags a finish of wet pipeclay[footnoteRef:1] that dries bold and white and shows every footprint. Then, round the edges, they add a freehand border design drawn in pipeclay; sometimes a running loop like blanket-stitch, sometimes more torturous key patterns, always something mathematically accurate. It’s something that comes from a folk memory of sorts, or something, derived from long buried Celtic fertility symbols. [1:  a fine white clay, used especially for making tobacco pipes or for whitening leather] 


9. By day, the close and the stairs rang with the old cries and chants of Glasgow. Sonny Hillhouse (Sonny would be about twenty years old), always obliged with his own version of the popular hits on his way upstairs. I can still hear him:

‘Am I wasting my time,
By smoking Woodbine[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Woodbine are an old brand of cigarettes] 

And wheezing the way I do…’

Or another Gallowgate favourite:

‘If you should see a big fat wummin
Staunin’ at the street coarner bummin’
That’s my Mammy…’


“A breathless Hush in the Close Tonight.” Taken from “Dancing in the Streets” by Cliff Hanley ©




QUESTIONS

1. In paragraph 1, the author suggests the tenements have been there for a long time. Write down one phrase from this paragraph which refers to the distant past. 		(2/0)
“_________________________________”




2. In paragraph 1, the author states “Nobody could have put them up deliberately.” Write down another phrase from the same paragraph which agrees with this belief. 	(2/0)
“_________________________________”



3. a) Look again at the sentence which begins “The tenements are built extravagantly…” (paragraph 2). Explain clearly what point the author is making.			(2/1/0)







b) How does the writer go on to contradict this statement?				(2/0)





4. Explain what is surprising or unusual about the word ‘lonely’ as it is used in paragraph 2.
(2/0)



5. Look again at paragraph 3. Explain why the age of four was “a perilous age.”	(2/1/0)



6. Explain, with reference to the passage, what you think the word “dreep” means as it is used in paragraph 4.										(2/1/0)

7. Look at paragraph 4
a) Explain clearly why “a good vibrant scream” was necessary for the author in this situation.											(2/1/0)


b) Why is ‘vibrant’ a better word to use than, for example, ‘loud’?			(2/1/0)


8. From your reading of the passage, explain clearly why his sister Joanne had to “prise” his fingers off the wall (paragraph 5).								(2/1/0)



9. Look again at paragraph 6. What general point is the writer making when he provides the example of the rocking horse? Choose one of the following answers (tick the correct answer):		
									(2/0)
a) Rocking horses are always dangerous
b) The close is as good a place to play with a rocking horse as a house
c) Rocking horses are best suited to older children
d) Even a rocking horse can be dangerous if used in the wrong place

10. Choose which of the following you think best sums up the theme of the passage and tick it.

a) “… the close in Glasgow is not just a hole in a building but a way of life.”
b) “A Glasgow back court on a Tuesday night is the loneliest place in the world.”
c) “By day the close and the stairs rang with the old cries and chants of Glasgow.”
d) “Danger and death were always familiar acquaintances.”

11. Look at paragraph 8. Explain the link between decorating the cleaned close and Celtic symbols.											(2/1/0)



12. Towards the end of the passage, does the tone (tick the correct answer):		(2/0)
a) Remain the same?
b) Become more humorous?
c) Become more serious?
13. From the passage, write down five facts about tenement construction.	      (5/4/3/2/1/0)

1. ________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. ________________________________________________________________________________________________


3. ________________________________________________________________________________________________


4. ________________________________________________________________________________________________


5. ________________________________________________________________________________________________





14. a) From your reading of the passage, tick the correct statement.			(2/0)

(i) The author is critical of tenement life
(ii) The author has an affection for tenement life

b) Give two separate reasons for your answer.						(2/1/0)
