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Scottish Child Abuse Inquiry
Witness Statement of
John McCABE

Support person present: No

1. My name is John Francis McCabe. | have always been known by that name. My date
of birth is [} 1964 My contact details are known to the Inquiry.

Life before going into care

2. | was born in [Jilij Uddingston. 1 lived at home with my mum, dad [N

3. We lived in Uddingston for around two years, then my aunt and uncle got a house in

I -t Kioride. It was just my mum, dad, [ INNEE=nd myself at
the time. ||| I /- oved to East Kilbride and
lived with my aunt and uncle until my mum and dad got their own house at ||| | | |}
. =25t Kilbride. My mum, dad | oved in to that house,
but for some reason | continued to live with my aunt and uncle. They had five children
of their own, so | don’'t know why | stayed with them. | found out about a year ago,
when | was at a family funeral, that my aunt and uncle wanted to adopt me. | lived with
them for about a year and a half, then | went to live with my mum and dad again when

| was around four years old.
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18.

19.

20.

any way. | just couldn’t understand why |jjiin care when my mum and dad had

such big families.

| think [Jfjwere there for around two to three weeks until my mum got out of hospital,
then [l went home. ||| co-'t know how long | was back at
home, but | continued to get in trouble and it was getting worse. At some point in 1975
| had to go to another Children’s Panel with Mr Joyce and my mum. The Panel said |
was out of control and the next day Mr Joyce drove me to Calder House Assessment
Centre. | had two stints in Calder House. The first time | went, | was eleven years old
and | was there for three weeks. Then, | was sent back, when | was twelve years old,
on 13 September until 25" October 1976.

Calder House Assessment Centre, Blantyre - 1975

Calder House Assessment Centre was in High Blantyre. It sat in its own grounds and
there was the main building and a massive, big shed which they used for PE. The
main building looked like a typical 70’s build and it was split into three units called lona,
Tiree and Arran. As you look at the main building, the canteen was on the right and
one of the boys’ units, Arran, was above it. To the left of the canteen was lona, the
girls unit, and the other boys’ unit, Tiree, was above that. All the units followed the
same layout. They were split into two or three wee dormitories and each unit had its
own recreation room and shower room. There were also classrooms downstairs at the

back of the building and a wee room that they used as a kind of church.

Mr G vas BRI | think he was ex-navy. He had a |
I << he lived with his wife and daughter. There were

teaching staff, but | don’t really remember them. The only other staff | remember from
Calder House are the old guy who came in for the night shift and the two guys that
worked in Arran, which was the unit | was in both times | was there. In Arran, there
was Mr who was one of the nicest guys you could ever meet and a man called
Mr I'll never forget Mr because he battered me up and down the

place. We called the staff who ran the units, Housemasters.
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21,

22,

23,

24,

There were maybe twenty-four kids in Calder House aged between nine and sixteen.
Each unit had around eight to twelve kids in it and two or three staff. | seem to
remember there being six boys in my dorm room. Each of us had our own bed and a

side cabinet to keep our things in.

Routine at Calder House Assessment Centre
First day

The day | arrived at Calder House, | was taken into the dining room and told to wait
there. Mr Al ¢Ventually came in and took me upstairs to one of the recreation
rooms and told me to sit down on a chair. We must have sat in that room for about an
hour. He didn't say a word to me while we were sitting there, he didn’t even ask my
name. Then, he just got up and left. About five minutes later, the door opened and a
boy came in with a glass of milk and a snowball cake on a tray. He put the tray on the
table and said, “that's for you”. | had never even seen a snowball before so | didn’t
waste any time and | ate it and drank the milk. The next thing | knew, Mr RGN

came back in and he was furious. It was obviously for him and the boy had set me up.

Mr GEEII 'ifted me right off the ground by the hair and dragged me round to the
shower room. | don’t even think my feet touched the floor. The shower room floor was
wet and he threw me so hard | went sliding along the floor and hit the wall. He came

over to me and kicked me a couple of times, then left.

That night or the next day, my mum came to see me and my arm was black and blue.
Even at that young age | knew | couldn’t tell her what happened. | knew from
experience that when you did complain about people, things got worse for you. |
always remember complaining about something to a teacher at Our Lady of Lourdes
Primary and getting sent to Mr Grimmes, the headmaster, to get the belt. | had no idea
how long | was going to be in Calder House and | didn’t want to make things worse by

telling my mum, so | just said | fell.
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35.

36.

37.

painting, which | liked. | don’'t have any memory of being taught English or maths, but

| imagine we would have been.
Healthcare

| don’t remember having any medical when | arrived at Calder House. | don’'t remember
seeing a doctor or dentist while | was there and | don’'t remember there being any
medical room. The only thing | do remember is getting what they called ‘jungle juice’
put in our hair every Sunday night for nits. One of the staff would do that, so it would
have been Mr Sllor Mr (ke in our unit, whichever one was working that day.

Religious instruction

It was a very religious set up at Calder House. We went to church every Sunday. We
used to get dressed in our wee grey suits and walk along Blantyre Main Street where
there were three or four churches. The kids would go to different churches depending
on their religion. Some would go to the Catholic Church and some to the Protestant
Church. | went to the Catholic Church.

On a Sunday evening, before the disco, a minister would come to Calder House. We
would all go into the wee room at the back of the building. The one they used as a kind
of church. We would sing hymns and the minister would shout at us to sing the loudest.
The loudest singing group would get a sweet each. Calder House was definitely mostly

Protestant.
Chores/Discipline

We didn'’t really have chores as such, but we were made to clean as a form of minor
punishment, for fighting and things like that. | remember having to clean the showers

and hallways. The staff tended to deal with discipline themselves and not take it to Mr
BHN
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Birthdays and Christmas

| didn’t have a birthday while | was at Calder House, but birthdays were celebrated.
The dinner ladies would make a cake for whoever’s birthday it was. The birthday would
also be celebrated at the wee disco on a Sunday night. | don’'t know what happened

at Christmas, because | wasn’t thereover Christmas.
Bed Wetting

| had a problem with bed wetting while | was at Calder House and so did other boys.
The mattresses in the dorms were plastic, but the bed sheets weren’t. If you wet the
bed, you were able to take the sheet off and sneak out during the night to get another
one. It was easy enough to sneak past the old guy who worked at night.

| don’'t remember anyone getting punished by staff for wetting the bed. The reason you
wanted to change your sheet was so the other boys wouldn't find out. The
embarrassment of them finding out was a harsher punishment than the staff finding

out.
Family contact

The first time | was at Calder House, my mum came to visit me once. That was either
the day | arrived or the next day. | remember sitting with her in the canteen. It was
when | had been battered by Mr QI and right away, she noticed the bruising. My
mum wasn't stupid and _ had both been abused in Catholic
approved schools. She must have known, but | didn’t tell her what happened. | didn’t
tell her because | didn’t want to make things worse for myself, but | was also trying to

protect her. | didn’t want her to feel guilty about it.
Some of the kids could actually see their front door from Calder House. The staff took

some of them to their homes for a daily visit and some were taken out to other places

to see family. That never happened to me.
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47.

48.

Visitors

Other than one visit from my mum, | didn’'t have any other visitors. | can’t remember

whether a social worker visited.
Review of care/Detention/Inspections

| don’t remember there being any reviews of my care or external inspections. If there

was, | didn’t know about it.
Running away

| didn’'t run away the first time | was at Calder House, but | did manage to run away

the second time.

Abuse at Calder House Assessment Centre - 1975

The first time | was at Calder House, the physical, psychological and emotional abuse
was constant. Mr [RGHI was physically abusive towards me on almost a daily basis,
but | was picked on by other boys too. Boys from the same areas stuck together and
there was no one else there from East Kilbride, so | got picked on. It didn’t help that |

was so young and wee.

I had more of an alliance with the lassies in there than the boys. There were two or
three older lassies who looked out for me and would step into leather people if they
bullied me. Whenever the units mixed, there was trouble and | always seemed to get
dragged into it. The staff didn't have the manpower to handle it. Sometimes when
fights broke out, there wasn’t even any staff around to stop it, hence the older lassies
having to step in to break it up.

In later years, worse things happened to me than what went on at Calder House.

Despite that, Mr was, in my opinion, the worst person who ever did anything
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to me. That’s because | was so wee when it happened. | was a wee tiny skinny thing,
but he battered me day in and day out. | saw him batter other boys too. Other staff
would give you duties if you misbehaved but not him. He just battered you. I've always
lived with violence and | had ‘doings’ off my dad before he left, but that was nothing
compared to Mr (UEH He always seemed to hit and punch you in the back. He
should have never been in that job. He was an animal and I'll never forget his face.

Growing up, | always put him aside from other abusers. | wasn’'t going to report him to
police, | was going to deal with him myself and | didn’t care if | went to jail because of
it. It wasn’t until | was much older that | realised, if | did go to his door, | would be
confronting an old man and | couldn’t do that. | realised I've not got it in me to do that,

but that's how strongly | felt about what he did to me.

The first time | was in Calder House, | used to wish | could move unit to Tiree. The
Housemaster they had, just seemed to be really good with the boys. He used to play
the guitar for them and sing them songs. Mr [ESIIlj was good to us, but that Mr EIEEEEE
was an absolute Nazi. When he wasn't being abusive, he just wanted to come in, sit

at a desk and get out as quickly as possible.

Leaving Calder House Assessment Centre - 1975

| don’t remember how or when | was told that I'd be leaving. | think Mr Joyce, the social

worker, came to pick me up. | remember it was in the evening and when | got home

I < < vaiting for me at the door. To be honest, everything about
Calder House was actually alright, apart from Mr R

Living at Home — 1975 to 13" September 1976

Sometime after | went back home, | went into secondary school. | went to the first-year
annex at St Brides in East Kilbride. | think | was only there for a couple of weeks

though. | got caught stealing again. | remember going up the road and Mr Joyce was
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in the house. | was taken straight from my mum’s house to Calder House. My solicitor
has told me that | was sent back to Calder House on 13" September 1976 and | was

there until 25" October 1976. | would have been twelve years old.

Calder House Assessment Centre, Blantyre — 1976

Mr Joyce drove me to Calder House and my mum was in the car with us. | don’t
remember much about arriving there the second time. | still didn’'t know how long | was
going to be there but at least this time, | knew it wouldn’t be forever. It's amazing how
much you can mature in a year and | went there ready for Mr (EHEl Going to Calder

House for a second time, | felt like | didn’t have anything to lose.

I was put in Arran Unit again, but | remember feeling like the dynamic had changed. |
was older and | was with other older boys who knew they weren't getting home, so
there was no need for them to behave. That meant there was more violence between

the boys.

Everything else about the place was the same. Although, this time, Mr [k Wasn't
the problem, it was Mr and another guy. | can’t remember the other guy’s name
but he was a skinny, wimpy guy with glasses, in his fifties, who was in charge of PE.

Abuse at Calder House Assessment Centre - 1976

The guy who was in charge of PE was physically abusive. | really don’t know what his
problem was with me or anybody else. He was always at the back of you, kicking you
for no reason whatsoever. Even when you were doing what you were supposed to be
doing. It wasn't just me he did it to. | saw him do it to other boys too.

Luckily, he wasn't there long after | arrived at Calder House. They had a family sports
day. Important people from Blantyre came along and some of the boys’' families were

there, but not mine. The staff brought the vaulting horse outside and this guy tried to
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demonstrate something on it. He fell and broke his leg. I'll never forget that day. He
was crying like a wean. | knew | was never going to see him again and | thought life

was going to be alright in there.

This time, | was there with an older group of boys. They told me that after | left Calder
House that I'd probably be sent to another place for eighteen months to two years.
That made sense to me because | always wondered why the guys who were getting
out of there didn't seem happy to leave. | wasn'’t for getting sent somewhere else so
me and two or three other boys decided to bolt. We decided, a Sunday, when they
took us out to church, would be the best time to do it. We knew there would be less
staff around and if a few of us ran, the staff couldn’t all chase after us and leave the

other boys.

That Sunday, we waited until we got onto Blantyre Main Road and then we ran. They
couldn’t see us for dust. We were on the run for four days. By the time it was getting
dark, on the Sunday night, we were in Craigneuk in Wishaw. One of the boys broke
into a car with a screwdriver and stole it. We drove until it ran out of petrol, then he
stole another car. That's when the police chased us down a country lane. The boy was
driving so fast that the car toppled over. We managed to get out and split up. | ran with

a boy from Airdrie. | don’t know what happened to the other two.

On the third day, we got spotted so we split up again. | didn't know what to do so |
went to my granny’s house in Bellshill. It was my auntie that was in and she let me in.
She made me something to eat and while | was in the kitchen eating, she was in the
other room on the phone. The next thing | knew, two police were at the back door. Mr
Joyce and my mum were at the front door. | got to see my mum for about five minutes.
Then, the police took me to East Kilbride Police Station. I'll never forget it. | was put in
a detention room, not a cell. The door opened and Mr EiMIllwas standing there with
two police officers.

We left the police station and Mr EEMIll gave me shorts, plimsoles and a vest to put
on. He made me run with him from East Kilbride Police Station to Calder House in

Blantyre. | think it's about three and a half miles. As we were running, he was kicking
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me, tripping me up and booting my legs away so | fell. | knew | was in bloody serious

trouble when | got back.

By the time we got back to Calder House, my legs were all skint. He grabbed me by
the ear and dragged me into the gym hall. The other three boys | had escaped with
were already there. We were all given a bucket of water and a toothbrush to scrub the
gym floor. Mr S5l kept us there until midnight. | couldn’t keep my eyes open and
every time | fell asleep, Mr EEMI kicked me.

Every morning for a week, we were taken straight back to the gym to clean the floor
with a toothbrush all day and all night. Mr SNl randomly checked on us and just
booted us when he felt like it. The mental and emotional torture was worse than the
physical assaults. He was an absolute animal. | think he might have been ex-military
because he always wore a jumper with a military badge on it. Mr just seemed

to give up after a week and after that, | very rarely saw him.

Leaving Calder House Assessment Centre - 1976

On 25™ October 1976, | left Calder House, for the second time. Mr Joyce turned up
with my mum and stepfather. No one told me in advance that | was getting out. Mr

Joyce drove me straight to Ballikinrain Approved School.
Ballikinrain Approved School, Ballikinrain

As we drove into the grounds at Ballikinrain, I've never seen a place so beautiful in all
my life. It was a huge castle and | remember big deer antlers on the wall inside. It was
an old Scottish guy who ran the place. | can’'t remember his name, but he was the
nicest man you could ever meet. The only other staff | remember are two ladies called
Fiona and Alison and a Dutch guy. All of them were really nice.

Ballikinrain was a secure school for boys. | think | was there under a supervision order,

but at the time, | didn’t really have an understanding of that.
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