
   [image: Cover: Not Dark Yet by John Herdman]


   
      
         3

         
            NOT DARK YET

            A CELEBRATION OF JOHN HERDMAN

         

         
            LEAMINGTON BOOKS

         

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	
Title Page 


                  	Foreword 

                  	D. M. Black

        The Background of a Friendship 

                  	Valerie Gillies

        For John Herdman 

                  	Hugh Gilbert

        Pluscarden Abbey 

                  	Regi Claire

        When Our Lives Begin 

                  	Craig Gibson

        John Herdman, a Heretical Appreciation 

                  	Morelle Smith

        A-just-about-recognisable Country 

                  	David Punter

        Five Poems 

                  	Jennie Renton

        Living Through Books 

                  	Alan Riach

        John Herdman: Sonatas on a Ghostly Grand 

                  	John Herdman 

        Two Prose Poems 

                  	
My Stone
The Skein


                  	Willie Archibald

        John Herdman in 1967, a Reminiscence 

                  	Marjorie Sandor

        Travelling to the House of Herdman 6 

                  	Roderick Watson

        Sinister Cabarets 

                  	Ewan Morrison

        List and apology attached 

                  	Seán Bradley

        Mar ná beidh ár leithéidí arís ann 

                  	Angus Martin

        In Each Secret Place 

                  	James Robertson

        ‘An Upstart with a Degree from Cambridge’ 

                  	Mario Relich

        John Herdman and his Vignettes of Scottish Poets 

                  	Todd McEwen

        Periodic Table of the [Herdman] Elements 

                  	Alan Mason

        A Visit with John Herdman 

                  	Sally Evans
My Wife’s Lovers and Cruising: the play and the book 

                  	Andrew Greig

        Anither Fareyeweel: A Palimpsest for John 

                  	Margaret Bennett

        ‘Being Scottish …’ 

                  	Ron Butlin

        Beethoven’s Response to the Hanging Gardens of Neglect 

                  	Alan Taylor

        Bob and John 

                  	Tom Pow

        Clapperton in a Changing Scotland 7 

                  	Regi Claire

        Two Poems 

                  	John Burns 

        John Herdman, Man o Mony Pairts 

                  	Hayden Murphy

        From H. to J. 

                  	Jonathan Penner

        Joseph’s Feet 

                  	James Aitchison

        Mossmen 

                  	Macdonald Daly

        An Interview with John Herdman 

                  	Richard Price

        Novella 

                  	Robin Fulton Macpherson

        Six Poems 

                  	David Campbell

        My Friend, John Herdman 

                  	Peter Burnett

        The Fork 

                  	Jean Berton

        Méditation sur la pierre et l’eau 

                  	Stewart Conn

        Doppelgänger, Scottish Poetry Library, Tweeddale Court 

                  	Alan Spence

        JH@80 

                  	Stuart Kelly

        Notes on a Rare Volume Acquired in Lilliesleaf 8 

                  	Richie McCaffery

        Dr Herdman 

                  	Lesley Storm 

        Fear without loathing, and John Herdman 

                  	Carl MacDougall 

        Fegs 

                  	Hamish Whyte

        Six Poems 

                  	Douglas Eadie

        An Open Letter to John 

                  	Ian Spring

        Two Poems 

                  	Nicholas Blyth

        John Macmillan Herdman 

                  	Michael Hollington

        Satiric Capri from a Hibernian Perspective 

                  	Trevor Royle

        The Watcher by the Threshold: John Herdman and the Scottish Literary Tradition 

                  	Walter Perrie

        Two Poems 

                  	John Herdman

        The Faces 

                  	John Herdman: Bibliography 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	Previously Published … 

                  	Copyright

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
9
            Foreword

         

         As fervent readers and supporters of John Herdman’s work we decided in late 2020 to compile an anthology to mark John’s eightieth birthday, in July 2021. We were bowled over when our call for submissions elicited such a vibrant range of responses in the form of essays, poems, fiction, criticism, memoirs and interviews. The contributions that make up this book reflect the ways in which John, through his writing and as an individual, has reached and moved many people.

         Some of the cast of this book are John’s contemporaries and friends, others are his students and readers. Being witness to the strength of admiration that exists for John’s work has been encouraging, especially when — as at least one contributor here has pointed out — that work extends now over a period of seven decades. And seven decades is impressive — especially for a man who is only just turning 80 years old.

         John, let us wish you many happy returns. We hope this book reaffirms within yourself the many literary, academic, political and personal contributions you have made over a working life which has been dedicated to excellence, in all your endeavours. We additionally hope that in time this book adds to the growing body of work on the Edinburgh and Scottish literary scenes of the second half of the 20th century. Our last and most important hope is that with this volume you enjoy the belated recognition your writing richly deserves.

         
             

         

         Peter Burnett and Richie McCaffery, editors July, 2021
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            The Background of a Friendship

            D. M. Black

         

         In this festschrift for John Herdman’s eightieth birthday, I thought I would write something about the background of what has grown over the years into a deeply precious friendship. Dante in Purgatory writes about the pleasure of seeing a friend’s face — paradoxically, on the terrace of gluttony, where souls are so starved that their faces have become unrecognisable — and that apparently simple pleasure is, I think, close to the heart of the matter. (It’s ironic to be writing this essay after a year in which ‘lockdown’ to do with the Covid-19 pandemic has forbidden most of us to see our friends’ faces.)

         In a quite factual sense, John Herdman is my oldest friend. Aside from my brother, there is no one else alive whom I have known and been known by for so long and so (relatively!) consistently. We must have met first when we were both aged ten or eleven, and both disoriented. I had recently moved to Scotland from what was then Tanganyika, now Tanzania, and was gradually coming to terms with a world in which roads were lined with something called pavements, trees lost their leaves in something called autumn, and in something called winter ice formed in fern-like patterns on the inside of one’s bedroom window. John had made a less theatrical transition but still a very unsettling one. He had been expelled from the safe setting of a prosperous middle class home in Wester Coates, Edinburgh, to the scary uncertainties of a single-sex boarding school in St Andrews, where frightening bullying went on behind the bike-sheds and there was little sense of anyone around who was ‘in loco parentis’. (When I write this I still catch myself thinking: why on earth did he have to make this transition? Were there not at least equally good schools in Edinburgh?)

         I was a ‘dayboy’ at the same school, and though I heard rumours of these fears it was only much later, talking with John in adult life, that I learnt more about them specifically. The time was the early 1950s: Britain was impoverished, still recovering from World War II, still not entirely free of rationing; several children at the school had no fathers (they had been killed in the war); corporal punishment was taken for 12granted; emotional education was largely limited to contempt for anyone who ‘made a fuss’. Dutiful children, we learnt not to make a fuss, even about bullying, even about neglect, often at great cost in later life.

         John and I got to know each other well a year or two later, when we were both in the top form, a small group of ‘clever boys’ — seven, I think — who were being groomed for scholarships to the next phase, ‘public school’, in this academically privileged, emotionally witless education system. This small group, however, was a good experience for both of us: important relationships were forged, and for John and me it gave what became the basis of a lifelong friendship.

         John went on to Merchiston Castle School in Edinburgh, I to Trinity College, Glenalmond, in Perthshire. We didn’t meet again for many years but, unusually for teenage boys, we wrote letters to each other for two or three years — about what, I have no idea! We were both precociously ‘literary’ in our interests. I heard at some point that John had gone on from Merchiston to Magdalene College, Cambridge, where he graduated impressively with a double first in English. I have no picture of what else was happening to him during these years. Superficially, my path was less straightforward: I became depressed, left school a year early, spent a year teaching in France, went to Edinburgh university for a year and then dropped out and spent two years working in London. By the time I returned to Edinburgh to study philosophy, John had already graduated from Cambridge.

         The apparent straightforwardness of his path, however, was clearly misleading: he might well have gone on into an academic career, for which he had obvious talent — and he did indeed start on postgraduate work in Cambridge — but he then made a momentous decision: he returned to Edinburgh, determined to commit himself to Scotland and Scottish culture. He too came back to Edinburgh therefore, in the early 1960s, disappointing his father, who had looked forward to his gifted son pursuing a conventional career. But John was now marching to at least two very different drummers.

         One was nationalism. While at Cambridge, despite his academic success, he had become intensely aware of his ‘difference’, as a Scot, from his English contemporaries. I was interested, while meditating this piece, to see a letter in The Guardian from a Scottish woman who was at Cambridge in the later 1960s. She described how, even at that date, she was ridiculed for her accent, told ‘jokes’ about the meanness of the Scots, and ‘invited to fuck off back to Scotland’; she attributed 13it to the persistent ‘othering’ tendency of the British class system, by which I suspect she meant in particular the world of private education. Presumably such miserable experiences were standard fare for outsiders in this domain of privileged Englishness. More encouragingly, while at Cambridge John discovered the modern Irish writers, above all Joyce, though also Yeats and Beckett, and recognised that there were hugely different and more serious ways in which the English language could be used and the world of English-Englishness regarded. By the time I re-met him in the 1960s, his nationalist views (already intensely strong) were closely modelled on those of Ireland and recent Irish history.

         The second drummer was continental Romanticism. Rimbaud has a lot to answer for! The image of the marvellously gifted adolescent, contemptuously rejecting all adult expectations of him, going his own way, mocking all respectable good sense about sexuality, drugs, education, or career — and yet producing compellingly and intoxicatingly communicative writing — that was an image whose appeal was very hard to withstand. (The young Joyce of course had something of the same quality.) When John came to write his first independently published booklet, Descent, at the age of twenty-three, his models were the Rimbaud of Une Saison en Enfer, and also Rilke’s Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, another product of no-holds-barred late romanticism.

         I call these two different drummers, but of course in the 1920s and 1930s the youthful Hugh MacDiarmid had marched to a rather similar pair. I don’t know exactly when John became aware of MacDiarmid, but in the 1950s MacDiarmid and Scottish nationalism were virtually synonymous; by the time John and I started to re-meet, occasionally, in the middle 1960s, Joyce and MacDiarmid are the two writers I remember him as most frequently quoting. (He has always had a most impressive memory, and an ability to quote fluently large chunks of the writers he loved.)

         Mentioning MacDiarmid reminds me of John’s gift for mimicry. If he spoke of MacDiarmid, he might suddenly fall into mimicking MacDiarmid’s very distinctive accent and manner with hallucinating precision. Many people are good mimics, but John had a quite exceptional talent. Later, he could be more like Sorley MacLean than Sorley himself; he could take off many figures on the Scottish scene in a way that seemed to go beyond superficial mannerism, and to actually re-enact characteristic movements of thought or feeling. Whether the intention 14was homage or parody was not always clear: perhaps it was sometimes neither, but more a recognition of the unalterable fact of otherness. The effect could be hilarious, but sometimes also surprising, and in a way disconcerting. John has always been very emphatically himself; he has always had strong moods and strong views, held passionately and very articulately; his sudden transformation into a totally different persona could be startling.

         This talent must have had something in it that was disturbing for him too. I remember at one point his comic identification with an anarchic, alcoholic character whom he called ‘wee Davie’ became so extreme that he said (how seriously I am not sure) that he felt at risk of being taken over; he deleted wee Davie from his menu of alternative personalities. The acute observation that mimicry of this sort involves must also have contributed to his novelist’s capacity to create character; it links too with his interest in the idea of ‘doubles”’ and multiple personalities — said to be a Scottish preoccupation, and certainly a preoccupation for John. (He later wrote an entire book on the subject, a work of academic criticism, The Double in Nineteenth-Century Fiction (Macmillan, 1990), in which he discussed its history in the work of Hoffman, James Hogg, Poe, Dostoevsky, Robert Louis Stevenson, and others.)

         John in adult life has always been a nationalist. For a time in the 1960s his nationalism became close to fanaticism. He was involved with Catalyst, a strongly nationalist magazine (he was its editor for two issues), and he spoke of a willingness to die for Scotland. His moral seriousness was very impressive, and sometimes had an almost religious quality. And so it was, once again, surprising, when he started to publish his own work, to discover how intensely personal it was, and how remote, apparently, from the banal world of practical politics. It was clear that his literary trajectory was going to take him in a very different direction, towards much more imaginative, more ‘confessional’ and more self-interrogating work.

         In my recollection, we didn’t see much of each other in the later 1960s, but we were both by then publishing in the same circles, those around Duncan Glen’s magazine Akros and Bob Tait’s Scottish International. John wrote a generous piece about my own early work in Scottish International for February 1971. And when Alan Jackson published his splendidly satirical essay on Scottish nationalism, ‘The Knitted Claymore’ (Lines Review, June 1971), John and I were both among the people who responded to it. Gradually in the mid-1970s, 15as we both emerged into more adult personalities, we re-established our friendship on a much more definite basis. But before coming to that, I would like to comment briefly on John’s earliest self-standing publication, Descent.

         This twenty-five-page, self-published pamphlet (written at the age of twenty-three though not published until four years later in 1968) is a most extraordinary document — not obviously fiction, not a short story, but a sustained account of an agonisingly tormented state of mind. I am still surprised and rather distressed by it when I reread it. Macdonald Daly, in his excellent Introduction to John’s Four Tales (Zoilus Press, 2000), describes it as a series of ‘prose poems’, and that may well be a good way to think of it. And I am inclined to agree with Daly that, for all its limitations, Descent is a key to many of John’s preoccupations, which were then ‘narrativised’ in the early novels (those written in the 1970s). John tells me that, when he wrote it, he hadn’t yet discovered Dostoevsky (later a major influence); he relates it directly to the Rimbaud and Rilke pieces I have already mentioned. And in some ways it reads like a nineteenth-century production. It’s written in an extravagantly mannered, high-Romantic style, recklessly willing to go to extremes, but at the same time, it contains in concentrated form the themes that would unroll in John’s work (from then on unmistakably ‘fiction’) over the next fifteen years. These include: religious yearning and fear of damnation, fascination with the past, an extreme sense of isolation and corresponding longing to belong, and profoundly ambivalent feelings about the body and sexuality. What is not present is the humour of the later work, and the ability to stand outside the emotions described and present them in a perspective, linked perhaps with the gift for mimicry, that perceives them (usually) in exaggeration or caricature.

         The age of twenty-three, which I think of as approximately the end of adolescence, must have been a difficult time in John’s life. In an interview in Southfields, also with Daly, John described himself as at that time ‘a distinctly dysfunctional individual’, though I doubt if he ever appeared like that to anyone except himself. His decision to stay in Scotland, and pursue a literary career, was opposed by his father, who wanted him to become a lawyer; there could well be a connection between that rift and the painful sense of isolation conveyed by Descent. In his much later memoir of the 1960s, Another Country (2013), John speaks intriguingly of his father as ‘in a modest way a specimen of 16the ‘Deacon Brodie’ type, the double personality, which bourgeois Edinburgh repeatedly throws up’. This of course is the theme of the double again. This sort of double personality, severe and rule-setting at home, relaxed and permissive (even, in the case of Deacon Brodie, criminal) elsewhere, is hardly peculiar to Scotland — I think of Naguib Mahfouz’s wonderful Cairo Trilogy, in which the patriarch ‘Abd al-Jawad plays this role — and presumably it’s common in societies in which there is acute anxiety, perhaps inflamed by a censorious religion, about ethics and sexuality. Typically, the rule-governed children of these divided parents are likely to be at sea when they encounter the actual world of adulthood for themselves; typically as well, in Edinburgh as in Mahfouz’s supposedly teetotal Cairo, alcohol often provides the lubricant between the two parts of the ‘double personality’. John’s memoir is full of extraordinary characters, often expressing themselves with startling arrogance or contempt for one another — it’s worth remembering that most of the Scottish writers of the 1960s spent an inordinate amount of time in pubs, and those who didn’t — many of the best of them, in my view, including Robert Garioch, Ian Hamilton Finlay, and Edwin Morgan — tended to be regarded rather patronisingly. For someone like John, with austerely high academic standards, and yet passionately committed to the vehement world of Scottish writing, the 1960s must have been fascinating but his sense of isolation is also understandable.

         One might make a comparison with Sydney Goodsir Smith, another product of the British private education system, who disappointed his father’s conventional expectations for him, and committed himself with a passion equal to John’s to the world of Scotland and Scottish poetry. It is tempting to say that ‘wee Davie’ got the better of Goodsir Smith: his best work was done before the age of forty and he drifted on into everless-productive alcoholism. John had the balance and determination to avoid such a fate, and in the 1970s he began to find a recognisable and original voice. He published A Truth Lover in 1973, Memoirs of My Aunt Minnie/Clapperton in 1974, and Pagan’s Pilgrimage in 1978 — all now quite clearly fiction, and increasingly with the resources to reflect with more perspective on the sorts of mental states that had dominated Descent.

         This was also the time when our friendship was renewed. It was partly on the basis of shared memories of schooldays — always very vivid in John — and our shared feeling for Modernist writing in general, and Scottish writing in particular. But a third element was also important: we were both becoming increasingly interested in religion. I had spent a year 17at the start of the 1970s with the Findhorn community on the Moray Firth, in those days still run by its founders, Peter and Eileen Caddy; nearby was the Benedictine Abbey of Pluscarden, which I had visited a number of times. I knew several of the monks there, and discovered to my surprise that John too had spent time at Pluscarden; he knew several of the monks, and was profoundly drawn to the simplicity and beauty of the Latin ‘office’ — the daily schedule of religious services that marks out the Benedictine day. At the beginning of the 1980s he officially converted to Catholicism, and for a long time he felt a strong attraction to the monastic life — much later he was even, briefly, to ‘test his vocation’ at Pluscarden. Initially, however, he was more strongly drawn in another direction, and in 1983 he married the well-known actress and singer Dolina MacLennan. They moved from Edinburgh to Blair Atholl and John’s life entered a very new phase.

         The person with whom my friendship now deepened had very different characteristics from those of the author of Descent. What I discovered or (to be more accurate I think) rediscovered was a person of extraordinary warmth, kindness, and loyalty. When Dante speaks of the pleasure of seeing the face of his friend, Forese Donati, my spontaneous association is to the pleasure of re-meeting John and of feeling safe in the warmth of his greeting and his company. The author of Descent is undoubtedly there, somewhere, but writing has been for John a path to self-knowledge and self-development; moreover, whatever difficult emotions he has had to wrestle with, in friendship he has always been able to emerge into generosity and genuine kindness. He can be very funny. He knew the Scottish writing scene very well, and loved many people in it, including Thomas MacDonald (Fionn Mac Colla), Duncan Glen, Sorley MacLean, Willie Neill, Stuart MacGregor, Rory Watson, Walter Perrie, Donald Campbell, Trevor Royle … the list is a long one, and I’m sure I should add many more names.

         When Freud tried to understand the mystery of his own ‘Jewishness’, so powerful even though he believed neither in the religion nor in Zionism, he spoke of die Heimlichkeit der inneren Konstruktion (the comforting familiarity of their inner construction): he was at home among Jews because there was some way in which he and they were similarly ‘inwardly constructed’. If I were to try to speak of this feeling of friendship psychologically, I would want to use some similar phrase. It must describe the real ground of the emotion that takes political form as nationalism. 18

         Much more recently, in a ‘conversation’ with Walter Perrie and Richie McCaffery (Fras Publications, 2020), John said that he had found it very difficult to find his own voice, and didn’t feel he had really done so until, after the writing of the 1970s had been followed by some ten years of silence, he began to write the series of novels that began with Imelda (published by Polygon in 1993) and which includes Ghostwriting (1995), The Sinister Cabaret (2001), and My Wife’s Lovers (2007). It’s probably on these novels, together with his non-fiction work and his criticism, that his reputation will primarily rest. In them, he goes well beyond the ‘narrativisation’ of the moods in Descent and creates a much wider range of characters, set in a much more fully imagined social context. Rory Watson has described their style as ‘Scottish Gothic’, and they certainly belong in a Scottish tradition that includes Hogg, Stevenson and David Lindsay. But they belong too in the larger European tradition referenced in John’s book on The Double (which he wrote shortly before embarking on Imelda), and it’s not an accident that French and Italian translations of these novels have recently started to appear.

         But I want here only to describe something of the background and context of a faithful and steady friendship for which I am deeply grateful. A lifetime involves many changes of direction, assimilations of new influences, ‘developments’ which may or may not prove to be ‘wrong turnings’, and so forth, and there is something magical about a friendship that is able to persist and survive all such events, and has a continuity over many decades and, in this case, even back into childhood, and into such very different epochs as that of Scotland in the 1950s and 1960s. I am writing this in early 2021, as the Covid lockdown still grips the country, and one of the things I most look forward to, when we are free once again to visit our friends, is re-meeting John, and feeling once again the security of that warm and reciprocated interest in ‘how life is going’.
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            For John Herdman

         

         
            
               They say you are living in the highlands,

               close to places you have always loved,

            

            
               in the same way you loved poetry and people

               on those nights with The Heretics in Edinburgh.

            

            
               You would enter the room along with your friends.

               Cordial, a benign presence encouraging everyone,

            

            
               you brought the depth of your listening powers

               by dusk or dawn, happed in your tweed jacket,

            

            
               to hear stories or rhymes or flyting between poets.

               Now old friends are meeting again, they recognise

            

            
               your keen eye, the gaze that sees and smiles upon

               Scotland’s far horizon shimmering into view.

            

         

         Valerie Gillies
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            Pluscarden Abbey

            Hugh Gilbert

         

         There was a time when Pluscarden Abbey, a monastery in Moray, brushed the life of John Herdman and he brushed its. I was fortunate to be there at the time. One literary consequence of John’s monastic connection was pp.126ff of Ghostwriting, when Torquil Tod heading north in appropriate torment unexpectedly comes across a living Benedictine community. The description of the place, the rituals, some of the actual personalities is accurate; even the fictional Donald Kerr, turned a novice in the story, is more than plausible. I can name the ‘very tall and gentle-looking’ monk and his ‘small and down to earth’ companion returning to the monastery from the garden and I can name the ‘delightful’, practical, unworldly guestmaster — all of them now with their names on crosses in the monastery graveyard. It is a kind of blessing John has left the monastic community by including them in his novella.

         I enjoyed his visits which were not infrequent. If guests wonder what passes through the minds of monks, monks of course can wonder what passes through the minds of visiting writers. Stooped and redolently Scottish as he was — he said it was constant walking into wind that fashioned the Scottish face — he was good to have around. He added to the place just by being himself, as surely he has in the world of literature. He seemed to prowl the environs benignly, sometimes with a poet friend from north London. He was often at the liturgical offices that punctuate the monastic day, and the prefatory quotation that heads Ghostwriting is a Latin Psalm-verse he would have heard there. He was ever the gracious guest, whatever it was that really filled his mind! I enjoyed his writing, its echoes of various Scottish traditions, its mixture of clarity and mystery, and I was more than susceptible when he let his prose rip. As time passed, I was called elsewhere and John took other directions. I have regrettably failed to follow his writing, but am delighted he has proved himself ‘among the strong’, as the Psalmist puts it, by reaching his eighty years. He is one of those people one would like to catch up with again. I think Pluscarden Abbey would too. God bless you, John.
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            When Our Lives Begin

            Regi Claire

         

         When our lives began disappearing, we didn’t notice at first. Sometimes they simply ran ahead and we lost sight of them. Other times they swerved round hairpin bends spiralling so high we daren’t follow. Or else they dipped and fell away into fallow lands where the wheel ruts meandered and thinned into tendrils of weeds. Now and then they played catch-up with us, hiding behind a milestone or in the blue shadow of a rock, almost within reach. As soon as we got nearer, they’d skip away, fleet-footed, helped by a wind that always blew in the right direction. A quick wink over their shoulder was all we’d see.

         So we began to plot. With enough care and determination we were sure to snare them.

         Conventional traps turned out to be useless; speed bumps and cameras yielded nothing but joy riders, drunk drivers and the occasional motorcyclist opening up the throttle on his Harley or BMW along the arrow-straight road, while steel contraptions caught only rabbits and foxes, eyes white with fear, legs half-gnawed off. Finally, our IT whizz kids came up with the solution: virtual traps. Inspired by the mouths of whale sharks, they designed a sequence of ever-finer e-teeth and filter pads, complemented by snake fangs to induce slewing and temporary paralysis. The success rate was nearly 100%.

         At the next board meeting those of us who’d been reunited with our lives voted to promote the techies to grown-up status with immediate effect.

         Naturally, our success didn’t go unnoticed. Google, hard-nosed and greedy as usual, began to charge us for every life recaptured. The premiums went up month on month, until we were forced to increase the number of e-trap beneficiaries.

         Then we had an idea. If Google was so keen on screwing more money out of us, how about luring away the lives of its executives and underlings, perhaps by speeding up their electronic equipment so much they no longer had time to go home and play with their kids or look after their wives? Once they were well and truly spinning out of control 22in the rat-trap of their existence, we would step in, offering assistance.

         Instead of lost-property services, we set up ‘Lost-Life Services — helping you become who you’ve always been’. It was lucrative enough, but not satisfying in the long run.

         So we sold up and with the proceeds bought ourselves this small island where we now live, young and old together. We grow our own food, catch fish and breed chickens — and of course we plant sunflowers to keep watch over us with their gold-spiked heads.

         Should our lives ever decide to run away from us again, they won’t get very far. And if they try swimming, our nets will easily retrieve them, saving them from drowning.
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            John Herdman, a Heretical Appreciation

            Craig Gibson

         

         To pen an appreciation of a fellow scribe who is by far my superior in the art of storytelling should be a daunting task. However, as I have had the privilege of knowing ‘Gentleman’ John Herdman as a friend for some time now, I’ll keep it personal and not bore you with any scholarly criticism regarding his lengthy career as a man of letters. I wouldn’t dare anyway; I’m nowhere near qualified enough and I don’t want to mention the dreaded ‘D word’ (‘duality’), if at all possible. So, instead of all that, please allow me to tell you how we met and what fruits blossomed as a result.

         I had attended the launch of John’s literary and political memoir Another Country (2013) but I never managed to actually meet the man on this occasion (though if you look carefully at John’s photo for his Wikipedia entry you can see my hat peeking over his shoulder at said event). Nonetheless, his memoir was a real eye opener and I devoured it eagerly. Fuck me, literary Edina seemed to be a much richer place back in the sixties and seventies. Some of this I knew already, but it was John’s depiction of a folk-arts collective named the ‘Heretics’, of which he had been a founding member, that really blew me away.

         Why had I never heard of these people before, and (perhaps more importantly) why was nobody putting on similar events in this day and age? I had a kind of Epiphany moment and so, when my long-term collaborator Peter Burnett of Leamington Books asked me if I would care to interview John about this very subject, I jumped at the chance.

         Looking at the footage of this interview now, I am struck by how nervous I appear to be, even though Peter had been feeding me coffee laced with Sambuca for the duration. I had intended to act a bit like Ali G, and had even brought a clipboard as a prop (though to be fair it did have actual notes written on it) but John’s effortless manner and genuine suaveness put paid to all that. In fact, in some of the stills from the interview he looks positively beatific.

         In what proved to be a productive session, he answered all my queries regarding the original Heretics and (perhaps even more importantly) gave 24his blessing to Peter and myself to resurrect the name and activities of the group. His former wife and Heretics co-founder, Dolina MacLennan, was already in the process of organising a reunion of the surviving originals, he informed us, so the timing could not have been better. Doli’s blessing was also forthcoming, and so The Heretics were reborn in the autumn of 2015. Monthly gatherings once again became the norm with much camaraderie and fellowship, and would still be happening if it were not for the ghastly Covid virus and its vile consequences. However, as we managed to successfully resurrect The Heretics after a thirty-five-year absence, recovering from lockdown will surely be a breeze, methinks?

         Now, as the editor and publisher of a literary broadsheet named the One O’ Clock Gun, my next logical move after establishing a rapport with John was to request some writing from him. The Gun’s raison d’être is to promote new writers and poets, but it is always a joy to include established and respected literary figures alongside them. Therefore, I was delighted when John agreed to pen a new piece for the paper, which began an excellent run of contributions, including a transcript of a Stuart MacGregor (legendary ‘Sandy Bells Man’ and founding ’Tic) song, composed in the early sixties, but never before appearing in print.

         In a way, John reminds me of the late, great Angus Calder who had been something of a mentor to The Gun. As well as having a penchant for short grey beards, he has a similarly dry sense of humour and a mischievous twinkle in his eye, and he does not suffer fools gladly (a wannabe heckler at a Heretics evening was firmly put in his place on one occasion by an enraged John, which was startling to behold). I must stress, however, that afternoon pub sessions with John, whilst equally convivial and enlightening, are rather more sober affairs than those with Angus!

         Above all, though, John is a master storyteller, so it is a grand thing to see that a selection of his novels, short stories and critiques are being reprinted by Leamington Books as he approaches his eightieth birthday. And if I’m not mistaken, I’m sure the auld fellah has many more tales to tell.

         I, for one, certainly hope so.

         Happy Birthday John, and thanks for everything!

      

   


   
      
         
25
            A-just-about-recognisable Country

            Morelle Smith

         

         The first part of John Herdman’s Another Country is a most fascinating memoir of people and places, many of them now disappeared from our landscape; all the more important then, for this era to be documented as John does with such warmth and precision.

         I had absolutely no intention of going anywhere near ‘another country’, that tricksy realm of the past, but that’s what seems to have happened. All I can say in my defence is that John might enjoy the riff on his excellent book of the same title, the way that memories arose from rereading it, yes, an inspiration, and the particular memories, of someone who was clearly dear to him, as he also was to me, the poet Sorley MacLean.

         The cover of Another Country has a picture of the now famous Paperback Bookshop in Charles Street, off George Square, Edinburgh. And we heard recently this year (2021) of the death of its founder, Jim Haynes, that larger than life character who also founded the Traverse Theatre, in its original venue in James Court. Jim Haynes later moved to Paris, where he lived until his death.

         As a teenager in the late 1960s I passed this bookshop every day on my way to and from school. It seemed the most natural thing in the world, a bookshop with a rhino’s head attached to the wall, for it was part of ‘the real world’ (i.e. everything outside the artificial world of school) where anything could happen and indeed, should happen. From an early age I had always had an immoderate love of books, and haunted the public library, but this was the first bookshop I had ever entered to browse. I do remember talking to some people in there, but had no idea that I was participating in history then, as life for a teenager is all future, one that I could not wait to grasp, live to the full and to experience — everything.

         The famous burning of the book (D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover) outside this bookshop had taken place a few years before, as my older sister informed me (she was my main source of interesting information) but this action, and the book’s trial for obscenity just 26seemed like incomprehensible things that happened in the past, (‘they do things differently there’) that adults did in the dark ages, before enlightenment, the full illumination of which I was clearly living in.

         I first met John Herdman many years ago in the early seventies, the days of The Heretics, which he describes so well in Another Country. Poets used to gather in the New Town Hotel to read their work. I did not read with them there, I had only just started to write poetry and I was much too shy to stand up in front of others. That would only happen a few years later, in the same venue, when Sorley MacLean invited me.

         Sorley was an enormous encouragement to me. In 1973–74 I had been travelling in Europe and Asia, and ended up living and working in Freiburg, Germany. When I came back to Edinburgh towards the end of 1974, a folder of writing in my rucksack, a friend suggested I go to see him. He was then writer in residence at Edinburgh University. I felt very nervous the first time I got into the lift of the David Hume Tower. Apart from one or two friends, I had never shown my work to anyone. And here I was, going to see a real poet, someone of immense stature, experience and authority in the literary world.

         The place itself was familiar enough. I had gone into this lift many times before, as a student here. But my relationship to the place was very different now. Then, it had been a big part of my life, it was the place where I belonged, but now — what was I now? I was doing temporary work in bars and offices, I did not know what I was going to do in the future, I had no job prospects, no plan for my life; the only real possession I had was my experience of the past year and a folder of writing. I was about to show these pieces of paper to someone else and as they were the only things of value in my life, the only potential link with the world, I felt that I was offering my life to this stranger, as I handed over the sheets of paper. His reaction to them would determine, so I felt, whether my life had any value, in the world’s terms, or not.

         In my free time I was spending a lot of time writing, long rambling poems, and some pieces of prose. I was desperate to articulate my experience, and it all came out in looping, weaving strings of images. Occasionally, I would manage to say something simple, direct and descriptive, but mostly my inner world was one of piled metaphors that had no obvious or immediate relevance, that I could see, to life as it was lived by other people.

         I remember that time, early in 1975, as one of grey, dull skies, a weight of clouds, slicing rain, and squalls of snow. I had made the 27decision to stay in this country, now that I was back here, but I was struggling for any sense of connection. Sorley MacLean, though he did not know it, held the validity of my life in his hands, as he read the first two poems I handed to him. The rain gusted across the big window of his office. His chair squeaked as he shifted his weight from chair-arm to table. He sighed loudly as he concentrated on the words in front of him. This convinced me that he thought the words were dreadful, a waste of his time and of my life. Bursts of rain hurled themselves at the window. I wished I had not come. What a way for your life to end, I thought, in an office in a tower-block, in a gusting wind, spitting rain.

         When he finally spoke, his words came haltingly, but they seemed to come from his whole being, from his body, from his vast memory, from his love of open spaces, mountains, a grey sea, even the rain. His words came slowly, as if rising from great depths. But what he said about my work was encouraging. And most astonishing of all to me, was that he wanted me to come again, the following week.

         I left the building in a break between the clouds. A shaft of sunlight hit a window of the tower-block and it sent out a flash of light.

         Sorley’s collection of poetry, Dàin do Eimhir was out of print, but a friend of mine had a copy, which I borrowed. His language astonished me. Here was someone who was not afraid to talk about emotions, someone in fact, for whom feelings were the central well of creativity, from which he drew. Sometimes these feelings were painful, sometimes difficult to express, sometimes hard to link in with ‘ordinary’ life. Whatever that might be. I got the feeling that there was very little in Sorley’s life that was ‘ordinary’. He had the ability, the gift, to breathe the marvellous into the most ‘ordinary’ of everyday life. Giving you a glimpse of his vision. From then on, both the man and his work became an inspiration to me.

         Over the next few weeks, he talked about his experiences in the war, his feelings of regret, still, after all these years, that he did not go to Spain to fight with the International Brigade, against Fascism. He talked about Skye, his own poetry, briefly touched on his years as a teacher. And I listened.

         Sorley, I came to realise, was a very large person. This little office could not contain him. Even the picture window, with its view out over Arthur’s Seat, could not hold him in. He often closed his eyes, the better to see the inner pictures in the mind’s eye. His voice had a deep resonance, which also belonged to open vistas and distant horizons. His 28voice had the same effect as the bagpipes, which are meant for covering long distances, for linking spaces that would appear to be unbridgeable, a sound that makes the skin tingle and the blood beat faster.

         To say that he encouraged my writing is an understatement. I wrote for him. I saw him once a week in his high-rise office, until the end of the summer term, when his post as writer in residence came to an end. Every week I had something new to show him. It gave my writing a purpose it had not had before. I knew someone was going to read this. Someone who was interested. Someone whose work I admired. Someone who said ‘I’d like to see more’. With that kind of encouragement, it was easy to contact the feeling of wanting to write. Other areas of my life caused great problems and difficulties, but contact with the words was not difficult to access and the sheets of paper soon started to pile up.

         At the end of his term of office at the university, Sorley gave a public reading of his work at the New Town Hotel. And he asked me if I would read too. I felt very honoured that he should have asked me, but I had never read my work in public before and the prospect filled me with dread. Somehow, I got through the evening and we all drank a copious amount of beer and whisky at the party afterwards, in David Campbell’s flat, which helped, in my case, to erase the memory of the terrifying experience.

         After Sorley went back to Skye we kept in touch and met up from time to time and each meeting was like a shot of inspiration to me, to keep going with my writing. But it was his initial recognition and response that validated my writing and formed a bridge for me, between my past self and the new one, that I was only just beginning to create. Full of self-doubt and uncertainties, my life a series of temporary jobs, homes and relationships, he was the one who said ‘You can do it. You can write. Keep doing it.’

         An amusing anecdote took place a few years later, in 1978. My partner and I, along with our two-year-old daughter, spent a few days in spring on the Isle of Skye. Sorley invited us to lunch with him and his wife Renee at their home, while we were there. During this visit he mentioned that he would be reading at an International Poetry Festival in Rotterdam later that year. It so happened that we were also in the Netherlands at this time, staying with a friend in Maassluis, not far from Rotterdam. We did not know which evening Sorley was reading but one evening my partner suggested we drive to Rotterdam. And it turned out that was the very evening that Sorley was reading, and he 29invited us, hospitable as ever, into the performers’ tent for a drink, before the reading.

         When it was time for the performance, we duly filed into the large building, to listen. Each poet read in their own language, followed by a translation into Dutch. I remember nothing of any of the others, there might have been French or German poets, which I could have understood, but we were looking forward to hearing Sorley of course, especially as we would be able to understand him. But one thing I had forgotten. When I had heard Sorley read in Scotland, he would read in Gaelic, followed by his English translation. Gaelic was his native language, and so he read in Gaelic, in Rotterdam, followed by a Dutch translation. Not one word was in English!

         A few years ago I was walking towards George Square with a couple of friends who were visiting Edinburgh. As we approached the site of the former Paperback Bookshop, I started to tell them the story of this shop and the book burning that took place outside it. The Dugald Stewart building, part of the University of Edinburgh, now stands there. Just as we reached the corner, I looked down. Between the building and pavement, there’s a low wall, just the right height for people to sit on. And there on this stone bench for all the world like something that had been placed there and forgotten when the owner stood up and walked away, was a small unobtrusive sculpture. I had passed this way many times since the Dugald Stewart block had been built but had never noticed this before. The plaque on the other side of the wall names it as ‘The Haynes Nano-stage’ by David Forsyth. The first Traverse Theatre was tiny, with steps up to audience seats, but the sculpture is also in the shape of a book. Yes, definitely a book, with one corner nibbled away, commemorating the famous burnt book.
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            David Punter, Five Poems

         

         Little Effie’s Piece of String

         
            
               It started with a three-inch-long piece

               she found in the garden; we caught her

               staring at it, mesmerised. Life went on

               (of course) but we saw that soon she

               had found more, and — mysteriously –

               had knotted them together.

               We didn’t know she could do knots.

            

            
               Then there was the mouse.

               We were used to mice indoors

               (you have to be, with two cats),

               always dead, sometime whole, sometimes

               gutted, the head some distance from

               the tiny grey body, still twitching –

               But this one was different.

            

            
               It was whole, but something had sunk

               almost invisibly into its neck.

               It wasn’t the last. We didn’t know much

               about string obsessions, but we looked up

               Hilaire Belloc and warned little Effie

               about the awful fate of Henry King.

               But she wasn’t chewing. We thought.

            

            
               Enough with the mice, we said,

               and searched little Effie’s bedroom

               silently while she was asleep,
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