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Foreword


‘To awaken quite alone in a strange town is one of the pleasantest sensations in the world.’ So said explorer and celebrated travel writer Freya Stark.


The true beauty and wonder of literature is that it allows us to feel this sensation every day from the safety and comfort of our own homes. For the price of a good book or, even better, with a library card in hand, we can traverse the globe. We can experience the sights, shapes, cultures and histories of villages, towns, cities and landscapes across our own country and far from home.


I have loved novels and the stories they tell for as long as I can remember. Learning to read opened, and holds open to this day, a world far behind my own ken.


And when I think of the books I have loved most, those that have made the biggest impact on me throughout my life, it is so often their places, real or imagined, more than their plots or even characters, that evoke in me the most intense feelings.


When I was a child, I always had my nose in a book (whenever time allows, the same is true today). I had a habit (sometimes, such as on the occasion of my fifth birthday party, to the irritation of my mum!) of squirrelling away with a book behind the couch or under the kitchen table. With hindsight, I suspect this was my way of blocking out the real word, all the better to lose myself in the imaginary one contained in the pages of whatever book I was reading.


Fictional places would take shape in my mind’s eye with extraordinary detail. To this day, if I close my eyes, I can see with utter clarity my version of the Enchanted Forest, Kirrin Island, Narnia, Middle Earth, Treasure Island … and so many more of the imaginary landscapes of my childhood years.


I mentioned earlier that my reading habits sometimes irritated my mum. It occasionally annoys my husband that I will go to great lengths to avoid film adaptations of books that I love. The simple reason is that I don’t want my mind’s eye image of their places – or indeed characters – to be supplanted. I remember as a child looking forward to the TV version of Enid Blyton’s The Famous Five, only to find myself, a few minutes in, stomping around the house complaining that they’d got it all wrong.


The ability to create places in my mind is one of the many reasons I love reading novels. And not just fictional places. There’s nothing quite like having somewhere you know intimately brought to life on the page. Crime fiction, a genre I love, will always have an added appeal for me if it is set in my home city, Glasgow – like parts of Val McDermid’s Lindsay Gordon series, featured in this book. Instantly being able to place myself at the scene, knowing the nooks and crannies, perhaps sometimes taking issue with the descriptions, will give a story a whole new dimension of enjoyment – and, of course, it’s the polar opposite of constructing, detail by detail, the picture of an imaginary landscape.


And then there’s the wide-open window on the world, and the ever-ready time machine, that books provide. There are countless places across the globe – at various periods in history – that I have visited in literature long before I ever set foot in them in real life. Places like James Joyce’s Dublin, John le Carré’s Berlin, the New York of Truman Capote or J.D. Salinger, Victor Hugo’s Paris and so many more. Probably my favourite novel of all time, Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s Sunset Song, opened my eyes to a part of my own country that was barely known to my teenage self.


Then there are all places in the world that I have not yet visited – Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Nigeria or Elif Shafak’s Turkey, for example – that I feel more than a passing familiarity with, thanks to the descriptive powers of a talented writer and a touch of my own imagination.


At the time of writing this, I am re-reading Muriel Spark’s The Mandelbaum Gate, which takes the reader deep into 1960s Israel and Jordan – places that I’ve never set foot in but which are so richly illustrated on the page that I feel as if I’ve been there.


So it is that fascination with where stories happen that so excites me about this wonderful book – a book that makes place, location and setting the central characters in a compelling story about the author’s country of birth, her life travels through it and the way in which its beauty, culture and architecture have helped inspire and shape her more than thirty best-selling novels.


Val McDermid is without doubt one of the best novelists of modern times. In my opinion, she is our nation’s greatest living crime writer – and given Scotland’s wealth of riches in this regard, that is a big statement. Her novels have it all for fans of the genre – murder mystery, psychological drama, police procedure, cutting-edge forensic science. Her plots are pacy and intricately crafted, and her characters complex, interesting, fully three-dimensional. But she is also a master when it comes to describing and bringing to life the places that her stories unfold in.


In Broken Ground, the remote Wester Ross setting is front and centre at the beginning and stays there throughout, almost becoming one of the key characters. Of course, the fact that this book ends in the drawing room of Bute House, the First Minister’s official residence, gives it an added thrill for this reader – but more importantly, it gives others a peek into a building that sits at the heart of our nation’s democratic story.


But the brilliance of Val’s storytelling and character creation, how good she is at the what, why, how and who of fiction, can mean that the where is not always what immediately grabs our attention.


What is so great about this book is that enables Val to put a spotlight on the lurking, silent characters in her stories – the places in which they happen.


And when we have the chance to really focus on these places, we realise just how vivid and essential to her books they are.


On the day I am writing this, by sheer coincidence, the Wemyss Ancient Caves Society has an exhibition in the Scottish Parliament. When I stopped for a chat with the woman from the Society, she asked me if I knew much about the Caves. As I said that, yes, I knew a bit, it quickly occurred to me that much of what I know actually came from reading A Darker Domain, one of my favourites of Val’s novels, which draws on the miners’ strike of the 1980s.


Another of my favourites is The Skeleton Road, which features the magnificent Victorian Gothic building, until recently home to Donaldson’s School for the Deaf.


On occasional childhood trips to Edinburgh, passing that building was a source of fascination to me. I would wonder about all the dark and exciting adventures that might have taken place within its walls. I wondered, but the brilliant imagination of Val McDermid brought it to life and placed it at the centre of a gripping international crime story. That this book also takes us to a village in Croatia dealing with the legacy of the Balkan wars tells its own story about Val’s range and relevance.


The places in many of Val’s books make great settings for her plots – but they are more than that. Karen Pirie – the character of Val’s that I love best, to the extent that I really wish she was real – takes nocturnal walks around Edinburgh as a way of coping with her grief-induced insomnia. Through these walks, Val doesn’t just bring to life the parts of our capital city that the tourists don’t always visit, she also allows the city to shape the life and emotions of her central character.


My Scotland brings all of this to the fore. It is a real joy to read – and a joy to look at. It makes you think about Val’s books afresh – notice things that perhaps you didn’t first time around and marvel at the sheer brilliance and complexity of her writing. And it takes us on a wonderful tour of Scotland, showcasing along the way the towns and cities, landscapes, architecture and curiosities that make us who we are.


Val’s mastery of language and Alan McCredie’s stunning photography have combined to create a work of true beauty.


Nicola Sturgeon


First Minister of Scotland




ONE


THE KINGDOM OF FIFE







[image: Illustration]


Johnny’s Loan, Kirkcaldy.








 


My parents never lived outside an eight-mile radius of where they were born, apart from a couple of years of wartime service. Lucky for me, then, that their stamping ground had so much to commend it. Thanks to them, I grew up between woods and beaches, hills and sea. But this wasn’t simply some rural idyll. Kirkcaldy and East Wemyss, where I lived for the first seventeen years of my life, were also industrial landscapes. Dark red colliery winding gear and soot-blackened factories were never far from the horizon and their presence shaped my image of the world as much as nature did.


My fellow Scots are often scornful of the Kingdom of Fife, that peninsula on the East Coast where I grew up. They accuse us of being insular and parochial. It’s a cheap laugh, from those who have no idea what Fife is really like.


It’s true that Fife is distinct from its neighbours. It’s surrounded on three sides by bodies of tidal water – the Firth of Forth, the Firth of Tay and the North Sea. Before we got the road bridges in the 1960s, going to Fife was a very deliberate choice, and often time-consuming. Once it became easier, some misguided civil servant in London thought the Kingdom should be split between Dundee to the north and Edinburgh to the south. The successful ‘Fight For Fife’ campaign that followed was my first political battle.


Kirkcaldy is famous for two things – linoleum and Adam Smith. The economist was born and raised there; and the town was the world capital of jute and linseed floor covering. When I was growing up, a miasma of linseed oil fumes hung over the town centre. It was also home to Seafield Colliery, the deepest pit in Scotland and one of the largest undersea coal mines in Europe.


Much more important, from my perspective, is the impressive neoclassical sandstone building that sits above the verdant Memorial Gardens and houses the library and art gallery. It was a by-product of linoleum – a gift from the Nairn family, the principal of a dozen manufacturers in the town. When I was six, my parents moved house to live across the road from the library and my fate was sealed.


My parents were working class, that cohort of respectable poor who believed that education was the way to a better life for their children. We couldn’t afford books but when I was still a toddler my mother used to trail me half a mile across the council housing estate to the branch library to read me picture books. By the time we moved to the town centre, I could read by myself and I was already in thrall to stories.


The library became my home from home and I read my way round the shelves. Back then, you could only take out four books at a time and in Presbyterian Scotland, two of them had to be non-fiction. The line had to be held against the relentless encroachment of frivolity. But even on the non-fiction shelves, I managed to find stories. Tarka the Otter, Norse Myths and Legends, Border Ballads and Tales and plenty of others.


I love stories. My life has been book-ended and book-marked by hearing them, reading them and telling them. But from those early days in Kirkcaldy, the stories that have carved out the deepest impression in my memory and my heart have one common feature. The Wind in the Willows, Treasure Island, the Chalet School series, I, Robot – what they share is a sense of place. In my mind’s eye, I can see where each of those stories unfolds.


I can’t help wondering how much of that has to do with my childhood. For although my parents’ lives were geographically circumscribed, they shared a restless desire to make the most of what lay around them. Every other Sunday, we would go for a run out in the car.


Sometimes there were definite destinations. Falkland, for the hill and the tearooms; St Andrews, for the historic ruins and the West Sands; Anstruther for the harbour and the fish suppers; Scotlandwell to watch the gliders; Milnathort for the ice cream.


But even better than those anticipated delights were the mystery tours on random roads. On a whim, my father would turn on to a previously untravelled road, just to see where it might take us. We explored back roads and undistinguished hamlets, discovered stunning views and standing stones, came across pretty houses and mysterious ruins. He had to make embarrassing three-point turns when a lane dead-ended in a muddy farmyard, tyres splashing through puddles, mad-eyed sheepdogs snapping at our bumpers and deafening us with a demented cacophony of snarls, yelps and barking.
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Kirkcaldy Galleries, home of the Central Library.





One afternoon, we found ourselves on a narrow road, climbing far more steeply than my father had anticipated. That would have been fine on a summer afternoon. But this was January and we were soon above the snowline on an unploughed road with nowhere to turn back. Of course we ended up in a ditch. We were completely unprepared. No food, no flask of coffee, no travelling rugs, no shovel. So we sang. (I learned everything from Cole Porter to murder ballads in the back of the car, but that’s another story.)


We sang till we were getting on for hoarse and the last of the light was fading. And then the farmer crested the hill in his Land Rover on the way to feed the sheep. He pulled us out of the ditch and escorted us to the nearest main road. Just as well, really, or I might not be here to write this.


The Sunday drives weren’t the only way I learned the anatomy of my home turf. When I was five, my father came home with a puppy, a Labrador retriever cross. One of our neighbours was a police dog handler, so Bruce was properly trained. And he was my ticket to freedom. My parents knew if anyone attempted to lay hands on me, the dog would see them off. It was like having a chaperone who never told me what to do.
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Defunct colliery winding gear from the Frances pit, a memorial to a dead industry.





There were plenty of options for a child with an appetite for exploration and adventure. (Though it has to be said, most of the adventure took place in my head, as I recreated the stories I’d read while I walked, with myself in the starring role.) Up at the back of the town was Johnny’s Loan, a track that cut through woodland and fields for miles. There were side paths that meandered through dense woods, eventually emerging in the overgrown grounds of Dunnikier House. It’s a country house hotel now, but back then it was a decaying Georgian mansion whose parkland had been sold off years before for school playing fields, a golf course, a housing development and the town crematorium. The best bit was the dilapidated remains of a walled kitchen garden, the perfect setting for my imagination. More practically, it was a regular destination for me and my father because the soft fruit that had once been cultivated now ran wild. Currants, raspberries, goosegogs and crab apples filled our buckets and provided more jam than any family could reasonably consume.


Then there was the shore. Most coastal towns take pride in their seafront. The best houses are the ones with an uninterrupted view out to sea. And Kirkcaldy has a splendid view across the Forth to Edinburgh, with Arthur’s Seat and the Pentland Hills in the distance. But for reasons unfathomable to me, most of the properties along the prom face inland. The advantage to a child was that I never felt overlooked or spied on when the tide was out and I threw sticks for the dog on the beach.


From the beach, there were two choices. West took us along the coast past the ropeworks and the sweet factory and the ruins of Seafield Tower, alongside the railway line all the way to Kinghorn.


But for me, east held more appeal. First there was the walk round the harbour basin and the harbour itself, where there were always boats and sometimes ships – fuel for the imagination of a child who’d read Kidnapped and Arthur Ransome.


Then there was the wide sweep of the bay beneath the ruins of Ravenscraig Castle, planned by James II of Scotland in the mid-fifteenth century as a gift to his wife. We’d learned Sir Walter Scott’s ballad Rosabelle at school, and I still remember feeling astonishment that a proper poet had written a poem that was set in a place I actually knew. (Of course, Rosabelle died tragically on a dark and stormy night, but that was only to be expected, given the nature of most ballads.)


Beyond Ravenscraig the tide dictated the route. High tide meant climbing up past the ruined dovecote to the park and walking through the woods to Dysart harbour. Low tide offered the alternative route of the beach, scrambling over rocks and jumping over pools, which presented a different kind of narrative possibility. Imagine my excitement when I read John Buchan’s Prester John, which opens on that very beach.


After Dysart harbour came the square bulk of St Serf’s Tower, the pretty white cottages of the Pan Ha’, and the disused salt pans. Then, blocking the way, the black slag of the pit bing – the spoil mound from the Frances Colliery. The mine was known locally as the Dubbie because it was always wet underground and dotted with puddles, or ‘dubs’ in the local dialect. At low tide, it was relatively easy to scramble round the base of the slag heap. It never crossed my mind that a pit bing could move and obliterate everything in its path.


What filled me with far more excitement and dread than the bing was The Man in the Rock – a statue of a man caged in by iron bars carved into the soft sandstone cliff. I’ve since heard it called Bonivard the Prisoner or The Prisoner of Chillon, inspired by a cleric, historian and libertine celebrated in a poem by Lord Byron. I don’t know who sculpted the desperate prisoner or why he was installed in the rock face between Dysart and West Wemyss, but it terrified me and fascinated me in equal measure. Sadly, it’s no longer there. Coastal erosion has spared modern generations from that sinister surprise.
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The Man in the Rock.





Beyond West Wemyss the path winds along the coast beneath the grounds of Wemyss Castle. The coast here is riddled with defunct coal mines, their names a powerful reminder that before the National Coal Board was set up in 1947, coal mines were the personal fiefdoms of rich and powerful landowners. Around the Wemyss estate and its satellite villages are the remains of pits called Randolph, Victoria, Francis, Albert, Hugo, Isabella, Lady Emma, Michael – all named for members of the Wemyss family. They even had a private railway to carry coal from the pitheads to the rail network.
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