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Preface


This novel is set in the time of the Highland Clearances which occurred between 1792 and the 1850s, particularly though not exclusively in Sutherland. What happened was that land was taken from the crofters and they were told that they would have to be shifted to the coast where it was intended that their future way of life would be based on fishing of which few of them would know anything. The process of eviction was carried out with a great deal of inhumanity, the particular name connected with it being Patrick Sellar, the factor of the Duchess of Sutherland. The land taken over was to be used for the rearing of sheep, a more profitable activity to landlords than leasing land to tenants. For those who are interested in the historical background such books as Ian Grimble’s The Trial of Patrick Sellar and John Prebble’s The Highland Clearances should be consulted.


This however is not an historical novel. I am not competent to do an historical study of the period. It is a fictional study of one person, an old woman who is being evicted. Other characters are introduced as they impinge on this one. There did exist a person called Donald Macleod (one of the characters here) who was a stone mason and who did write attacks on the powers of his time. I have made him an atheist though there is no evidence that he was. He seems to have been a wholly admirable person with a great concern for his people and a desire to speak out and tell the truth. He found himself eventually an exile in Canada.


I should say something about the style which is, I suppose, rather simple and almost transparent. The reason for this was that I wished the events to be seen as if through the mind of the old woman. There are various ways in which this problem of language could have been tackled (since, after all, the old woman and most of the characters would be Gaelic-speaking). I could have created a language of the kind that Synge used, highly stylised and, in my view, artificial. I could on the other hand have used a lot of Gaelic expressions to give a pseudo-realistic atmosphere. Finally, if I had been a James Joyce, I might have invented a completely new language. This, for obvious reasons, I couldn’t do. I decided that on balance the best thing to do would be to use a simple English. In any case, the novel itself is an extension and elaboration of a Gaelic play I have written.


Essentially, this is only the story of an old woman confronted by eviction. A way of life may emerge indirectly but is not explicitly documented. I would be more than pleased if it attracts people simply as a story.


Iain Crichton Smith









Introduction


In this century many Scots have started to discover their history, and the Highland Clearances have become a dominant theme and a potent myth in Scottish fiction. Iain Crichton Smith’s brief but invaluable Preface to Consider the Lilies outlines the historical phenomenon and points to non-fictional accounts by John Prebble and Ian Grimble, but he denies that this is ‘an historical novel’, and rightly accentuates the most important aspect of the book, that it ‘is a fictional study of one person, an old woman who is being evicted’.


But the jacket of the first edition boldly stated: ‘This is a novel about the Highland Clearances’, and it displayed appreciative comments from Prebble, Grimble, and Neil Gunn among others—an astute piece of publicity. Thus early readers of the book were somewhat pre-conditioned, and the novel has been seen as a historical novel of the Clearances ever since. This seems to me still a slightly misleading description. And it has helped to focus attention on questions of historical accuracy. Francis Russell Hart first set out the problem of anachronisms:




The woman is old; her husband is long dead in the Peninsular campaign; yet the Strathnaver action of Sellar took place in 1814 and his trial was the year of Waterloo, when the historic Macleod was still an unmarried youth.





Will such liberties taken with history spoil the reading experience for those who are aware of them? Hart continues:




If none of this matters, then Smith might have avoided the distractions of anachronism by not having historic antagonists argue the issues of the Clearances in the old woman’s little croft house and in her bewildered presence.





The answer is to recognize that Crichton Smith is a poet who draws on the past as a source of images and symbols, rather than the sort of novelist who depends on the disposition of facts and details to build a convincing picture of another time.


Other novelists have consciously set out to treat the Clearances: Neil Gunn’s Butcher’s Broom (1934) is concerned to show how the community and culture of Highlanders were destroyed or diminished by the evictions, and Fionn Mac Colla’s And the Cock Crew (1945) passionately criticizes the Calvinist ideology and attitudes that in his opinion left the people so vulnerable. The theme of eviction and loss, treated sadly or angrily, informs books as different as George Mackay Brown’s Greenvoe (1972) and Robin Jenkins’s Fergus Lamont (1979). But I would argue that Crichton Smith in this novel most centrally treats a theme basic to his other work: the dangers of accepting any ‘ideology’, any system of beliefs. In this respect Consider the Lilies is closest to And the Cock Crew, for the ideology inevitably under attack here is certainly Scottish Calvinism. Crichton Smith has many times written about the effects that the rigidities of Scottish Calvinism have on the Scottish psyche, and his attacks are passionate and deeply felt, for his own childhood on the island of Lewis was spent very much under the shadow of the Free Church there: ‘I hate anyone trying to control my mind,’ he says.


But just as the Highland Clearances can be seen as one example of man’s inhumanity to man, so Scottish Calvinism for Crichton Smith is only one example of all the ideologies which people can and do use to shelter behind. He distrusts the political beliefs of Hugh MacDiarmid as much as the religious ones of T.S. Eliot or the more individual belief-system of Yeats, and he sees ideology as a carapace, wanting to strip it away, to make man as nearly as possible a spontaneous human being. Of Mrs Scott he says ‘she was to be broken out of her ideology to see how she could cope as a human being’, and that is the central action of the book. The Clearances are chiefly important to Mrs Scott because in her extremity she perceives the falseness and hypocrisy of the minister and the way he and his church have presented God to her. Towards the end she reflects, ‘You couldn’t judge God by his servants. As well as this, you could find God in those who weren’t his servants.’


All this is communicated simply and subtly in the novel, in the rendering of Mrs Scott’s simple human consciousness. As the author says himself, ‘a lot of the things that I do are really almost like internal soliloquies’, and Mrs Scott’s inner life is a prime example, unusual only because in other books his characters are generally more educated and intellectual than this old woman. But when he says ‘the human is the centre of everything I do’, and ‘what I think I can do best—analysing people’s minds’, he is pointing in my opinion to the central success of this book.


The mind of an old woman is a subject that Crichton Smith has returned to again and again in his poetry. He was the sickly one of three brothers brought up by a very narrow and rigid widow, and his physical weakness made him the main focus of her attention. He developed a picture of the sexes where men are often ‘extended adolescents’, rather like the husband in this novel, and women are stronger. ‘I do deeply think women are stronger, more enduring than men.’ Crichton Smith looked after his mother until she died. Images of joyless and harsh old women recur in a number of his poems, and yet he treats the subject with a dispassionate understanding which is extraordinary. On the other hand he has also questioned the motives of those who care for aged parents, and in ‘Statement by a Responsible Spinster’ and ‘She Teaches Lear’, for example, he cast doubt on traditional views of the virtues of of self sacrifice.


Mrs Scott’s story is conveyed through her consciousness, but also through an almost poetic use of images. Early on we learn of her mother’s abiding fear of hell, and of the harshness bred in the daughter by years of joyless, stoic caring for her mother. She remembers her mother long ago being gay and happy and loving music, but the enjoyment of life is replaced by the fear of hellfire. During these years, of course, the daughter is being programmed in the same direction. Both women’s lives are tellingly encapsulated in the scene in Chapter Two where Mrs Scott remembers her reaction to Alasdair’s proposal of marriage. She briefly ‘danced about the room’, but at the same time she ‘knew she would never be so happy again’. Then she set about cleaning the house particularly thoroughly. Investigating an old chest containing mementoes of her parents, she found reports of her father’s good conduct and, most memorably and significantly, ‘she even found her mother’s bridal dress crushed under the heavy Bible which was in double columns and had no pictures in it’.


Her marriage is fore-doomed. Her husband, happy and spontaneous, lives for the moment, while she, the religious one, lives in the past and the consciousness of sin, and is preoccupied with the future at the expense of the present. Double meaning is pervasive: when the one-armed elder tries to explain he is no longer capable of spontaneous heroism and has a wife and family to consider, he says ambiguously, ‘The future has made me afraid.’ He recognizes that the old woman is ‘totally inflexible’ and ‘impossibly intolerant’, and can do nothing for her.


Stark contrast is crucial in that confrontation and the others, but the book forces us to explore Mrs Scott’s consciousness more sympathetically by starting with a contrast where we inevitably side with her. When Patrick Sellar pays his cursory visit giving notice of eviction in the first chapter, he is quite young, vigorous and powerful, speaking fast in English and riding a white horse, while she is old and frail, speaking slowly in Gaelic, slow in comprehension, submissive, and dressed in black. This means that we start with a consciousness of her loneliness, frailty and vulnerability, and only gradually become conscious of the harshness and rigidity with which she faces others, in a life built on a concept of God Himself as a harsh absentee landlord, undoubtedly bent on eviction.


So, I would argue that the novel is centrally preoccupied with religion. It registers Mrs Scott’s being suddenly stripped of her outer shell, in the scene with the minister and her perception of his falseness. On the way to the manse her discovery of a dead sheep with a scavenging crow is intensely vivid and memorable. The ironic implications of the image are many: Christ called mankind his sheep and himself the Good Shepherd, and the minister should be Christ’s representative The old woman is asking him to prevent his human flock being driven out to be replaced by an animal flock. The greedily patient crow reflects badly on the minister, and reminds us of Loch and Sellar’s treatment of the people generally. Mrs Scott’s dramatic collapse after the minister ‘thrust’ her from his door, and her awakening, almost like a rebirth, in the Macleods’ home, mean that she can now attempt, old as she is, to see life steadily and see it whole.


The character of Donald Macleod also illustrates religious themes. It is no accident that Crichton Smith tells us in his Preface: ‘I have made him an atheist through there is no evidence that he was.’ He is a means of introducing a commentary on the Clearances which is more general and incisive than any Mrs Scott would be capable of, and his opposition is not only to the evictors, but to the rigidities bred into the people. He hates Patrick Sellar certainly, but he also hates ‘those interior Patrick Sellars with the faces of old Highlanders who evicted emotions and burnt down love’.


But of course it is not Christianity that Crichton Smith is opposing here; it is what he calls ‘the Calvinist ideology’. Christianity has always preached both the law and the grace, in different balance in different times and churches; this novel opposes law, in so far as that means external compulsion, rigidity and limitation, but it celebrates grace, spontaneity, generosity. It is Donald Macleod who is the Good Samaritan here: atheist though he is, he loves his neighbour: ‘we have to look after each other.’ He lives by his own felt values, very near to the positive teachings of Jesus.


The whole book is of course permeated with religious ideas and images. The New Testament treatment of shepherds and sheep, reflecting the relationship of Christ and his church, makes the very essence of the Clearances ironic. The book of Revelation has a vision of Christ as the Lamb. And if Donald Macleod is the Good Samaritan, Patrick Sellar is repeatedly described as a man on a white horse. This is a complex and ambiguous echo of Revelation 19, 11–15, where the Word of God descends from heaven on a white horse to smite and punish, with all the fierceness and the wrath of God. The ambiguity of this image is deliberate, for Sellar was sometimes seen as the vehicle of God’s wrath against sinful men, as the minister suggests to Mrs Scott. But no reader of Consider the Lilies will be surprised to learn that Crichton Smith’s first treatment of this subject, in a Gaelic play, was an account of the trial of Patrick Sellar – in hell.


Isobel Murray




Quotations from Iain Crichton Smith not otherwise identified in the introduction are from an unpublished taped interview with Isobel Murray and Bob Tait, one of a series of conversations with Scottish authors sponsored by Aberdeen University Development Trust.












ONE


Her name was Mrs Scott and she was an old woman of about seventy. She was sitting on an old chair in front of her cottage when she saw the rider. The rider was Patrick Sellar, factor to the Duke of Sutherland, and he wasn’t riding his horse very well, though he felt that in his position he ought to have a horse. He was an ex-lawyer, and horses aren’t used to that kind of law. Also, it was a white horse which was one of the reasons why the old woman paid such particular attention to it.


She was just an old woman sitting in the sun watching a few hens scrabble in the dust, and she wasn’t really thinking of anything. Dreaming perhaps: for as far as an old woman is concerned there is little difference between reality and dream. She might have been dreaming of her youth or of her son in Canada or of her husband who had been a soldier. Or she might have been watching the horse neither dreaming nor thinking, though half-noticing how it sheered its head away from its rider, its nostrils flaring. She was wearing black, and was very frail-looking.


She didn’t know much about horses and she didn’t know anything about Patrick Sellar. Nor, for that matter, did he know much about her. As far as he was concerned, she was a disposable object. As far as she was concerned, he was a stranger and to be treated with hospitality even though she was old.


At first she couldn’t see him very well, for her sight was beginning to fail a little. All she could tell was that there was a white horse with a man riding it. As he came closer she saw that he was wearing a sort of blue uniform with gold buttons and that he was short and fat. He took a long time dismounting, for his horse didn’t seem to be making it easy for him. She could tell that he liked to feel dignified, even though he had small burning eyes.


She saw, when he was off his horse, that he carried a whip. Perhaps he had been using it on the animal. The horse, however, relieved of its burden, was very quiet and began calmly to chew grass though now and then it would toss its head in the air.


He came over to where she was sitting.


Because she had been taught to be courteous and obedient to her superiors she stood up. It wasn’t easy, but she succeeded. She was surprised that he didn’t tell her to sit down for some of his superiors did this. Some of them even meant it, and had a kind of careless politeness, which this man didn’t have.


‘Good day to the gentleman,’ she said.


She expected him to say ‘good day’ in return but he only grunted.


‘Will the gentleman go in?’ she asked.


‘All I have to say to you can be said here,’ said the man.


But of course that wouldn’t do. It wouldn’t be polite to keep a stranger outside the house.


She went inside and waited for him to follow her, which he did. At first she felt a little dazed going inside, for the room was dark and slightly chilly after the warmth outside. She sat down on one of the two chairs. She noticed that the stranger didn’t want to sit but she signed to him to do so and he sat on the bench, which was close to the door. He kept hitting his whip against the bench and even though this irritated her she didn’t ask him to stop. He was, after all, a guest in her house. She waited in silence with her hands crossed for him to begin to speak, staring into the empty grate.


‘I suppose you’ll know why I am here,’ he began.


And then she had a flash of revelation. Perhaps he had come about her pension. Her husband had been killed in the war in a place called Spain, and now that she came to think of it he had talked to her once of a man on a white horse.


‘It is about the pension?’ she asked.


‘What pension?’ he asked.


‘The pension for my man,’ she said, ‘They said I would get a pension.’


She had also received a letter from the King which the elder had read to her. It was beautifully printed on very important-looking paper. Very thick paper, with very large print on it. It was very beautiful and it was nice and thoughtful of the King to have gone to such trouble, especially when he had so much to do. She had framed the paper and it was hanging in the other room – the only other room – at that moment. Her mind began to wander a little after he had told her it wasn’t because of the pension that he was here. She had a picture of her husband dead on a foreign field. He was wearing the uniform the Duke of Sutherland had given his men, the volunteers for his regiment. Her husband had always been adventurous with a streak of the boy in him.


‘I’ll tell you what I came for,’ said the fat little man thumping the bench with his whip.


She looked up: she had almost forgotten him. And suddenly she saw that his burning little eyes were those of an enemy. She couldn’t think why this should be so. She was sure she had never seen him before in her life and she couldn’t understand how she had offended him.


‘Will the gentleman have a cup of tea?’ she said, though that would mean setting and lighting a fire and she was very tired.


‘No, I haven’t time for tea.’


She didn’t wonder why he didn’t say ‘Thank you’ or ‘Tapadh leibh’ because sometimes they said it and sometimes not. It depended what mood they were in. Anyway, he wouldn’t know any Gaelic.


She didn’t particularly like the look of him. His head wasn’t Highland. It was too heavy and the face was too fat and red, and the eyes in the head were small and burning.


‘I came to tell you,’ he was saying, ‘that you’ll have to leave the house.’ When he said this she was looking at his lips. For such a heavy head and such red cheeks the lips were very thin. For that reason she didn’t at first take in what he had said. As well as this she was distracted by the sound of the whip with the silver knob at the top of it hitting the bench.


After a while the words came back into her mind.


‘I came to tell you that you’ll have to leave the house.’


Of course the words didn’t make any sense. What should she leave the house for?


It was ridiculous to say that she must leave the house. She had nowhere else to go and in any case she didn’t want to go anywhere else. Perhaps he hadn’t spoken the words after all, but when she looked at him he was staring at her and his lips were quivering with anger. She found this disturbing and surprising and felt that she had done something wrong.


‘Is it the pension?’ she asked tremulously. ‘Is it because of the pension you said that?’


He looked at her in astonishment and said:


‘No, of course it’s not the pension. I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


So it wasn’t the pension. Then perhaps she had offended him in some other way. She went back in her mind over the past few minutes, how he had come riding on his white horse, how he had dismounted, how she had offered him tea. But no, she couldn’t think of anything she had done to offend him. In addition, she felt a dull pain beginning in her left knee – the sciatica again.


She raised her curdled face and listened to him.


‘It’s the Duke who sent me. The Duke. Do you know him?’


No, of course not, how could she know the Duke? She had seen him but she didn’t know him. What a silly question. She had seen him in full regimentals with his recruiting clerk sitting at a table in the open air. On the table was a bag with a pile of coins. Her husband had got some of the coins when he joined the Duke’s regiment. She had also seen the Duchess once, in the grounds of the Castle. But she didn’t know them. Anyway, they were away from Sutherland most of the time, especially in the winter.


Once the Duchess had sent a man with some meal when the crops were bad. At first they thought they were going to get it free, but they had to pay for it some time afterwards when they’d forgotten about it. That was what made it worse. If they had told them at the time it wouldn’t have been so bad. But they hadn’t. So they decided that in future they wouldn’t take any meal if it was offered. It wasn’t easy to pay it back. Perhaps the Duke and the Duchess hadn’t known about it. Perhaps the man had put the money in his own pocket. Still, there was little they could do about it. They could only complain to the man himself and he wasn’t going to tell his employers. Then, again, the Duke and the Duchess might have known about it and if they had complained to the man he might have said that they hadn’t given him any money. Then they would have been worse off than before. It was best not to say anything.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘the gentleman was speaking.’


‘Of course I’m speaking. I’m saying that the Duke sent me to put you out.’


She stood up very slowly and pulled the curtain across the window, because the sun was in her eyes. Equally slowly she sat down again.


She felt that her slow movements irritated the man. But then he didn’t know what it was to be old. You had to be old to know what it was to be old. The earth began to pull at your feet as if it wanted to get you inside, and the sooner the better.


‘I don’t understand,’ she said in the half-darkness.


If only he would speak a little more slowly. He spoke faster than the people she was used to.


Her visitor drew a deep breath.


‘It’s very simple,’ he said, ‘the Duke wants you out of here because …’


‘Is he wanting the house for himself?’ she asked.


Her visitor laughed but it wasn’t a good laugh. It was a mocking laugh, the kind of laugh rich and grand people laughed, especially rich clever people, who didn’t make allowances for you when you were old, and didn’t understand your language at all.


She didn’t think that she was superior to her visitor because she could speak in two languages, though not so well in English as in Gaelic, whereas he knew only one. After all, rich people and rich people’s servants didn’t know Gaelic: that was the way it was.


‘Imagine it,’ he was saying, ‘the Duke wanting this house!’


Well, true enough, the Duke lived in a castle but her house wasn’t a bad one either. She had a dresser and two chairs and a bench and she had cups and saucers ranged on the dresser and she had a table and a lamp. What more did you need? But certainly the Duke lived in a castle just the same.


‘No,’ said her visitor, his laugh having stopped very quickly. ‘He’s going to pull the house down.’


He said this as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world. Pulling her house down, when after all it was her house. She had never lived in any other house in all her seventy years. On the death of her parents – she hadn’t married till they were both dead – her husband had come to live in this house. She had been born in the house, had spent her girlhood there, and had spent all the years of her marriage – such as they were – in it.


She couldn’t exactly put it into words but she knew that if she left the house she would die. Naturally, she hadn’t long to live anyway, perhaps five years, perhaps ten. But if she left the house she would die. And anyway, there was no other place for her to go. How could she sleep in any other bed than the one she had? And who would carry the grandfather clock away for her? No, it was out of the question. She couldn’t leave the house alive. But at the same time she didn’t have the words to explain all this to the visitor in the way she would have liked. She might have said ‘I’m too old’ or ‘I’m seventy years old’ but for some reason she didn’t want to appeal to his pity. She had her pride to keep. Her husband had made one of the chairs himself with his own hands. For a weakening moment she thought of the gaiety of her early married days, after the long illness of her mother. But she put the thought out of her mind as soon as it came.


‘My mother used to sit in that chair,’ she said.


At the end her mother had been very difficult. She believed that she was going to hell, though no one knew what had put that idea into her head. She would get up in the night screaming that she was on fire. One night they had found her in her nightgown by the banks of a loch. Was she going to throw herself in, her face twisted in the light of the moon, turned at bay like an animal without teeth but with very very bright eyes? But of course her visitor wouldn’t know about this, nor the helpless overwhelming pity she had felt for her mother. Nor did he know about those long patient years which had put a hardness in her, a hardness which her husband had often commented upon. Sometimes she had to fight against her own inflexible will when dealing with her son.


‘How do you get on here anyway?’ said her visitor. ‘You seem to be on your own.’


‘No,’ she answered with panic, ‘there’s the neighbours; there’s James the Elder, and there’s Big Betty, and there’s Annie. She gets the water for me.’


As well as that she went to church every Sunday. She liked going to church. In fact she wouldn’t know what she would do if there was no church. She liked the minister because he talked well and told the truth. To speak well and sincerely was a great gift, and furthermore he was dignified and was said to be very learned. She also liked the silence of the church when she could sit there as in a cool well and feel all her troubles and sorrows and tensions unravelling themselves, leaving her quite clean and whole. She liked to be shaken by the hand by the minister when she was going out. It gave her the impression that she was someone, though she never looked the minister in the face during those brief conversations they had. He had very plump cheeks – this she could see when he was preaching – and a way of smacking his lips at the end of sentences. But the most striking thing about him was his dignity. She could rely on him, though she didn’t have occasion to up until now.


‘Of course it won’t be exactly like this house,’ her visitor was saying. ‘In fact it will be better, cleaner and made of stone. You might even have a carpet on the floor.’


She got up again painfully and went over to the window. From there she could see the churchyard and some of the tombstones leaning towards each other. Her husband wasn’t buried there but her father and mother were. She didn’t even know whereabouts her husband was buried though it was in a place called Spain.


‘What are you looking at?’ said her visitor angrily. ‘At your land? What good has it ever done you? It’s all stone, isn’t it? If you had any sense you wouldn’t worry about leaving it. This new house will be in the north by the sea.’


But she wasn’t looking at the land, she was looking at the churchyard.


‘My father and mother are buried in the churchyard,’ she said.


‘Yes, you people are always talking about the dead.’


Well, why shouldn’t they? The dead were always around them. Soon she herself would be dead. The dead just didn’t go away for ever. They were near the house, present in the house. The bed she had was her father’s and mother’s marriage bed. The grandfather clock had been passed down through generations. Also, very few people would go near the churchyard at night. Did he think the dead went away for ever? Of course not. She remembered her own father dying, with his long white beard. He was a good age when he died, yet was as frightened as a child in the silent house. Her father and mother remained as presences in the house. So did her husband, even though he had died in another country. She remembered his small alert moustached face emerging dripping out of the basin of water.
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