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            I am going a long way

            To the island-valley of Avilion;

            Where falls not hail, or rain, or any snow,

            Nor ever wind blows loudly; but it lies

            Deep-meadow’d, happy, fair with orchard lawns

            And bowery hollows crown’d with summer sea,

            Where I will heal my grievous wound.

            TENNYSON, Morte d’Arthur
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             PREFACE

         

         THE SEA IN THE LITTLE BAY is still tonight and a full moon casts a wan pallor over the Sound and the hills of Skye. A driftwood fire crackles in the hearth of the croft on the beach, and through the open window I can hear all the sounds and ghosts of the night – the kraak  of a solitary heron stalking fish in the moonlight at the edge of the shore, a seal singing softly in the bay, the plaintive, child-like voice rising and falling like a lullaby in the dark.

         It was on just such a night that I first arrived in this tiny paradise in the company of the unusual man who is the protagonist in the saga which follows. There have been many changes – natural, ecological, man-made – during the intervening years. A tall dark conifer forest now covers the once bare hills. The encircling burn, the ring of bright water, runs along a different course, and the dunes and the foreshore follow a different configuration. Sand martins no longer nest in the sandbanks above the burn, and far fewer seabirds congregate on the islands in the bay. The rowan tree – the source of so much myth and conflict in years gone by – finally died this summer, overwhelmed by the Norwegian fir planted beside it. Camusfeàrna itself is now a venue for fans and tourists who find their way through the woods to savour its peace and seek its pervasive magic; they leave votive offerings on the cairn that marks the grave of Edal the otter and on the great granite block that covers the spot where Gavin Maxwell’s ashes were laid to rest, the same spot where he wrote his classic account of life with otters at Camusfeàrna, Ring  of  Bright  Water.

         There are otters still at Camusfeàrna, descendants of the wild otters that once kept Gavin Maxwell uneasy company at the long-gone house – I saw tell-tale signs of them this afternoon, in the tumble of rocks out at Otter Island. And the place has not lost its ability to surprise and delight. The moment I stepped out of the croft this morning a brilliant rainbow sprang up between the waterfall and the mouth of the burn, and a skein of seven whooper swans in perfect V-formation came honking low beneath the exact centre of the rainbow’s arc – an effect so stunningly theatrical that I thought for a moment Gavin’s spirit had returned to Camusfeàrna especially to lay on a good show for me.

         But the shadow that darkened Gavin Maxwell’s later life reaches even to the present. Plans are afoot to destroy his last retreat on Kyleakin Island, along with the wild otters and eiders that have colonised the place since his death, by laying the controversial Skye Bridge right across the middle of it. Soon the only testimony to this remarkable man’s life will be the memorial rock with its life-size bronze otter overlooking Luce Bay, near Gavin’s birthplace in his beloved Galloway.

         Gavin Maxwell was to otters what Joy Adamson was to lions, Dian Fossey to gorillas, Jane Goodall to chimpanzees and Grey Owl to beavers. Ring  of  Bright  Water  was one of the twentieth century’s most popular wildlife books (top of the US bestseller lists for a year, over two million sold worldwide, and still in print), and was habitually bracketed with Thoreau’s Walden,  Gilbert White’s Natural  History  of  Selborne  and Henry Williamson’s Tarka  the  Otter. The book gained its author a huge following as a guru of the wilds among a whole generation, especially in Europe and America, where he was ranked with John Burroughs, W.H. Hudson and Gerald Durrell as one of the finest nature writers of the last hundred years. The New  York  Herald Tribune  acclaimed it as ‘one of the outstanding wildlife books of all time’, and The  Times  described its author as ‘a man of action who writes like a poet’. It was largely thanks to Maxwell and his book that the world began to take notice of the delightful species that was its subject, and to initiate measures to protect it from the depredations that threatened to destroy it. Today the otter is a protected species, and is making a comeback in Britain.

         But never had the simple life been pursued by so complicated a character. Maxwell had come into contact with otters purely by chance, and his many schemes and adventures took him round many other bends in the river – travel, war, shark-hunting, portrait-painting, espionage, poetry and journalism. This is the first full-length biography to tell the whole story of Gavin Maxwell’s extraordinarily picaresque and ultimately tragic life. Though there have been a number of previous attempts, all fell at the first hurdle of the family and the literary estate. My own redeeming virtues seemed to be that I had known Maxwell during the last twelve years of his life – an essential advantage, it was felt, in unravelling the paradoxical and contradictory personality of this highly complex man – and had conducted a long interview with him about his life and work shortly before his death (the starting point of this present biography).

         Among the many complexities in the general mix was the matter of Maxwell’s homosexuality. Readers who view modern biography as a kind of voyeurs’ bazaar may be disappointed that I have felt unable to pursue this aspect to the last drop and tittle of detail. There are various reasons. One is my personal respect for the persons involved (of whom there are relatively few). Another is a stricture laid down by Gavin Maxwell’s literary trustees that the matter should be aired only in a general way, with no reference to specifics. One accidental result of this, perhaps, has been to give Maxwell’s heterosexual involvements a disproportionate emphasis in his life. Though inveterate witch-hunters may ransack these pages for clues to identities, they will be disappointed. Friends of Gavin Maxwell who appear in this book are just that – friends, or colleagues, whether they are accountants, animal keepers, fellow expeditionaries or shark-hunters. Or for that matter biographers.

         I knew Gavin well. I liked him (not everybody did), I enjoyed his company and conversation and judged him to be a truly remarkable man, a troubled spirit and genius manqué,  an outstandingly gifted descriptive writer, a latter-day eccentric in the grand manner whose life was spent on a kind of knightly quest to achieve an ideal life and find an ideal Avalon. In a word, I looked on him as a friend I admired, for all his patent flaws.

         
             

         

         This biography could not have been written without the help of a host of people who knew Gavin Maxwell at almost every stage of his life. A full list of acknowledgements is given at the end of the book, but I would like to give special thanks here to the following select little band, who helped me above and beyond the call of duty: Michael Cuddy, Anthony Dickins, Richard Frere (and his book Maxwell’s  Ghost), Lavinia Hankinson, Peter Janson-Smith, Constance McNab, Terence Nutkins, Raef Payne, Kathleen Raine (and her reminiscences, poems and book The  Lion’s  Mouth) and Jimmy Watt. I am grateful to Time-Life Books for permission to make use of my book Wilderness  Europe  in the writing of passages of Chapter 20 and the Epilogue of this biography; to Gavin Maxwell Enterprises Ltd for permission to quote extracts from God  Protect Me  from  My  Friends  © 1956, 1972 Gavin Maxwell Enterprises Ltd, The  House  of Elrig © 1965 Gavin Maxwell Enterprises Ltd, and The Ten  Pains  of  Death  © 1959 Gavin Maxwell Enterprises Ltd; to Penguin Books Ltd for permission to reproduce extracts from Ring  of Bright  Water  (first published by Longman Green, 1960, Penguin Books, 1974) © 1960 Gavin Maxwell, Harpoon  at  a Venture  (first published by Rupert Hart-Davis, 1952, Penguin Books, 1984) © 1952 the Estate of Gavin Maxwell, The  Rocks  Remain  (first published by Longman Green, 1963, Penguin Books, 1974) © the Estate of Gavin Maxwell, 1963, and A  Reed  Shaken  by  the  Wind  (first published by Longman Green, 1957, Penguin Books, 1983) © 1957 Gavin Maxwell. I am also grateful to the Authors’ Foundation (Society of Authors) and to Andrew and Margaret Hewson (John Johnson Agency) for their valuable financial support during the extensive period in which this book was written, to Katie Rigge for translations from Italian, to Dominic Cooper for the invaluable interviews he conducted in the West Highlands, to John and Viv Burton for their unstinting encouragement and advice, and to Duff Hart-Davis for his enthusiasm about writing this biography in the first place.
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            PROLOGUE

            Encounter  with  a  Guru

         

         
            A riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma

            WINSTON CHURCHILL

         

         The first time I met Gavin Maxwell – poet, painter, shark-hunter, naturalist, traveller, secret agent and aristocratic opter-out – was a shock. ‘Come round for a drink,’ he had said over the phone. ‘Say, about tea time? Take the bus up the King’s Road. Get off just before the World’s End and double back. The square is on your left, between the road and the river. Paultons Square. Number 9.’

         I found the house without difficulty, a tall, narrow-fronted terrace house in a large, tree-filled square on the furthest frontier of fashionable Chelsea. There were two bell pushes by the front door: the lower one was labelled ‘G. Maxwell’, the upper one ‘K. Raine’. I pushed the lower one and waited. Nobody came, and after a minute or two I went back to the pavement and leaned over the railings to try and peer through the front window. Behind the net curtain I could make out nothing but a brightly lit glass fishtank standing waterless and fishless on the windowsill. Inside the tank I could see the outline of what I took to be a large stuffed lizard, a sort of dragon in miniature, about a foot and a half long, with a tawny coloured, scaly skin. As I stared transfixed at this Jurassic apparition I saw that it was not stuffed after all but very much alive, for suddenly a long tongue like a snake’s flickered out of its mouth, snatched at an insect that looked like a grasshopper, then just as suddenly retracted. My attention was instantly distracted from this startling reptile by a flash of iridescent wings and a frantic fluttering of brilliant electric-blue and green feathers in the upper window pane. Some kind of tropical bird, wings beating furiously like a humming bird, hovered momentarily behind the glass, then swooped away and was lost from view in the darkness of the room’s interior.

         At least the house was inhabited, I decided; no one could stray for long from a menagerie as exotic as this. I went back to the door, rang the upper bell and waited again. After a minute or two the door was pulled fractionally ajar. A keen, wary face appeared cautiously from around the door, eyeing me guardedly with a shy half-smile as I stood there. Gavin Maxwell was forty-three then, in the autumn of 1957, but to me he looked far older, with a face lean and lined and wrinkled as though he had spent a lifetime in the desert. His pale blue eyes stared at me quizzically from under a mop of flaxen hair.

         ‘Gavin Maxwell?’ I asked. ‘I’m sorry I’m late. If I am late. I must have pushed the wrong bell.’

         ‘You’re not  late,’ he answered. ‘You’re early.’ He spoke with a carefully modulated deepish tenor voice, enunciating his words positively, even authoritatively.

         ‘I heard the doorbell the first time,’ he went on. ‘I was just checking you out through my binoculars from the other end of the room. Come in and have a whisky. After all, it is  tea time.’

         He ushered me in. The sitting room ran the whole width of the house from front to back. It was clearly no ordinary sitting room. It was ornate, baroque, even eccentric. Partly this was due to the creatures that inhabited it – the dozen or so tropical tanager birds that fluttered freely around the furniture, the giant Saharan monitor lizard I had already seen skulking in its glass case by the window. Partly it was the opulence of the furnishings – the antique aquamarine tapestry hanging from one wall, the magnificent ormolu clock, the tall lampstand of clear fluted glass, the gilded mirror and luxurious velvet curtains. Partly also it was the eclectic assortment of weaponry that was dotted about the room – the chrome-nickel whaling harpoons and curved Arab daggers with jewelled hilts that hung from the walls, and the brace of expensive-looking hunting guns that stood in a corner. A portrait in oils of an attractive, long-haired blonde young woman, painted by Maxwell himself, hung above a mantelpiece. With an expression of faint sensual bemusement she stared across the room towards a life-size ancient Roman terracotta phallus on top of the bookcase opposite.

         When Maxwell went out of the room to fetch water for the whisky I cast a quick eye over the titles in the bookcase. They were a random collection. Some were foreign editions of his own works – one about his shark-hunting venture, another about a Sicilian outlaw and bandit, a third about his travels in the Iraq marshes. Travel books by other authors rubbed covers with volumes on zoology and ornithology, works by Freud on psychoanalysis and Havelock Ellis on the psychology of sex, a book about Salvador Dali, a book by Salvador Dali, and various specialist works including an illustrated monograph on the anatomy of the female human pudenda and a police textbook on forensic medicine and murder in all its forms. When Maxwell came back into the room he said: ‘I had to sell most of my books when I was virtually bankrupted after my shark-hunting business failed. I lost almost everything, my inheritance, the lot. This is all that’s left.’

         He sat me down, poured me half a pint of Scotch, opened the drawer of an escritoire, took out a small, ivory-handled pistol and without a word clapped it to my right temple and pulled the trigger.

         ‘You blinked!’ he cried, laying the pistol down. ‘You’re quite obviously not  a born killer.’

         The pistol, a .32 Colt semi-automatic engraved with his name, had been a gift from the Norwegian Resistance when he was in Special Forces during the war. This and the other implements of death in the room contrasted oddly with the animals that lived there.

         ‘I’ve always kept animals,’ Maxwell told me as he fed a live locust (specially delivered from Harrods’ pet department) to the monitor lizard. ‘Till this spring I had an otter I’d brought back from the Iraq marshes. Then it was killed by a roadmender in Scotland. I had a ring-tailed lemur as well until recently. But one day it bit me through my tibial artery and I nearly bled to death. I lost two pints of blood all over the floor before I got a tourniquet on to stop the flow.’

         Maxwell, I soon discovered, was more accident-prone than any human being I had met. He was for ever being wrapped round lamp-posts, shipwrecked on reefs, attacked by wild animals, half blinded by sandstorms, struck low by diseases unknown to science, robbed by Arabs, cheated by crooks, betrayed by friends. In fact, in almost every way he was quite unlike any other person I had ever encountered. He lived alone and was an avowed neurotic. He chain-smoked and was rarely without an enormous glass of well-watered whisky in his hand. He was far fiercer than I had expected of an author whom a reviewer had described as ‘a man of action who writes like a poet’. Of medium height and wiry build, he held himself taut and erect as if squaring up to an imminent assault. His look was fierce and his speech, too, was fiercely authoritative, even aggressive, with great emphasis on amplifier words like ‘fantastic’  and ‘absolutely’,  and sudden dramatic shifts from humour and laughter to anger and depressive gloom.

         His conversation was original and wide-ranging and his personality highly engaging. He was clearly endowed with considerable physical and nervous energy, a keen analytical intelligence, boundless curiosity and a restless creative drive, the masterwork of which was the high drama of his own chaotic life – for he existed, as far as I could see, in a whirl of wild hopes and plans and tragic episodes largely of his own creating.

         This whirl of high drama tended to involve anyone who happened to be in the vicinity. When I casually told him that an Oxford friend of mine who had joined the Foreign Office (and was later to become Governor of Hong Kong) had recently asked me if I was interested in applying for the job of private tutor to the Crown Prince of Nepal, Gavin’s instantaneous and exaggerated histrionics knew no bounds. ‘That job cannot possibly  be what it seems!’ he pronounced, looking gravely alarmed. ‘If I were you I wouldn’t touch it with a barge pole. Were you given a telephone number to ring?’ I gave him the number of an office in Whitehall. Gavin looked at it and whistled through his teeth. ‘I thought as much,’ he said. ‘Do you have the extension?’ I gave him that too. Gavin picked up the phone and dialled the number. When it answered he gave me a conspiratorial confirming wink and brusquely asked the operator for the extension. When the extension answered he slammed the phone down as if he had just received an electric shock and shouted across the room: ‘Just what I thought! If you go after that job in Kathmandu you’ll be getting into deeper water than you ever dreamed of. It’s up to you, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ Only much later, when I had got the measure of Gavin’s propensity to conjure drama and danger out of thin air, did I realise that the course of my life had been shunted from one branch line to another.

         Gavin was the first real writer I had ever met, and he shared my own enthusiasm for travel and wild places. It was this which had led me to contact him. In my last year at Oxford I was Chairman of the Oxford University Exploration Club, and was looking for interesting guest speakers who differed from the explorer stereotypes – the burly, booted pemmican-eaters and craggy, glacial crampon men. One Sunday in November 1957 I read in the Sunday Times  a long, highly favourable review of a book called A  Reed Shaken  by  the  Wind, by a writer I had not heard of before called Gavin Maxwell, about a journey through the Tigris marshes with the renowned Arabian explorer Wilfred Thesiger. ‘As the title suggests,’ the review began, ‘he is a man on a quest; and he even gives us a hint that this is a voyage  d’oubli  … The moving quality of the prose is the expression of a sensibility delicate and troubled, humorous and observant, with which it is a pleasure to converse and which overlays a tough and stoical core. For such disturbed personalities the marshes become a symbol …’ I read the book, was impressed by the brilliance of the narrative and intrigued by the enigmatic persona of the writer, and wrote at once inviting him to come to Oxford to lecture about his travels.

         Maxwell replied by telephone. Was I, he demanded sternly, the Douglas Botting who had just returned from an expedition to Socotra (an unexplored island in the Arabian Sea)? I said I was. ‘Have you written a book about it?’ he asked. I said I had. ‘Then I’d like to have a look at it, if it’s all the same with you.’ I brought the manuscript on my first visit to Maxwell’s flat. Later he wrote me a note: ‘Let me say at once that you are a born writer in the true sense and will be wasting your time in the future doing anything else.’ So the die was cast.

         Maxwell’s lecture to the University Exploration Club at St Edmund Hall was captivating and often hilarious. At dinner afterwards we were joined by my predecessor as Chairman of the Club, a rugged ex-Marine Commando whose nose had been broken in a bottle fight in a Maltese dockside bar, and who now appeared wearing a Stetson and despatch rider’s boots and a heavily plastered arm in a sling. It was clear that Maxwell warmed to this kind of company, and when my friend told him he had broken his arm in Somaliland while trying a high-speed turn on a racing camel, Maxwell leaned across to me and whispered, ‘Now that’s what I call a real  explorer.’ By the time coffee came Maxwell had formed an idea. ‘Why don’t I go on a dangerous expedition and get lost,’ he suggested to me, ‘and you come out and look for me? If you find me I can write a book about the journey. But if you don’t find me you  can write a book about the search.’

         He was only half joking, and when I next met him he had developed the idea. We should pool our talents and organise a major expedition – through the Berber country of the Atlas Mountains of Morocco, for example, or among the Nilotic tribes of the Sudd in the southern Sudan. It was clear that he saw his contact with the Exploration Club, and myself in particular, as a means of making use of our practical knowledge and expertise in mounting expeditions to far-away places for his own purposes. The success of his book on the Iraq marshes meant he was virtually bound to be commissioned to write another travel book, but he was not himself a very practical person, and was not entirely clear how to set up complicated forays of this sort on his own account. Perhaps I could help, he suggested; perhaps I could even make the film of the expedition while he wrote the book. But first, perhaps, I might like to accompany him on a less ambitious journey.

         ‘I’ve got a little lighthouse-keeper’s cottage by the sea up in the Scottish Highlands,’ he told me. ‘I haven’t been there for a year. Not since my otter Mijbil was killed. I couldn’t bear to go back alone. You’d enjoy it. It’s miles from anywhere and you could bring your textbooks.’ So began my association with that loveliest and most tragic of Shangri-Las – the tiny wilderness that was to become renowned throughout the world as Camusfeàrna, the Bay of Alders.

         We drove up in Gavin’s vintage Bentley roadster at the start of my Easter vacation of 1958. There were no motorways then and it took two long days to reach the West Highland coast. Little by little as the miles sped by I began to learn more about the curiously dramatic personality at the wheel. He drove sensationally fast, like a racing driver, with much squealing of tyres and restless changing up and down through the gears. When I commented on this he told me he had once been an amateur racing driver – but only  when he was crossed in love, he said, and only  after he had downed half a bottle of Scotch before the start, ‘Otherwise I’d have been scared out of my wits!’ He told me the psychologist and writer Elias Canetti (who later won the Nobel Prize for Literature) once remonstrated with him for his reckless speeding. ‘“Givin, Givin,”’ Gavin said, gleefully mimicking Canetti’s pronounced Central European accent, ‘“do you really have to identify with a motor car in this way? I mean, when the car goes fast, do you feel fast? When it goes slow, do you feel slow? When it breaks down, do you feel broken down?” And I told him: “Yes, all those things.”’

         At Scotch Corner Gavin pulled in for a fill-up of petrol and whisky. When I told him I would prefer a beer he remonstrated with me. ‘My dear Douglas, you can’t possibly  drink that plebeian stuff. You must  have a whisky!’ All games except chess and canasta were also plebeian in the Gavin canon, I discovered. It was not until we reached Northumberland and turned off the main road to the small coastal town of Alnwick that I discovered why.

         ‘I thought I’d show you my grandfather’s house,’ he explained. ‘It’s only just down the road.’

         We roared up to the great gates of a medieval stone pile with curtain walls and battlements and round towers and a great keep. This was Alnwick Castle, the ancestral home of the Dukes of Northumberland.

         ‘I used to stay here when I was little,’ Gavin told me. ‘I didn’t like it much. I once said to my mother: “When are we going to get out of this tight place?” She was the daughter of the Duke of Northumberland. This was his castle – my grandfather’s castle, the seventh Duke’s. Now it’s my uncle’s, the ninth Duke’s.’

         By and large, Gavin wore his exalted status lightly – though he could make use of it if he chose to pull rank or impress, or if an accent or a social mannerism pained him. Though he was born an aristocrat, his political leanings at the time I first met him were towards the more radical left. He was much preoccupied with furthering social reform among the Sicilian poor, and even appeared on the same public platforms as such committed left-wingers as Victor Gollancz, the socialist publisher, and Fenner Brockway, the radical Labour M.P. But he was  a snob of a particular kind. He could not abide fools, and loathed the human pack and all herd-like behaviour. He was not a true loner, but he hated groups and could never have travelled on an expedition comprising more than two people.

         We crossed into Scotland and stopped over in Edinburgh. Gavin had a commission from an industrial journal called Steel  to do a photo-feature on a magnificent brand-new steel bridge across the Firth of Forth. But the journal’s editor had been badly misinformed. Though we went up the river one way and down the river the other we could find no such structure – it had not even been started. Rather than leave empty-handed we decided to photograph the old nineteenth-century bridge over the Forth, and spent a perilous afternoon clambering precariously over its ageing girders high above the swirling river. Not until we spotted policemen climbing after us among the girders of the bridge’s intricate tracery of ochre-red ironwork, and heard them hailing us to come down, did we descend to earth again.

         At dinner in the grand old North British Hotel that evening Gavin was highly elated about this escapade, but as the meal progressed and the wine flowed his mood darkened, and when a band started playing and couples began to dance his mood grew positively black and he sat staring furiously ahead of him with his hands clenched together under his chin in a characteristic gesture of outrage. Was it the fact that men and women were dancing together that so affronted him, participating together in a collective tribal ritual such as he, a lifelong and irremediable outsider, could never join? Or was it simply the drink?

         ‘Douglas, one thing you must understand,’ he confessed over another double whisky, ‘I am no saint.’ He was, it seemed, a homosexual, though not entirely so, for women had featured in his life from time to time. It took me a few moments to take this in. There was clearly no question that the implications of this revelation could involve me in any way, but it was obviously crucial to an understanding of his complex and rebellious nature and the alienation which characterised his life. Though he enjoyed female company, and had loved several women in his time, his inclinations were more strongly Grecian in nature, he explained, and he was romantically in love with youth and beauty. ‘More Death  in  Venice  than Antony  and Cleopatra, if you see what I mean. You may not approve. But you’ll have to accept me for what I am.’ What he was, as I gradually discovered, was a troubled and tempestuous but often hilarious terrier of a man, a flawed genius whose obvious faults of character were redeemed by a rare generosity of spirit, an undimmed utopian vision of life and nature, and a stoical courage that was undaunted even in the face of ultimate adversity.

         Gavin took the slow road to Sandaig. We thundered along a narrow twisting track that wound between mountains and over moorland to the west coast and the haunts of his wartime and sharking days – Arisaig, Morar, Mallaig. On the way we stopped at the houses of old friends and relatives, ex-commandos and harpoon-gunners, taking a wee dram here and a wee dram there, till the drams put end to end must have occupied the best part of a bottle and the road seemed to grow more tortuous than ever. Fortunately it ended at Mallaig, the brash, bustling, frontier-style West Highland fishing port that had been Gavin’s sharking base in the post-war years. From here, on a wild wet morning in early April 1958, we set sail aboard the island steamer bound for the Small Isles of the Inner Hebrides. I had never been this far north in Britain before, and the sights and sounds of this wild corner of Scotland were like a foreign land to me. Though Gavin had travelled these parts time and again in previous years, his enthusiasm was unabated. He was an ideal travelling companion, informed, inquisitive, even rapturous about the wild world that encircled us.

         After an hour or two of butting the heavy Atlantic swell the steamer drew in beneath a great, hump-backed island called Rhum, where Gavin had hunted the basking shark a decade before. On such a storm-tossed day the impression of Rhum from the sea was daunting. Huge cliffs girt the island’s wild coast; volcanic mountains, pyramidal and black, rose straight from the sea; an extraordinary turreted Gothic edifice, an incongruous dark sandstone red in colour, stood four-square on the shore. As the ship hove-to – Rhum was still privately owned then and we were forbidden to land – a flurry of gannets hurtled around us like flying crucifixes and floating ‘rafts’ of Manx shearwaters rose and fell in the sea like flotsam. Gavin had a fund of knowledge, historical and zoological, about the island. By Rhum, and its black peaks, Norse names and oceanic birds, by this whirl of sea and weather and far and ever-changing horizons, I was spellbound, as Gavin himself had been years before. Then the ship’s siren echoed between the crags, the anchor was hauled in and the steamer pointed north-west into a heaving, rainswept sea.

         We disembarked at Canna, the most westerly and most beautiful of the Small Isles. The laird of Canna, the scholar and naturalist John Lorne Campbell (an etymologist and collector of Gaelic folk lore and a dedicated lepidopterist who tagged migrating butterflies like birds), was an old friend of Gavin’s, and it was at his home, Canna House, a comfortable old mansion overlooking the harbour approaches, that we stayed during our few days on the island. It was on Canna that Gavin’s mind began to turn to the subject of his next book. During a long walk along the high cliff’s edge of grassy, rabbity Compass Hill in a blustering gale he argued the pros and cons of the various alternatives. One was a biography of Toussaint L’Ouverture, the mad black tyrant-emperor of eighteenth-century Haiti. I thought this an interesting but rather arcane topic. The other possibility, Gavin told me between booming gusts of wind, was a book about his West Highland home at Sandaig, our ultimate destination. ‘I’ve written a little outline about it. Perhaps you’d like to read it when we get back and tell me what you think.’

         The thousand-word document was not so much an outline as a sample of text. I remember it as one of the most brilliantly written evocations of place I have ever read, conjuring up in a few lines a magic world of light and sky and water, an enchanted patch of earth and the miraculous grace and freedom of the wild creatures that inhabited it. It described an unforgettable episode of natural prodigality and death Gavin had observed on a late summer evening in Sandaig Bay some five years previously. The twin sons of the local peat-digger had brought a bulky packet of letters down to Gavin’s house by the sea, and he was reading the letters in the twilit kitchen when he heard the boys shouting from the shore.

         He went out into the low evening light. The boys were standing in the sea, their figures silhouetted against the pale, glassy water. ‘They were shouting and dancing and scooping up the water with their hands, and all the time as they moved there shot up from the surface around them a glittering spray of small gold and silver fish, so dense and brilliant as to blur the outline of the human torsos. It was as though the boys were central figures of a strangely lit Roman fountain, and when they bent to the surface with cupped hands a new jet of sparks flew upward where their hands submerged, and fell back in dazzling cascade.’

         Gavin went down to the sea, and so dense was the mass of fugitive fish fry in the shallows – driven there by predators further out in the bay – that it was like wading in silver treacle. The scene was so extraordinary and the sense of fun so infectious that soon Gavin too was shouting and laughing and scooping and scattering new fountains of bright metallic chips. ‘We were fish-drunk, fish-crazy, fish-happy in that shining orange bubble of air and water …’

         The whole passage was an ecstatic celebratory paean to place and the natural world, but I little thought that in a year or two’s time it would form part of a modern nature classic that would transform its author into a guru of the wilds for a whole generation of readers. ‘I’ve come up with two possible titles,’ Gavin told me after ‘I’d finished reading the piece. ‘One of them is based on an invocation Wilfred Thesiger taught me when we were in the Iraq marshes. Whenever the Arabian bedouin see a raven, a bird of ill-omen, in the desert, they try and avert the omen by calling out: “Raven, seek thy brother!” The other title is based on lines from a poem written by a friend of mine, the poet Kathleen Raine:

         
            
               
                  He has married me with a ring, a ring of bright water

                  Whose ripples travel from the heart of the sea …’

               

            

         

         Gavin said he was inclined to use the raven image for his title; what did I think? I told him I thought it was too harsh and too black for what he had in mind. But a ring of bright water was a beautiful and evocative image. ‘It has to be Ring  of  Bright  Water,’ I said. ‘There’s no other possibility.’ ‘All right, chum,’ Gavin grunted. ‘Anything you say, chum. Wouldn’t you say? Or wouldn’t you?’

         I at last saw Sandaig late at night under a clear and brilliantly starlit Hebridean sky. From Glenelg on the Sound of Sleat a single-track road ran along a hillside to Tormor and a lone corrugated-roofed house that stood like an eyrie between the mountain and the sea – the home of Gavin’s long-standing friends Mary and John Donald MacLeod, the local road-foreman and peat-digger, a canny and thoughtful old Highlander and an authority on the English classics. From Tormor the only way down to Sandaig was on foot, a mile and a half of slipping and stumbling over peat bogs and down precipitous rocky paths. Gavin had been dreading this final stage of his return to Sandaig and all the painful reminders he would encounter there of his beloved otter, Mijbil, who had been killed somewhere along the Tormor road almost exactly a year before. In the event, he put a brave face on it. We had had a few drams at Tormor before setting off and Gavin was in uproarious good humour as we plunged into the darkness. We had not gone far when he hit on a device that successfully took his mind off darker thoughts till we were near the bottom. This was the McBotting song, a soused improvisation on the infinite Gaelic permutations of my very un-Gaelic name of Botting, intoned like human bagpipe music to the approximate tune of a Highland reel.

         ‘O McBotty, McBottlich, McBottock,’ he sang,

         
            
               
                  ‘O BotFiddich, BotLachlan, BotLoch,

                  O BotTavish, BotDonald, BotGregor,

                  O McBotWatt, McBotIntosh, McBot …’

               

            

         

         From time to time Gavin’s tone-deaf pibroch was cut off in mid-drone, and the sudden silence was followed by a violent thump and a forcible exhalation of breath as he plunged from one level of the hillside to a lower one without any visible step in between. Then, amid much hysterical mirth, the dirge would begin from a different and more distant part of the darkness, and recede ever more downward and seaward below me.

         
            
               
                  ‘O McBotNot, McBotsIt, McBotsHisname …’

               

            

         

         At a natural platform halfway down the view suddenly opened out, the world wanly illuminated by the gleam of a full, cut-glass moon. The darkened bulk of Skye lay to the right, and the pallid surface of an ocean bathed in moonshine seemed to stretch to the edge of vision. Apart from the murmur of a distant waterfall there was an unearthly quiet all around, and in the dead centre of this eerily phantasmagoric nightscape a distant lighthouse winked its beam every seven seconds. We carried on down. On the left the roar of the waterfall grew louder. We crossed a torrential burn on two parallel wires. Then on a flat patch of turf the outline of a house loomed against the moonlit sky – an abandoned lighthouse-keeper’s cottage, two up, two down, with no electricity, water, drainage or indeed anything at all. ‘You drink the water higher up the burn,’ Gavin explained, ‘and do big jobs lower down the burn. No toilet paper, please. Dangle from the branch of a tree and use a smooth pebble dipped in water like the Arabs do.’ As we stood before the house, staring as if mesmerised at the sea silver and shimmering beyond, Gavin turned to me and said:

         ‘Welcome to my Island Valley of Avalon.’

         He turned the key in the door, then paused a moment.

         ‘Do you know Tennyson’s poem about Avalon? Well – this is where I come to heal my grievous wound. I know every dune and hollow and rock and twist and turn of the shore here like the back of my hand. Every stick and stone and fern and flower holds some memory for me. This is where my soul comes home to, Douglas. And this is where I shall leave my heart and bones.’

         We went in. The flickering candlelight revealed a kind of dark wooden-panelled peasant cave festooned with all the paraphernalia of the sea – fish baskets and glass lobster floats, ropes, flippers and sou’westers, brass barometers and multifarious shells and relics cast up by the waves. Much of the furniture was improvised from fish boxes Gavin had beachcombed from the tideline. One chair had been fashioned out of a wooden whaling barrel; another was a passenger seat from a Dakota salvaged from an aeroplane junkyard somewhere. A Primus stove stood on a fish box by the window, and on a stone slab beneath the mantelpiece were inscribed the words ‘Non fatuum huc persecutus  ignem’  (It is no will-o’-the-wisp that I have followed here). After a year abandoned the house was chill and dank as a tomb. We tried to light a fire but the driftwood only spluttered and fumed in the ancient range-fire, filling the candlelit gloom of the kitchen-parlour with an eye-watering blue haze.

         We spent two weeks at Sandaig. The sea was a few yards distant, and a seal in the bay watched every move we made. On the left a snow-capped mountain towered more than three thousand feet above the house. When the weather was fine we walked out to the small islands at low tide to search the rocks for the holts of the native wild otters, snuffling with our noses close to the ground to catch a whiff of fresh spraint above the spray line; or we collected stones and scallop shells covered in the strange hieroglyphics of the serpulid tube worm; or scavenged the high-tide line of the long west-facing beaches for the flotsam washed up by the prevailing wind and tide – practical everyday objects like fish boxes and hot water bottles, or on occasion the enigmatic memento of some unfathomable sea drama, such as a sail with the words ‘NOT YET’ scrawled on it, and two brooms lashed together in the form of a cross. When the weather was foul we stayed in the house in a hot paraffin-fume fug of oil lamps and pressure heaters and toiled at our respective deadlines – myself on my English studies for my impending Finals, Gavin on the manuscript of his latest book, a portrait of life in a poor Sicilian village, told largely in the inhabitants’ own words, which was published the following year under the title The  Ten  Pains  of  Death.

         It became evident during my stay that I had not been invited to Sandaig simply to keep Gavin company in this lonely spot. It seemed I was also on probation in some kind of way. I suspected that Gavin was using this trip to weigh up my capabilities as a potential expeditionary on some joint venture in the future and to decide whether I was compatible company in isolated circumstances such as these. As his friend Kathleen Raine was to write later: ‘He had the gift of making us all his slaves. It came naturally to Gavin to initiate adventure, and to assign the parts to those who gladly joined him.’ I was required to converse, to joke, to amuse, above all to sing (though he was tone-deaf he had a particular fondness for Greek bouzouki music and the Portuguese fado). I had to read poetry aloud (mostly Yeats) and comment meaningfully about it. I had to tackle questions on anything from the nature of God to the relative merits of the Ferrari and Model-T Ford. I had to ferry rucksack-loads of goods over the hills and forage for wild food around the bay as if I was on a survival exercise. I had to deliver an impromptu disquisition on the likely purpose and date of an ancient Pictish broch in the vicinity. I was expected to hold my drink and my tongue, comment intelligently on his manuscript, react sympathetically to his tales of lost loves and sexual misadventures, and be accepted by his friends – from peat-diggers and deckhands to local lairds and gentry. The fine details of social etiquette were important to him. ‘You take sherry, Douglas,’ he explained one day, ‘just as you take tea. No indefinite article, you see. Don’t ask me why. But – you have a whisky or a brandy. Definitely an indefinite article job, wouldn’t you say?’ My handwriting was analysed for clues to my personality, and so was my physiognomy. ‘Do you have a temper?’ he asked me one day. ‘Do you ever fly off the handle, blow your top, run amok, raise Cain, boil over? Do you ever, dear Douglas, chew carpets or foam at  the  mouth? No? You have flared nostrils, you see. And flared nostrils suggest a hot temper.’

         It seems that I passed the test, for on several evenings Gavin sat whisky in hand before the driftwood fire and rhapsodised on the great explorations we might undertake in some of the wildest and most far-flung corners of the planet at some indeterminate date in the future. ‘When you have finished your Finals,’ he would say, ‘you can start the planning. Africa, New Guinea, the Amazon Basin? What does it matter? A true writer can write about anywhere and anything …’

         The routine of the Gavin day was invariable. A huge and very late breakfast of black pudding, white pudding, bacon, sausage, egg, tomato and potato hash was fried up over the Primus stove in the kitchen parlour. Not long afterwards the first whisky and water of the day was poured out. There was nothing else to eat until late in the evening. By then Gavin would have finished the day’s writing and read it aloud for my comments. Then, endlessly chain-smoking cigarettes he stored in the sporran he wore over his kilt, his whisky glass on the desk in front of him, he would hold forth. In the oil-lamp gloom of his pitch-pine panelled study, with the waterfall roaring in spate in the wild dark outside, he spoke with a lucidity and authority that compelled my attention.

         ‘One of the primary symptoms of our civilisation is a search for our mammalian roots, for no social convention can destroy their validity or necessity. That is why there are now so many more books about animal relations than human ones …’

         The whisky seemed to act as a lubricant for Gavin’s mental processes and he ranged far and wide over a multiplicity of subjects, for he loved to inquire and discover almost as much as he loved to converse. Sometimes on these occasions I scribbled down the tumble of axioms, admonitions, confessions and musings about life and death, nature and art that poured out.

         At times his reflections would stem from his private life, though in what context was never entirely clear, ‘I have always found,’ he would declare, ‘that what you want and cannot have you can only have when you no longer want it …’ Sometimes more extraneous activities would dominate his mind. ‘Every journey must be to some extent a journey of the spirit, a voyage of self-discovery …’ he would muse, and continue disconcertingly, ‘What every secret agent wants is power – the power of knowing that nobody knows the power that he has …’ On other occasions literary matters engaged his attention: ‘I used to write poetry, but the poems I wrote were exercises in nostalgia, and no good poetry can be written out of nostalgia alone … Perhaps explorers who want to write their own records should be sent on a course first – nothing really tough, but to include the rescue of a perilously dangling preposition, the simple bridging of a yawning caesura, above all the avoidance of verbal wind-crust …’ Once he had warmed to his theme nothing but total profundity, nothing less than God and the Universe, was good enough as a subject for his probing speculation: ‘Why can’t one admire the greatness of Christ’s teaching without having to believe that he was God?’ he would ask. ‘He never said he was.’

         And so it poured out, night after night, as we picked periwinkles out of their shells with a pin, or chewed limpets and garlic on toast, or boiled up an improvised goo called ‘Maxwell’s Bean Feast’, a stomach-lining concoction which Gavin had invented in rural Sicily while researching the life and death of the notorious bandit Salvatore Giuliano. Sometimes he gossiped about friends and acquaintances: Augustus John, the ornithologist Peter Scott, Wilfred Thesiger, Kathleen Raine (‘the most beautiful woman of her generation at Cambridge’), Elias Canetti, the Sicilian social reformer Danilo Dolci, Princess Margaret and many others. But there were times when Gavin chose to reminisce about less salubrious company, and I was regaled with lurid tales from his past – brawls in Scottish dockside bars, dagger fights in backstreet Tangier rooms, live sex-shows on the Hamburg Reeperbahn, the low-life world of the outlaw and the outcast … All this, too, was part of the man’s contradictory and complex nature, for the knight errant who pursued a beatific vision of unattainable freedom and beauty also suffered from a nostalgie  de  la  boue.

         So were his violent changes of mood. For days he could remain in uproarious good humour, imbued with a keen sense of the ridiculous and a driving zest for life, and bubbling with jokes and comic fantasies and hilarious mimicries of the speech and idiosyncrasies of his friends. Then one morning he would appear frowning and dejected and ask: ‘Have you ever known despair – I mean, real despair? I have spent the whole night staring at my bedroom wall in absolute  despair.’ The source of this despair he never explained. Whatever it was, I had no doubt it lay at the heart of his troubled personality, and was the mainspring of many of his consequent actions.

         On my last evening at Sandaig before returning south Gavin gave a clue to the roots of his make-up. As an adult he was generally perceived to be a kind of romantic hero and cultured tough guy – an explorer, shark-hunter, man of the wilds. But as a child, he said, he had been physically delicate and socially isolated. ‘I was always ailing, always being laughed at,’ he told me. ‘I feel it has been like this all my life – being too vulnerable, too easily hurt.’ Gavin’s alienation from the mass of humankind and his compensatory passion for the wild creatures of nature was the direct consequence of an upbringing which, though privileged in terms of wealth and status, was deprived in terms of human relations and emotional life. He was born into the aristocracy and enjoyed all the perks of his caste. Yet it seemed somehow appropriate that his own private rendering of the Latin motto on the Maxwell family’s baronial coat of arms (‘Reviresco’– ‘I shall put forth leaves again’) should be ‘Don’t let the bastards get you down’. For the aristocratic insider grew up to be a radical opter-out; a social renegade so shattered by his own English public-school experience that he later proposed the dismantling of the entire system of education for the young; a Guards officer who was seconded to that most arcane of undercover organisations, the wartime resistance and sabotage agency, Special Operations Executive; the grandson of a duke and the brother of a baronet whose preferred abode was a two-up, two-down lighthouse keeper’s cottage in a West Highland wilderness and whose chosen company were the poor and unsophisticated – the tuna fishermen and rural bandits of Sicily, the reed dwellers of the Tigris, the Berber mountain people of the High Atlas.

         Quoting (or misquoting) his favourite book, Brideshead Revisited, Gavin bitterly spelled out his present lot. ‘I am homeless, childless, loveless, Douglas,’ he told me. ‘Time for another dram, chum.’

         Next morning, we climbed up the sodden hill from Sandaig and in a vaporous kind of saturating Highland rain nosed the Bentley down the narrow track towards the high Mam Ratagan pass and the long road to distant London – and another world. 

      

   


   
      
         
            … But sing,

            Dream, laugh, move on, be alone, have a choice,

            have a watchful eye and a powerful voice,

            wear my hat awry, fight for a poem if I like –

            and perhaps even die.

            Never care about fame or fortune –

            or even travel to the moon!

            Triumph by chance or my own merit …

            Refuse to be the clinging ivy

            or even the oak or the lime.

            Perhaps I’ll not get far.

            But I’ll get there alone.

            EDMOND ROSTAND, Cyrano de Bergerac

            (translated by Anthony Burgess)

         

      

   


   
      
         

            PART I

            THE QUEST FOR AVALON
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            ONE

            The house on the moor

         

         
            ‘Begin at the beginning,’ the King said gravely, ‘and go on till you come to the end; and then stop.’

            LEWIS CARROLL, Alice in Wonderland

         

         Gavin Maxwell was born on 15 July 1914 in Elrig, the great grey house his parents had built for themselves on the lonely moorlands seven miles from the family seat at Monreith, Wigtownshire, in the Lowlands of Scotland. His father was Colonel Aymer Maxwell, a product of Eton, Sandhurst and the Grenadier Guards, a Boer War veteran and heir presumptive to the baronetcy of Monreith, who had planted rubber in Malaya, bred short-legged labradors, done a lot of shooting – and not much else. His mother was Lady Mary Percy, fifth daughter of the seventh Duke of Northumberland, head of one of the noblest families of England (and one of the biggest coal owners in the land), whose members moved between their castles and palaces at Alnwick, Kielder, Syon, Albury and Northumberland House with an almost medieval retinue of servants. When Gavin’s maternal grandfather died, it was his uncle and godfather, Alan, who succeeded him as eighth Duke of Northumberland. It was from the Percy side of the family that Gavin inherited the characteristically long, straight, sharp Percy nose; and from the Maxwell side, probably, that he unwittingly inherited a genetic disposition to a modified form of what is now called ‘bipolar illness’ a form of clinical manic-depression, that was to exert a considerable influence on his patterns of behaviour in later adolescent and adult life.

         By descent Gavin thus belonged to the aristocratic élite, related by blood or marriage to other great dukedoms and earldoms of Scotland and England – the Argylls and Sutherlands, the Norfolks, Richmonds and Surreys – and through them down the ages to King James I of Scotland, Harry Hotspur, John of Gaunt, William the Conqueror, Charlemagne and the Consuls of Imperial Rome. Through his great aunt, Princess Alice, Duchess of Argyll, he was distantly related to the Royal Family, and he was also related – as twelfth cousin four times removed – to Lord Byron, whom he resembled in many ways.

         Gavin was keenly aware of his aristocratic background, and intensely proud of it. It was an essential feature of his personality, without which he would have been a different animal. In adult life he was to use it as a passport to get him wherever he wanted to go, a shield to hide behind, a snub to put down people he disliked. But he was to learn that happiness is not necessarily the product of privilege. For there were other forces at work in his infancy and formative years, and these were to mould him into something quite different from the typical product of his class and generation, creating the misfit and the outcast, the dissenting and mischievous subversive of his later years.

         Gavin was persistently and cataclysmically accident-prone throughout his life, so much a prey to misfortune that his life has something of the quality of a Greek tragedy, with Gavin in the role of the sacrificial victim of fate. His first misfortune took place at the very beginning, at the moment of his arrival in this world; his second not long after it. His delivery seems to have been a difficult and prolonged one, leaving him with five strawberry birthmarks stretching down his right inside forearm from the elbow to the wrist (‘a symbol of shame before strangers, the most private part of my body’) and a delicate and ailing constitution in childhood (according to his mother he had suffered at one time from a serious infection of the spleen). Then, less than three months after he was born, on 9 October 1914, his thirty-seven-year-old father was killed in the first German artillery barrage of the war, barely two or three hours after he had disembarked at Antwerp with the Collingwood Battalion of the Royal Naval Division of which he was commanding officer. His wife was thus left with three young children aged between one and three, and a sickly baby not yet weaned. The implications of this tragedy for Gavin Maxwell’s future development were considerable.

         The chances of the young widow marrying again were remote, for it was the unwritten rule of the Percy family that the daughters could only marry someone of the same faith as themselves, and this faith – the Irvingite or Catholic Apostolic Church, which believed in the restoration of the Twelve Apostles and the imminence of the Second Coming – had been embraced by only a handful of aristocratic families in the British Isles. Faced with the grief of mourning and the prospect of spending her prime in solitary widowhood, Lady Mary, who had been one of the two noted beauties of her family, rejected her sexuality. In her voice, manner and dress she denied her femininity, striding about the moors in tweeds as her husband might have done had he lived. All her natural instincts for love and affection were lavished on her youngest child, Gavin, who had been her husband’s final gift to her, and was the most vulnerable, most needy and most dear human being in her life at the moment when the shock and grief of her husband’s death were most acute and unbearable.

         ‘I kept Gavin very much as the child of my anguish,’ Lady Mary was to confide in her old age, ‘and he stayed in my bedroom until he was eight years old.’ Between the forlorn young mother and her ailing child there developed a relationship so close that it was to inflict a permanent imprint on the personality of the child. Many years later, in his middle age and in his cups, Gavin was to admit to a close friend in Tangier that he believed his mother was the cause of all the problems in his life. ‘Was she one of those cold, aloof, icily aristocratic mothers of the period?’ his friend asked. ‘No,’ Gavin replied. ‘Exactly the opposite, alas. I was suffocated by love.’ He was also suffocated – as were his siblings – by the sternly moralistic and dominating persona of his mother.

         Frail and ailing, and never knowing a father, Gavin was brought up close to his mother’s apron strings, and during the early years of his boyhood he not only slept in her bedroom but in her bed as well. Nothing could ever replace such mother love, and in the years to come life would always seem bereft by comparison. Brought up in a largely female ambience, and lulled by so much unfailing security and affection, it is hardly surprising that the boy grew up dangerously uncarapaced, like a hermit crab without a shell; hardly surprising that the adolescent found it difficult to relate to adult women or resolve the conundrums of his own sexuality; or that the adult was so preoccupied with proving his masculinity and rejecting female values.

         But there were substantial compensations to be found in the strange milieu in which he grew up. Chief among them was Elrig itself, built four-square on a hill of heather and bracken. Elrig was to be Gavin’s model for his idealised Island Valley of Avalon throughout his life, the Eden from which he was eventually expelled and to which he sought perpetually to return, the Paradise whose essence and myth he recreated in the Camusfeàrna of Ring of  Bright  Water, only to be banished one last time. Strictly speaking Elrig did not become his home until he was four, for during the war years his mother found it too painful to live in what had once been the conjugal home, and chose to reside with her children in various family houses far away in London and the south instead. But in the summer of 1918, with the war and mourning near to their end, she returned to Elrig, and it was Elrig that Gavin was to remember as his true childhood home. His memory of it, his longing and nostalgia for the untrammelled happiness he experienced there, was to haunt him through all the days of his life. More than forty-five years later he would still remember the house with a love undimmed by time – early images of ‘big windswept sunny spaces’, picnics on the moors, peat-fires in the nursery, the sound of the moaning wind, the smell of bog myrtle crushed in the hand, the acrid tang of hill sheep and the smell and taste of bracken fronds as bitter as almonds.

         It was in and around Elrig and the wide unencumbered spaces of rural Galloway that Gavin Maxwell first grew aware of nature and landscape, and first felt the exhilarating freedom of the moors and skies. From his mother he had inherited or acquired an appreciation for natural beauty that was spare, austere and wild – ‘an inherent approach of melancholy or nostalgia,’ he was to write, ‘so that splendour could not be splendid if it were not desolate too.’ It was at Elrig too that he discovered the deep, serene happiness of life far from the hue and cry, the baying gabble of the human pack. Gavin grew up as shy as a wild animal within the tiny, closed community of his family. Apart from his brothers Aymer and Eustace and his sister Christian he met no other children. Apart from his mother, occasional relatives, and the servants that tended this reclusive household – a full complement of staff in livery – he met few other human beings. Out at play on the wild moors, barefoot, kilted and armed with slate-headed tomahawks the gamekeeper had made for them, the children explored the world of nature with the intimate proximity of natives of the Amazon rainforest, tunnelling through the high bracken that formed a canopy above their heads, hearts pounding at the thump of a rabbit’s foot or sudden animal movement. It was out in the Elrig wilderness, close to the ground and in intimate contact with nature in all its teeming minutiae, that Gavin first learned to observe with a close, objective eye the myriad forms and idiosyncrasies of living things – the intricate pattern of bracken seeds on the undersides of the leaves, the tiny bubbles that made up cuckoo-spit, the sound and colour of insects swarming in the sun. ‘Slice through a bracken stem with the keen Stone Age tomahawk and one revealed in the juicy marrow the brown outline of an oak tree; the very tree, our governess assured us, in which Charles II had hidden …’

         Certain close relatives also played a key role in shaping the young Gavin’s interests and ambitions in those early formative years. Closest in terms of geography and chronology (though in no other respect) was his paternal grandfather, Sir Herbert Maxwell, Bart., KT., P.C., F.R.S., seventh Baronet of Monreith, Lord Lieutenant of the County, Grand Old Man of Galloway, and scion of one of the oldest aristocratic families of Scotland. This awesome patriarch had not only pursued a distinguished political career as sometime Secretary of State for Scotland and Lord of the Treasury, but had also achieved academic fame as a man of letters and natural historian. Sir Herbert – a venerable figure whom Gavin knew as ‘Gar’ and who lived alone in the mouldering family seat at Monreith on the lowlands by the sea overlooking the White Loch of Myrton – was already seventy-three (and had another twenty years to live) when Gavin returned to Elrig at the end of the Great War. The chasm of age was too great to allow any close contact between the young Gavin and his family’s most distinguished elder, and in any case visits were few, for his mother cordially disliked the old man, who had turned his back on the family faith and was so financially inept that he had managed to run up an overdraft of £120,000. In the gardens of Monreith Sir Herbert had formed one of the finest collections of flowering shrubs and trees in Britain, and in his leisure hours, when he was not writing his voluminous memoirs and learned articles, he would work at an easel painting the flowers of his garden as a record of the collection he had planted beyond his window. For many years he remained for Gavin a potent model in the fields of writing, painting, natural history and historical enquiry, a model which the growing boy might himself aspire to emulate one day.

         A more direct influence and spur to action was Gavin’s aunt Lady Muriel Percy, the youngest of his mother’s sisters, and familiarly known as Aunty Moo. Unconventional, slightly mannish and inclined to outbursts of irritation, Moo spoke with a pronounced drawl and had the knack of arousing children’s interest in new things. She was, in Gavin’s estimation, an exceedingly good general naturalist, as well as a serious research zoologist specialising in the denizens of ponds and rock pools. Like Gavin’s mother she was also a talented water-colourist and draughtsman, though she concentrated exclusively on illustrating the creatures that interested her. Above all, her enthusiasm for revealing the secret lives of the natural world communicated itself to the Maxwell children ‘like mercury filling an empty tube’.

         With Aunt Moo’s guidance and encouragement Gavin and his siblings would explore the pools of the garden and encircling moorland and learn the slimy mysteries of frogspawn and tadpoles, newts and aquatic insects. Sometimes they would venture further afield, setting off in their mother’s 1914 Ford (with uniformed chauffeur, brass lamps and gleaming radiator) on excursions to the sea a few miles away, and bringing back new wonders discovered by Aunt Moo in the sea-pools and tide’s edge.

         It was Aunt Moo who arranged the unused gun-room of Gavin’s father into a biological laboratory – ‘a sort of primary school for the study of life’ – full of aquaria, vivaria and glass-fronted cages in which spawn hatched, caterpillars pupated, grubs metamorphosed, newts hibernated and the lower forms of animal life were ranged in all their oddity and variety, ‘so that we were on nodding terms,’ Gavin observed, ‘with almost every living thing we could see.’ The children became collectors in the classic Victorian mould, each a specialist in his favoured field. Aymer collected beetles, Eustace every kind of insect except beetles, Gavin butterflies, dragonflies and birds’ eggs. Because Gavin so worshipped his elder brother Aymer they would often go around together like twins, hunting for Aymer’s beetles beneath stones and the undersides of dead animal carcases – a true nether world of nightmare.

         But more often Gavin ventured out on to the moor alone in pursuit of his butterfly prey, dressed in a kilt and white cotton sun-hat, and carrying a butterfly-net and killing bottle. Sometimes, down in the marshy hollows of bog myrtle and rushes, he would glimpse a butterfly he had only set eyes on in a book, and once, when a very unusual and spectacular species eluded every swipe of his net, he was forced to resort to prayer. ‘Please God,’ he prayed aloud, kneeling on the soft sphagnum moss of the boggy hollow, ‘let me catch the Dark Green Fritillary.’ And God did, ‘strengthening an absolute belief that could not be called into question’.

         Under Moo’s aegis Gavin became a tireless naturalist, illustrator and author – an infantile pre-echo of the professional he was to become. By the age of nine he was compiling illustrated monographs such as ‘The Book of Birds with Beautiful Tails’ and his more general ‘Book of Birds and Animals’ – childish pastiches of the genre put together from arcane ornithological fantasies:

         
            The  Crested  Bird.  This is a foreign bird you find his eggs in foreign lands they would be about as big as the biggest persons head if you compared the sizes.

            The  Skiping  Long  Nose.  He lives in America like the Mustangs. He has babies almost as big as their mothers. The mothers are only as big as your head.

            The  Brown  Legged  Hinda.  Does eat chalks and knifes and blue eyes and grass his babies are brown and white.

         

         Gradually the children progressed to an interest in larger creatures. There were goats, bantam cocks, hedgehogs, wild rabbits, owls, a tame jackdaw that was shot by the Duke of Abercorn’s butler in the act of stealing a spoon from the Elrig pantry, a whole family of rooks that would perch all over Gavin ‘like parasites’ wherever he went, and a heron that shone like a beacon in the dark, the phosphorescence of the putrid fish it had eaten glowing eerily through the thin skin of its distended crop.

         Gavin began to develop an extraordinary gift with animals that was never to leave him. His cousin Lady Elizabeth Percy (later the Duchess of Hamilton) remembered playing cards with Gavin after tea one day, with a barnyard hen he had tamed sitting on the back of his chair. ‘What was so remarkable,’ Lady Elizabeth recalled, ‘was that he had only made its acquaintance forty-eight hours before. He also had a tame Brown Owl called Andrew which appeared to live in a holly tree and came to him whenever he called. A mouse only had to run across the floor and in no time at all Gavin had befriended it.’

         From close relationships with a variety of pets, Gavin not only learned the habits and mental processes of birds and animals, but gained an awareness of the fragility of life. ‘All our pets came to what are called bad ends,’ he recalled, ‘but the end of an animal is bad anyway, like the end of a human being, and through these extinctions we learned a little sympathy, a little understanding and a little compassion.’

         There was one other member of the family who was to have a tremendous impact on the youthful Gavin – the formidable figure of his uncle, Lord William Percy, a father-substitute for whom Gavin conceived a deep and lasting admiration, ‘a little as a rabbit is fascinated by the antics of a stoat’. Explorer, soldier, secret agent, ornithologist and former Deputy-Governor of Jerusalem, Uncle Willie was, in Gavin’s view, ‘the perfect Buchan hero’, a man of steel who had traversed the greater part of the earth’s surface, the length and breadth of Canada and the Siberian Arctic, the whole of the American continents, much of the Middle East and the interior of Africa. He was a crack shot and a first-class field ornithologist, possessed of a keen intellect, hawk-eyed powers of observation and views on conservation far ahead of their time. When Gavin’s brother Eustace boasted of having just wiped out a whole nest of carder bees in order to remove the honey, Uncle Willie reprimanded him with the chilling rebuke, ‘Then you’re a very cruel and destructive little boy, aren’t  you?’ This was Gavin’s first inkling of the notion of compassion and proportion in man’s relation to the natural world, and he felt an all-pervading guilt for the bees that had died in the killing bottle.

         Gavin did not just hold his uncle in awe – he adopted his persona and his mannerisms when it suited him. Short, slim and wiry, Uncle Willie was garbed habitually in riding-breeches and belted Norfolk jacket; his voice and gestures were crisp and incisive and his brilliant eyes bored into the object of their gaze ‘like the muzzle of a gun’. Uncle Willie, it seemed, knew no other form of conversation than cross-examination – a cross-examination in which the cross-examined was transferred within the first minute from the witness-box to the dock. Rare was the victim who could stand up to the simultaneous fire of the eyes and voice; any resistance was summarily dealt with. To Uncle Willie this was a game, and any temper or tears he caused his opponent were greeted with great and obvious glee. The least weakness in factual knowledge was pounced on, and if ever a return missile landed dangerously near, Uncle Willie would change the whole direction of his argument and suddenly attack from the rear, for it was a military maxim that a weak position should never be reinforced.

         Anyone who ever engaged in a lengthy conversation with the adult Gavin Maxwell will recognise that portrait at once. As Gavin grew older and discovered that attack was the best means of defence in his dealings with his fellow man, it was his uncle’s fierce and uncompromising directness of delivery – his ‘verbal ju-jitsu’, as Gavin put it – that was to serve him as a ready-made model.

         So Gavin’s infancy passed in happy and idyllic intimacy with the world of nature and his own closed family. ‘Between the ages of seven and ten, I was wonderfully, gloriously happy,’ he once told me. ‘This is when I became identified with the countryside, with other living creatures, and with my home at Elrig.’ By the age often Gavin’s unusual upbringing had given him many of the distinctive elements of the man he was to become – he was a creative, venturesome boy who loved nature and the wild countryside, loved to observe and explore, related more to animals than to human beings, painted and drew, wrote and read, and admired the tough persona and adventurous travels of his father manqué, Uncle William Percy.

         But the idyll of Gavin’s childhood at Elrig was violently shattered, as idylls often are, by an event so cataclysmic that he never totally recovered from the trauma, which left him psychologically and emotionally scarred for the rest of his life. For in September 1924, after several years of instruction by private tutors at home, he was despatched to a version of hell – a preparatory school in England, where his formal schooling was to begin.

      

   


   
      
         

            TWO

            Mowgli with a gun

         

         
            I went into the woods. They’re the safest place. I understand animals. Human beings are dangerous.

            VIETNAM VETERAN (1985)

         

         Gavin had developed into a shy, sensitive, gentle, caring and broadly contented child with an unusually limited experience of contact with human beings of his own (or any other) age. But at his first English prep school – Heddon Court, in Cockfosters, north London – he was plunged into a human jungle peopled by a tribe of savages the like of which he had never known. He had so far met fewer than ten other children in the whole of his life, three of them his own siblings. Now he was thrown among a multitude of boys, most of whom seemed alien and hostile, and so unnerving was this horror that even the simplest action seemed beyond him. From the moment he entered his first classroom Gavin lived in a world of total confusion punctuated by moments of fear and humiliation. ‘This was the beginning of the breakdown of my image of what life was,’ he confided to me very near the end of his life. ‘Going to school in England seemed nothing but a violent disruption, something terrible.’

         It was not the lessons that were the boy’s problem, for he was as well educated as any of his classmates. His vocabulary and his handwriting were precocious, and he was unusually widely read, having worked his way through all the animal stories of Ernest Thompson Seton by the age of eight, and the works of popular novelists like Baroness Orczy (The  Scarlet  Pimpernel) and Stanley Weyman (Under  the  Red Robe) by the following year. He could recite great swathes of narrative verse by heart, from the Lyra  Heroica  to The  Lays  of  Ancient  Rome,  as well as ten long poems in German (a language he did not understand) which he declaimed with a Swiss accent acquired from a governess who was Swiss.

         It was people en masse that Gavin could not cope with – the treachery and enmity, the violence and aggression that seemed part and parcel of the human pack as he perceived it. Everywhere he turned he was confronted with images that shocked or terrified. Communal bath night and his first sight of naked human bodies. The stale tobacco smell of a dreaded master’s room. The ammonia stench of the urinals. The pain of a ‘beaker’ (an excruciating tweak of the buttocks) from the school bully, an ugly little pig called Garshawe. A beating with a cricket bat in the headmaster’s study. A stand-up face-slapping match with his first mortal enemy, a bat-eared boy called Studley with a face like a clown’s mask. Above all, the loneliness – ‘I was always mooching about in corridors or empty classrooms, and always alone.’

         At the end of the term Gavin was removed from Heddon Court and at the beginning of 1925 sent to St Cyph’s, Eastbourne, where Cecil Beaton, George Orwell and Cyril Connolly had been pupils some years before. The new school was dominated by the buxom figure of the headmaster’s sadistic wife, but it was his fellow-pupils who dominated Gavin’s life. They mocked him because of the birthmarks on his arm, the fact that he couldn’t swim or box and because his mother had a title and his uncle and guardian (Sir Eustace Percy) was Minister of Education. It made no difference that he could draw and paint, write fluently, run fast and shoot straight. Such skills made him doubly suspect. His insecurity and alienation crippled his behaviour in the company of adults and contemporaries alike, so that he appeared stupid, gauche and defensive.

         Gavin was beyond doubt the odd-boy-out. ‘You’ve got to learn to be like other people,’ a senior boy had warned during an evening’s prep. It was well-intended advice, but Gavin did not have the means to follow it – and never did follow it, for he was never to become like other people. As an adult he learnt to adjust to his chronic non-alignment with the majority of his fellow humans, but as a boy he suffered torment for it. Photo portraits of the young Gavin reveal the transition in his personality from the relaxed, smiling child of the pre-school years to the uptight, unsmiling schoolboy of twelve or thirteen, biting his upper lip in defensive frustration, the look of the hunted animal in his eyes.

         By his second year at St Cyph’s Gavin’s dull unhappiness had turned to outright misery, and he began to suffer nightmares from which he would awake after screaming at the full pitch of his lungs for up to a quarter of an hour at a time. By now he was highly neurotic, and could hold out no longer. Determined to be removed from St Cyph’s, he scribbled a desperate letter to his mother which ended, ‘For God’s sake take me away from this awful place,’ and climbed out of the school at dead of night to post it. Gavin was taken away from St Cyph’s in the spring term of 1927, a few months before his thirteenth birthday. He left not in triumph but in a mood of remorse at his apparent failure to succeed.

         Gavin returned to the amniotic security of Elrig – and pets, mother-love and the peace and freedom of the open countryside. With his brothers away at Eton and Winchester, Gavin attached himself to the family gamekeeper, Bob Hannam, as he went about his distant traps during those cold bright March days. Hannam was a homespun Yorkshireman, a brilliant mechanic and inventor – he invented the only really effective shotgun silencer Gavin ever saw – with an innate dignity of bearing and courtesy of manner. He lived in a remote, peat-fired cottage on Elrig Loch and went about in an old tweed suit that smelled of dog, stoat, mole, black tobacco, human sweat, peat-smoke and bog-myrtle. From this wise old countryman Gavin acquired an intimate knowledge of wildlife and a pragmatic philosophy which frankly acknowledged the incurable cruelty of nature and the ephemeral nature of all life. At that age Gavin hated to see anything killed – the baiting of a hook with flesh cut from a living fish filled him with horror and tears – and the sights he saw on his rounds of the Elrig estate in Hannam’s company (the gin-trapped animals, the strychnined birds) induced a profound revulsion in him. But Hannam reassured him. ‘They all come to die,’ he would tell the boy, ‘there’s no mercy in nature, and as like as not their natural deaths’d be worse’n that. The stoat eats the rabbit alive, screaming away for twenty minutes or more, and he’ll kill maybe a thousand rabbits in his lifetime … Na, na. A man doesn’t like to see suffering, but it’s there whether he looks at it or not.’

         Paradoxically, and with his mother’s encouragement and Hannam’s expert guidance, Gavin turned his interests from bird-nesting and butterfly-catching to guns and shooting, which before long became as obsessive a passion with him as it had been with his father. He saw no contradiction in loving the creatures he killed, and from now on he was to be accepted by those few friends he found as a sort of ‘Mowgli with a gun’.

         
            * * *

         

         At the beginning of the summer term Gavin arrived with his mother in the chauffeur-driven family Studebaker to begin a year at his third and final prep school, Hurst Court, overlooking the Sussex downland at Ore, near Hastings. Gavin’s mother had chosen the school on the advice of her brother, Sir Eustace Percy, who was not only Minister of Education but the local Member of Parliament as well. For the first time Gavin began a term without shedding tears. The staff accepted the new boy as a challenge, making allowances for the fact that he was known to be a ‘difficult’ child, and it helped that his brother Eustace (who had preceded him at the school) had won the respect of the boys and the teachers. But it was Hurst Court’s headmaster, Dr Vaughan-Evans, a highly decorated pilot of the First World War, who made all the difference for a boy as alienated and anti-authoritarian as Gavin now was. Gavin had nothing to worry about, Vaughan-Evans promised him. There were no ogres at Hurst Court, and everyone was prepared to like him. And he was indeed treated with friendliness by boys and staff alike – a transformation in his experience of human society that was almost bewildering.

         To Lady Mary the headmaster wrote reassuringly a week after Gavin’s enrolment: ‘He appears normal in every way.’ One contemporary of Gavin’s at Hurst Court was Peter Kemp, a future secret agent and guerrilla fighter, with whom Gavin was to stay in touch for the rest of his life. Kemp remembered Gavin as a tender plant, bat a tremendously sympathetic person who found himself in the perfect school environment, for Hurst Court was an easy-going place where beatings were virtually unheard of Gavin became a fast bowler and captain of the second cricket XI, and in collaboration with the school’s head boy he produced a school magazine, The  Overall,  which reflected his own interest in animals and birds and his newly-discovered passion for motor-racing (he had recently watched Sir Henry Birkin lap Brooklands at 140 miles per hour).

         Gavin’s voice suddenly broke in class one day, plunging to the bass key. This public trumpeting of the onset of puberty generated a flurry of activity amongst his elders. ‘The pitcher seems to have gone to the well once too often,’ Vaughan-Evans declared, and took him into his study for his first sex talk. Sex was a subject about which Gavin was totally ignorant – the limit of his knowledge seemed to be a belief that babies came into the world via the navel. Dr Vaughan-Evans’ explanations and admonitions on this arcane matter added nothing to Gavin’s comprehension, and though he realised he was being warned against something, he wasn’t sure what. Later his mother gave him a batty and highly misinformative Edwardian sex manual called What  a  Young  Boy  Ought  to  Know which pronounced dire warnings concerning ‘the private parts’ (which were not defined) and ‘self-abuse’ (any other sexual activity seemed so beyond the pale as to get no mention at all). This clarified nothing. Not that it mattered much, for by his own confession Gavin was to remain sexually inactive for the next three years of his adolescence.

         
             

         

         In September 1928, at the end of the summer holidays spent sailing, sketching and lizard-hunting en famille in Brittany, Gavin was sent to public school. Again it seems likely that his guardian, Sir Eustace Percy, lent a hand in the choice of school, for instead of following his brother Aymer to Eton, Gavin was sent to Stowe, deep in the lush green countryside of Buckinghamshire. Housed in the fabulous country palace of the extinct Dukes of Buckingham and Chandos, Stowe had been open for less than five years, and unlike Eton and the other heavily academic, highly ritualised, tightly buttoned-up great public schools of that era, it was broadly permissive in attitude, tolerant of the individuality of its pupils, and lacking the complex of meaningless rules and rituals that permeated the daily life of the older institutions. There were no bounds, and boys could go sailing on the ornamental lakes or on expeditions into the great park, conceived on a scale to rival Blenheim Palace.

         Presiding over this magnificent and idiosyncratic establishment was its remarkable young headmaster, J.F. Roxburgh, one of the towering figures in the history of the British upper-class educational system, a brilliant eccentric who defied all the usual traditions and conventions of such organisations.

         Gavin was still frightened of human beings in numbers, and the numbers at Stowe were very much greater than he had hitherto encountered. His reaction to the implicit danger and threat he perceived in the mass of humanity that swarmed around him was very like that of some combat veterans after their return from battle – he went into the woods and sought solace in nature; the still, overgrown wilderness of Stowe Park, its rank green English jungles dotted with Palladian temples and follies, statues and arches.

         It was easy to be alone in such a vast landscape, and Gavin was indeed alone during his free afternoons and the free time after breakfast every morning, when he took to the thickets of laurel and rhododendron in preference to the school toilets, which he was far too shy to use.

         In time he made a few close friends among like-minded boys. Among them was Anthony Dickins, who entered the school on the same day as Gavin:

         
            He was an elusive boy of my own age with pale blue eyes and pink lips and cheeks and a certain unusually intense wiry alertness about him. A strong and independent spirit shone from his face beneath a head of lank, fair hair. Yet at the same time he was quiet and gentle. He was an aristocrat to the fingertips, of the old-fashioned country type. He was more at home among the bracken when the rabbits were out in the evening than anywhere else – but there was nothing offensively ‘huntin’ and shootin’’ about him. He was too simple to be a braggart or a swashbuckler. The amazing amount of mischief and good humour in Gavin’s compact little body attracted me to him – and the twinkle in his eye when he smiled. We planned to start a magazine together, with some clever caricatures of the masters drawn by Gavin, but it never went further than the manuscript copy of the first issue. I sec him now, fleet as Mercury, speeding down the hill to Buckingham on a Saturday afternoon wrapped in his huge rabbit gloves, myself following no less speedily but rather more clumsily, to have a warm tea of poached eggs and sausages at the Grenville Café. On free days when we did not have to take part in organised games we used to explore Stowe Park. It was on these explorations that I discovered how intimately he was in contact with birds and animals, and I was amazed how he seemed to be able actually to communicate with them.

         

         In the early days at Stowe the boys were encouraged to have pets. Several kept peacocks, and one even kept a bear. Gavin looked after the waifs and strays, including a tea-chest full of starving redwings that had been caught in an early snowfall and were fed on ants’ eggs and mealworms he bought with his pocket money. One boy, John Nesfield, was constructing an aviary and pigeon loft on some waste scrubland when he first encountered Gavin. ‘A young, rather quiet boy came up and asked if he could help,’ Nesfield recalled.

         
            He told me his name was Maxwell and he expressed a great interest in keeping birds. We soon had some dove house pigeons, blue bars and chequers, and before long we were keeping a jay, a magpie, three jackdaws, an elderly crow, a little owl blind in one eye, and a male kestrel hawk we bought for eight shillings. I found Gavin one of the most interesting friends I have ever had. He was always very well mannered: a gentleman in every sense of the word. We had many walks in the beautiful countryside around Stowe and discussed the future. Gavin did not want to be tied down to a profession like accountancy or the law. He thought he might be able to write and even considered joining the regular army one day.

         

         John Hay, an athletic, outgoing boy a year younger than Gavin, shared Gavin’s preoccupation with wild creatures and soon became one of the best friends he ever had at any school – a friend who possessed so many qualities Gavin lacked that he became inordinately proud of his friendship. During Gavin’s final term at Stowe he spent long happy summer hours wandering among the lakes and oakwoods of the Stowe wilderness – with the knowledge that he had found a true friend at last and was no longer alone in a cruel and hostile world. ‘By the time I left Stowe,’ Gavin once told me, ‘I’d formed one or two friends, and I was very fond of them. But what I couldn’t understand were my enemies. I couldn’t understand why they disliked me, why they mocked me. I feel this thing has followed me through life – being much too easily hurt, being unarmoured in some curious way.’ Even John Hay had to acknowledge: ‘Gavin was just all screwed up.’

         When it was not possible to go into the woods physically, during lessons, for instance, Gavin contrived, by means of a vivid imagination and a degree of self-hypnosis, to enter them in spirit – not so much the woods, in fact, as the Elrig countryside which was always for him his childhood Avalon. In his mind’s eye he would set off through the gun-room side door, then down the track and out on to the moors or towards the woods: ‘The world is full of birds’ voices; below me as I climb, the rooks come and go from the elm clump, above me on a hill a curlew trills a steadily ascending scale “Wharp—wharp—wharp—wha-a-up—wha—a-up”, a lark is singing at some invisible point overhead. Up from the bracken on to the short, bare heather, springy heather under my young springy feet, up on to the ridge … The sea is in sight now, a glittering high horizon; the sense of space is enormous, and holds in it something near to rapture.’

         Gavin did not always reach his journey’s end in these classroom reveries. For out there on the hill he would hear his name roared in anger and the whole insubstantial structure of his dream of Elrig would dissolve into the chalky present.

         ‘MAXWELL!’

         It could be any one of half a dozen masters who stood towering in outrage above the dozing boy. Perhaps his Latin master – ‘a little pince-nezed Himmler of a man with mincing voice and industrial-urban clothes’ – who would twist his ear and pull his hair and address a few insulting remarks to him.

         Not surprisingly, Gavin fared badly at Stowe academically. It was not that he was slow-witted, far from it; he was just not mentally there. His school reports were almost universally dismal. ‘He appears utterly incapable of any form of concentration,’ went one master’s subject report. To his mother, J.F. Roxburgh had been forced to admit: ‘I think if you taught Gavin yourself in Form you would understand what his Masters mean when they say that he is lacking in interest and concentration. Gavin’s manner suggests the most perfect indifference to what is going on, and he has quite definitely a vein of indolence in him.’

         Gavin sank to the bottom of his class and remained there throughout his Stowe career. A biology master and two English masters – Humphrey Playford and C.R. (‘Spuggins’) Spencer – managed to elicit (as Gavin put it) ‘ephemeral sparks from my dour flint’, and under Spencer’s eccentric and inspirational tutelage Gavin even rose to the top of the form in English for one brief term, having learned by heart most of the poems in The  Golden  Treasury.  According to his friend Anthony Dickins, Gavin was a budding writer even then. ‘All this time Gavin was sexually virgin, totally inactive in every way,’ Dickins believed. ‘Hence all his latent sexual energy went into his dreams, daydreams, imaginings, longings, thoughts of his home and surrounding countryside. What he was really doing in these dreams and reveries was writing  letters and descriptions to himself, even in class, which is why he always came bottom. He was teaching himself “silently” to write. In class I used to watch his lips moving as he told himself a story or described a walk through his home park at Elrig – always day-dreaming, always looking out of the window.’

         Much later in life, when Gavin had the opportunity to study the education system with the more objective mind of an enquiring adult, he concluded that part of his problem had been the system itself, which damped down and finally obliterated the untapped creative ability of many of those who were subjected to it. Later still he came to see the problems he had faced as a schoolboy in a more broadly sociological perspective:

         
            All through my life, through school, right up to the time I joined the army, people were always trying to change me. They refused to accept me as I was. One had to conform. This was the main point of the whole of my upbringing. Everything that made you different from anyone else – any idea, any preference, any viewpoint – had to be erased. There was a norm to which everyone had to conform. This left you with two choices. You conformed and you suffered for conforming. Or you said, ‘I’m not going to conform, this is suppressing my personality, my potentiality,’ and so you broke out, and you suffered for breaking out, because you were shot at as if you were breaking out of a concentration camp, and once you were outside you were hunted too.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            THREE

            Breakdown

         

         
            I’m going where the water’s deep

            And wrecks have sunk before,

            And there I’ll lay me down and sleep

            And be reviled no more.

            GAVIN MAXWELL, ‘I’ve Had Enough of Right and Wrong’ (1931)

         

         15 July 1930 was a day Gavin would never forget. It was, for one thing, his sixteenth birthday. More than that, it was to end in a cataclysm that was to change his life and his attitude to himself and the world for ever.

         The day had begun with a promising adventure and no hint of the catastrophe to come. Gavin had planned to climb out of his school house at dawn with a friend, James Ashton, and go rabbit-shooting in the surrounding country, for he had by now taken up shooting in a serious way and was in possession of a prized new .410 shotgun pistol which he had bought from the proceeds of dubious deals in jackdaws, owls and an owl-food composed of crushed beetles and meat scraps. The dawn was grey, the dew sopping, the human world still asleep as the two boys crept out towards the mist-hung lakes. ‘A sense of adventure and liberation,’ Gavin was to write of that portentous morning; ‘in all the world we were the only two awake, the only two hunters … I was the young predator in the dim red dawn of man.’ At the edge of the sandpit rabbit-warren they shot two rabbits with the new gun, and Gavin showed James – ‘expertly and with contempt’ – how to gut a rabbit with his roe-horn handled sheath-knife, a skill he had learnt from Hannam, the Elrig gamekeeper.

         Then rain began to fall, drenching the boys in a deluge so heavy it seemed almost tropical. Their grey suits were sodden by the time they returned to the school, furtive and breathless, in time for morning assembly.

         Morning lessons passed in the usual reveries. Shortly after midday Gavin’s elder brother, Aymer, and his mother arrived to take him off for a birthday lunch at Brackley. By the time they returned to Stowe Gavin was feeling indefinably ill, with a vague sensation of physical and mental depression, and he felt faintly relieved when his mother and brother left and he was able to clean his gun and sell the rabbits he had shot. In the late afternoon he went to the changing room to change his socks. He took off one sock and at that moment, he was to recall, ‘life came to a dead stop’.

         ‘I looked at my foot,’ he wrote, ‘and thought in a dull repetitive way: “It can’t be mine.” I took off the other sock and I said the Lord’s Prayer to myself and then my baby prayer, over and over again.’

         His feet and ankles were covered in dark purple spots and patches, the joints were swollen and aching, and Gavin felt frightened and alone. Two boys came into the changing room and Gavin burst into tears. He ought to go to Matron at once, one of the boys advised him. But Matron could not explain the phenomenon and sent Gavin to the sanatorium to await the school doctor. By the time the doctor arrived the pain had intensified and spread to his stomach, and when Aymer returned later Gavin was so ill that even the presence of his revered brother brought no reassurance. The next morning an ambulance carried the critically ill boy off to a nursing home. ‘Of the journey I remember only darkness and pain,’ Gavin recalled, ‘and the sudden sweet release of morphia.’

         At Kiama Nursing Home in Weybridge Gavin lay dreadfully ill, drifting in and out of consciousness. The massive internal bleeding from which he was suffering caused him intense pain and he was given constant doses of morphia to ease him through the long, desperate days and nights. His condition was diagnosed as Henoch’s purpura, a rare bleeding disease which in Gavin’s case, as his medical report concluded, ‘showed certain characteristics of Purpura haemorrhagica, with extensive ecchymosis, haemmorhage from all mucous surfaces and massive excretion of blood from bladder and bowel’. As his condition worsened his moments of consciousness became fewer. During one of these moments he was visited by the eminent Lord Horder, physician to King George V. Lord Horder was short, dark and very formally dressed, and Gavin disliked him on sight. Shaking his head slowly from side to side, Horder picked up Gavin’s right arm and remarked to the hospital consultant who was with him: ‘Should you come across this condition again, Doctor, it is worth noting that these ecchymoses on the right forearm are diagnostically perhaps the most typical.’

         Summoning all the strength that was left in his exhausted body, Gavin exclaimed in the eminent physician’s outraged ear: ‘Those are birthmarks, you bloody fool.’

         The prognosis was grim. Lord Horder was in no doubt that Gavin was dying. The next day a minister of the Apostolic Church arrived in Gavin’s darkened room, set out the miniature Communion plate on a table beside his bed and began to give him the Last Sacrament. His mother propped him up a little to receive the wafer and the Communal wine. ‘The body of our Lord Jesus Christ, broken for thee,’ the minister intoned, ‘preserve thy body and soul unto everlasting life …’ After he had gone Gavin whispered to his mother: ‘Mother, am I going to die?’ His mother, with her eyes full of tears, replied: ‘Only if God wants you.’ Recalling this moment in the latter years of his life, Gavin believed that death would have been like taking morphine, and he would ‘float away through space and time to Elrig in perpetual spring sunshine’.

         Of the following days the hospital medical records note: ‘After dangerous prostration and repeated transfusion, crisis was passed on August 5th.’ The bleeding stopped, the pain receded, and Gavin began the slow climb to recovery through a protracted, year-long convalescence. In the first few weeks he was helpless and almost totally dependent, for it was feared that the slightest movement would set off the bleeding again. All he could do was lie in his bed and look out through the french windows, enviously watching the birds and butterflies as they flitted about the nursing-home garden. Day by day his frustration at his captivity and the weakness of his frail and treacherous body grew in him. His desire for physical freedom was overwhelming, and he wanted nothing but to run, climb trees, and walk long distances.

         In his memoirs of childhood, The  House  of  Elrig, written some thirty-five years after the trauma of his adolescent illness, Gavin seems to have accepted the medical diagnosis that it was Henoch’s purpura that had nearly killed him. But reflecting on this a few years afterwards he gave me an alternative view which by then he found more convincing: 

         
            I believe very strongly that practically every physical ailment of the human body is directly under the control of the human brain, so my view is that this almost fatal illness was really due to psychological  factors. I had very few friends when I was at Stowe. I spent most of my time alone, and I was completely sexually inactive, due to my upbringing. I think all these factors combined together might today have resulted in a nervous breakdown. But in those days things like nervous breakdowns were unheard of in the class to which I belonged, and in my own family would have been looked upon as shameful. ‘I’m afraid he’s not quite right in the upper storey,’ they’d have muttered, raising their eyebrows. Well, in my case it was not just the ‘upper storey’, it was all the storeys, the whole block of flats which gave way, and I suffered from a violent internal bleeding disease which today would be classified by part of the medical profession (though not all) like any other psychosomatic illness.

         

         Gavin had more difficulty calculating the consequences of his illness. He acknowledged that he resolved to make himself a tougher, manlier, more physical person, but the true cost of his collapse seems to have escaped him, perhaps because it lay too close to the very heart of his personality to be detected by himself alone. In reality his illness had the effect of ruling a thick line across the course of his life to date. Though he was to advance far beyond it in terms of his intellectual development, emotionally he progressed no further, and remained stuck, like a needle in the groove of a gramophone record, at the age of sixteen, for ever an adolescent in his attitude to the adult world, his sexual relations and his interests and enthusiasms. In this enforced atrophy of his emotional development lies an essential clue to the mystery of his later personality, with all its unpredictable complexities and paradoxes.

         
             

         

         On 23 August 1930 Gavin was discharged from the nursing home in Weybridge, and shortly afterwards he was installed in the best bedroom of Lower Northfield, the family’s winter home on the outskirts of Albury in Surrey. Here he was cosseted in almost total seclusion from the world. Subsisting on a salt-free diet of champagne and white fish (as it was thought his kidneys might have been affected by his illness), he slowly began to regain his strength and power of movement, and in the company of his sister, Christian, turned to drawing and painting and endless games of chess and cards to help while away the long, sedentary hours of his captivity. He also read whatever books he could get hold of. Many of them were poetry, including A.E. Housman, Siegfried Sassoon, Omar Khayyám (which he learnt by heart in its entirety) and James Thomson’s ‘The City of Dreadful Night’. He also began to write verse himself, generally in the manner of the poet he had last been reading. It was the sonority in poetry that attracted him, and melancholy and despair.

         During these months of confinement at Albury Gavin stumbled, almost by accident, and after more than three years of repressed sexual maturity, on the physical manifestations of the sex drive while luxuriating alone in his bath. Brought up in the shadow of late Victorian sexual prudery, with its dour burden of guilt and shame, Gavin’s unexpected spasm of sexual take-off plunged him into an agony of moral confusion. ‘A moment later, awareness regained,’ he was to write in his adulthood, ‘I was trembling in the witch-doctor’s world of my indoctrination … madness, sin, and fear, fear, fear.’ His inhibitions had grown to become a substantial part of his psyche, and their destruction was a process of painful confusion. Agonised with guilt, the convalescent boy became locked in a desperate struggle to control the new-found demon, torn between pleasure and sin. Only after a close study of some rudimentary sex manuals he found in the changing room of the local masseuse (where he went for ultra-violet ray therapy three times a week) did Gavin begin to question his identification of sex with sin – although this revolutionary move left his sense of guilt ‘surprisingly intact’.

         Towards the end of the year Gavin fell in love for the first time – ‘blindingly, helplessly’ – with a girl of his own age called Elizabeth whom he met in the Duke of Argyll’s great country mansion at Strachur on Loch Fyne, where he was staying with his mother. In The  House  of  Elrig  he was to recreate the exquisite torment of his unforeseen and hopeless condition: ‘It was the more confusing because I could not have said what I wanted of her; the longing, ocean-deep, poignant as a weeping violin, was supremely unconscious of its purpose.’ He first set eyes on his unattainable heart’s desire in the castle’s great drawing room – ‘a background contrived for passion’ – with its giant potted azalea, Aubusson carpet, chiming clock and enormous chandelier. ‘I cried myself to sleep because she was somewhere else, in another room; yet the idea of going to bed with her, which never crossed my mind as a desire, would have been sacrilege. I didn’t know that I wanted to.’

         Shy, fastidious, romantic, guilt-ridden and confused, it was to be a long time before Gavin was to go to bed with anyone. But thinking about that disturbing encounter after he had returned to Albury, Gavin lit on a comparison which integrated the two strands of his conflicting adolescent desires – his emotional longings and physical ecstasies. A conjunction of the two, he realised, might lead to unimaginable happiness, ‘Some time, far away in the future; not this year, not next year; some time, but not never.’

         Shortly before Christmas Gavin moved with his mother and sister to Cookes Place, a small house next to the Apostolic Church at the other end of Albury – a south-facing residence which it was hoped would catch the health-enhancing winter sun. In spite of occasional relapses, when the purple stigmata would reappear and he would unexpectedly lose consciousness, Gavin continued to gain strength. On 14 February 1931 his mother reported on his progress in a letter to J.F. Roxburgh, the Headmaster of Stowe. Though he was very much better and his kidneys had sustained no permanent damage, she wrote, he would have to undergo an operation for the removal of his tonsils once the warm weather came in April, so the prospects of his returning to Stowe in the summer were virtually nil. She added: ‘He is almost beside himself today with the rapture of what seems to him like a release from prison – in the leave given him by the doctor yesterday to walk where and as much as he likes (within reasonable limits) and to carry a gun. Although the object of the latter will be only vermin, it means much to him – after seven months’ severely restricted liberty; his heart was affected for some weeks in the autumn and winter, and he has not been allowed to walk uphill or for more than half an hour to an hour a day.’

         In the spring of 1931 Gavin began to attend a crammer in Godalming as a day pupil with a view to sitting for his School Certificate at the end of the year. In the summer he learned to drive his mother’s Rover up and down the long drive of the Duke of Northumberland’s country mansion at Albury Park, taking over as his mother’s chauffeur on his seventeenth birthday and driving her on a long tour of her girlhood friends in castles and country mansions the length and breadth of England. At first he was shy and tongue-tied in these grand establishments, but he quickly learned how to tip and what to give a butler – ‘all the little rituals that together composed the password of the tribe’. He learned the totems and taboos, and conformed fanatically, for he had no tribe he could call his own. As he saw it, his family had been disbanded, his school was a thing of the past, and he was conscious of the need to be adopted by another tribe quickly. He met few young people of his own age on this grand tour, but the men warmed to him when they discovered his passion for shooting and his prowess with a gun, and it was in this world of plus-fours and dubbined boots, shotguns and rifles, that he sank temporary tribal roots.

         Six months at various health-spots along the south coast of England were followed by a drab winter in out-of-season Bournemouth. By now Gavin was in the full flood and turmoil of adolescent rebellion. The only people he knew in Bournemouth were his mother and his tutor – a ‘poor old gentle gourmet’ who induced in him a silent and contemptuous fury. His only companion, the only recipient of his affection, was Judy, his bright little Cocker Spaniel bitch, whom he used to walk in the unspoilt pinewoods of Ringwood Forest. His mother herself became a stranger to him, and he fought and quarrelled even with her in his adolescent struggle for his personal freedom. ‘I hated everything that confined me, and I hated it with a sharp-edged resentment.’

         Gavin’s immediate aims were now clear. He wished to achieve freedom and manhood. Above all, he wished to return to Elrig, his true home. In the spring of 1932 he was judged well enough to make the long journey to Scotland and to resume his life at a place far from emergency medical care. This news marked the end of nearly two years on the sidelines of society, and to celebrate his release Gavin wrote to his Stowe friend John Hay, asking if he could join him on holiday at Elrig as his first and very own guest.

         Elrig house impressed John Hay with its aura of great state and privilege. Almost uniquely among the Scottish houses of that time it had central heating, porridge was served with salt at breakfast, and the house cigarettes were Egyptian, very long and stamped impressively with the letter ‘M’. Garbed in Gavin’s bedraggled old Harris tweed plus-four suit, John Hay set out each day with his aristocratic friend to quarter Gavin’s home patch. Gavin was to recall of this time: ‘John and I explored the kingdom from which I had been exiled for so long. The high, wind-whining moorlands of rock and heather, the far hill and sea horizons; and in his company I consolidated a long-lost position. We went to look for an eagle’s nest in the Galloway Hills, and as we scrambled up the rain-gleaming rock and scree I asked, because this was important, “John, what do you ordinarily do in the holidays?” He said: “Well, nothing as good as this,” and suddenly the rock and the rain and all the gigantic windswept kingdom of Galloway seemed mine to live in, all exile over.’

         
             

         

         Much can be explained by Gavin’s unusual and chequered boyhood – his romanticism, his unconventionality, his alienation and rebelliousness, his tastes in books, language and literary style, food and décor; his attitude to money, social classes, sex and mores, courage, nobility and the knightly quest; his reaction against religion, formal education, the parental role and any kind of authority; his passionate pursuit of those things he discovered for himself, like nature, animals and the wilds, painting and poetry; his thirst for freedom and his egocentricity and self-preoccupation, the consequences of childhood isolation. Perhaps by now Gavin had also developed the symptoms of the ‘bi-polar illness’ which was to shadow him all the rest of his life.

         But that boyhood was now over. Ahead lay the years of maturity – and the battle to understand and come to terms with the human world and the cruel and wayward vagaries of time and fate.

      

   


   
      
         

            FOUR

            The Celtic fringe

         

         
            Fee, Fi, Fo, Fum!

            Here sit I till the grouse packs come,

            Builded butt with a beachen floor,

            Two guns, loader and Labrador;

            We’ll pick up in the usual run

            (Gather ’em galloping, sweep, my son!)

            Twenty brace when the drive is done

            Fee, Fi, Fo, Fum!

            GAVIN MAXWELL, ‘Game Book 1932–35’

         

         Shortly after his eighteenth birthday, Gavin took up serious shooting again. ‘I was brought up to be a country gentleman, shooting and fishing,’ he told me years later:

         
            Not hunting, because it didn’t exist up there. I loathed fishing, but shooting became a passion with me – and, later on, wildfowling, the toughest blood sport in the world. To be out on an estuary – out on the salt-marsh and mud-flats of Wigtown Bay – completely on one’s own in the early hours of the depths of winter was hard beyond belief – the conditions were so tough you’d think nothing could survive out there at all, least of all a human being. These were challenges I deliberately sought out. After my illness, after being a weakling for so long, I wanted to prove myself physically, I wanted to prove I could do macho things, that I was a man of action.

         

         But there was another element in Gavin’s passion – the call of the wild, the siren song of freedom. Out there in the midwinter wilderness between the land and the sea he would strain his ears ‘to hear in the dawn and the dusk the wild music of those voices that quickened my pulse as I waited shivering in the ooze of some tidal creek with the eastern horizon aflame.’

         Gavin began to shoot game and game birds with obsessive fervour and increasing accuracy on the moorlands and wetlands around Elrig and Monreith, and eventually further afield. Sometimes alone, more often with his elder brother Aymer or various family friends and local chums, he strode the mosses and heather-clad roughs and hills, or lurked about the coverts and the lochs and dams of the Maxwell domains, blazing away at grouse, snipe, pigeon, mallard, teal, shoveller, greyhen, goldeneye, wigeon, greylag, partridge, pheasant, blackgame, woodcock, rabbit, hare, stoat, and even curlew and heron, with inexhaustible enthusiasm.

         For the next five years Gavin was to keep a large and elaborate Game Book, as his father had done before him, in which he recorded his sporting adventures in meticulous detail, lavishly illustrated with photos, drawings, poems and elaborate lettering in his own hand, and written in the curious jargon of the shooting aristocracy – what he called ‘the priestly, esoteric language and all the passwords’ – which he had learned from his father’s Game Books. From this ornate compilation it is possible to draw up a tally of slaughter which might seem incomprehensible to people not brought up in the landed gentry’s age-old tradition of rural blood sports. In his first season, for example, when he was confined to his home ground, he took part in the shooting of 385 head of game in August and September and a further 621 head in December (including his first goose, a greylag) – a total of more than a thousand birds and animals killed in the course of a few days. The gunfire carried on merrily into the new year, as Gavin duly recorded for 5 and 6 January: ‘Good days, but not very many birds. Such as they were, they came beautifully, with hardly a low bird among them. The 5th was a glorious sunny day with slight frost – cock pheasants topping the high trees looked wonderful in the sun … The 6th was a good day, but the shooting at the mighty host of rabbits was a trifle ineffectual and the total of 82 does not do justice to their numbers … We finished with a terrific bombardment at starlings as they came in to roost, and must have killed a hundred or more.’

         Much of Gavin’s time during the year following his release back into the normal world was occupied in intensive study with private tutors and crammers in an attempt to catch up with his interrupted education and qualify for Oxford. In the summer of 1933 he was accepted to read Estate Management at Hertford College, and in October he went up to Oxford for the start of the Michaelmas term.

         Neither his college nor his course was his own choice, having been decreed for him by his mother and his guardian, Sir Eustace Percy, and Gavin felt somehow slighted that he had not been sent to Trinity, Cambridge, or Christ Church, Oxford, which were the more usual destinations of young men of his class and background. Hertford College at that time was neither particularly rich nor particularly brilliant. Its only notable luminary in recent years was the novelist Evelyn Waugh, who went down eight years before Gavin came up. He was to describe Hertford as ‘a respectable, rather dreary little college’, halfway up the University pecking order, with nondescript buildings (Bridge of Sighs apart) and no outstanding members of distinction among either the dons or the undergraduates. Its advantages were a good kitchen and an easygoing atmosphere free from boyish ‘college spirit’ and rowdy hooliganism. ‘It was,’ concluded Waugh, ‘a tolerant, civilised place in which to lead whatever kind of life appealed to one.’ It is likely that Hertford was as carefully chosen to suit Gavin’s particular personality and needs as Stowe had been – neither expecting too much from him nor imposing too much on him.

         Gavin was not a natural college type, for he had a dread of institutions and organised collectives of all kinds. It is no accident that in the Freshmen’s group photograph taken in the main quad he is the only one of the thirty-three sports-jacketed new arrivals who has half-turned aside and is staring aloofly away  from the camera. The majority of his fellow undergraduates remembered him as a loner who kept very much to himself. He took no part in college sports or other activities, was never seen on the river, never sat down with the college Dining Club, and rarely appeared in the Junior Common Room except to take a brief look at a magazine and depart without exchanging a word with anyone. He struck most of those who knew him as shy, retiring, introspective, almost aloof. ‘He had a raffish and well-heeled look about him,’ one contemporary remembered, ‘that deterred friendship.’ Some thought he might have been a bit ‘mousy’; others, noting the cloth cap and hacking jacket he habitually wore, assumed he was ‘horsey’.

         In fact, Gavin did not ride at Oxford, but unusually for undergraduates of that time he did drive his own car – an enormous Bentley coupé with a leather strap round its vast bonnet. This was not the only monster car at Oxford at that time. Another undergraduate, a friend by the name of Mike Wills, owned a large sports car that could do 100 miles per hour on the new Woodstock Road. Wills liked to demonstrate his motor’s prowess by taking friends out for demonstration runs, and Gavin would find out when these demonstrations were taking place, lie in wait at a lay-by, then roar after them and overtake at 113 miles per hour. The Bentley set Gavin apart from most Hertford men of his age. So did the fact that he had the college furniture removed from his rooms in the quaint and ancient block between the Chapel and the Senior Common Room known as the Cottage and replaced with his own antique sofa, chairs, carpets and screen culled from the sumptuous recesses of Elrig and Monreith. When he moved to lodgings at 3 Banbury Road in his second year he took his furniture with him, and filled such space as was left with a multitude of stuffed geese.

         Gavin’s interests, like his friends, lay outside the bounds of his college. ‘In those days the various groups within the university were much more rigidly formed than they are today,’ he once told me. ‘But I was so completely non-integrated with my surroundings that I behaved like a chameleon. I tried to belong to all the different groups at the same time. I wanted to be everything to everybody. But you can’t do this – you have to put on a uniform of some kind.’ Before long he was to discover the uniform that suited him best during his Oxford years.

         ‘Looking back with distaste to the brashness of my late adolescence,’ he was to recall, ‘I perceive that I was an earnest member of the Celtic fringe, avid for tartan and twilight.’ This was not due to any Scottish nationalistic fervour (for he was, he confessed, ‘an arrant snob’, and looked down on this movement as an essentially plebeian one), but to aristocratic conservatism and nostalgia, and to what he was later to describe as ‘an inherently romantic nature tinged with melancholy’. The fact that he was not a Highlander but a Lowland Scot who could neither speak Gaelic nor perform Highland dances was immaterial; at least he was entitled to wear a kilt (of shepherd’s plaid), and his maternal grandmother had been a daughter of the Duke of Argyll, MacCallum Mor himself, the clan chief of the Campbells. In those days he did not question the established order, and for him the West Highlands meant deer forests, hereditary chieftains and the romantic life of an indigenous aristocracy.

         It was hardly surprising, therefore, that at Oxford he became a member of a curious clique of assertively un-urban landed gentry, most of them Scots, who affected a way of living and dressing that was quite unsuited to University life in a town like Oxford. They wore tweed shooting suits and heavy, thickly dubbined shooting shoes studded with nails, and wherever they went spaniels or Labrador retrievers trotted at their heels; when they re-assembled in the autumn term their rooms were invariably hung with the heads of the stags they had shot in the Highlands during the summer vacation. Gavin himself looked back with disfavour on the brashness of his late adolescence, and viewed his clique as little better than a species of privileged hiker – ‘a striking example of the fact that aristocracy and education were no longer synonymous’.

         The degree course in Estate Management for which Gavin had been enrolled may have been appropriate for some of his landed gentry friends, but it was not of the slightest interest to him. Such time as he devoted to academic studies during his first year at Oxford was dedicated to subjects closer to his heart, and instead of attending lectures in his own course at the School of Rural Economy he went to those at the medical and zoological schools, and began to learn to paint at the Ruskin School of Art. The inevitable result was that he failed his preliminary exams at the end of his first year, and was required to sit them again at the end of his second.

         The implications were serious – if he failed the preliminary exams a second time he would be sent down in disgrace, and even if he passed he would still be faced with two more years of study before taking his finals, after four years rather than the usual three. But the second year was spent in much the same desultory fashion as the first; Gavin attended the minimum of lectures, and passed the time during the interminable discourses on inorganic chemistry, soil science and the like playing noughts and crosses with fellow undergraduates, emerging from each lecture as ignorant as when he had entered it. By the time the second exams approached neither he nor his fellow examinees were in any better position than they had been before. An emergency conference was convened in an oak-panelled room at The Old Parsonage, and over glasses of brown sherry and Balkan Sobranie cigarettes four of them hatched a plan.

         There was only one way to pass the exams, they agreed, and that was to steal the examination papers from the houses in which they were kept in a series of perfect burglaries. Reprehensible though this might seem, it would spare their parents the distress of having their sons sent down, and it would harm no one, for the exams were not competitive and did not even confer a degree, merely entitled those who passed them to continue their studies at the University. The plan was elaborate and ambitious – to Gavin’s consternation it was voted that he should carry out the actual burglaries, since he was the lightest and nimblest of the group, while the others acted as look-outs and decoys. So they set to work. They carried out a reconnaissance. They ‘borrowed’ two keys and had replicas cut. They acquired masks, gloves and pencil-beam torches. They fitted two of their cars with false number plates. Then, on a moonless night a little less than a week before the exams were due to begin, they struck. In middle-age Gavin was to look back with mild disapproval and bemusement at this escapade of his youth: the palpitating progress up the long drainpipe of the first house he burgled, the signal of a double owl’s hoot to alert the get-away car when the work was done, the horror of stumbling on a confederate in a darkened room when he should have been keeping watch outside. Only the Economic History paper, locked away in an uncrackable safe, eluded them. For that exam, therefore, they covered their shirt-cuffs in white paper on which they wrote all the facts they required in microscopic lettering using pale yellow ink, and whenever they needed to look something up they studied their cuffs through high-powered reading spectacles.

         ‘So we passed our preliminaries in this disgraceful manner,’ Gavin recalled, ‘and we remained at Oxford for a further two years of idleness.’ Some passed the time in sexual adventures or a lifestyle of caviar, champagne and debutantes. Gavin, however, remained virgin, and pursued his childhood hobbies of natural history and painting.

         He still shot as often as opportunity allowed. Sometimes he organised pigeon shoots with friends like Tony Wills (the future Lord Dulverton and landlord of Sandaig) and Simon Ramsay (today the Earl of Dalhousie), and in the spring he would go off into the countryside to shoot young rooks with his old Stowe friend John Hay (now a member of the Oxford and England rifle teams), returning to Oxford to cook a traditional dish of rook pie in his rooms. By now he was a first-class shot – good enough to be a member of the Oxford University gun team and reckoned by many to be one of the best dozen guns in the country – and throughout his Oxford career he invariably spent both the winter and summer vacations with a gun in his hands in the Highlands. He reported his continuing prowess in his Game Book. ‘Some wonderful shooting,’ he recorded of a December pheasant shoot at Cairnsmore House, Kirkcudbrightshire. ‘I got off 36 cartridges in 14 minutes and killed 27 pheasants and one woodcock. Total for the day: 98 pheasants and three woodcock – 147 cartridges.’ A few weeks later he wrote of another shoot on the same ground: ‘Enormous number of hares on the low mosses, of which quite as many were missed as killed (94). I had 63 head to my own gun and shot rottenly.’ By now he was shooting intensively – ‘36 days shooting since Aug 12,’ he recorded 45 days later: ‘16 at home and 20 away.’

         Not for a good few years was Gavin to sense any paradox in both loving wild animals and killing them. He was born and brought up a predator, he was to argue, and his only concern was to kill as cleanly and efficiently as possible. But in a poem written in 1934 in celebration of his sport he does briefly question – and then justify – the mass slaughter:

         
            
               
                  Fee, Fi, Fo, Fum!

                  That is the way my pets succumb,

                  By the stone and the hundred brace,

                  Northern corrie and Southern chase;

                  But let guns be oiled and game books inked.

                  For here’s my view of it put succinct:

                  If they didn’t succumb they’d be extinct,

                  Gone to the dodo dead and dumb,

                  If it wasn’t for me and my Fee, Fo, Fum!

                  Fee, Fi, Fo, Fum!

               

            

         

         Gavin was a keen and exotic game cook, digging out ancient country recipes for almost every kind of game, even inedible kinds. An old Stowe friend, Patrick Brodie, remembered dining uneasily at Elrig on greylag geese he had shot with Gavin in Wigtown Bay. Gavin stuffed the geese with red herring and dried them for a week before cooking them, but the result was not a success, and was not improved by a kitchen mix-up whereby the birds were served with chocolate sauce instead of gravy.

         By now Gavin was travelling widely to shoot at the grand houses and aristocratic estates of noble-born relatives and well-placed friends in the Scottish Lowlands and Highlands and even across the water in the Irish Republic, where he was Christmas guest at the Annaskaul (County Kerry) home of his friend Douglas Collins, the future head of Gaumont Pictures and founder of Goya, the perfume company. But the huge turreted castle of Inveraray, the ancestral seat of his great-aunt H.R.H. Princess Louise, Duchess of Argyll and her husband the Duke – and the headquarters of the Clan Campbell since the fifteenth century – offered by far the stateliest accommodation and finest hunting on his vacation shooting circuit. At Inveraray Castle and at Strachur on the opposite side of Loch Fyne he passed most of his long vacations, and it was on Inveraray lands that he shot his first stag on 10 September 1935, as he duly recorded in his Game Book: ‘The Scaurnoch Wood. My  first  stag. Short stalk, lying shot at about 90 yards, in the wood to the N.W. of Donquhaich rock. Switch, wt: 15.12.’

         These shooting days were not exclusively concerned with sporting endeavour, for in part they were the occasion for a seasonal get-together of Britain’s pre-war upper-crust, then in the heyday of its privilege and power. The photographs Gavin took of these exclusive shooting parties – the plus-foured, Harris-tweeded gunmen with their kills laid out in rows – depict human types now largely vanished from the British scene. Moustachioed, bandoliered and gaitered, they stand tightly buttoned and tied at the neck in informal military lines-abreast before Bentley and castle doorway, their stern expressions denoting innate breeding, and unquestioned authority – a ruling class as yet inviolate. Sometimes Gavin himself appears in these pictures – a slim, melancholy, waif-like figure clad in a checkered hunting suit and wearing a youthful moustache on his not very stiff upper lip. He seems to fit uneasily into these groups of stalwarts – half-hidden at the back, or diminished by perspective at the far end of the line, as if he wishes to conceal his presence among them, or is half-minded to dart away to the nearest covert.

         What the photographs do not reveal are Gavin’s ordeals at the end of the shooting day. Always shy and unnerved in large social gatherings, but held together by black tie and dinner jacket, he would reluctantly deliver himself to the tortures of trial by sherry in the stately home ante-room, the torment of the formal dinner in the antlered, chandeliered castle dining-hall. This was the price he paid for the freedom of roaming some of the wildest and grandest hunting lands in the world in pursuit of the birds and beasts he loved – and loved to kill.

         But Gavin was still essentially an interloper in the Highlands. ‘My own yearning for the Highlands was in those days as tormenting as an unconsummated love affair,’ he recorded later, ‘for no matter how many stags I might kill or feudal castles inhabit I lacked an essential involvement; I was further from them than any immigrated Englishman who planted one potato or raised one stone upon another.’

         There was more to Gavin than the image of the simple gun-toting aristocrat and Hibernian romantic might suggest. A completely different dimension to his personality is revealed by his Stowe friend Anthony Dickins, then a music scholar at Corpus Christi, Cambridge, whom Gavin visited unannounced in his college rooms on 20 November 1935. Dickins noted in his diary:

         
            Towards evening the door bursts open and in comes Gavin Maxwell!! God! how my heart races to see him again. I am dumb, completely dumb. He is publishing a volume of poems at Methuens soon [an unrealised ambition]. He is now grown very good-looking – clean-limbed, clear of countenance, as eager and enthusiastic as always, with a great personality and a fire or wind that burns or blows through him catching up his life in ardent fury. He stays about half an hour and then I go to see him off in his immense Bentley on his way to dine at the Pitt Club. He wears a cloak.

            But that today Gavin should walk in out of my past still seems like a dream. He is as child-like as he ever was, as simple as ever; with this new thing added. He takes my mind back to long winter evenings in Chatham house-room and afternoons in Stowe grounds. He has much of the true poet in him.

         

         By now the day of reckoning was drawing near, as Gavin approached the end of his University career. But in late April 1937, at the beginning of his last term at Oxford, he contracted a bad bout of jaundice and was left with only six weeks in which to prepare for his final examinations for his Bachelor’s degree. In vain he asked to be allowed to retire on the ground of ill-health rather than face certain failure. He was to sit for his degree, he was told, no matter what the outcome might be. So he resigned himself to six weeks’ hard work – and somehow managed to scrape through.

      

   


   
      
         

            FIVE

            To the Low Arctic

         

         
            The strong life that never knows harness;

            The wilds where the caribou call;

            The freshness, the freedom, the farness –

            O God! how I’m stuck on it all.

            ROBERT SERVICE, ‘The  Spell  of  the  Yukon’

         

         Gavin came down from Oxford at the end of June 1937 with a Third Class Degree he did not value and training in a profession he did not respect or intend to pursue. Educated he might be, but he felt lacking in any meaningful qualification to put after his name – essentially an amateur in every sphere.

         Almost immediately after taking his degree Gavin was offered the job of private secretary to Sir Archibald Clark-Kerr, then British Ambassador in Iraq. It was, Clark-Kerr told him, a ‘back door to the diplomatic service’, and Gavin was eager to accept. But his uncle and guardian Lord Eustace Percy, now Minister without Portfolio in Neville Chamberlain’s Conservative government, disapproved of Clark-Kerr’s unconventional approach to life and the British Establishment, and strongly urged Gavin to decline. Gavin followed his guardian’s advice, and when he told Clark-Kerr of his decision, the Ambassador replied: ‘You’re making a big mistake. I’m going to the top and I could take you with me.’ The following year he was made Ambassador to China; in 1942 Ambassador to the USSR; and in 1946, as Lord Inverchapel of Loch Eck, Ambassador to the United States. Occasionally he wrote to Gavin from his exalted postings abroad. From beleaguered Russia he wrote to assure Gavin that he was as certain the Allies would win the war as he was that he would be a future Ambassador to the United States. He could still get Gavin out of the army and on to his staff if he wanted. But by now Gavin was preoccupied with other things and – ‘like a bloody fool’ – he again declined.

         Having let this opportunity slip by, Gavin cast about for more mundane employment as a temporary tutor, placing an advertisement in the papers which provides a remarkably exact profile of his interests and attributes at this stage of his life:

         
            Mr Gavin Maxwell, age 23, educated Stowe and Hertford College, Oxford, is seeking a post as holiday companion-tutor to not more than 3 boys of Public School age, period July 25 to September 25 or shorter period. English or Scottish country’ house, Scottish preferred. Good teacher of shooting with rifle or gun. (Oxford University team for the latter.) Fair and careful shot. Experienced in the training and handling of gun dogs. Thorough knowledge of all game, deer, wild fowl, and natural history. Could act as stalker or puntsman if required. Excellent and careful car driver, all makes, clear licence. Could teach estate management in all branches, English literature, composition and style, and ordinary school subjects. Willing to be useful in any way.

            References as to character and capacity from Mr Maxwell’s uncle, The Rt. Hon. Lord Eustace Percy, M.P., The Lady Elizabeth Motion, and the Principal of Hertford College, Oxford.
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