
The Big Wheel 
 

 

 

LATE OCTOBER. Any town. Anywhere. Trolleys begin to fill in preparation. Tinsel, glitter, 

baubles. Fairy lights. Mince pies, stuffing, Quality Street. An item or two every week for two 

months to have in over Christmas. Port, sherry, beer, whisky, gin, vodka. Plastic trees save all 

the mess. Johnny Mathis oozes down the supermarket aisles. Late October: 

 

A ray of hope flickers in the sky 

A tiny star lights up way up high 

All across the land, dawns a brand new morn 

This comes to pass when a child is born 

 

In Glasgow’s George Square the Big Wheel goes up. It’s lovely and shiny. Around it, 

roundabouts and other fairground rides, food stalls, a German market. Shops bring out last 

year’s glitter and old novelties. Each face of shoppers tells tales of sorrow, tales of woe. Tales 

of tiredness and regret but it’s for the children isn’t it? That and the dreaded family reunions, 

the works parties, the inescapable reincarnation of last year.  

Ah! The children, see their joyful faces glow. Unto us a child is born. Money jingle 

jangles, cemeteries fill, the wheels of poverty and misery go round and round all day long. 

But you’ve got to haven’t you, you’ve got to. Remember the lonely and less fortunate. We’re 

captives on the carousel of time. 

Up Byres Road, they’re more sophisticated. They scorn the cheap masses. In smooth 

coffee shops lovely Joni Mitchell makes background music. 

 

It's coming on Christmas  

They're cutting down trees  

They're putting up reindeer  

And singing songs of joy and peace  

Oh I wish I had a river I could skate away on... 

 

The forests of the Amazon are devastated. Millions of rolls of wrapping paper. 

Grazing ground for the meat machines that make a million burgers. Greasy sizzle and fat. In 

Easterhouse they collect presents for poor children. In Byres Road they gift Greenpeace and 

Friends of the Earth a donation. Amazon frenzy, frantic presents, crazy purchase orgies. 

The churches will fill on Christmas Eve. The Christmas carol service is lovely, 

whatever you believe. O, come all ye faithful. Dawn breaks on Christmas day and, oh, the 

children’s faces! Oh the drink-fuelled hatreds. Dawn breaks like everyday, breaking human 

spirits, breaking the deep comfort of sleep. Grin and bear it. Can’t go on, will go on.  

The shortest day. In the bleak mid-winter darkness, the shop fronts grow the brighter, 

the twinkling fairy lights in high rise windows announce the cataclysm of Christ’s birth. The 



television’s a hearth for simple shepherds. Hotels increase their prices. A teenage girl 

miscarries in a cold pub toilet. 

Peace on earth. No peace for the police and ambulances and hospitals. No peace for 

the wicked alcoholics and drug addicts, rattling, screaming inside stone skulls of horrors that 

no one hears.  

Boxing Day Sales begin well before Christmas. Smart shoppers stock up for next 

Christmas, book discounted summer holidays, smirk over bargains. In London offices, 

executives grin or frown over profits, and design Spring Sale catalogues.  

Then, what joy! The New Year, Hogmanay, a new start, resolution and hope. Jools 

and turkey sandwiches. Nana remembers Andy Stewart and the White Heather Club, maybe 

dreams of even older times until she passes out after a fourth whisky. Annoyed by the 

intrusion, a million households snap quick and angry from news images of famine in Yemen 

and Ebola in Congo to find old repeats of The Two Ronnies or Dad’s Army.  

New Year Sales, football, a surge in new members of Weight Watchers. Churches 

cold and empty. Christmas decorations droop like weak digestion. Toys are broken or 

forgotten. Books and audio promise the guaranteed easy way to lose twelve stones. Heal your 

gut and beat depression. Discover your inner angel. Stop drinking, stop smoking, stop eating, 

be happy. Pills will burn your fat and flood your brain with serotonin. This proven method 

will make you a millionaire. Buddhism for beginners. How to be a Stoic. 

Back to work and back to school and back to grinding boredom. Got to work, got to 

make money, can’t buy without money, got to buy, buy, buy. 3,000 jobs in danger as high 

street chain calls in administrators. Debt drilling into life. Borrow, borrow, borrow, 

consolidate and work harder to pay the debts and have enough for food and that new car. And 

the holiday. And those insurance policies and funeral plans you really must have.  

February snow turns to slush. Parks are fields of mud and sodden grass. Winds are 

cold and bitter. The mortuaries are full. Supermarkets sell six daffodils a pound. The local 

paper’s full of letters condemning people for picking daffodils from the park. Those dreadful 

yellow omens like hosts of miserable despair. But the shops are selling Easter goods. Christ 

has risen! 

It’s for the children, you’ve got to haven’t you? Eggs made from sugar, fat and 

flavourings, hollow to the core, nestled small in their gaudy cardboard packaging. Add salt to 

sugar and fat and you’ll keep them eating flour-based cakes and pastries for life, like they 

can’t get enough, like they can’t stop.  

Easter in chilly Largs or Saltcoats, Rhyl or Southend. The roundabouts have their 

winter covering removed, the cafés and gift shops reopen. Theme parks, zoos, a circus or two, 

a kiddies farm. Brisk trade in do-it-yourself stores. Redecoration, scraping wallpaper, 

slapping non-stick paint. A new pressure watcher for the driveway. Television five hours a 

night. Social media two hours a day. Funerals. Weddings. Little babies. Bairns in communion 

dress. Holy Days. Holidays in Benidorm and Lanzarote. Comedy nights and musicals. 

Roulette wheels spinning, alcohol numbing the weariness and flatness of life, drugs 

anaesthetising the agony of a million tormenting spikes. You’ve got to haven’t you? Take a 

break, have some pleasure now and then. If I didn’t laugh, I’d cry. The mortuaries are full. 

The jails are full. In exercise yards, prisoners walk an hour in one repeating circle.  



The Summer Sales are here! For once, a long heatwave holds and grows the sales of 

light clothes made in sweatshops somewhere beyond us. Who needs the Costa del Sol when 

you can get brown in Kelvingrove? But many are already booked, planes flying in and out 

every four minutes, packing people into concrete resorts with English pubs and fish and 

chips. Caravan parks by the sea like council homes on wheels, kiddies play areas, site 

clubhouse with free nightly entertainment. Much laughter in the salty air. This is what I call 

living. There’s a great video on the phone of Nana – and she’s 81, mind – doing a knees-up, 

showing her bloomers. She really lived it up, she did, and was happy when she died a month 

later. 

It gets too hot, high pressure pushing pollution down on the streets. Like the world 

has stopped and there’s a question nagging away in the guts. Kids are bored stiff. There’s 

nothing to do in the eternal Sun Days. New jobs, redundancy, sickness, suffering, poverty, 

murder, feverish copulation, retirement, divorce, shopping, sport, good things, bad things, all 

going round on the year’s slow wheeling. 

There’s them up there who are into art and theatre and books and creativity. 

Revolutionaries, poets, musicians, painters, philosophers, social warriors, visionaries, 

environmentalists, political activists, community workers, humanitarians, spiritual seekers, 

priests and bishops, judges, actors, media personalities, writers. Young people fierce with 

energy and hot eyes on the golden future. All will go down to the great abyss. None of them 

are to be despised. They are chained too to a wheel of time. The world itself is wheels within 

wheels. Millions of wheels. We hang on to our own tiny wheel as if it’s the only wheel 

there’s ever been. We hold on to the death as our wheel turns and time repeats and the same 

things over and over and over again. 

The planets follow their orbit. The earth spins as it circles the sun. The cold moon 

revolves about the earth, our world an infinitesimal speck in the vast universe, human history 

a mere spark in eternal fire. And we cling to our own little wheels, our own little worlds. 

Shoot up, shop, get bladdered, decorate the house again, keep decorating our lives, numb 

ourselves against the horrors beyond us, cocaine, fine wine, Netflix, religion, big shop on 

Saturday mornings, falling in and out of love, on and on, again and again as if our days will 

never cease. 

Summer’s apparent permanence gives up the ghost after Sister Autumn’s celebration 

of colour and mellow fruitfulness. The breath of winter comes from far away. Days mix 

seasons to disguise what’s coming but eventually the chill and dark return complete. All the 

saints look down on trick and treat, plastic ghoulishness from Pound shops. Then bonfire 

night and fireworks. It’s for the kids. You’ve got to do it for the kids.  

The grinding wheels and gears of invisible machinery carry us round and round hour 

by hour and year by year. Through the dismal cold and darkness. But there is light! Christmas 

is upon us again. 

The big wheel in George Square lifts happy riders high over the ground. The carousel 

goes round and round. In the Big Top Circus the pretty ponies trot round the ring before the 

grand finale, the wall of death and two motorbikes fly horizontally and perilously near to 

disaster. Fumes of generators mingle with the smells of market grills and doughnuts frying. 

Pistons thump up and down. The wheels go round and round. We’re captives on the carousel 

of time.  



 Oh Joy to the world! Peace and goodwill to all. Unto us a ray of hope is given. A 

child is born. 

 

 

 

 


