
Book review: 1979 by Val McDermid
Conjuring up a world of clattering typewriters and cigarette smoke, Val McDermid’s 35th
novel sees young reporter Allie Burns taking on the sexism of a late 1970s Glasgow
newsroom, writes Susan Mansfield
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Val McDermid’s take on the year 1979 begins with the birth of a baby on a snowbound

train between Edinburgh and Glasgow. It’s an exclusive for young reporter Allie Burns,

who happens to be on board, though she takes it on with a certain amount of reluctance:

as one of very few women in the newsroom of a fictional Glasgow tabloid, she already gets

every “miracle baby” story going.
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Burns, though, is determined to lose the baby beat. Clever and with plenty of moxy, she

has read Tom Wolfe and Joan Didion, and she knows that if she’s to get on she must beat

the men at their own game.

Soon she’s working with fellow reporter Danny Sullivan on a tax fraud scandal involving

some of Scotland’s seediest businessmen. Her next big scoop takes her to the SNP,

portrayed as an earnest fringe pressure group arguing about what it really wants in the

approach to the 1979 referendum. Burns, however, unearths a trio of hotheads who have

ambitions to spice up the independence debate with a spot of violence.
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1979, by Val McDermid

McDermid’s 35th book is the first in a series of

five tracking Burns through five decades of

journalism. In the first instalment, she draws

on her own experience as a young reporter in

Glasgow in the late 1970s, a world of of

clattering typewriters and cigarette smoke, not

to mention rampant sexism, racism and

homophobia.

Her evocation of the Winter of Discontent is

spare and skilful, never overloading the book

with period detail. She adds references like bright brush strokes – lorry driver strikes, Jim

Callaghan, The Rockford Files – creating a world which feels real but allowing the

characters, not the period, to take centre stage.

1979 is more a chronicle of the times, and of the newspaper world, than it is a crime novel.

While crimes are being committed, the pace and tension comes from the two young

reporters winging it from scoop to scoop, rather than any sense that their work puts them

in serious danger. Similarly, it’s hard to believe the trio of tartan terrorists plotting over

pizza in the Spaghetti House are capable of real violence. The more interesting question is

about complicity: if it weren’t for the egging-on of the undercover reporter, would their

operation have got off the ground at all?

Although this fascinating aside isn’t fully explored, McDermid nails with precision the

world she is writing about: the newsroom worthies, each protecting his own fiefdom; the

rough diamond news editor; the smell of fried food and cigarette smoke. And she nails the

contradictory world of tabloid journalism, on the one hand, seemingly ruthless and

without scruples and, on the other, driven by a high-minded morality hell bent on

speaking truth to power. It’s hard not to feel just a little nostalgic for its passing.

1979, by Val McDermid, Little, Brown, £20. Val

McDermid is appearing at the Edinburgh

International Book Festival on 19 August,

www.edbookfest.co.uk

A message from the Editor:

Thank you for reading this article. We're more

reliant on your support than ever as the shift in

Ad removed.
Details

Advertisement

Read the The Scotsman newspaper online Learn more

http://www.edbookfest.co.uk/
https://app.scotsman.com/?_ptid=%7Bjcx%7DH4sIAAAAAAAAAFWQ0W6CMBSG36XXSgptXeWOOBPUGLLNoHLX1Q46SulKQZNl777K3DLP5fm-Pznn_wQV63aiMYo5AWJnezEBTJ5ADBZvu3BdPb6aHkyAYaXIpTivrqTuaEPaSl6amnI0456LixFWCs3FaCwPOXzZb9MDXqV3dHkRvHey1aMWUkjeHTRzPoV-ot6Y-RBCjBuLeVvrD8lteZdP-F-4q9rz7-XrZUY2iKZRAhcR8gl3A6OZ7Tar7dNzliVH-o_lzEqm3U3JSZGGR1TM9oV3OGsMk6XuQKx7pSZgkJ38UYfp-L8yRFUcDrZU3pfGE0yCBxKEKAqwX_WdsEkptPPkdL6W5JwCcTiLKMWQIPT1DeEvoJ59AQAA


consumer habits brought about by coronavirus

impacts our advertisers.

If you haven't already, please consider supporting

our trusted, fact-checked journalism by taking out

a digital subscription at

https://www.scotsman.com/subscriptions

Val McDermid Glasgow Edinburgh

This website and its associated newspaper are members of Independent Press Standards Organisation (IPSO)

Follow us on

Ad removed.
Details

Advertisement

Promoted Stories

Omaze | Sponsored

Omaze Million Pound House Draw
Click Here

Save Money Market | Sponsored

Hospital Queues Are A Thing Of The Past For People With This Insurance
Get Quote

The Otty Mattress | Sponsored

Struggling With Sleep From Back Pain? Here’s The Solution!
Shop Now

Age Partnership | Sponsored

The Scotsman

How to release the money tied up in your home

Rangers fans in Malmö disruption bid with 2am firework display outside team hotel

Read the The Scotsman newspaper online Learn more

https://www.scotsman.com/subscriptions
https://www.scotsman.com/topic/val-mcdermid
https://www.scotsman.com/topic/glasgow
https://www.scotsman.com/topic/edinburgh
https://www.facebook.com/TheScotsmanNewspaper
https://twitter.com/TheScotsman
https://omaze.co.uk/pages/wimbledon?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral&tblci=GiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCDDwU8o3ei7nfrc6dWUAQ#tblciGiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCDDwU8o3ei7nfrc6dWUAQ
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=johnstonpress-thescotsman&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbs-feed-01:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails%20-%20Gold%20|%20Card%201:
https://trc.taboola.com/johnstonpress-thescotsman/log/3/click?pi=%2Farts-and-culture%2Fedinburgh-festivals%2Fbook-review-1979-by-val-mcdermid-3343005&ri=ad85dc65b483bf38ba9817a66f8b897a&sd=v2_d233b8fdc38c0857613ca65ba36ff6f7_31823d38-d5eb-4f0e-870b-46b23d0c62e3-tuct543e838_1628754149_1628754149_CNawjgYQgNg-GNaAwMqzLyABKAMwTTin8g1AsI0QSICR2ANQvbUyWABg7wpo44b99YKI0NQecAE&ui=31823d38-d5eb-4f0e-870b-46b23d0c62e3-tuct543e838&it=text&ii=~~V1~~8228782174055610297~~-zC-GlWN473JJt_lfr5Ah7xdnzX4z-Og7PAF5N9hZhEndpXq_nTToVci-tV_1bYyPVPbFHdycXfyr1VxmozLcV7JbGFbjtizQN29Zpin8p1JlawpbYFtoRw_FVSAoDPy8yoVX_ZV1DUzrU9mgEqIxVpt34vkyVLCqQj-j_6Ik-WFwt9_72reDSrMsTKuuUo5VX_-Fl8Kts7Mnf_WswKU10Vr6sEHnydmOQ5Mu2lsGK83rbiyQMdxCJXv661XT3UhQYtbqZTElFOqaMDtzFzeeTwBwbVzqx5qDQAj-sfT0DmervHFpCrAL_om51jB8qq5&pt=text&li=rbox-t2v&sig=4e93d49cd4ef02058bd117ee50165bb713c4855c9a17&redir=https%3A%2F%2Fomaze.co.uk%2Fpages%2Fwimbledon%3Futm_source%3Dtaboola%26utm_medium%3Dreferral%26tblci%3DGiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCDDwU8o3ei7nfrc6dWUAQ%23tblciGiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCDDwU8o3ei7nfrc6dWUAQ&vi=1628754149462&p=zeevgoichman-omaze-sc&r=85&lti=deflated&ppb=CPkF&cpb=EhIyMDIxMDgxMS00LVJFTEVBU0UY1SEgnP__________ASoZYW0udGFib29sYXN5bmRpY2F0aW9uLmNvbTIKd2F0ZXI0MDEwNjiAiK7qAkCn8g1IsI0QUICR2ANYvbUyYwjXFhDVHxgjZGMI3iAQvSwYJGRjCNwKEKAQGBZkYwj5__________8BEPn__________wEYB2RjCNIDEOAGGAhkYwiWFBCcHBgYZGMIyBwQwicYGWRjCPsZEJwmGAlkYwj0FBCeHRgfZHgBgAECiAGdvcHAAQ&cta=true
https://www.savemoneymarket.co.uk/pmiadv/?utm_source=taboola&utm_platform=taboola&utm_medium=native&utm_device=desktop&utm_campaign=11892826&utm_publisher=johnstonpress-thescotsman&utm_headline=Hospital+Queues+Are+A+Thing+Of+The+Past+For+People+With+This+Insurance&utm_image=http%3A%2F%2Fcdn.taboola.com%2Flibtrc%2Fstatic%2Fthumbnails%2Fa97c6e9f7cd7f21e1cbb06fcf46e6766.jpg&utm_content=3021517137&tblci=GiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCD8zFQovYWY3ISjlurmAQ#tblciGiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCD8zFQovYWY3ISjlurmAQ
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=johnstonpress-thescotsman&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbs-feed-01:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails%20-%20Gold%20|%20Card%202:
https://trc.taboola.com/johnstonpress-thescotsman/log/3/click?pi=%2Farts-and-culture%2Fedinburgh-festivals%2Fbook-review-1979-by-val-mcdermid-3343005&ri=87e3c55c3c8ea8d0d3f5f34b4af4eef8&sd=v2_d233b8fdc38c0857613ca65ba36ff6f7_31823d38-d5eb-4f0e-870b-46b23d0c62e3-tuct543e838_1628754149_1628754149_CNawjgYQgNg-GNaAwMqzLyABKAMwTTin8g1AsI0QSICR2ANQvbUyWABg7wpo44b99YKI0NQecAE&ui=31823d38-d5eb-4f0e-870b-46b23d0c62e3-tuct543e838&it=text&ii=~~V1~~3720943680147312338~~j_T7Yaw6qJs7W07FgOb7uzJnIUAum11ufEic31GIhOwndpXq_nTToVci-tV_1bYyPVPbFHdycXfyr1VxmozLcV7JbGFbjtizQN29Zpin8p1JlawpbYFtoRw_FVSAoDPy8yoVX_ZV1DUzrU9mgEqIxVpt34vkyVLCqQj-j_6Ik-WFwt9_72reDSrMsTKuuUo5k_bZvNvEJtjN4KDe4Fk2fy1vRnbgtq4tQ86AygygttkwNMXX5ydXlbTc8aCD3pubiLKpP5baooNUWqmejjfsfTwBwbVzqx5qDQAj-sfT0DmervHFpCrAL_om51jB8qq5&pt=text&li=rbox-t2v&sig=1b6f9e972460b9740ceae41754ddb060ab06d4c26fbf&redir=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.savemoneymarket.co.uk%2Fpmiadv%2F%3Futm_source%3Dtaboola%26utm_platform%3Dtaboola%26utm_medium%3Dnative%26utm_device%3Ddesktop%26utm_campaign%3D11892826%26utm_publisher%3Djohnstonpress-thescotsman%26utm_headline%3DHospital%2BQueues%2BAre%2BA%2BThing%2BOf%2BThe%2BPast%2BFor%2BPeople%2BWith%2BThis%2BInsurance%26utm_image%3Dhttp%253A%252F%252Fcdn.taboola.com%252Flibtrc%252Fstatic%252Fthumbnails%252Fa97c6e9f7cd7f21e1cbb06fcf46e6766.jpg%26utm_content%3D3021517137%26tblci%3DGiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCD8zFQovYWY3ISjlurmAQ%23tblciGiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCD8zFQovYWY3ISjlurmAQ&vi=1628754149462&p=ph-pmi&r=39&lti=deflated&ppb=CLUC&cpb=EhIyMDIxMDgxMS00LVJFTEVBU0UY1SEgnP__________ASoZYW0udGFib29sYXN5bmRpY2F0aW9uLmNvbTIKd2F0ZXI0MDEwNjiAiK7qAkCn8g1IsI0QUICR2ANYvbUyYwjXFhDVHxgjZGMI3iAQvSwYJGRjCNwKEKAQGBZkYwj5__________8BEPn__________wEYB2RjCNIDEOAGGAhkYwiWFBCcHBgYZGMIyBwQwicYGWRjCPsZEJwmGAlkYwj0FBCeHRgfZHgBgAECiAGdvcHAAQ&cta=true
https://otty.com/?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=native&utm_campaign=Otty+-+Nov+2018+-+Broad+%28Under+60%29+-+Desktop&adid=3011814975&adplacement=johnstonpress-thescotsman&adname=Struggling+With+Sleep+From+Back+Pain%3F+Here%E2%80%99s+The+Solution%21&tblci=GiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCC1k0Mo7Or7uPy03_B9#tblciGiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCC1k0Mo7Or7uPy03_B9
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=johnstonpress-thescotsman&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbs-feed-01:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails%20-%20Gold%20|%20Card%203:
https://trc.taboola.com/johnstonpress-thescotsman/log/3/click?pi=%2Farts-and-culture%2Fedinburgh-festivals%2Fbook-review-1979-by-val-mcdermid-3343005&ri=2869360963aa9639a542d6566f0e01ea&sd=v2_d233b8fdc38c0857613ca65ba36ff6f7_31823d38-d5eb-4f0e-870b-46b23d0c62e3-tuct543e838_1628754149_1628754149_CNawjgYQgNg-GNaAwMqzLyABKAMwTTin8g1AsI0QSICR2ANQvbUyWABg7wpo44b99YKI0NQecAE&ui=31823d38-d5eb-4f0e-870b-46b23d0c62e3-tuct543e838&it=text&ii=~~V1~~6039549154691411838~~7phBkqpNZEM2MYgH1KZF5DgPZNPF591PXftpJj03uNbTxvAnL2wqac4MyzR7uD46gj3kUkbS3FhelBtnsiJV6MhkDZRZzzIqDobN6rWmCPA3hYz5D3PLat6nhIftiT1lwdxwdlxkeV_Mfb3eos_TQYj285H-5d5UOHEZjp_NysrbFcoYYO83JXeOpFMiP9vwFidOazNrxJX7U2_X6ctnTlrPQxKPBrMNFUr82764aZ_yWGSt6Ybnyb3HMmIdkChz1e0Du73k9hNVTN46-bWJEpw4pv11ZE9dR2v6ASsFxE_FLHremgesM3squdGkWbI3qGhUk_Xfq59qy-7cT1lsiTuhJmbVT8SBJJIMOe0QgWQ&pt=text&li=rbox-t2v&sig=662eaaa89bb5f2d49d8f7324c72983c07a2779b10036&redir=https%3A%2F%2Fotty.com%2F%3Futm_source%3Dtaboola%26utm_medium%3Dnative%26utm_campaign%3DOtty%2B-%2BNov%2B2018%2B-%2BBroad%2B%2528Under%2B60%2529%2B-%2BDesktop%26adid%3D3011814975%26adplacement%3Djohnstonpress-thescotsman%26adname%3DStruggling%2BWith%2BSleep%2BFrom%2BBack%2BPain%253F%2BHere%25E2%2580%2599s%2BThe%2BSolution%2521%26tblci%3DGiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCC1k0Mo7Or7uPy03_B9%23tblciGiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCC1k0Mo7Or7uPy03_B9&vi=1628754149462&p=taboolaaccount-michalottycom&r=63&lti=deflated&ppb=CJ4B&cpb=EhIyMDIxMDgxMS00LVJFTEVBU0UY1SEgnP__________ASoZYW0udGFib29sYXN5bmRpY2F0aW9uLmNvbTIKd2F0ZXI0MDEwNjiAiK7qAkCn8g1IsI0QUICR2ANYvbUyYwjXFhDVHxgjZGMI3iAQvSwYJGRjCNwKEKAQGBZkYwj5__________8BEPn__________wEYB2RjCNIDEOAGGAhkYwiWFBCcHBgYZGMIyBwQwicYGWRjCPsZEJwmGAlkYwj0FBCeHRgfZHgBgAECiAGdvcHAAQ&cta=true
http://www.agepartnership.co.uk/mcx/equity-release/do:landing/mc0:Content/mc1:TaboolaNew/mc2:JP/?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=native&tblci=GiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCDFsUEonMnM5-OBhvz-AQ#tblciGiBwUOSbMZGsvXmpzop35lNRYVaY3RM2eyi14-C3LJvlHCDFsUEonMnM5-OBhvz-AQ
https://www.scotsman.com/sport/football/rangers/rangers-fans-in-malmo-disruption-bid-with-2am-firework-display-outside-team-hotel-3340148
https://app.scotsman.com/?_ptid=%7Bjcx%7DH4sIAAAAAAAAAFWQ0W6CMBSG36XXSgptXeWOOBPUGLLNoHLX1Q46SulKQZNl777K3DLP5fm-Pznn_wQV63aiMYo5AWJnezEBTJ5ADBZvu3BdPb6aHkyAYaXIpTivrqTuaEPaSl6amnI0456LixFWCs3FaCwPOXzZb9MDXqV3dHkRvHey1aMWUkjeHTRzPoV-ot6Y-RBCjBuLeVvrD8lteZdP-F-4q9rz7-XrZUY2iKZRAhcR8gl3A6OZ7Tar7dNzliVH-o_lzEqm3U3JSZGGR1TM9oV3OGsMk6XuQKx7pSZgkJ38UYfp-L8yRFUcDrZU3pfGE0yCBxKEKAqwX_WdsEkptPPkdL6W5JwCcTiLKMWQIPT1DeEvoJ59AQAA


Explore
News Sport

Business Arts and Culture

Lifestyle Food and Drink

Heritage and Retro Future Scotland

More from The Scotsman
Announcements Jobs

Public Notices Must Read

Buy a Photo Directory

Conferences The Scotsman Archive

Useful Links
Contact Us Advertise My Business

Advertise a Job Place your Ad

Subscribe Events

Newsletter Website Archive

Readers Charter

©JPIMedia Publishing Ltd. All rights reserved.

Cookie Settings Terms and Conditions Privacy policy

Read the The Scotsman newspaper online Learn more

https://www.scotsman.com/news
https://www.scotsman.com/sport
https://www.scotsman.com/business
https://www.scotsman.com/arts-and-culture
https://www.scotsman.com/lifestyle
http://foodanddrink.scotsman.com/
https://www.scotsman.com/heritage-and-retro
https://www.scotsman.com/future-scotland
https://announcements.johnstonpress.co.uk/obituaries/scotsman-uk/?__hstc=113132251.1c1e04229bc4ab70b40cd2b8f74212ab.1626543132706.1626543132706.1628754135786.2&__hssc=113132251.1.1628754135786&__hsfp=184889837
https://www.scotsman.com/jobs
https://www.scotsman.com/public-notices
https://www.scotsman.com/must-read
https://thescotsmanpublications.newsprints.co.uk/
https://findit.scotsman.com/
https://www.scotsmanconferences.com/
https://britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/titles/the-scotsman
https://www.scotsman.com/contact-us
https://www.jpimedialocal.co.uk/?ref=TSN&utm_source=scotsman&utm_medium=news-site-referral&utm_content=footer&utm_campaign=LDFE-0177%20Inbound%20Leads
https://recruiters.jobstoday.co.uk/?utm_medium=referral&utm_source=scotsman.com&utm_campaign=footer&utm_term=ros
https://www.jpimedialocal.co.uk/self-serve/?ref=TSN&utm_source=scotsman&utm_medium=news-site-referral&utm_content=place-your-ad&utm_campaign=LDFE-0177%20Inbound%20Leads
https://www.localsubsplus.co.uk/pg/SCO
https://www.jpimediaevents.co.uk/
https://www.scotsman.com/newsletter
https://www.scotsman.com/archive
https://www.jpimedia.co.uk/readers-charter/
https://www.jpimedia.co.uk/
https://www.scotsman.com/website-terms-conditions/
https://www.scotsman.com/privacy-policy/
https://app.scotsman.com/?_ptid=%7Bjcx%7DH4sIAAAAAAAAAFWQ0W6CMBSG36XXSgptXeWOOBPUGLLNoHLX1Q46SulKQZNl777K3DLP5fm-Pznn_wQV63aiMYo5AWJnezEBTJ5ADBZvu3BdPb6aHkyAYaXIpTivrqTuaEPaSl6amnI0456LixFWCs3FaCwPOXzZb9MDXqV3dHkRvHey1aMWUkjeHTRzPoV-ot6Y-RBCjBuLeVvrD8lteZdP-F-4q9rz7-XrZUY2iKZRAhcR8gl3A6OZ7Tar7dNzliVH-o_lzEqm3U3JSZGGR1TM9oV3OGsMk6XuQKx7pSZgkJ38UYfp-L8yRFUcDrZU3pfGE0yCBxKEKAqwX_WdsEkptPPkdL6W5JwCcTiLKMWQIPT1DeEvoJ59AQAA

