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Praise for Scottish by Inclination


Scottish by Inclination is a revealing snapshot of a moment in history: the Brexit referendum and its implementation. In it, Barbara Henderson, who has made Scotland her home since 1991, focuses on thirty individual, moving, funny, heartening or troubling perspectives on what it is, or was, to be a newcomer, or immigrant, to Scotland, from one of the other member states of the EU. PROFESSOR DAVID WORTHINGTON


Without Brexit, Scottish By Inclination might not have been written – and whatever you think of the 2016 vote, that would be a huge shame. In this affectionate and warm-hearted look at what it means to be a ‘new Scot’ in 2021, German-born teacher and author Barbara Henderson talks to a range of EU nationals living and working in Scotland. Inevitably, the shadow of the 2016 vote falls over their experiences, but on reading Barbara’s book, it’s impossible not to feel humbled that so many talented and resourceful people from across Europe have chosen to make Scotland their home. One only hopes that her optimistic conclusion that ‘we’re going to be okay’ comes true. MARGARET KIRK, award-winning author of Shadow Man


A wonderful compendium of voices, as varied as the continent of Europe itself, Barbara’s Scottish by Inclination gives us what often seems lacking in these dark times – optimism and celebration of our shared future.’ DONALD S. MURRAY, author of As the Women Lay Dreaming
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To all the Scots, by birth or by inclination, who have made Scotland home for me.









INTRODUCTION


Forgetting I Was a Foreigner




No borders, just horizons, only freedom. – Amelia Earhart





SEVERAL YEARS AGO, I heard a politician use the phrase ‘Scottish by inclination’ on the news.


I sat up. ‘Wait, what did he just say?’


My husband shrugged. ‘Scottish by inclination.’


‘You can be Scottish by inclination? As in, if you want to be in, you’re in?’


‘I think that’s what he means, yeah.’


The conversation may have been over, but the expression stayed with me. Scottish by inclination. If you feel inclined to be Scottish, you can be. End of story. There was something open-armed about the phrase and I loved it. It stirred something in me, though I couldn’t put my finger on it.


Years later, I had another chance encounter with the phrase. I was browsing through opportunities for unpublished writers, and there it was again: a publication invited work from ‘writers resident in Scotland or Scots by birth, upbringing or inclination’.


I felt the same pang of longing.


As a German national who came to Edinburgh to study in 1991 and never left, the expression resonated strongly with me. I think I am not alone in finding the immigrant status unsettling, at least in terms of identity. For the majority of my three decades here, my birth country did not allow dual nationality. In other words, I would have had to give up my German nationality in order to become British, while I had ageing parents living on the continent. I decided against pursuing a British passport. It would have felt like denying my heritage. And after all, there was no need to – I had the right to live and work in the UK and move freely around the European Union.


Back in 1991, there was widespread optimism about European collaborations in many fields, including academia. The EU had just offered to cover whole-degree tuition fees, removing the key obstacle to my ambition to study abroad. I yearned to experience another culture and to improve my English, so applying to a fistful of reputable Scottish universities simply made sense.


Edinburgh’s thriving international student community offered me support in practical terms and friends from all corners of the world. I found the Scots welcoming and open-minded – so much so that I married one of them.


And so the course for my permanent residence in Scotland was set. My husband was training to be a doctor. Were we to settle in Germany, his command of the language would have had to be near perfect to practise medicine safely, aside from the extra qualifications he’d have to obtain. I, on the other hand, had graduated here in Scotland, and was able to progress on my career path unhindered. Staying was logical, the sensible option. Gradually, with a Scottish husband and three Scottish children, I forgot I was a foreigner.


Fast forward almost three decades, and the rhetoric in public discourse had shifted significantly. Some of the headlines in the run-up to the 2016 referendum on Britain’s EU membership, for example, made my skin crawl. Anti-immigrant views were publicly aired once more, and even people I considered friends (and still do!) voted to leave in order to ‘take back control’.


When I was honest about my fears, they protested quickly. ‘We don’t mean you, obviously. It’s not about you, or people like you.’ I nodded, pretending to understand.


If they didn’t mean me, who on earth were they referring to? People who did not speak good English yet? People who needed help? People who, for the sake of family, or poverty, or education, had the audacity to wish for a better life?


The political climate made me defensive. I found myself telling strangers that I had never lived off benefits and had worked and paid tax ever since my graduation in the mid-’90s. That I was a teacher in the Highlands, an area where recruitment and retention of qualified education staff is often challenging. That I initiated a book festival in my home city of Inverness and served as chairperson for several years. It was all true. Come to think of it, there hasn’t been a single year in my three decades in Scotland in which I have not volunteered regularly in some way: as a school librarian, on the school PTA, running free classes at a local theatre, in church, with the elderly, in the arts, in conservation. My six novels for children are widely studied in Scottish primary classrooms. I travel the country to visit schools and promote a love of reading and of Scottish cultural heritage. If I am honest, I wanted these strangers to know that I was worth having, here in Scotland.


I am not unique. Many EU citizens who have made their home here have become integral to their communities, succeeded and even excelled in their chosen fields, created community initiatives, filled much-needed vacancies and brought with them an international outlook which our country needs to hold on to. They are Scottish by inclination, just as I am. I felt uncertainty on behalf of us all, and a little indignation too.


I am a writer – words are my way of wrestling with the world. Could I make the case for the enrichment of EU immigration in a book? I pitched the idea in a tweet: ‘Scottish by Inclination. Activists, academics, artists, radiologists and removal men. A chapter-by-chapter collection of interesting stories of EU nationals who have made their homes here and are helping to shape what Scotland is today.’


‘We like the concept,’ Gavin MacDougall of Luath Press said. ‘But have you thought of adding a personal dimension to the book? Telling your own story?’


I declined immediately. ‘No, I don’t think so. That wasn’t what I had in mind.’


But the more I reflected, the more I felt I had to say. I attempted a trial chapter and discovered that I was simply processing the concerns and cares which were already at the forefront of my mind. Writing my part, I’m willing to admit, felt a little cathartic.


I got back in touch with the publisher. ‘If you’re still interested, I think I’m going to give it a go after all.’


Thirty interviews, a funding application and many writing hours later, I’m glad I did, because all voices matter and deserve to belong.


Belonging is more than a privilege.


Belonging, I am now convinced, can be a choice.


Sven Werner – Belgium/Luxembourg/Germany


‘The German poet Hermann Hesse said something about a magic dwelling in each beginning. I love beginnings,’ Sven Werner, the Glasgow-based artist, filmmaker, composer and Scottish BAFTA winner, states with a smile.


He remembers arriving in Scotland for the first time 20 years ago, to work on a project for his Master’s thesis. He met his wife then. But his real beginning with Scotland was a decade ago when the couple decided to return to Scotland. ‘I was in between projects,’ he recalls. ‘I borrowed a friend’s bicycle and pedalled around the city when I saw this derelict building. There was a fishmonger’s shop at street level, but the floor above caught my eye. I approached the owners who were brothers and asked if they’d let me have the place for an art studio.’ Intuition prompted him to add, ‘And if you can give me a job, too, I’ll be able to pay the rent!’ His gamble paid off: Sven was offered work both in the fish shop and in the family café across the road. ‘I found this amazing chair in the street. Sometimes I used to go upstairs and the space was empty, apart from that one old leather chair. I’d sit and think about the possibilities, still dressed in my fishmonger’s overalls. It was a magic beginning, a dream come true.’


Sven Werner cuts a very different figure now. Impeccably dressed in a pressed white shirt, fitted waistcoat and black bow tie, he looks every inch the influential force in the Glasgow underground arts scene that he is. But his enthusiasm for his work is undiminished. ‘I have felt nothing but welcomed and supported here,’ he states simply. The process was gradual: he created installations and invited people to his studio. The right people saw the work and he began to collaborate with Glasgow’s Cryptic, a producing art house focused on developing and presenting the next generation of Scottish and international artists. That in turn led to other exhibitions and opportunities. He succeeded in applying for funding and was able to set up as a full-time artist. Soon his name appeared on shortlists for prestigious cultural events like the Edinburgh Art Festival’s Made in Scotland showcase and the British Council showcase.


‘Perhaps I inherited my curiosity from my parents who moved around a lot during my childhood,’ he muses. ‘The concept of the EU just made sense to me. When that concept, which had been so helpful to me, was rejected by the British people, I thought: “What am I doing in a country which doesn’t value all of this?” But then I got a letter from my local MSP. I think most EU citizens in Scotland got one. It said, “We want you to stay, we value you.” It was a small thing, but it really meant a lot at the time. I still have the letter. It made a huge difference to me.’


Sven is clearly inspired by the landscape and the light he finds here. ‘My filmic installation performances have a sort of dark fairy-tale element. Scotland is a great fit for the atmosphere in my work, like two pieces of a jigsaw just slotting together. It was here that I emerged as an artist – first there was curiosity about my work and then full-on support. Now I have an arts and film career. I have a lot to thank Scotland for.’
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Arrival




Give me… a little music played out of doors by somebody


I do not know. – John Keats





‘YOU’LL RECOGNISE HIM. He’s really tall,’ Louie said.


I raised my eyebrows.


‘He’ll be there, don’t worry.’


I was still unconvinced. ‘How will I recognise him if I’ve never ever met him? Do you have a photo?’


My friend Louie shook his head and giggled, as if suddenly struck by a thought of pure genius. ‘Look. He’s called Fergus MacNeill, right? And when we worked together in London, he used to really like this song, Celebration by Kool & the Gang. That can be your signal.’


‘What?’


To me, an uninitiated German about to move to Scotland for the duration of my degree, Louie was the nearest thing to a native: a Londoner, albeit jobbing in Germany, but with a host of useful connections. One of these, his friend Fergus, was to pick me up from Glasgow Airport, drop me at his parents’ house overnight and see me onto some sort of transport to Edinburgh the morning after.


Simple and straightforward. But this was Louie.


‘Sing the song. That way he’ll definitely know it’s you.’ Louie winked.


I decided to leave it – after all, I didn’t want him to think the windup was working.


Barely a week later, I’d done the necessary. Guitar and gargantuan backpack stored in the plane’s hold, I sat in my seat on the edge of the atmosphere and cried.


I cried for the parents I’d left behind, for my sister about to give birth, for the enormity of my decision – and for the country disappearing under clouds beneath me, which would no longer be my home as soon as I touched down on Scotland’s rain-soaked asphalt.


It was dusk. The businessman beside me pushed his way into the queue; in fact, everyone who had dozed and lazed their way through the flight was suddenly in a rush. Except me. Like the landing jolt, it struck me – I wasn’t just scared of going. I was scared of arriving! What had possessed me to want to come here?


Guitar and backpack reclaimed, I shuffled through the exit gate. For all these complete strangers knew, I was naturally puffy-faced and red-nosed, and I had more important things to worry about anyway: finding Fergus. I scanned the crowd, already thinning with greetings and departures. A couple of men were tall, I guessed. I sauntered past them both. Neither of them paid me the slightest bit of attention.


Waiting alone in an arrivals lounge late at night in a strange country, I began to panic – until it struck me. Stroke of genius, Louie! Very funny! He’s primed Fergus not to declare himself until…


I took a deep breath. So be it! Picking my guitar up, I sauntered past the first tall man who had sat down by now. Humming, with ever increasing volume as I passed.


He looked up, but not with recognition. With something else I’d rather not think about.


I decided to give the other man a try, even though he was now hugging an elderly woman who’d been on the plane behind me. Singing timidly now: ‘Celebration…’


I’m ashamed to admit; I even sang the guitar riff which follows.


Both tall men disappeared down the emptying arrivals lounge, but come to think of it, Louie was small. Maybe, to him, almost anyone would be tall. Nothing for it. ‘CELEBRATION…’


By the time I heard loud footsteps echoing, I was pretty much singing out all my desperation at top volume. A ridiculously tall young man ran into the hall, where by now only a few people milled around – most of them cleaners – and a singing German student. He’d gone to the wrong gate by mistake.


Almost 25 years later, this country has become my country. I have arrived. And if you recall a very odd time at Glasgow Airport where a dishevelled teenager spontaneously burst into song, maybe now you understand.


WG Saraband – Portugal


WG Saraband is an interesting man. The Algarve-born artist and political activist based in Edinburgh holds a Master’s degree in Medieval History of the Islamic Mediterranean and wrote his thesis on the subject of homosexuality in the literature and poetry of Medieval al-Andalus and the Maghreb.


He knew for a long time that he wanted to leave Portugal. ‘There wasn’t much of a future there that I could see for my husband (then-boyfriend) and I. We were originally set on going to the Netherlands, and we got on with learning Dutch. I worked as a waiter then, and in the restaurant I used to get loads of Scottish customers, who were incredibly nice for the most part. They kept on saying, “You should come to Scotland, we need people like you.” Well, it just so happened that we changed our minds and ended up here instead, so you can blame it on a series of coincidences which changed our lives.’ The moment he stepped out of the plane in Edinburgh and inhaled that cold, crisp air, he felt like he had truly come home.


He has certainly made his mark here, both through his art and through his activism for both Scottish independence and LGBT rights. ‘Let me put it this way, if I keep going to bed knowing that I’m trying to do my best for Scotland, whatever small part that may be, I’m happy. There have been so many moving memories: being invited to a political event where I got to meet the First Minister, and most recently getting married to the man of my dreams in the Edinburgh City Chambers while we were both wearing full kilts. That was very special.’


It hasn’t all been plain sailing. He remembers working for a tech company in Edinburgh where his boss introduced him to sectarianism. ‘I got to see how misogynistic and archaic the male-dominated world of tech still is. Shortly after quitting that awful job I launched myself as a full-time artist.’


He also recalls the time around the Brexit referendum: ‘It’s just that disgusting feeling of being talked about as an immigrant, like some sort of insect that had just invaded the house and needed to be exterminated. I really expected Leave to win, but on the morning of the result I still felt like I had been punched in the stomach at someone’s funeral. It was grief, literally.’


His Portuguese heritage is not something he is always conscious of, but he knows it’s there. ‘There are things that will never change – I may cook haggis, neeps and tatties now, but the whisky sauce that I’m going to make alongside it? There’s no way I’m not using Portuguese olive oil as the basis for that. I would panic without any olive oil in my kitchen, I’m not joking, it’s the basis for almost every food I cook. As much as I increasingly feel Scottish, my roots are Portuguese, and they always will be. The two identities are not mutually exclusive, fortunately.’ He views his new homeland with striking confidence and has a message for Scotland.


‘See those imperfections you have? Every other nation does too. It doesn’t mean you aren’t allowed to love yourself and to see yourself with the same dignity as everyone else.’
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Blackpool




To unpathed waters, undreamed shores. – Shakespeare





MY STORY WITH Scotland actually began two years before the incident at Glasgow Airport. I was working in a café in Blackpool. Yes, you read right. When I was nine years old, my older sister presented her new boyfriend to the family. An Englishman seemed so very, very exotic in small-town Germany, with his permed hair and his Mini Cooper. To cut a long story short, they married and settled in Germany and Allan, hailing from Blackpool, offered to help when I approached the usual rite of passage for all late-teen Germans worth their salt: spend time abroad to improve your English. ‘Head to Blackpool,’ he suggested. ‘There’s plenty of work going there over the summer!’


He was right, of course. After a few expensive phone calls, I hopped on a Eurolines coach to London, crouched against a concrete wall in Victoria Coach Station for a few hours and caught a National Express bus north. Allan’s friends became my friends and I stayed with Will and Anne for a couple of summers. I was astounded at the British way of securing a summer job. In Germany it was all about numbers and certificates and references. Here I simply dressed up in a tidy and ironed outfit, put on some heels, brushed my hair, applied lipstick and hit the pavement. I walked from café to restaurant to hotel along the Promenade. By evening, I had several offers of employment and elected, for my sins, to join an establishment called The Bispham Kitchen, a fish and chips restaurant a short bike ride from my hosts’ home.


As I waited on tables and wiped greasy trays, my mind was somewhere else altogether. What was I going to do with my life? I was a year away from my final exams, the Abitur. One thing was certain: I wanted to go to university. I pondered my options. There were a few courses and places which appealed to me back in Germany, but wanderlust was my defining characteristic then and I had begun to dream of Scotland. Could I possibly contemplate a degree there?


The seed of the idea was planted, and I could not help it – it grew new shoots every day. But weren’t tuition fees extortionate? What would my parents say if their youngest fled the nest and crossed several borders in the process? Was I being unreasonable by wanting an education as well as an adventure? Was I selfish?


My faith is generally the lens through which I contemplate life, so praying seemed the natural response to all of these concerns. I don’t remember the exact words, but my prayer went something like, ‘God, if coming abroad is the right thing to do, I have no idea how to go about it. Please show me.’ It may not have been articulate, but it was earnestly prayed. I felt more peaceful.


The next day I was clearing tables in the restaurant. The midday rush had passed, and a single customer remained sitting at a table with a pile of paperwork. In the background, the soundtrack to Doctor Zhivago warbled through the air for the millionth time – I had long ceased to hear it.


‘Busy day?’ she asked.


I dropped a rattling handful of knives and forks onto my tray. ‘Not too bad, thanks.’


‘Where are you from?’ she asked, lifting her head.


‘Germany. I’m just working here for the summer.’ I smiled. This was a little more interest than I usually got from the customers.


‘Are you still at school?’


I nodded, carrying my plates past her towards the kitchen. ‘Only another year.’


When I returned, she had dropped her pen and closed her books. ‘What are you going to do after school?’


I was starting to feel a little exposed, as if someone was taking a magnifying glass to my dreams. But her eyes were kind. ‘I was hoping to study literature, actually. And probably English.’


She narrowed her eyes. A shiver ran up my spine as my prayer from the day before shot through my mind.


She spoke thoughtfully and with genuine warmth. ‘Are you going to study in Germany? Or have you considered coming over here?’


Truthfully, time had stopped for me for a moment. ‘As a matter of fact, it did cross my mind,’ I shrugged, feigning nonchalance.


‘Well, I’m a careers advisor and my job is to advise our sixth formers on which universities to apply to. Would you like to pop by my office and take a few prospectuses?’


I was speechless, but she simply handed me a card. I recognised the imposing Fylde College building on the logo. The very next day I cycled over. I recall very little of the actual conversation, but I do recall the wobbly ride home, plastic bags tearing with the weight of paper dangling from both handlebars.


My host family got on board enthusiastically. ‘There is a man who lives at the end of the street – he has a reputation for knowing everything there is to know about universities in the UK. He’ll be a great one to talk to.’


I don’t remember the gentleman’s name. But I do remember that he elaborated for half the evening on his fondness for the Alastair Cooke radio programme Letter From America which he even took the trouble of recording for me later. For the rest of the time he pored over prospectuses. ‘Hmm, English. Language or Literature? Both, I’d recommend.’


I nodded.


‘BA or MA – MA is preferable, without a doubt.’


I nodded again.


‘Campus or city?’


I looked at him uncertainly. I had never heard the word ‘campus’ before.


‘I mean, would you prefer a university where you are based on a self-sufficient campus area, or one where you’ll be based in the middle of a city or town?’


My voice became stronger. ‘City or town. Yes, definitely.’


‘And then there is the question of your grades.’


I breathed a little easier. My projected results were pretty good. In Germany, I could have had my pick. I was on course for A grades, I told him. But I balked when the gentleman began pushing for Oxford or Cambridge – this was not what I had in mind.


‘I was thinking perhaps Scotland…’ I began.


Far from judging my impulsive leanings, he simply caught the ball I had thrown him and ran with it. ‘Scotland, yes, yes.’


He began to list the Scottish universities on a piece of paper, a memento I would hold on to for decades afterwards. ‘I’ll mark out the ones which will be hard to get into.’ His heavy biro scratched the capital letter H for ‘hard’ beside Edinburgh, St Andrews and Glasgow. I gulped.


‘But my grades…’


‘It’s not just your grades, my dear. It’s your statement! A teacher will have to write something about you. A sort of reference, about two pages long.’


‘What?’ I had never heard anything so ridiculous. My English teacher back in Germany was a competent man, but I wasn’t sure at all whether he would be enthusiastic about this! And I thoroughly disliked the idea of my fate resting in my teacher’s hands back home. If only the Higher Education enthusiast in front of me could have written it!


By the end of the night, it was done. Glasgow didn’t offer the right course, so my applications would go to St Andrews, Edinburgh and Aberdeen, with two north of England universities as backup – after all I had friends in the north.


One prayer, three days, two encounters with strangers – and the path ahead seemed clear.


Now all I needed to do was to persuade my parents.


Professor Daniela Sime – Romania


‘Daniela! There’s a lady on the phone. She is speaking English,’ Daniela Sime’s brother shouted.


The caller was a teacher from the University of St Andrews. ‘Quick, find the atlas,’ the young Daniela motioned to her sibling. ‘Find out where St Andrews is!’ The likeable academic laughs as she recalls: ‘I had been offered a scholarship to study abroad, but I had to secure an offer from a university within days. One of my friends had said: “Hey, if you need to find out about universities abroad, you can use this thing called the internet…” The St Andrews teacher called soon after and just like that, in 1998, I came to Scotland.’


Sime got her PhD in Education at the University of Stirling and is now Professor of Youth, Migration and Social Justice at the University of Strathclyde, with research interests in social justice and inequalities, migration, young people’s education and equal opportunities. Talking about her contribution to Scotland, Daniela explains, ‘I would hope that I am influencing students to reflect on the type of society they want to live in, in terms of inclusivity and inequality; to ask themselves: “What can I do to make things better?” I am also involved in a range of initiatives as a volunteer, like mentoring young people. I was very fortunate to benefit from incredible generosity from the people I met since I first came to Scotland. I can’t ever pay it back, but I can pay it forward! In my own practice, I try to replicate that caring attitude towards my students and the people in the communities I work in.’


Daniela wears her Romanian heritage lightly: home is now in Scotland. ‘I feel very settled here. It’s usually other people who remind you that you still sound different – like when they ask where I’m from, although I know it’s usually just a well-meaning question.’ She has a daughter born here, who describes herself as half Scottish, a quarter Romanian and a quarter Catalan due to Sime’s husband.


In her view, the referendum and the UK’s narrow decision to leave the EU was a sad occasion and led to a rise in aggression and xenophobia for many. Some of the children she interviewed for research were told by their parents not to speak their home language in public, to try and ‘blend in’ more.


On one occasion Sime was meeting a friend in town. ‘We were surrounded by five or six kids. They can’t have been older than eight or nine, but they threw popcorn at us and shouted, “Fuck off back to your country!” Incidents like these reinforce to me that we can’t be complacent; we still have work to do. People learn to hate and xenophobia needs addressing. Encouragingly, we seem to be making progress in Scotland – according to the latest PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) study, in Scotland, children’s understanding of global issues has improved significantly, and they are more inclusive in their views than children in many other countries.’


The academic is hopeful in relation to Scotland’s future: ‘Scotland is making an effort to be pro-EU and pro-immigration – and it goes beyond the economic argument that we need workers from abroad. It’s about identity and the kind of country we want to be. I’m glad I picked Scotland.’ She pauses for thought briefly. ‘Actually, she picked me.’
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Parents




As long as you have the blessing of your parents it does not matter even if you live in the mountains. – Greek proverb





BEING THE YOUNGEST had its advantages. Over the decades, Papa and Mama had done their fighting with my older sisters. Consequently, my parents’ approach to anything they didn’t approve of was benign neglect. For example, when I started going out with a young man my parents disapproved of, any mention of him was met by serene silence and a swift change of topic. Through simple non-engagement, they presumably thought, all of this would go away – it was a well-tested method.


From time to time they tried a more head-on approach: ‘There are plenty of good universities here, Barbara,’ my father intoned as he left the room. ‘And we are not going to give you more money than we did your sisters…’


‘Understood. Well, I’ve applied to Edinburgh, St Andrews, Aberdeen…’


‘Yes, yes.’


My parents’ faith in my haplessness was touching. They assumed I would take the whole moving abroad idea no further without their management, but I was properly invested by now, relentlessly pursuing my teachers, my school and various education authorities to provide the necessary paperwork.


‘You’ll have to pay fees,’ my mother countered.


I waved a typed A5 insert from the handbook published by the German Academic Exchange Service. ‘Look, Mum: It says here that whole-degree student fees will be covered by the EU from this academic year. Lucky, eh?’ It was such a new announcement that it had not even made it into the printed version of the handbook. My parents remained sceptical. No precedent? That sounded like a risky manoeuvre. Reckless in fact. But with the unmatched arrogance of youth, I pressed on undeterred.


My English teacher asked me, of all people, to proofread his reference for me: ‘Your English is almost as good as mine. Just look over it, okay?’ I in turn sought his help with my personal statement. One thing hasn’t changed since then: however long I tinker with words, there is always the worry that I have missed something. But with a looming deadline, I sent off my UCAS application and waited, taking a fact-finding trip to the University of Heidelberg in order to assure my parents that there was a plan B. The truth is that by then, the damage was done. I had read and absorbed too much about Scotland and its history. I was hooked.


Many evenings in my room were spent looking at old photographs of a trip I barely remembered: a decade before, visiting Edinburgh with my parents, sister and soon-to-be-brother-in-law. We had stayed in university accommodation just off the iconic Royal Mile. Rain-glaze reflected off the cobblestones beneath stirred up skies. The photographs were mostly dark and grainy. But if I was to spend the next four years of my life away from here, why not in a country which appealed to me in that moody, romantic way? Besides, if I was to study English in Germany, it would remain a foreign language course. The thought of studying the subject with a literature focus, in an interesting new culture appealed so much more.


In February, the first reply sailed through the door. I remember it distinctly – a brown A4 envelope with a foreign stamp, promisingly substantial. ‘The University of Aberdeen’ proclaimed a stamp beneath. Probably too heavy to be a rejection, I speculated hopefully as I weighed it carefully in my hand and made my way to the dining table. My mother, so far a shining example of the ‘don’t engage’ school of parenting, watched from the kitchen door. A rip and a shake and I could barely believe it: I was in! ‘Is that all they want?’ I mumbled as I read the details of the offer. It was a conditional, but under the German system at the time, less depended on my final exams. I had all but met the conditions already. I had been offered a place. I was going to Scotland!


With a sigh, my stoical mother came to give me a hug of resigned blessing and I hugged her back hard. It was happening. It was really happening.


St Andrews declined the pleasure of my company for four years. I am ashamed to say it stung – not because I had my heart set on St Andrews above all others, but because I was not used to failing. Before I even got there, Scotland was teaching me lessons in life. However, not long after, the envelope I had been waiting for followed. The University of Edinburgh.


The memories are still vivid: the sound of the tear, the smooth slide of the paper, the blur as my eyes adjusted to the words, the split-second of incredulity at the requirements. These conditions were even less taxing than Aberdeen’s – and definitely achievable! Most of all, I remember the cheer that ripped from my lungs and through the house.


I did not hesitate, nor did I wait for offers from any other institutions. Edinburgh it was, and I sent my acceptance letter back almost immediately (inconveniently, these were the days before emails). I would study English Language and English Literature, and the degree was an MA, with joint honours – provided I could cope with the work.
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