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   For Caroline Dawnay

Eheu fugaces labuntur anni …
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‌Preface

   Until the planners obliterated it sometime in the 1950s, Random Street was one of the oldest streets in Alexandria, a town in Dunbartonshire a few miles south of Loch Lomond in the west of Scotland. The street dated from the early 1800s, when it had started life as a row of farm workers cottages, but how it had acquired its unusual name, no one knew for certain. One theory was that it had been named after Roderick Random, one of the novels of the writer Tobias Smollett. The Smolletts, who were the local lairds, had already named the town after one of their own, so it is not impossible that they could have named one of its streets after the title of a novel written by another one of them. But the other theory was always more appealing to me, which is that the street had earned that name because of its random or haphazard nature, which is something I’ll come back to later. However it got its name, it was a happy and caring street, and my mother always said that our years there were the happiest of her life. 

   The Latin epigraph I have chosen for this book, eheu fugaces labuntur anni, comes from the Roman poet Horace, who was reminding us that ‘alas, the fleeting years slip by’, a truth I am increasingly aware of as my own years speed away. That is why I recently went back to Alexandria to see what was left of Random Street, and this is the book that came out of the visit. It will take me a while to reach my home town, but be patient with me and I’ll get you there. 

  

 
  
   
‌1: The Beloved Dead

   It is a strange thought that, having made it to the age of ninety-one, I am now years older than my parents ever were. My father got to his early eighties, but my mother died too young, in her sixties. I can remember my sorrow at their deaths and weeping at their funerals; but it is their lives, not their deaths, that I want to think about in this reflection. Theirs were obscure, unnoticed lives, like most of those that have passed on our little blue planet over the aeons; lives that may have been among the only ones lived anywhere in the vast and mysterious universe we were all thrust into at birth. 

   Scientists now tell us that we inhabit a planet that is more than four billion years old, in a universe that is reckoned to be more than thirteen billion years old, although we humans have only been on the scene for a few million of those years. According to another educated guess, there have been over a hundred billion of us since we crawled out of the primeval mud six billion years ago, made it up onto our hind legs and staggered into history – though most of those lives will have been as unregarded as the leaves that blow away every year in the winds of autumn. That is why it is no surprise that, contemplating such prodigal waste, the inventors of the world’s religions tried to make sense of it all, by asserting the existence of a Creator who had planned every detail of it, including eternal destinies for its human inhabitants, though the animals who shared their lives on the planet rarely seemed to feature in their calculations. 

   Christianity is vague about what happens to animals when they die, though it is reported that Martin Luther, the initiator of the Protestant Reformation in Europe in the 16th century, when he was translating the Bible into German and had reached the passages about the afterlife in the New Testament, turned to the little dog sitting contentedly at his feet and assured him that in Heaven he would be given a little golden tail. While Christianity may be characteristically vague on what happens to animals when they die, Islam is just as characteristically clear on the subject: they return to the dust from which they were originally conjured; an uncompromising assertion that prompts me to another reflection. I am not sure I shall want life eternal after death, supposing I am made the offer in the first place, but I am quite sure that I shall decline it if there are no other animals there to share it with me, only trillions of other human beings, all yammering away at each other. Anyway, I am no longer sure about the existence of the Divine Creator who is supposed to have planned every detail of this weird arrangement. 

   I can see that positing a Creator of the universe is an obvious first step for minds like ours to take, minds that are disposed to seek a cause for every effect. But positing a Creator of the universe solves one problem only by generating a greater one; because, if every effect has a cause, and the universe is an effect caused by God, who or what caused God? This is where we are inevitably left hanging in suspense. Convinced theists believe they have extricated themselves from the trap by informing us that God, by definition, is uncaused; God just is; that is what ‘God’ means. God is the uncaused self-existent one who created the universe. I have a number of problems with that claim now, but my main problem has more to do with the moral consequences of the claim, than with either its theological or philosophical significance. 

   The little blue planet we live on is saturated in pain, even if it is only the incidental suffering that characterises the operation of the food chain on which life on earth depends, with one species living off another in order to survive; like the thrush I watched in my garden this morning, bashing open the shell of a snail to have for breakfast. The writer who described this aspect of nature with the most disturbing clarity was J.A. Baker, an Essex man who used to manage the Chelmsford branch of the Automobile Association. A compulsive trekker, during one year, from autumn to spring, Baker followed a pair of peregrines who were sweeping with deadly elegance across the fenlands of East Anglia. The Peregrine, the book that resulted, published in 1967, has been described by Robert Macfarlane as ‘a masterpiece of twentieth-century nonfiction’,1 but it is a disquieting read. Although he was enthralled by the fierce beauty of the peregrines, Baker absolutely refused to sentimentalise them. He knew they were ruthless killers, but he acknowledged that humans were killers as well, though usually without the elegance of the peregrines. This is what he wrote:

   I shall try to make plain the bloodiness of killing. Too often this has been slurred over by those who defend hawks. Flesh-eating man is in no way superior. It is so easy to love the dead. The word ‘predator’ is baggy with misuse. All birds eat living flesh at some time in their lives. Consider the cold-eyed thrush, that springy carnivore of lawns, worm stabber, basher to death of snails. We should not sentimentalise his song, and forget the killing that sustains it.2 


   Baker was so aware of the casual brutality of humans, compared to the swift and necessary fierceness of the animal predators, that he began to hate his own species. One year, out walking at the end of December, he found a heron:

   
– nearly dead, lying in a stubble field. Its wings are frozen to the ground, but in a ghastly thwarted mime of escape, it tries to fly off.

As I approached I could see its whole body craving into flight. But it could not fly. I gave it peace, and saw the agonised sunlight of its eyes slowly heal with cloud.

No pain, no death, is more terrible to a wild creature than its fear of man. A poisoned crow, gaping and helplessly floundering in the grass, bright yellow foam bubbling from its throat, will dash itself up again and again on to the descending wall of air, if you try to catch it. A rabbit, inflated and foul with myxomatosis, will feel the vibration of your footstep and will look for you with bulging, sightless eyes. 

We are the killers. We stink of death. We carry it with us. It sticks to us like frost. We cannot tear it away.3 



   
   
   
   Now, if the Omnipotent Intelligence we understand by the word God really does exist and if, as the New Testament claims, its nature is love,4 what was it up to when it devised a system imbued with such horror, with the human animal, its most cherished creation, made in its own image,5 horror’s most accomplished practitioner? Because, as Baker reminded us, we humans ‘stink of death. We carry it with us. It sticks to us like frost.’ In the wars of the 20th century alone, 230 million of us were slaughtered; and in the conflicts of the 21st century we are still hard at the killing game, but with even more sophisticated weapons, trying to beat our own grim record. 

   But even if we admit to all that horror and abandon God as a consequence, it does not solve the existential problem for us; because, if there is no Divine Creator of the universe, where did everything come from in the first place? Or, to put it in another way, ‘why is there something and not just nothing?’ That was the question the 18th-century German philosopher Gottfried Leibniz addressed to the universe. The brave answer to his question is that we just do not know, but since we do not like living with the uncertainty that answer would demand of us, we rush around in search of more positive ones. There are many confident answers on offer, but the more confident they are the more dangerous they are as well. 

   The really confident answers to Leibniz’s question come from the world’s thousands of religions, even though they offer us widely different and competing versions of them. A more serious problem than the sheer variety of the answers on offer is the level of frustrated intensity that belief in a particular answer can impart to its committed adherents, a frustration that can easily tip into violence towards those who do not see things the way the true believers see them, the way they are supposed to, THE WAY THEY DEFINITELY ARE! And that is why the history of religion is stained with such evangelical violence. After all, if you passionately believe you have been let in on the secret of the universe, it will be incumbent upon you to compel others to see things the same way you do, even if it means having to kill them in the process. And what a lot of killing we have done over the centuries in the name of our religious beliefs! Maybe we should just try to sit more lightly with our theories about why there is something and not just nothing, which is exactly what the philosopher Isaiah Berlin advised us to do: 

   All theories of life and morals – scientific, metaphysical, theological – are human efforts to come to terms with the way things are; to pretend that the chance and chaos of circumstances are ‘explainable’ in some tidy, cosy, easy fashion – the world is not morally directed anywhere, it is just what it is.6 


   Another problem for us is not just that there is ‘something and not nothing’, as Leibniz observed; or that the world just ‘is what it is’, as Isaiah Berlin reminded us; it is also that we are not just philosophers who wrestle with the meaning of our own existence; it is also that we are finite creatures who know that one day we shall die; and that makes us mourners as well as revellers at life’s brief banquet. 

   As my own generation passes away I go to several funerals a year – in fact, as I was typing out these words, a telephone call informed me of the death of yet another old friend – and I am always moved by the eloquent desperation with which, in the religious ceremonies I attend, the minister always insists that the person in the coffin in front of us is not done with, over, at an absolute end, in fact, dead. No, we are confidently informed, they have simply exchanged one mode of being for another; mortal, corporeal life on earth for immortal, non-corporeal life in Heaven. Listening to their confident words, while remembering that there have been more than a hundred billion humans since we emerged on earth six billion years ago, my mind reels at the thought of the supernatural logistics that will be involved in processing such an unending stream of souls into eternity. 

   And yet: even as I type these dismissive words, I feel a touch of shame for having written them down. After all, if the promises of religion are able to comfort the bereaved for the absoluteness of their losses, only the really mean-spirited would deny them such consolation. All that admitted, the promises of religion may not always achieve the reaction they are hoping for. I once accompanied a friend to the funeral of her widowed sister. When the service started and the minister leading it assured us that the spirit of the woman in the coffin would already have rushed into the embrace of her husband waiting for her on the other side, where they would now spend eternity happily together, my friend turned to me and whispered, ‘God, if that’s true she is going to be really pissed. She couldn’t stand the selfish bugger, so she was chuffed when he went first and left her on her own.’ 

   So I shall back off here. The afterlife will remain a mystery for us till we get there; if it is actually there to get to. And in any case, it is not what might or might not happen to us after death that is of interest to me here; it is what actually did happen, before death, to some of those billions of unregarded lives that concerns me; to people like my mother and father, and their mothers and fathers before them. But I shall start with my mother. 
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      1 My mother as a young woman

     



   

   When I was a boy, my mother was the most important person in my life, and I loved her without condition or reserve. I loved my father as well, but he was a quiet stream compared to her rushing torrent. She was the dominant presence in the family, physically as well as emotionally. Daddy was small and wiry, like the long-distance runner he had once been, but my mother, while no one would have described her as pretty in that refined feminine way, was tall and powerfully attractive, with strong and distinctive features. A natural brunette who never seemed to fuss about her hair, she tanned easily in the sun of even a dismal Scottish summer. As a skinny fair-haired boy who was allergic to too much sunshine, I remember admiring my mother’s strong brown arms as she scrubbed the family’s washing clean on a washboard in the street wash-house, before carting it in a basin balanced on her hip to hang out on the clothes line round in the back court. So here she is, my beloved mother, in the photograph on page 12, which was taken in a photographer’s studio in Glasgow when she was a young woman. What is she thinking, as she gazes intently into the camera? What trials has she already been through? What are her fears? And what is she hoping to get out of the life that lies ahead for her? When this photograph was taken my own birth was years away, but I can see a strong physical resemblance between the two of us. She is my mother, all right; and, yes, I am definitely her only son. 

   When I was a boy my attachment to my mother was so strong it made me miserable when we were separated, as the Tayvallich episode now reminds me. MacBrayne’s bus, a large single-decker motor coach, made a stop in Alexandria on its long journey from Glasgow to Loch Gilphead in Argyllshire, where my mother had a relative, a second cousin, who was a ploughman on a farm in Tayvallich. A short, stocky man who would be described today as having ‘learning difficulties’, Wullie was fond of me, and he wondered if I would like a wee holiday with him up on the farm. I said an eager yes, and so, one summer afternoon when I was nine years old, my mother put me on the MacBrayne’s bus when it stopped in Bank Street, Alexandria, just opposite the Strand picture house, for its long drive north. The journey took four hours, grinding up the road that went along the western edge of Loch Lomond to Arrochar on Loch Long, then down the Loch Fyne Road to Loch Gilphead, where Wullie met me; and it was well after my bedtime when we finally made it to the farm, which lay a couple of miles outside the village of Tayvallich itself. 
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      2 Tayvallich, Argyll and Bute

     



   

   I survived only one night of my planned holiday on the farm in Tayvallich. It was partly the bleakness of Wullie’s sleeping arrangements, in an open and draughty loft above a barn in the middle of the farmyard; but it was mainly because I missed my mother and ached to be back at home with her again. Wullie, though disappointed, was understanding. Without complaint, he saw me back onto the MacBrayne’s bus for its return journey the following day; and my mother was surprised but unperturbed when I walked in the door at teatime the day after I had left, and told her that I was too homesick to stay away. 

   Actually, I was mother-sick, but there was homesickness in there as well, and it has been an enduring theme in my life: an attachment to place so strong it can feel like an illness to be wrenched away from it. This yearning for home is a strong theme in Scottish cultural history, but it is particularly potent in the story of the Highland Clearances of the 18th and 19th centuries, when crofters were evicted from their ancestral lands and shipped overseas to Canada in order to make way for the sheep that Scotland’s lairds were beginning to find more profitable and easier to manage than their fellow human beings. The Scottish novelist and historian Lewis Grassic Gibbon gave us an example of the kind of thing that happened back then:

   Maybe there were some twenty to thirty holdings in all, the crofters dour folk of the old Pict stock, they had no history, common folk, and ill-reared their biggins clustered and chaved amid the long, sloping fields. The leases were one-year, two-year, you worked from the blink of the day you were breeked to the flicker of the night they shrouded you, and the dirt of gentry sat and ate up your rents but you were as good as they were … the boy Cospatric … he was douce and sensible and set putting the estate to rights. He threw out half the little tenants, they flitted off to Canada and Dundee and parts like those, the others he couldn’t move but slowly.7 


   An old memory of that original expulsion, described to me a century later at an event at the Edinburgh International Book Festival by a Nova Scotian writer whose family cherished it from the deep history of their Scottish past, was of the shepherd’s dog that leaped into the sea and was drowned trying to follow the ship that was taking its owner away to his new life in Canada – a story that still breaks the heart. An even more wrenching expression of the deep sorrow of those expulsions has to be Sorley MacLean’s Gaelic poem, ‘Hallaig’, translated into English below.

   
Time, the deer, is in the wood of Hallaig

The window is nailed and boarded

through which I saw the West

and my love is at the Burn of Hallaig,

a birch tree …

… I will go down to Hallaig,

to the Sabbath of the dead,

where the people are frequenting,

every single generation gone …

coming back to Hallaig in the evening,

in the dumb living twilight

filling the steep slopes,

their laughter a mist in my ears,

and their beauty a film on my heart

before the dimness comes on the kyles,

and when the sun goes down behind Dun Cana …8 



   
   
   
   
   I am wondering now if that kind of homesickness is maybe also an ache for the mother’s breast, our original and defining loss? That is certainly what it has felt like with me, even when I was intentionally acting against it. I remember the confusion of it one summer’s day when I travelled from Edinburgh to the United States Embassy in London to arrange a visa that would permit me to take up a post I had been offered in the city of Boston in Massachusetts. As I sat in the train charging south to London, I was already beginning to feel like an alien in my native land, and I wondered why I was wounding myself into exile; an ache that would bring me back home again, years later.

   I also wonder if that kind of mother-need, our original nostalgia, may also work in reverse; its loss in their own early lives prompting a particular fierceness in the love of mothers for their children. Did the power of my mother’s mothering flow directly from the memory of her own early losses? I know that, though she loved and cared for all three of her children, she had a particularly strong psychic bond with me, her only son. The bond was so strong that wherever I was, in Britain or abroad, she always knew if I was ill or in trouble. The most dramatic example of the connection was the day I was due home for Christmas from Kelham Theological College, where I was a student, a few weeks after my seventeenth birthday in 1950. The plan was for me to catch the motor coach that paused before midnight in Newark in Nottinghamshire on its overnight run to Glasgow, where, from the same terminus in Waterloo Street in the centre of the city, I would catch the bus on to Alexandria the following day. It was halfway through the coach’s long run north through the night, lounging by myself in the back row, leafing through a magazine, that I realised I was becoming seriously ill, as rheumatic fever started to overwhelm me. When we arrived in Glasgow at noon the following day, and I tried to get myself off the bus, I had difficulty walking. It was only with a serious and halting effort that I made it to the coach’s exit; but there, unexpectedly, my two sisters, Gertie and Helen, were waiting for me. Between the two of them they got me off the coach, over the street, and onto the bus to Alexandria. 

   What had happened was that my mother had woken with a start in the wee small hours, knowing I was ill. Early that morning she got my sisters out of bed and told them: ‘Dick can’t walk. You’ll have to go up to Glasgow to meet him and help him home.’ And there they were when the bus got in. Mammy had the bed in the recess ready when we got to Random Street, and I was into it minutes after we had walked through the door. I lay there for weeks, suffering from what was my second bout of rheumatic fever.

   Over the years that followed, I can remember other examples of my mother’s ‘second sight’ where her son was concerned, though the overnight-bus episode was the most dramatic of them. I am aware, of course, that experts assure us that, since second sight cannot exist, coincidence is the only allowable way to explain events like this. All I can say is that a coincidence occurred that December morning in 1950, and similar coincidences went on happening between me and my mother till her death in 1976. Having to find explanations for them never bothered me. I knew they were a consequence of her love for me. That love was the foundational gift of my life, and I am grateful for it to this day. I just wish my mother had experienced a similar power of consequential love when she herself was young and needed it most.

   Born on 7 April 1907, in Maryhill in the north-west of Glasgow, my mother’s losses had started early. Her father, James Luke, who had been born in Paisley in 1878, died in 1910, when she was two years old, and she had no memories of him at all. Her mother, Christina Johnston, born in Glasgow in 1880, had married again, this time to William Vallance. A regular soldier who had fought in South Africa during the Boer War at the turn of the century, Bill Vallance was a private in the Highland Light Infantry, or HLI, Glasgow’s so-called regiment of ‘wee hard men’; and he was fighting in the trenches in France, during the final, desperate months of the First World War, when the next loss hit my mother. 

   Years later, my mother told me that when she was a young girl she became aware that her mother had started drinking bottles of methylated spirits, the most toxic and desperate of Scotland’s long inventory of addictions. As a consequence, having poisoned herself with the purple-coloured meth, she dropped dead on a Glasgow street one day, and her body was brought home to her children on a passing coal cart. That was why, on 4 September 1917, my mother, aged ten, with her half-sister Violet Vallance and her half-brother George Vallance, was admitted to Quarriers Home in the Bridge of Weir, a strict but kindly orphanage in Renfrewshire, about 15 miles due west of Glasgow. According to their records, the reason given for their admission was that their mother had died of heart failure and their father was serving with the 46th Infantry Brigade in France.

   From years later, I have happy memories of Auntie Violet as a tiny, cheerful, humpbacked figure, with one leg much shorter than the other, on which she had to wear a special elevated boot. To account for her disabilities, my mother had told me that as a child Violet had been crippled by a runaway horse; but at Quarriers she was registered as having ‘Hip Joint Disease’, known today as Perthes, a congenital disease of the hip rather than the result of an accident. The Quarriers record supports this explanation, because it notes that, at the time of her admission, ‘she wore a plaster-cast and used crutches to assist her to walk’. Years later when I went to Quarriers to see where my mother and her brother and sister had spent such an important part of their young lives, they showed me the record of their admissions, on 4 September 1917. A later entry noted that my mother and her brother George had been discharged to William Vallance on 26 October 1919, a year after the end of what came to be known as The Great War, the war that had been fought to stop all wars in future. 

   The delay in Private Vallance’s demobilisation had been caused by a year-long stay in Stobhill Hospital, an infirmary in the Springburn area of Glasgow, which had been requisitioned for wounded soldiers, where he was being treated for a bullet wound incurred during the final days of the fighting in France. After his release from Stobhill, the address his children were sent to from Quarriers was 30 Kelvinside Avenue in Maryhill, described in their discharge papers as ‘a basement room’. No space was ever wasted in Scotland’s traditional stone terraces of tenement houses, and down the back end of each entrance close, off the stairs out to the drying green, a one-room dwelling, known as ‘a single-end’, was usually tucked in. Maryhill was home to the famous barracks where the Highland Light Infantry were based, so, when he finally made it out of the army in 1919, his bullet wound healed, it looks as if Private William Vallance just swapped his windy barrack room for a cosy single-end across the road in Kelvinside Avenue. 
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