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Our friend Alex passed away on 14th February 2022, leaving his wife Morag, sons Alex and Brian, 

and daughter Julie.  He will be sorely missed as a husband, father, grandfather and great-grandfather 

as well as by his wider family and many friends. 

 

We knew him through his membership of Cottage Identity Inverclyde.  This group meets every 

Tuesday morning in the Library at Barr’s Cottage, Greenock.  We have contributed to several 

books, videos, and have produced many articles on local history and life in Inverclyde, and we wish 

to offer this tribute to him, particularly in relation to his working life and his many contributions to 

the community of Inverclyde. 

 

Alex died when he was nearly 80 but his working life began at the age of eight.  He was a worker. 

Alex said his family at one time added up how many jobs he had and they stopped at about thirty. 

His first job was a paper round undertaken before he started school in the morning.  The job had one 

serious flaw.  The shop where he collected the papers did not open until 7.30 and the run lasted for 

an hour and 40 minutes, in other words ten minutes after school started.  No matter what he did he 

could not get the time down.  As many of us remember, being late for school on a regular basis 

resulted in two of the belt!  For the next few years Alex’s day started with two of the belt.  Even the 

teacher seemed to get weary of the daily assault, but Alex ploughed on till he moved to a better paid 

part time job as a milkman. 

 

http://www.cottageidentity.org/index.asp


At the age of 15 he left St Mary’s School in Greenock, and was determined to buck the then trend of 

local boys moving into the big local industries, particularly the shipyards.  He worked for nearly a 

year as a van boy in the local Co-op.  He then moved to Munro’s of Princes Pier working on the 

liberty and service boats, and then the local ferries operating on the Clyde, often working shifts.  

For a while he was based in Fairlie.  But the timing of his shifts and the timing of the buses did not 

allow him to travel from Greenock to Fairlie on a daily basis.  As a result he often had to sleep on 

board. 

 

A life on the ocean wave clearly suited him.  He applied to be a merchant seaman but was not 

accepted due to a lack of experience.  In order to gain that experience he applied to Christian 

Salveson in Edinburgh for a job as a galley boy on the whaling ships based in South Georgia in the 

Antarctic.   At the age of 16 in 1959 he travelled alone on public transport for his interview at 

9.00am in Edinburgh.  He was accepted, given a cash advance and rail warrant, and then told to 

make his own way immediately to Tilbury Docks near London to board ship.  He spent the next two 

years living and working on the SS Southern Garden in the Antarctic. 

 

The full story of his fascinating first voyage is printed in Kith and Kin (published by Inverclyde 

Community Development Trust in 2013), and can be enjoyed on video on the Cottage Identity 

website: http://www.cottageidentity.org/index.asp?pageid=685748  

 

Alex did one further tour on the whaling ships before settling down in Greenock.  He did so for a 

very good reason, he married the love of his life – Morag. 

 

His many jobs included being back on the ferries, a lorry driver, maintenance supervisor in 

Hunterston and Inverkip power stations, and a post as a retained fireman in Gourock, a post which 

he held for 13 years from 1975 to 1988, only leaving due to an ongoing issue with back pain. He 

drove the engine, manned the pumps and breathing apparatus, as well as performing first aid on 

those the fire team removed from burning premises.  

 

He would invariably regale everyone with the more interesting aspects of these jobs.  On the ferries, 

as a teenager, he observed the crew transporting alcoholic beverages on a Sunday from Kilcreggan 

to Gourock.  These were purchased in the Naval base across the river at the request of customers on 

this side of the river who could not purchase their tipple on a Sunday.  The police had to be watched 

though.  Indeed one policeman threatened another crew with a few days in the pokey if they did 

NOT provide this vital Sunday service to the good folk of Inverclyde, including the constabulary! 

 

At Hunterston A and Inverkip Power stations he was the maintenance foreman.  His duties were 

critical to the operation of both stations.  He was at Hunterston A when it was producing power and 

he was heavily involved. This included the process to move spent nuclear fuel to the railhead at 

West Kilbride.  At Inverkip power station he recalled proudly being at the top of the 770 foot 

chimney often called ‘Thatchers smokestack’.  The name presumably related to the fact that 

Inverkip power station was only ever fully operational during the miners’ strike. 

 

For a time he was also a long distance lorry driver.  This included working for Pollock’s of Port 

Glasgow.  His interview in 1967 ran something like this: 
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“Can you drive?” “Yes” 

“Do you have a licence?” “Yes” 

“Have you ever driven a lorry? “No” 

“Right, go and try that lorry!” 

 

On his test with a mechanic he went from Scarlow corner in Port Glasgow and he couldn't get the 

gears going at all. In those days the lorries were double declutch and Alex had not driven one 

before. They took it to the cemetery and up Heggies Avenue and then back down Clune Brae back 

to the garage. He said driving down Clue Brae was exciting for him and the mechanic. The 

mechanic then told him just take the lorry into to the garage and park. The Gaffer came up to them 

and said, "How did the young man do?" The mechanic said, "He's a lovely driver”, and Alex was in.  

Alex was hired out to a road contractor called Trinidad. They went all over the place.  They had him 

get tar or bitumen just when it was made. He would get it from a quarry just outside of Bridge of 

Weir. They had a mixing plant there. He was up there at 7am waiting for them for the first batch of 

tarmac.  The important thing was his truck had a tipper and so that every morning he had to prepare 

the lorry for the bitumen. The whole of the back was cleaned down every morning with diesel. At 

the weekend he had an additional task sometimes.  He would head up to Pollock’s yard in 

Chapleton where the Clydesdale horses were stabled to collect the very valuable horse manure.  

Alex and another member of the Cottage Identity group, Walter Pollock (who also sadly died 

recently) would shovel it into his lorry together.  Ah the good old days! 

 

He was working every day in many places. At this time the shipyards were still on the go. The 

Pollock people in the shipyard who were drivers were the elite bunch. They had access into and out 

of the yards no bother, as they had to have clearance for security reasons. Alex never became one of 

them. He moved on within about a year. There was seven or eight haulers in Greenock and Gourock 

and Port Glasgow and they all poached drivers from each other. He knew this because he worked 

for most of them. He had started off with Pollock’s.  After Pollock’s Alex drove the Port Glasgow 

bin lorries. He then worked for the Port Glasgow firm of Fraser's. He left them because he was 

doing too many hours away from home. He was going up and down to England too many times. He 

went to Rapid Road transport. This became too repetitious and in time, dangerous. They were 

handling animal bones and the big thing about bone was the worry about anthrax. The bone was 

picked up at the King George V docks and directly unloaded from the ship. He said every driver got 

an injection. Eventually he worked for Pickford’s, the movers. He did the house removals. This 

could be anywhere in Britain and he did it all alone with his truck. He would organise all that 

needed to be done, for example, what help was required at both places.  All of this was Alex’s job so 

when you took a truck down to do all of this, once you are finished (and you could be somewhere in 

London) you had to contact a Pickford’s office to get a back-load back to Scotland. A complicated 

stressful job which he did well, and which trained him for his more responsible jobs to come. 

 

His interests and hobbies provided not only an outlet for his undoubted intellect but provided actual, 

and potentially, considerable benefits to the whole of Inverclyde.  One of the most significant was a 

deep involvement in a project to regenerate the system of reservoirs and dams above Inverclyde.  

This project had potential benefits to alleviate flooding in Inverclyde as well as the establishment of 

small hydro-electric power stations.  He and his colleagues drew up detailed plans and even formed 

a management company to deliver the project.  This plan included a small scale hydro power station 

that would have delivered electricity to Greenock prison almost for free.  The plan to generate 



electricity is now being investigated in detail. His knowledge of the whole network of dams was 

immense. 

 

Alex and John Smith, (also in our group), had a common interest in what was the Greenock Model 

Yacht Club. Alex got to know more of John’s interest, and he said he had sailed at Cowdenknowes 

Dam.  Hugh Shields, who is the honorary Commodore of the Greenock Model Yacht Club, told 

John that he remembered Alex and knew of his death. His father-in-law had attended Alex’s funeral 

as his father-in-law had been a volunteer fireman at Gourock as Alex was. Hugh remembered Alex, 

not so much as a keen sailor, but as a friend of a Chinese gentleman called Y.T. Chan. This 

gentleman was the owner of the house next door to Alex and also lived part of the year in Hong 

Kong. For a time he spent most of his time in Hong Kong and was very grateful to Alex for looking 

after his house and he sent him presents. Some of these presents were model yachts in a Chinese 

style. Hugh said that Alex sailed on the dam several times and got to know how to sail but the keen 

yachtsman apparently was Y.T. (as he was known). Y.T. was keen enough to become a member of 

the club.  Hugh himself had ownership of one of the Chinese yachts for a period of time, but the 

yacht was of a completely different design from the competitive yachts in the Scottish scene. The 

yachts from Hong Kong could not stand up to Scottish weather. 

 

Hugh remembers talking to Alex several times about the system of dams.  He was so 

knowledgeable that Hugh thought he was connected with the Water Board. Alex explained to Hugh 

how the water came into Cowdenknowes Dam from the hills and what needed to be looked after to 

make sure the water level remained usable for the yachts. Alex could explain all the burns from the 

East End to the West End. Alex was a good source of information for the Yacht Club. From what 

Hugh says Alex's family may still have the Chinese yacht. 

 

He took part in numerous other local projects.  One of the more most recent being the restoration of 

a memorial to the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders who trained around Loch Thom before being 

sent to the Front in France during the First World War. It stands beside the road which runs from 

Cornalees to Overton.  The building of the memorial was undertaken by Royal Engineers Territorial 

Army.  When it was completed Alex and John Curry (also in our Group) tidied up Maggie’s Well a 

couple of times, which is further up the hill from the memorial 

 

Smaller projects were undertaken with similar enthusiasm and care.  Alex came across a wooden 

road sign which once stood at the boundary between Port Glasgow and Greenock.  It was the crest 

of Port Glasgow.  It was in poor condition but could be repaired. He did so at his own expense and 

then asked for suggestions as to where it could be placed to be seen by the people of Inverclyde.  He 

eventually decided to offer the plaque to the joint school campus in Port Glasgow.  This campus 

comprises Port Glasgow High School, St Stephen’s High school and Craigmarloch School.  It now 

hangs in the main entrance hall to the campus.  It was presented to the headteachers and senior 

pupils in 2018. 

 

His energetic and enquiring mind was enhanced when his Chinese friend, Y.T. Chan sent over as a 

present a very good drone.  This he used to assist with his research into many subjects.  He recalled 

launching the drone from the balcony of his house overlooking the Clyde to look at some dolphins.  

When he tried to retrieve the drone it would not return to the balcony because of the overhang! 

 



He has written articles on many subjects of local interest.  One unpublished one related to the 

sinking of the French destroyer Maillé Brézé in 1940.  A subject of enduring and intense discussion 

locally.   Alex’s extensive research led him to the conclusion that the sinking was the result of 

sabotage, probably by some French sailors.  This is not the conventional wisdom but his reading did 

provide us with hours of discussion 

 

He was a member of the local gun club and thoroughly enjoyed the sport, but was not averse to 

helping others as needed.  In one of the shipyard sheds hundreds of pigeons were roosting and 

creating a terrible mess.  Various attempts to remove the birds failed till one manager contacted the 

gun club to seek ‘assistance’.  Alex was a good shot and at 10 shillings a beak everyone was happy! 

He often spoke about his family and in particular his mother, who died in 2021 at the age of 100.  

He described how his mother moved to Milton Keyes when he was 33.  After the death of her 

husband Alex’s mother had gone to Milton Keynes for a two week break to be with her daughters.  

Milton Keynes was a new town and she discovered that it was a simple matter to get a new house. 

Within a few weeks Alex received an abrupt and unexpected message: “Clear the house and send it 

all down”. Alex reluctantly piled everything into the truck (because he did not want her to lose any 

of her memories), and she stayed there until her death. He was very upset that he could not attend 

the funeral because of the Covid restrictions.  She had died on the same day as Prince Phillip. She 

was not a fan of the Prince. Alex said he would have loved to have listened in to his mother and the 

Prince’s discussion if they journeyed together to their eternal destination. 

 

Alex was married to the love of his life, Morag, 

for 58 years.  They had many shared memories.  

Like all close couples these memories are not 

usually identical, with each treasuring slightly 

differing aspects.  We hope this tribute to our 

friend Alex and our individual recollections will 

make those memories a little more complete.  
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