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Foreword




  ‘The truth tells twice’ was one of the sayings of my maternal grandmother, Mary Yull of Little Ardo, who became Mrs Maitland Mackie of North Ythsie and looked after

  me during the latter stages of the war. It signifies that, whatever the morality of it, it is wise to tell the truth because if you don’t, and you have to tell your lie again, it may come out

  differently and you may be found out.




  But there is for me more to it than that. The saying allows the possibility of occasions when the facts are so horrendously to your disadvantage that you couldn’t possibly fail to remember

  which lie you told. Her saying also allows for the occasions when you remember the facts wrongly. Because if you remember the facts wrongly or mistake what the facts are, then it is almost certain

  that the same mistake will come out next time and the time after. Such a wrong statement takes on the status of truth – after a while it may even be said to be the truth.




  This book tells the truth as I remember it, and it will tell twice if I am the teller.




   




  Charlie Allan,




  Whinhill of Ardo,




  Spring 2008
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  CHAPTER ONE




  The Governess




  I was so impatient to get into the world that the taxi didn’t even get my mother to the hospital in time. I was delivered at or near the bridge at Stirling where, some

  years earlier, William Wallace caught the English army divided on either side of the river and put them to the sword in the Battle of Stirling Bridge. Both events seem far off now, but if I was in

  such a hurry it was surely no wonder. I was to live in a small eighteenth-century two-storey house in Blairlogie, the village that nestles under the southern foothills of the Ochils. The only child

  (by a series of much regretted accidents rather than by my parents’ choice), I was to have two delightful parents all to myself. A large, comfortable mother who wanted nothing better than

  that I should feel loved, and the gentlest and best-humoured father a child could ever want. He was a freelance journalist, which meant that he didn’t have an office to go to and would be

  available to take me for walks and explain to me the wonders of the world – and, as a creative writer, if there were no wonders to be explained, he could make them up.




  Mind you, having a freelance journalist for a father didn’t mean you were rich, far from it. When John R. Allan went courting the daughter of a large tenant farm in Aberdeenshire he was

  given a stern inquisition on his ability to keep the then Miss Mackie in a manner acceptable to her family. It was a situation of which the suitor, a graduate of English Literature, had read many

  times, but for which he was not well prepared. He was making a very poor job of presenting his balance sheet when my mother attempted a rescue.




  ‘Oh Dad,’ she said impatiently, ‘he’s plenty of money. He gets £5 a week from his writing.’




  ‘Aye,’ said my father. ‘That was a right good week.’




  When you think of that it’s a wonder I got here at all. But then, old Maitland Mackie was just playing games. He knew the matter of who his daughter would marry had been out of his hands

  long before the young couple had gone to see him. Besides, he welcomed the prospect of having a son-in-law who would be able to worry about things other than the price of fat cattle at Maud or

  whether the Good Lord would give us, for a change, some decent weather for the harvest.




  To some extent, old Maitland got the son-in-law he deserved. Though himself a staunch supporter of the Tory party, it was he who, with great care and gravitas, explained the principles of

  socialism to his eldest daughter, Jean, and to his eldest son, John. It was a very odd thing to do but he did it so well that the old man kindled in his six children a lifelong interest in politics

  which never led any of them back to the Conservative party, or anywhere near it. I think the old devil did it mostly to annoy his wife, who was a believer in God and, a very close second, the Tory

  party. The old capitalist told his children how much fairer the world would be if the workers got a bigger share and how much more efficient industry would be if it were run in the interests of all

  and to a plan, while his wife grew more and more upset. ‘Shame on you Maitland Mackie,’ she would say, ‘Oh, fei, fei!’ Mind you, I’m sure she would have managed to

  forgive her husband had she lived to see her son John take his seat in the House of Lords, even as a Labour peer of the realm, some fifty years later.




  Considering that seditious teaching, and the fact that she had studied English Literature at Aberdeen University, it wasn’t surprising that my mother should marry a socialist and a writer.

  But that didn’t stop some of her farming family being surprised and even disapproving. When John Allan appeared at a family wedding in a white Moygashel jacket and a red shirt he quickly

  became known as ‘the Ice Creamer’. It is true that the writer who eight years later was to stun an officer selection board by saying that Virginia Woolf was his favourite author,

  wasn’t a natural fit for the Mackie family. If he was more highly developed intellectually than the farmers of Aberdeenshire, physically their noisy conversations frequently went right over

  the young journalist’s head. He not only spoke more gently but was on average six inches shorter than his three farming brothers-in-law. My father once described his

  role at parties with his in-laws as, ‘Down in the forest something stirred.’




  If some in her family thought John Allan a less than perfect choice, Jean’s two younger sisters thought him a model – in fact they used him as a pattern when they went looking for

  husbands themselves. From a family of rather raucous agricultural giants, they both married journalists who, like John Allan, were gentle, of no more than average stature, urbane (at least by the

  standards of Tarves) and proud to call themselves socialists.




  There was another person who took to John R. Allan when he came courting at North Ythsie. The local minister was not a member of the Mackie family, but he was a very important and much loved

  part of it. The parents, who were devout, thought him a fine spiritual leader and the young Mackies liked him because they were not convinced that ‘the Revie’, as he was nicknamed,

  believed much of that which he had been called to teach. Certainly the Reverend James Murray had sufficient doubt to endear himself to the six Mackie children who, to varying degrees, found literal

  Christian doctrine hard to swallow whole.




  The Revie and my father became very firm friends. They had much in common including, so the Old Mackies thought, an astonishingly particular interest in the weather. The Old Mackies ran a

  teetotal household in which there was a bottle of whisky, but it really was for medicinal purposes. Their children, and the suitors they brought home, on the other hand, were all very partial to a

  drink, in moderation – and not too much moderation at that. When the Revie came to visit, which he always did if John Allan was to be there, the two young men were forever taking a quick step

  outside ‘For a sniff of the night air’, ‘To see if the wind was still in the east’ or to assess the likelihood of snow. And if the two of them had a bottle plonked outside

  it was no business of anyone’s but their own . . . normally.




  But on one particular night the two friends had been out many times checking the snow that had fallen all evening. When the Revie decided it was time for him to go home to the Manse to prepare

  himself for the sermon he would give his flock the next day, John Allan offered to walk him part of the way home. There being still something left in the bottle they took it with them. The chat

  being good, they had soon covered the mile and a half and my father prepared to return to the farm. But the chat had been so good that the minister decided that he would now

  accompany his friend part of the way home, so they set out to retrace their steps through the snow.




  Half a mile from Tarves on a bend of the road lies the bridge over the Sonah Burn. It was a favourite meeting place for the young hopefuls in those days, and a natural place for a pause before

  tackling the brae up to the village. There the minister and the journalist relieved themselves of the product of a long night’s surveillance of the weather. And being in high spirits they

  wrote their names in the snow.




  By now it had stopped snowing and a hard frost had set in.




  The faithful of the parish on their way to Sunday service could clearly see that two people with big feet had been writing in the snow. Sadly the Revie had the steadier hand. While my

  father’s name could only just be made out, the faithful could clearly see their minister’s name written in yellow. Of course there was more than one James Murray in the parish of Tarves

  in those days and there were those who said it was scandalous of whoever it was who had written the minister’s name like that.




  So, in 1934 my father and mother did get married and when in the fullness of five years I arrived they set about giving me a childhood that would be full of protection, warmth and humour. They

  were doing a grand job when Hitler went and spoiled it all. In 1939 he provoked war with the civilised world and, as the Americans were late again, the might of my family was required to stop him.

  The young writer became Sapper Allan of the Royal Engineers and I was left, at first, with my mother. In 1941, when the lights had gone out all over Europe, she and Margaret Wilkinson, a childhood

  friend of hers, took the old House of Mark up Glenesk in Angus, and while she renewed that old acquaintance I acquired my first girlfriend in her daughter, Anna. Anna’s father had also been

  called up and the two young wives had fled up the glen to escape the rape and pillage that would surely follow the German invasion which they were both convinced was inevitable.




  My mother once told me (and subsequently denied having told me) that after a while of their own company and the quiet of the hills, the horrors of conquest started to seem exaggerated. And that

  by the end of the first month the two young wives were taking turns going down to the head of the glen to see if there were signs of any Germans yet. Meanwhile, Anna and I

  played interminably by the banks of the Esk in what seems now like one long summer day, oblivious to the horrors that were going on in Europe and the imagined horrors to come. In 1941 our

  parents’ mood often came near to despair. Anna’s mother, on one occasion, cried out, ‘Surely Churchill has a plan’, to which my father, home on a brief leave, replied

  sourly, ‘Aye. Hot-foot for Canada.’




  It stands to the eternal credit of Anna’s dad and mine that Churchill’s contingency plan was never required. The news from the fronts improved and the threat of rape and pillage on

  British soil receded. The two young wives decided it was safe to take their children back to their homes. We returned to Blairlogie.




  There for a short time we enjoyed village life even without John Allan. Blairlogie has been spared the sort of suburban development that has spoiled most of the villages that are near to the

  centre of things. For whatever reason, the developers have been unable to get to work and overwhelm the place, despite the fact that it is ideal for commuters to Stirling, and even Edinburgh would

  only be half an hour away were there not so many other people trying to get there. So you can see Blairlogie in 2008 more or less as it was in 1942.




  Though the amenities only amounted to one church and one wee shop selling groceries and anything else you might order and be willing to wait for, we were only a couple of miles from Bridge of

  Allan or Stirling. It was a trip we seemed to make often. It was a bumpy ride on a single-decker bus with a clippie, Big Bella, who always smiled at the little boy who was pretty enough to have

  been a girl. We would go a few hundred yards along the Hillfoots road and then climb steeply and windingly up past the Wallace Monument while my mother told me all about the betrayal and suffering

  of William Wallace and I wondered at the size of his sword. Then down the other side into another world of traffic and bustle, though as the war proceeded there was less and less in the shops. It

  must have been a good deal later that she told me about it, but my mother claimed to have overheard two ladies gossiping on that bus, about a woman who was well past her time. ‘They’ll

  need to put in a ferret, afore that wean’ll come oot,’ said one gravely. ‘Aye,’ said the other, ‘or put her on the wee bus to Blairlogie.’




  I was really too young to remember much about the village except its quiet and its friendliness. I played outside most of the time. My mother reckoned I was quite safe

  from all the things modern mothers fear, even from traffic, so long as we didn’t stray down to the main road, which took several cars an hour from the Hillfoots towns of Alloa, Alva and

  Menstrie to Stirling. Many of the fathers were away in the forces but there were plenty of children to play with, of whom only Robin Kelsall and Jim Clark had names that I can remember. I can still

  remember the breathless excitement with which I came in to tell my mother, ‘Jim Clark’s cat’s had kittlins. There’s one black and one white and one perple.’




  We saw almost nothing of the war. There was one day when a convoy of army vehicles stopped for what seemed like hours on the Hillfoots road. It stretched as far as we could see in both

  directions so it must have been at least half a mile long. There were tanks, lots of lorries and troop carriers. The soldiers were very friendly and, no doubt missing their own homes and families,

  took us bairns in hand and gave us a day to remember. We swarmed about over all this deadly hardware and got sweeties.




  The other clear memory I have is of looking out of the window across the square to Jim Clark’s house and seeing a very urgent coming and going. I didn’t know what was happening but I

  could see it was important. I learned later that some lads from Alva had been playing up on the Dumyat Hill behind the village and that they had come across some unexploded ordnance left behind by

  the Home Guard, who used the hill for training. It exploded and one lad had been badly hurt. What I had seen was him arriving back at the village. The lads had been afraid to raise the alarm

  because they had been promised such a hiding if they went on the hill in their Sunday boots. The implication of my mother’s story was that the boy had died when he might have been saved and

  that it showed how important it was not to terrify children into doing what they are told. We must have been able to hear the bombing of the Forth Ports but I was blissfully unaware, happy in my

  village full of friends and in the easy-going but loving care of my mother.




  But the idyll was to be shattered. That cruel war, having demanded my father, now required my mother. She left to aid the war effort as a teacher, and I acquired a governess. I have no doubt the

  governess was in her own way a good woman but all I can remember is a middle-aged monster.




  Though I had been parted from Anna and my parents I still had my idyllic village and lots of children to play with, though they were, like almost the entire world, a bit

  older than me. We played skipping, singing and ball games, and cycled for hours down the village street along the Hillfoots road towards Menstrie and back up the little bumpy lane which led from

  the post office back up to the top of the street. It was in that cycling that I suffered one of the few frustrations of my young life. While the rest of the kids swished round the circuit on their

  bikes, I was always half a lap behind on my three-wheeler. However, I was a resourceful lad even then and thought of a way to pep up my trike. From the glory hole at the back of the stick shed I

  produced a pot of the pink paint, with which my mother had just freshened up the old house. I had no brush, mind, but I managed fine with my hands and soon had most of the trike and a considerable

  area of the front step, and myself, gleaming pink and new. You cannot possibly imagine the pride of achievement with which I sought my governess to show her my handiwork before launching my now

  supercharged trike on the rest of the village.




  To cut a long and painful story short (for my sake not yours, for it pains me still to tell it) Miss Dread (I’ll have to call her something for I don’t even know if she had a name)

  was neither favourably impressed, nor was she amused. To my complete bewilderment she gave me the very mother and father of a hiding. She tore my clothes off, hauled me inside, scrubbed me hard

  with something nippy and bunged me into bed. Then she slammed out of the room only to reappear as though in an instant carrying her fur cape. It was one of those whole foxes that ladies used to

  wear before the days of wildlife conservation and political correctness. It had whole feet with the claws still on them, a stuffed head with glass eyes and sharp teeth bared and ready for action.

  She thrust that evil face into mine and screamed through clenched teeth, ‘And if you ever do anything like that ever again this fox’ll come and eat your head right off.’




  Already bereft of my infinitely patient parents, the quality of my young life suffered a serious decline. Every time I went to do anything – good or bad, for I had only the haziest notion

  of what might be the difference – I had to weigh the prospect of being devoured by that fox. Often I slept under the covers in case, in the night, he should come to bite me.




  I am sorry that I can’t do justice to Miss Dread. I’d like to for there is no bitterness left, though to this day, sixty-four years later, I still don’t like dogs. But as real

  as she is to me today, when I try to envision her, all I see is a middle-aged female figure with an appalling enraged fox’s face blazing hatred at me from under

  dishevelled grey hair.




  I am glad to say that my misery was shortlived. On one of her leaves I got the chance to tell my mother of my terror, and took it. She didn’t let me down. Miss Dread was sacked and she

  left without a reference, while I was packed off to the farm in Aberdeenshire where my father had made such a poor job of asking for Jean Mackie’s hand in marriage. There I was to stay with

  my granny, and that was another and infinitely happy story.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  The Refugee




  I moved from the village of Blairlogie on the fringe of Scotland’s industrial central belt to the care of my grandmother at North Ythsie farm (pronounced ‘I

  see’) about twenty miles north-west of Aberdeen. And so it was that I entered the farming community of the North-east of Scotland.




  I could hardly have chosen a more agreeable point of entry. I could have been one of the cottar family of fifteen who shared a two-bedroomed house at North Ythsie, or the family of seven who, as

  late as 1949, still lived under a tin roof and on an earth floor on one of the county’s famous farms. But no. I joined the household of Maitland Mackie, the tenant of 400 second-class acres

  who, when so many farmers were failing in the 1930s, had the skill as a farmer and the nerve as a borrower to buy up farms all over the North-east, including two in the fat lands farther south:

  Bent, perhaps the best farm in the Howe of the Mearns, and Benshie, one of the best in the Howe of Strathmore. So the Refugee was to have a comfortable life.




  The Mackies had had six children but they were all flown, leaving empty rooms all over the old farmhouse. The Old Mackies were glad to have an infant back in the house, or at least they

  certainly made me feel that they were. Mind you I did get a terrible shock when, on one of my explorations of my new world, I found that my granny had one of those confounded fox capes. I think she

  must have known about Miss Dread for she soon had me convinced that, as real as its teeth surely were, the fox was indeed quite harmless and wasn’t even very warm. I

  remember being puzzled as to why, in that case, she didn’t throw the damned thing out.




  The farmhouse at North Ythsie was in two halves. There was the rather grand Victorian half, built from the profits of the Golden Age of Agriculture in the third quarter of the nineteenth

  century, and there was the older and more modest eighteenth-century farmhouse set at right angles at the back. The ground floor of that housed the gardener, whose wife fed the single men. My

  grandparents, Lizzie the maid and I had the rest to ourselves.




  It was a split-level affair because the original was half a storey lower than the new, and that gave my grandparents’ house a rambling effect. If you went in at the back door you could go

  downstairs to the cellar or upstairs to the ground floor of the new house, from which you could go upstairs to the first floor of the old house. And if you went up again you would come to the first

  floor of the new house. Even then you could go up again to the attic of the old house. So it was a six-storey skyscraper to the small boy in 1943.




  My room was on the fourth of those floors, where every evening I went to sleep to the sounds from the close (as we call the farmyards in Aberdeenshire) of the older children playing the games of

  impending adolescence. They seemed to come from a world of great romance but, knowing that I would one day be old enough and that it would be a waste of time asking, I was content to look out or

  listen and wonder. My favourite was Rita Davidson, the spirited and precocious daughter of the grieve (working manager) of South Ythsie, the farm which glowered at us across the Ellon to Tarves

  road. She had long dark hair and a body which was filling out though she could have been no more than ten. Others noticed too and I will never forget my anguish as I watched two of the bigger boys,

  an arm apiece, spinning her round and round. It looked as though her arms must surely be torn off, and in my innocence I mistook Rita’s squeals of ecstasy for screams of agony.




  Every morning I awoke to the crashing of the ten-gallon milk cans being loaded onto the lorry for Aberdeen, followed by the slow crunch, crunch of the heavy tackety boots as Walker the milky and

  the single men came across the close to the kitchen below for their brose at seven.




  But the young refugee billeted with Maitland and Mary Mackie didn’t have brose for his breakfast. He didn’t even know at that time that brose was just two to

  four tablespoonfuls of oatmeal and salt stirred together with boiling water from the kettle. Brose is a sort of porridge for men in a terrible hurry. The men used to pick up their brose cap, spoon

  in the meal, walk over to the fire for the kettle and pour in the water. They then stirred it up with the handle of the spoon and sat down to dine all in one movement. Even if they did get tea as

  well, the men could be out again in five minutes.




  War or no war, up half a floor and an hour later, my grandparents and I had bacon and egg. At least I can’t remember for sure getting bacon, though I have no reason to doubt it, but what I

  do remember with mouth-watering clarity was my greatest joy in gluttony. That was to go round the table after the meal and carefully clear all the plates of the delicious white fat that everyone

  else had left. I didn’t like the rind so well but, with characteristic thoroughness, I ate that as well. As my granny explained to a fellow guest who had indicated surprise at this procedure

  (or perhaps at my getting away with it), ‘There’s no use keeping a pig and Charles too.’ Indeed, Mrs Mackie didn’t keep a pig, though her husband kept them by the

  hundred.




  There were lots of visitors in 1944 to wonder at my gluttony, for my grandparents were excellent company and most hospitable. In particular they welcomed a string of young airmen from Australia

  who, like me, used North Ythsie as a home from home. I still meet one, John Yull, my granny’s nephew who came once or twice, but my favourite at the time was called Russ. He took me sledging

  and walking up the hill to the Prop of Ythsie, a granite tower erected in 1862 to the memory of the Lord Aberdeen who had been prime minister of Great Britain at the time of the Crimean War. From

  there we could see the sea. I adored Russ and admired him particularly for the fact that he didn’t have a hairy face like nearly all the other grown men at that time and in that place.




  They never gave me a proper answer to my questions about when Russ was coming back. He had promised me that he would come back and I was puzzled and hurt that he should only come the once.

  Surely he had enjoyed being at North Ythsie and would have liked to come back? I was in my twenties when I realised that of course Russ would have come back had he made it back from Germany . . .

  and I was in my forties before my mother told me at last that he had been shot down in his Lancaster bomber. My granny it was who used to tell me the importance of telling the truth, with her

  emphatic saying, ‘The Truth Tells Twice’. She lived by rules, and telling the truth was one of them. I suppose what she kept telling me about Russ coming back

  ‘next time’ was the exception that proved her rule.




  My grandparents’ discipline was quite different from Miss Dread’s. Indeed, the matter of discipline just didn’t arise. There was no question of doing anything of which they

  would disapprove. If either of them ever reprimanded me it was done in such a way that I didn’t feel bad.




  The day had a rigid routine. Eight o’clock was breakfast. Ten o’clock was coffee and cheese biscuits. One o’clock was dinner. Three o’clock was afternoon tea with

  pancakes and strawberry or raspberry jam and maybe a scone. Six o’clock was supper and seven o’clock was bedtime. That was every day without failure or argument. The week had a routine

  which included Fridays to Aberdeen for the mart, business or shopping. And I didn’t like Sundays. It wasn’t the going to church. That was all right, with lots of ladies to give me a

  sweetie and say how pretty I was and that I should have been a girl (it was only much later that I realised macho men didn’t think that was much of a compliment). No, what I didn’t like

  about Sundays at North Ythsie was that there wasn’t supposed to be any work done. My granny interpreted that as meaning only sandwiches, made the day before, for Sunday supper. Many a weary

  traveller, used to the excellent meals at North Ythsie, suddenly felt much wearier when he realised that he had done it again and arrived on a Sunday.




  Tiresome though I found this Sunday regime I accepted it with a good grace. And that was more than the six Mackie children – my mother, three uncles and two aunts – had done. They

  found it increasingly difficult as time wore on to reconcile their desires to enjoy themselves with their parents’ desire to observe the Sabbath and keep it Holy. The row that got up when the

  second son chose a moment of silence at dinner to ask his little brother, in a loud voice, how he had enjoyed his outing to the annual horse fair and Sunday carnival at Aikey Brae was savoured by

  all those who were there until the day they died. But more typically and more revealing of how the family operated was a conflict which ran for years. I don’t suppose Mrs Mackie would have

  let her husband build the tennis court if she’d realised what trouble it would lead to. What the Mackie children had done with most of their Sabbaths was to break them discreetly where their

  parents wouldn’t see. But the tennis court was just outside the window the old man had put in to let more light into the sitting room.




  ‘What,’ the children asked, ‘is the difference between going for a walk on a Sunday, which is allowed, and walking round the tennis court after a ball,

  which is not allowed?’




  Well, the old folks managed to handle that one all right. When you go for a walk it is peaceful and you can contemplate the wonders of God and His works. Whereas when you are playing tennis you

  are racing around trying to think of ways to win and arguing at the top of your voice about whether the ball was in or not. And who had won and who had lost. But Sunday was such a good day for

  tennis because that was the day when you weren’t allowed to do anything else and neither were your pals, so everybody was available for tennis on a Sunday. Eventually the parents were worn

  down into an uneasy compromise; tennis would be allowed on a Sunday but they would not be allowed to count the score.




  When my uncles and aunts left home the old folks breathed a sigh of relief and let the tennis court fall gently into disrepair. By my time during the war only the keenest tennis player would

  have dreamt of playing on it on any day of the week. Next to the tennis court was the best garden among the many I have enjoyed. It was two thirds of an acre in extent, and while there was a small

  rose garden at the house side, and a bed or two of pinkies and anemones that my granny picked for the shop, almost all of it was given over to food production. There were all the usual vegetables

  but, and it is a very big but, apart from the peas, two other things interested me about the North Ythsie garden: the first was the fruit. There was an abundance of fruit. There were always two

  strawberry beds. The first and smaller bed held the young bushes, which had their flowers removed so they could concentrate all their efforts on producing foliage to make a super crop the next

  year. The bigger bed, of mature plants, produced fruit for immediate consumption. It was under a net supported by a rickety frame whose uprights were paling posts, some with extensions on them.

  That protected the crop from all birds but for a few determined blackbirds who often paid for their feed with their lives as they got hopelessly entangled in the net trying to get out again. Like

  the blackbirds, the young refugee was not allowed under the net but could always get the odd fruit that had been missed among the young plants or which was reachable without going right under the

  net.




  There were several lines of beautifully staked raspberries also under netting, but again, I could always get a few berries from the young plants which had no right to bear

  fruit. There would have been perhaps thirty or forty bushes of black- and redcurrants, and gooseberries. Of those, the gooseberries were a particular favourite and, although there were nets for

  those also, it seemed to be possible for me to get a bellyful of those. Mrs Mackie was very proud of her fruit and she pulled out all the stops when, much later, in 1947, Tarves started its flower

  show. I hesitate to say that she cheated, but she was early in to the sort of tricks gardeners play in order to win the tiny prizes and huge honour at their local flower and root shows. One of the

  many gooseberry bushes was stripped of all but a few handfuls of its fruit when they were tiny, but after she could see which were perfectly formed and disease-free. That left the bush to push all

  the goodness of half a barrowful of muck into the production of a few of the most enormous, regular-shaped and blemish-free berries. The best of those were to be put out on plates and entered for

  the show, where my grandmother was quite sure they would win first prize.




  Once, a couple of days before the planned harvest of those berries, I visited my grandparents. After a short session of asking me about everything I was dismissed and made straight for the

  garden. The peas and the gooseberries were the targets. I found the peas first and had a lovely feed of those. Oh how I was to wish I had left it at that. But no. I must have a gooseberry. I

  remember well seeing this bush which had hardly any berries. On the other hand, those that there were, were the biggest and juiciest I had ever seen. It was what I suppose people nowadays would

  call ‘a no-brainer’. I ate the lot and proceeded to fill up from the other bushes which were hanging with an abundance. I remember that the smaller fruit were sweeter. I even remember

  thinking I had made the wrong choice. But I had no idea how wrong the choice had been. It would be easy to say that I was soundly beaten – even the most politically correct do-gooder would

  surely understand why – but I was not abused in any way. All the same, it was the only time I have seen my granny distressed. All she did was explain that she had been preparing those bushes

  for the show and how she would not now be able to get a sufficient sample from the remaining, undoctored crop. I still feel bad about that and whenever I am stealing fruit, which is quite often,

  for there are no fruits that taste as well as those straight off the bush, I always avoid the biggest berries, just in case.




  I would guess there was ten times what the family could possibly have eaten in Mrs Mackie’s garden at North Ythsie, even though much was made into the jam that so

  enlivened the afternoon teas. The surplus was grown for the Mackie’s Aberdeen Dairies shop in the town and for Mrs Mackie to take as ‘a minding’ wherever they went visiting. I

  liked all that fruit when it was put on the table at dinnertimes and suppertimes, when it was served with whipped cream. My grandfather took his strawberries with pepper, swearing that it brought

  out the flavour. I thought that a very grand idea though I never tried it then. For all that, in my age, I have come to take a little pepper, though I think it is not so much to bring out the

  flavour of the berries as to bring back the flavour of North Ythsie in the great days.




  There were also apple trees which produced excellent cookers but nothing to interest a small boy, and pear trees, which seemed not to get enough sun, for the fruit was small and hard and

  tasteless. But the greatest joy in the garden were the two large and productive Victoria plum trees. They were magnificent, and so sweet. For a few days in October I could have lived on nothing

  else.




  The second thing that made the North Ythsie garden important to me was the hedge that surrounded it. No doubt attracted by all that fruit, and all the dung Mr Walker put on, and the flies and

  worms that it promoted, the hedge was always full of birds’ nests. Not only that, but as it was trimmed to about six feet high along two sides of its length I could access all the nests I

  could find, and I found them all. From April till the last nestful was fledged in July ‘round the hedge’ was part of the daily routine which made life at North Ythsie feel so secure.

  After I had finished the bacon rinds, which didn’t take long, I was off round the hedge to see what I could find.




  The range of nests wasn’t great. There were blackbirds, chaffinches, green linties, hedge sparrows (it was not until very much later that I found the much better name, dunnocks), ordinary

  sparrows and the occasional house sparrow, though they mostly availed themselves of the ample nesting opportunities in the steadings. I once found a wood pigeon and at least once a blue tit. I

  became such an expert that I could anticipate where the next nest would be. The birds spaced their nests out as far as was practical. That meant that at the height of the season the nests were

  perhaps seven yards apart. And as soon as one lot fledged you would be sure that nearby another bird would start to build. And if you ‘ruggit’ (pulled down) the old nest another would

  be built very near and even on the same spot. The talented birds’ nester knew the thick bits of foliage in which the birds thought their nests might go unseen, and

  there were only so many of those.




  But the hedge was not the garden’s boundary between the road on one side and the fields on the other two. There was, as there still is, a drystane dyke outside it. That left about eight

  yards for trees and anything of which you wanted to dispose; garden rubbish which wouldn’t make good compost because it was too fibrous, like prunings, or too acid, like potato shaws. It was

  in a pile of the brushwood that was used for staking the peas that I found, in this no-man’s-land, my first yalla yite’s nest. There were five eggs with markings that looked like a map

  which, if you could just unravel its meaning, would lead a boy to buried treasure. The trees in no-man’s-land had grown too tall and had been keeping the light from the garden, so they had

  been cut off at about seven feet. The cuts hadn’t been treated, so this produced hollow trunks that sometimes filled with water and sometimes filled with nests. I found an owl’s nest

  there, and several jackdaws’. It was in one of the many tin cans that were tidied into the woodie surrounding the garden that I found my first robin’s nest.




  The attraction was the eggs. In those days nearly all small boys who lived in the country collected eggs. We pricked the ends and then, holding the thick end to our lips, we blew out the

  contents so that the eggs could be stored without going rotten. Mine were kept in a cardboard box with cotton wool in it and set out in display with the pheasant egg first, then the wood pigeon,

  then the partridge. I ached for the day when down at the bottom of this progression I could display the egg of a Jenny wren.




  At first it seemed an easy job. With most hedge birds laying five eggs in a clutch the box would soon be full. But Mrs Mackie imposed rules. I was only allowed to take one egg from each nest. I

  now think that was a good rule as almost no bird could keep up with feeding five young, so removing one egg enhanced greatly the chances of the other four. And what would the attraction have been

  in boxes full of common blackbirds’ eggs? But the trouble, from the North Ythsie birds’ point of view, was that I was by no means the only collector touring the hedge. I even tried my

  granny with, ‘but if I dinna tak aa the eggs the Crombies’ll jist tak them.’ I got nowhere with that one and the collection grew only slowly. Later my freedom as a collector was

  further restricted. I was only allowed to take an egg for my collection if I didn’t already have one of that species. As there only were perhaps a dozen different birds

  nesting in my hedge and even in my woodie that was restrictive indeed, but it didn’t dim my enthusiasm for bird’s nesting. My grandfather told the laird about my passion, and he got me

  an oystercatcher’s egg and even gave me a permit to range over the whole Haddo House estate in search of eggs. I have it still. It says: ‘Master Charles Allan has permission to pass

  through the Haddo House Policies during the pleasure of the proprietor for “bird’s nesting”. This card must be shown at the Lodge Gates and on request by authorised

  persons.’ It is signed plain ‘David Gordon’, who had returned from the war a major and who had not yet succeeded his uncle as Lord Aberdeen.




  Maitland Mackie did most of his work by telephone. It was by his chair on the right-hand side of the fire in the large sitting room. On the mantle was the clock that his

  brother-in-law George Yull had made, ticking noisily between the two black folk carved in ebony that their son George had sent from Africa. There he sat reading and reaching round to the desk for a

  used envelope on which to do his cash-flow projections, or for his notebook. This was an important management tool, for Maitland had an ingenious method of keeping his telephone bills down. He had

  a page in the notebook for each of his sons and for all the other people who were likely to phone him and, instead of phoning them up every time he had an order to give or a request to make, or

  when he had anything to tell, he waited till they called him. Then he was ready with his list. It was a system that required a high level of sang froid and organisation, but then, he had

  plenty of both.




  Maitland Mackie depended a great deal on the phone and it was a machine he understood well. On one famous occasion he was discussing with the laird the delicate matter of taking over the title

  deeds of one of his rented farms when he broke off negotiations with, ‘Aye, mi-lord, I don’t think we should say any more. You see the lady at the post office has a habit of listening

  in.’




  ‘I do not listen in,’ came an angry voice, ‘and shame on you Maitland Mackie for saying such a thing and you an elder of the Kirk.’ (Which he was, for sixty-nine

  years.)




  Despite his business interests, which extended well beyond farming to company directorships, college governorships and the Presidency of the Farmers’ Union of

  Scotland, my grandfather always seemed to have, in those wartime years, plenty of time for me. He even contributed to my political education in much the same way as he had done with his two eldest

  children twenty-five years earlier. Except that while he had taught socialism to my mother and my uncle, my conversion was the other way round.




  As a good socialist who believed that most of the troubles of the working classes in the 1930s could be brought to the door of capitalism, my father had taught me, when home on leave, the old

  socialist rallying cry, ‘Workers of the world unite. You’ve nothing to lose but your chains.’ That stood me in good stead with his bohemian friends, but, as you can imagine, it

  went down like a lead balloon among the prosperous farmers of Aberdeenshire. I will never know if his motivation was to help me socially, to guide me politically or just to annoy his son-in-law,

  but Maitland Mackie soon put that right. Whenever there were folk in, which was very often, I would wait for a lull in the conversation and say in a loud voice and with the conviction of the

  converted, ‘I believe in private enterprise’, and thump my fist down on the arm of a chair. What with being so pretty and only four years old, that went down really well; it was a huge

  improvement on ‘Workers of the world unite’.




  As well as my infinitely patient grandfather and my strong and constant grandmother, and the stream of young airmen for whom I was a surrogate little brother, I had more love heaped on me by my

  grandfather’s two ancient maiden aunts, the Misses Gibson. Bessie and Barbara completed my conversion by giving me the wherewithal to become a practising capitalist. They gave me £1 at

  Christmas, bade me put it in the Savings Bank and explained that by next Christmas it would be worth with interest £1 6d. And indeed, so it was.




  It wasn’t just because they gave a start to my savings (which were one day to make it possible for me to go on a cycling holiday in France with a rather nice Dutch girl) that the old

  ladies were important to me. They fascinated me with their slightly faded silks and velvets, and their brooches and necklaces which took up so much of the dressing-table in their room on the fifth

  floor of the North Ythsie farmhouse. They were the only women in my entire world who were neither young nor had a husband . . . not even a dead one, like old Mrs Fyfe at the Sonah Bridge. They were

  also the oldest people I knew, and I thought it was perhaps the lack of husbands in their lives that made them so enjoy running and hiding round the six floors of the

  farmhouse and playing cowboys round the mountainous furniture in the sitting room. It certainly never occurred to me that they might be working hard at keeping me amused.




  The aunties were about eighty in the early ’40s but they were as spry as you like and I felt it was a duty upon me to keep them amused. On one occasion when my grandmother insisted on

  taking me with her to Aberdeen, I apologised to Bessie, the younger of the two, for having to spoil her fun but bade my grandfather play with her until I came back ‘to keep her oot o’

  languor’. And I once showed Barbara a card trick that left her wide-eyed. She looked at me across the best part of four-score years and told me that truly it must be magic. I hadn’t the

  heart to tell her that it was mere dexterity that had brought all the Knaves to the top of the pack, but when I went off at last to my bed I heard Barbara tell my grandfather, ‘You know

  Maitland, I remember teaching that trick to your grandfather sixty years ago.’




  Also part of the household at North Ythsie when I was a refugee was Lizzie Cruickshank the maid, who had what had been the front room in the original farmhouse. She was what people called

  ‘a poor thing’. She worried about things unnecessarily and indeed she worried so much that eventually poor Lizzie started to lose her memory. When she was with her next employer she

  went missing, was found sleeping rough and finished her days in a mental hospital. But when I met her in 1943 Lizzie was in full command of herself and a tireless and willing servant who did all

  the rough work about the house but could also cook and serve at the table when required. Looking back, Lizzie was a physically unattractive, large woman with moles and hair growing on them, but to

  me her fat was just more warmth and affection. Her system of child management consisted of letting me have everything I wanted. Despite the wartime shortages she once let me have about two ounces

  of margarine on my boiled potatoes. And she took me on the back of her bicycle the six miles to Ellon and gave me such a feed of icicles (ice lollipops) from her own meagre wages as to make me sick

  and get her a row from her employers when she brought me home. It was Lizzie who introduced me to serious poetry and just how serious it would have been for the maid had my granny found out I

  understood well – even then:




  

    

      

        Here’s to the oak that stands in the wood.




        A standing tot does a woman good.


      


    


  




  Even at the tender age of four years, and without anyone telling me, I knew that that was not the sort of poetry of which my grandmother would approve. And I liked Lizzie even

  better for teaching me it . . . it gave us a secret.




  Completing my grandparents’ household though not quite of it were the Walkers; the gardener, Mrs Walker and the three of their children who were still at home. They occupied the kitchen

  and what had been the servants’ quarters of the original house. Going down to the Walkers’ house was for me out of bounds, so I could only go there by invitation.




  That was just as well for had it not been so I would have spent a great deal of my time there. In contrast to all the space and tranquillity in the rest of the house, the Walkers’ domain

  was always humming. In addition to the three daughters and the occasional lad, there were the single men who slept in the bothy and came three times a day to be fed, and the place smelt different.

  There was an earthy smell of hard farm work, Capstan Full-Strength cigarettes and of course, Mrs Walker’s frying pan. That was a thing of great wonder as it sat on the old range, which Mrs

  Walker rubbed up with blacklead every morning. And it was at its most wonderful when it was frying sausages. They shrank as they cooked and fat oozed out of them until they were almost being

  deep-fried. I spent hours drooling over those heavenly morsels and never had to risk disillusion by tasting one, though I did get the occasional crumb of the crusty bits that grew out of the ends

  of the sausages as they cooked. What I did get quite often was some of the fried bread with which Mrs Walker soaked up all the fat after the sausages were on the plates. Indeed, looking back at

  that and the bacon fat at breakfast time, it’s a wonder I didn’t have heart disease by the time I was five.




  Walker (not Mr Walker or Jimmy Walker, mind you), as well as being a good if deliberate gardener and occasional chauffeur, was good with his hands and something of a folk artist. He used to make

  those jolly fat Clydesdale horses cut out from plywood and painted blue with black and white harness. They were hung on the walls and the Walkers had one as the front of a letter rack. He also made

  jointed stick men that jumped about and did acrobatics if you manipulated the stick right. Then there were elaborate decorations made out of hundreds of fag packets . . .

  Craven A, Players Navy Cut and Capstan Full Strength, in great rosettes which could be more than a foot across.




  The youngest Walker was a beautiful girl with long golden curls. Violet was twice my age when I arrived at North Ythsie though I did catch up a bit, but she always responded positively to my

  voice at the door asking, ‘Is Bilet’ (to rhyme with ‘bile’ yer heid, my best attempt at ‘Violet’) ‘comin oot tae play?’ Like me, Violet didn’t

  seem to get out to play in the close at night and I am glad about that still. I don’t think I could have stood to watch the big boys being rough with her.




  It is hard for me to believe, with all the security by which I was surrounded, that there was a war on and that my parents were away doing their bit, but at least my grandfather was safe. His

  bit was producing food for the war effort. This time he didn’t even join the Home Guard. He did that during the First World War but he hadn’t been a success. He had done quite well at

  the square-bashing and he was a good shot with a rifle, but when they went on manoeuvres to Haddo House, three miles away, he couldn’t stick it. Living in a tent just wasn’t the

  standard of comfort to which Maitland Mackie was accustomed and Mrs Mackie was astonished to find him back in the twin bed beside hers when she awoke in the morning. He never went back.
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