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    Foreword




    This collection is a potpourri, mainly of articles which have appeared, or have their subject matter in events over the last fifty years. They describe some of the places and varied doings with which I’ve been involved or stories that caught my imagination. If they rather wander then I’ll quote Mummery who declared ‘the true mountaineer is a wanderer’. And the longer and further we wander the better. We need longer wanderings to allow the baggage we bring to fall away and, unburdened, go free. The selections have largely been left as they appeared, appealing to the forgiveness of time, and not updated though I have added notes where needed, either at the end or within square [brackets] in the text. Some are long, some brief, a few are simply snapshots, in all a very token selection with many countries and interests not mentioned. It is not an autobiography or some overview of life though, of necessity, a very personal record. It is simply a potpourri.




    Chance, choice (which is chance taken) and hard work has allowed me to spend much of my life actively in mountains, at sea, and wandering the world whether professionally or with friends. Much of what is selected comes from the Sixties to the Eighties when I was most fit and far-ranging (my ‘dancing days of spring’) but as the Arab saying warns ‘Much travel is needed before a raw man is ripened’ and the writing compulsion also needs passing years to mature - or have gained experiences to draw on. The rewards always remain, as long as we can sing within the measure of our abilities, through all the ages of our activities.




    I’m really quite lazy and have so many interests besides mountaineering that I need definite challenges to head out and up. The interests often interact: a general interest in gardening becomes a particular interest in alpine flora - because it’s up there, the flowers’ lure among the rocks and snow. Always, the heights pull; it is there we are most content ‘Outclimbing pasture and pine / To seek beyond the mountain line / That far-sought country more divine / Where life is whole’. (D W Freshfield)




    Reading about my earlier days I am struck by the confident young man I appear. Perhaps I was for those were days of hope and belief in the future. During the Japanese raids on Singapore we sang of ‘love and laughter, and peace ever after tomorrow when the world is free’. At post war schoolboy camps we belted out, ‘I’m riding along on the crest of a wave, and the world is mine’. And we believed it. Alas, cynicism has grown back over that young sapling’s faith. (‘We are a failed species on the way out’.) Those of my age and my sort of schooling in the Forties were, perforce, physically very fit and challenged but whatever confidence accrued was quite unconscious. We already knew both rough and smooth. I reckon my RAF days ‘made me’ with its great freedom within discipline, and any kindness I have comes from knowing the best of peoples in the Atlas Mountains.




    I may have been ‘below average’ in many subjects at school but books, music, art, the countryside around were all part of my very being growing up in Dollar. Hobbies and enthusiasms came and went but these remained. My early interest in what was call Nature Study had me sending in so many questions to a radio programme for schools that they did a whole programme answering my questions alone. Some peers thought this excessive but I wanted to know - and I’m still that ‘Curiosity Kid’, only now deeply worried at what humankind is doing to our only wonder-full world. Awareness of beauty, of idealism dawns when young, losing them is to grow old. Insist on finding wonders, living with beauty, and taking challenges. As Nansen wrote, ‘Try not to waste time in doing things which you know can be done equally well by others. Everyone should try to hit upon his own trail. Do not lose your opportunities, and do not allow yourselves to be carried away by the superficial rush and scramble which is modern life . . .’




    Memory is a strange thing, certainly for me, with a greater facility for forgetting rather than remembering. (I marvel at folk who can put a date to an incident thirty years ago!) Luckily I’ve always kept a mountaineering ‘log’ (on volume 73 now!), along with a ‘Summary’, big as a family Bible, with all the Who? When? Where? What? data. I need these. In 2013 when writing about the 1969 school traverse of Mont Blanc I had completely forgotten another traverse with a friend only a year before. But then, that year was rather overshadowed by what happened on the Meije. The briefest note can bring so much back from the limbo of memory. Braehead school’s first week was in winter, in Glen Coe, yet months on, when the Headmaster and I wrote a script for a BBC radio based on our doings, whole chunks of original conversations returned. All this recording, at the time, is also a good check on how memory or imagination can change reality over the years, how good stories become embroidered and truths become myths. (‘Essaouira Myths’ shows the extremes.) I’ve got my personal failsafe then, and try to be accurate. Checking facts is not easy and becomes worse with the sloppy nature of the internet and so on. When I did the book on the Fife Coast the text was checked by a history professor. The only thing he queried was the date when Alexander Selkirk (model for Robinson Crusoe) died. In the publisher’s office we took down four reference books and found three different dates. I had to find documents signed by the man before being sure of the spelling of our great road-builder Caulfeild.




    The material has been arranged in roughly thematic sections with a few articles in each, the headings giving an idea of the subject matter. There may be some repetitions as the material has been written over such a long period. The dates of any escapade are usually clear. The book is certainly full of co-incidences, of what is often called ‘wheels within wheels’, how one thing leads to another. We may think we are captains of our souls but any puff of wind can set our crazy craft off on an unexpected course. Life is fascinating, simple, complex, baffling and rewarding - and so very brief. Weave a web of wonders from it; in old age look back with few regrets, and marvel at the rewards. Go places! Six hundred years ago John Donne wrote, ‘To live in one land, is captivitie, / To runne all countries, a wild roguery’. This book is one rogue’s attempt to have followed that advice.




    My interests were too many and too varied to excel at any one: I was never a great climber, a great ornithologist, or great anything else. In some ways my niche would be more inspirational than technical, impelling others into experiences, showing that any person has a world of wonder to discover out there, up there.




    When I look at all the reasons given why we climb, why we head to the mountains, or sea, or riverbank or whatever, the commonest word surfacing is ‘escape’. We do it to escape from the stranglehold of everyday living to create brief heavens in those neutral worlds we imagine. There we gain respite from pressures, ‘kiss the cheek of beauty’, find good companions, return stronger to face the unfathomable world. It is almost a religious experience. The fact of there being thousands of religions worldwide points to an inexplicable necessity so this should not surprise. In Neil Munro’s New Road Aeneas is girning, ‘I was in a black mood all this day, reflecting on the wickedness of humankind, and sure the world was evil - ‘So it is!’ cried Ninian cheerfully, ‘but man, there’s blinks’. Where would we be without those ‘blinks’?




    





    Burntisland 2016


  




  

    Beginnings




    Our Road to Singapore




    No one is fool enough to choose war instead of peace - in peace sons bury fathers, but in war fathers bury sons.




    Herodotus




    





    My young brother was born in Yokohama, Japan, in December 1940. I was born in Colombo, Sri Lanka (then Ceylon) in 1934, my mother was born in Thailand (then Siam) in 1904 while big brother and father were both born in Dunfermline. Father had a rough time in WWI, was wounded, recovered, sent back to the front, then captured in the big German offensive of spring 1918. Though we knew it not, being in Japan in 1940 might well have entailed a much nastier replay.




    Father was a banker, with the then Chartered Bank of India, Australia and China (Standard Chartered today). Staff in those days of slow travel filled a posting for quite a few years before being given a long home leave and then posted to a new country. Mother’s father had been building railways in Siam to where father was posted after WWI. (I’ve a photo of mother as a girl, in full highland dress, performing a sword dance for the King of Siam.)




    I’d always known that big brother and grannie in Scotland almost came out to Japan early in 1941 - for safety! Scotland after all was being bombed. Recently I came on a packet of letters to and from home at the time which confirmed this. Mercifully, father was then posted (January 1941) to what is now Malaysia, to a town called Klang. (The bank would become HQ for the Japanese secret police.)




    I was packed off to a school in the Cameron Highlands where the climate was more wholesome. I was provided with four purply-coloured shirts, four pairs of grey shorts and all the rest of a uniform, everything with carefully sewn-on Cash’s name tapes. A few months later we were fleeing for our lives.




    Mother’s day-to-day pocket diary mirrors this state of unreality and unpreparedness: every Tuesday was Mah Jong, Wednesday, tennis, Thursday, the Club . . . There were trips to KL (Kuala Lumpur) for a perm, films (I recall The Four Feathers), riding, tiffin at the golf club (not that they played). No diary mention of Pearl Harbour (7 December 1941), then, ‘Bad raid. Hamish missing’, an echo of the unreality. Apparently I was most upset about bombs disturbing small brother’s first birthday.




    On my desk I keep a memento mori of those times: a piece of shattered brass door handle. Father was reaching to the handle when it disappeared, smashed off by a piece of bomb. He was often on the roof as a fire warden. The family was usually in the vaults where I built castles with rolled cylinders of coins, an excellent Lego forerunner. To this day I carry a ganglion-overgrown fragment of shrapnel in a knee. Raids were much more exciting outside - no doubt I had been ‘missing’ again.




    Such was the speed of the Japanese advance that, after false moves, we sailed from Port Swettenham to Singapore before the year end - which was out of a small frying pan into a mighty fire. I’ve vivid memories of Singapore in flames, of singing in the shelters, of the frantic scurrying of terrified people. On the first of January 1942 we sailed on the crowded Dutch ship, Mannix van St Aldergende and duly arrived as refugees in Durban. We were in South Africa for two years before being repatriated. (Some of that period is described shortly.)




    We had not seen father after Klang. He stuck to his bank duties as long as possible (an interesting story in itself) and, still lugging ledgers, only retreated to Singapore a week after we had sailed. He was 49 at the time. We never heard much from his lips but after he died (1968) we found a notebook with an account he wrote about his subsequent adventures. This was scrawled in pencil in the illegible hand of a banker and it was years before I made time to transcribe it.




    Astonishingly, with Singapore in flames and the Japanese landing only two days away father was still trying to do bank business. When eventually he went to the wharf to - hopefully - join a ship (bombs falling constantly) he had his prepared suitcase packed with ‘pages of the latest current account balances, rough cash book entries and the up-to-date records of Fixed Deposits and Fixed Loans’.




    His ship, the Kuala, was joined by another sheltering off an island, Pompong (Pohm-Pohm), while a third, exposed further out, had been damaged already. Many of the men from the Kuala went ashore to cut greenery to further disguise the ship but Japanese reconnaissance planes found them and in a series of raids sunk all three ships, killing most of those on board, mostly women and children.




    A Dutch ship picked up the wounded and the remaining women and children - but was never heard of again. Island-hopping and eventually crossing Sumatra the survivors reached Padang, the only operational port left in the country. Extraordinarily, it was neither bombed nor captured by approaching forces. Father was eventually taken off by a British destroyer, carrying all his belongings wrapped in a blue handkerchief. After a grim stay in Ceylon father landed in Durban on 27 March 1942. We were - briefly - reunited. There were the questionings of course. This is what father wrote.




    ‘Since coming here [India, later in 1942] I have been asked many times why Singapore did not put up a better show. In the first place Singapore was not the impregnable fortress it was supposed to be. Defences to landward seemed entirely lacking and why, when it became apparent that the Japanese were coming down the peninsula, was no effort made to construct lines of defence at strategic positions. The absence of prepared positions was most noticeable on the way down from Klang to Singapore. Why was a Siamese delegation allowed to inspect Singapore’s defences a few weeks before the showdown? Our intelligence seems to have been entirely misled. Why such a lack of air power? Our fighters, Brewster Buffaloes, were about 40 miles per hour slower than the Japenese bombers and it was pathetic to see how easily the enemy could get away or circle round and come up behind their pursuers. The anti-aircraft defences were good and Japanese bombers were always kept at a great height but in Klang there was no defence and the Japanese could come down over the roof tops with impunity. Why were reinforcements being landed when it must have been obvious that Singapore was doomed? Troops were actually being evacuated by the ships which brought reinforcements. There are so many Whys that it is impossible to cover them all but the dominant factor was the lack of resolute leadership’.




     




    And After




    Father had joined us in South Africa but as soon as he was fully fit again he was posted, in turn, to Madras, Calicut and Karachi - where he had to cope with the horrors of the 1947 partition of India. We were only fully reunited as a family in 1949 in Scotland. He had not seen his firstborn for nine years.




    Starting in the Ochils




    Happiness should be the foundation of all mountaineering.




    Julius Kugy: Alpine Pilgrimage




     




    My first consciousness of hills (the Scots derivation includes mountains) was sitting on a windowsill looking at Fuji Yama in Japan. I was crying because my parents had gone off to climb it without me and I was crying because I couldn’t see them on it (the hill was forty miles away). That was in 1941. I was seven.




    After an exciting intermission we ended up as refugees in South Africa and stayed on the edge of the Valley of a Thousand Hills. With a ‘best friend’ I roamed the kloofs and bergs in marvellous freedom, so the clarity of the Natal air, the very scent of the landscape is with me yet and I thank whatever gods there may be for parents who gave me such freedom to roam.




    When we eventually won back to Scotland it was to Dollar - in the Stirling area - with the Ochils rising above the small town with its big school. I did not particularly like my schooling: I found my peers dull conformists and most teachers hidebound and insincere. With hindsight this was an educational nadir, the staff were oldies brought out of retirement and others were war wounded, so I wasn’t entirely at fault. I stubbornly followed my own interests rather than the curriculum, which led to some of my troubles. The Cross-country, for example, was a sacred cow for which everyone had to put in five practise runs. I was soon banned from taking my dog and when I insisted on wanting to know why was belted by the sports master as I wouldn’t accept ‘Because you’re told’. After all I knew every farmer on the route and they never objected to the dog. On one run a hill farmer’s wife asked if I’d take an armful of daffodils down to the church for her. I prayed I’d run into the sports master to see what he’d say about that. I hated the way for instance that smoking was regarded as such a heinous crime yet the master dealing out beatings for this had a nicotine yellow moustache.




    From my bed I could see the steep southern scarp of the Ochils dip to the roofs of the town or tilt back to the clouds easing off King’s Seat. A ‘piece’ shoved in an ex WD haversack, a whistle for the dog and I could be away to those tawny slopes, up by the Glen and Castle Campbell and Burn of Sorrow to Maddy Moss and Andrew Gannel and Ben Cleuch, names worthy of John Buchan, sometimes right over to Blackford or Auchterarder or, restrained by the curving cleavage of the infant Devon, descending to Tilly, Alva or Menstrie, the delightfully ungrammatical ‘Hillfoots’.




    In the Ochils I never got lost, however often I became mislaid. Unless going beyond the natural moat of the infant River Devon all water flowed out to the Hillfoots, the simplest of geographic assurances. The river is 34 miles long yet rises only 5.25 miles from where it spills into the maw of the Forth estuary. The early cavorting water heads east, but is turned at the aptly named Crook of Devon, before flowing west, as if to find its own start like a snake circling round to hold its own tail.




    Below the river-capture of the Crook was Rumbling Bridge, a gorge as blackly dramatic as Novar or Corrieshalloch, dizzy deep when looking over the parapet of the bridge which, oddly, sits on top of another bridge. In spate the roar is prodigious, the upstream Devil’s Mill, so called because, unlike the mills of men, it never switched off on God’s Sabbath. Vicar’s Bridge spanned the river at one of our favourite swimming pools (now silted up; the bridge rebuilt) and one of my first researched and published articles concerned Robert Forest, vicar of Dollar who was burnt alive in 1539 for his questioning faith and charitable deeds.




    The nearest cinema (bug house) was at Tillicoultry, three miles away and we often had to walk home afterwards in the dark, along a twisty road with monstrous, threatening trees which groaned and shivered, and Tait’s Tomb, an abandoned, overgrown, circular graveyard, passing which we felt we could relax like Tam o’ Shanter once across the bridge and safe.




    If this sounds an idyllic picture then, from today’s perspective, I reckon it was. Life was both Spartan and cosy. We grew vegetables, kept bees and hens (the eggs laid down in a crock of waterglass), knew the discipline of ration coupons, learned how to sew and make do and mend. I wore big brother’s hand-me-downs. We were satisfied with needs, not unhappy with wants. Rationing ensured a sensible diet with issues of orange juice and cod liver oil and school milk in bottles of a third of a pint with cardboard tops (which were never resistant to attacks by blue tits). Nobody had cars. The post-war years had an earnestness to them. Life was not easy but the future was surely good.




    The paths and bridges of the glen had decayed during the war years so were out of bounds officially but I knew every cranny, every pool, where what flowers grew and what birds nested. I absorbed, rather than consciously learned, about the natural world. Castle Campbell, perched above the glen, had a single mason who worked patiently on the castle’s fabric for a decade and became a friend. He would tell of John Knox preaching there, of how the Campbells came into possession by a murder and a marriage, point out the chains on the hanging tree or tell how Royalists fired the place in 1654.




    The whinstone quarry of Gloom Hill was out of bounds too but there I took six inch nails for pitons and applied some novel aspects of climbing. Years later I took other youngsters there to teach them to climb. (Years on others came and put up routes and claimed first ascents!) One place was avoided for part of the year as a barn owl nested in a niche.




    Some of us used to walk through Glendevon to help with building the youth hostel (now closed, alas) or to go to church, feeling very like drovers or religious sectarians who in the past would do so as a matter of course. I recall a chilly bivouac with a friend, climbing to meet the sun and then, chapter about, reading right through the Gospel of St John. In the burns of the lesser Ochils beyond Glendevon we learned to guddle trout.




    Dollar’s golf course lay on the steep lower slopes of Dollar Hill. I preferred the golf course in winter when various sledging runs were named after the holes (we never went on the greens). The Eighteenth I recall was brutally steep and likely to land one in the Dollar Burn. Years on, my second day on skis was up 2000 ft White Wisp, which sounded appropriate. We had snow in those days. While father made the porridge I sometimes skated down the road for the rolls on the compacted snow of the main road. In the great snow of ’47 going to the Alloa baths by bus on a Saturday morning our eyes, on the top deck, just looked out over the monster drifts through which canyons had been cut.




    The Ochils taught a great deal about snow conditions, their polished steep slopes perfect for avalanches. In summer the best footwear I found were my studded cricket boots which were green-marked beyond redemption to the annoyance of cricket captains or coaches. I enjoyed both cricket and rugger (and swimming and cross-country running) but they could not compete with the lure of the outdoors. I slept out on the hills. I learned their intricacies as a shepherd does. I roamed them at night with a Tilley lamp until asked to desist. Leg movement made it look like a flashing light and the police were not too happy about ‘rescuing’ me!




    The only adult I met on the hill and who became a gentle, wise, friend was W K Holmes, a reader for Blackies, a poet, and author of Tramping Scottish Hills, the most modest of books, but book and WKH would ensure an all-round enthusiasm for everything out there, up there, whether investigating supposed ancient copper mines, watching the weird roding woodcock above the glen, reading-up the castle’s history or dreaming of adventures further afield.




    When I found the books of J H B Bell, W H Murray and Tom Weir they led me to greater aspirations. When the great slot from the Long Bridge to the castle (Kemp’s Score) was frozen I took the coal shed axe and cut steps up its length, an exercise the dog failed to appreciate as all the ice chips fell on him, but then the dog went everywhere, well, nearly everywhere. I wonder if that winter ascent has ever been repeated?




    Nobody was interested in using the Ochils as part of school activities and I happily roamed alone till able to beguile others to come along as well. What a waste I felt even then. The headmaster’s family pew and our family pew in the parish church were next to each other, the head an elder, my father treasurer as well, and the children’s ages mingled. Father even persuaded the head to take up bee-keeping. Yet it was only years later I found the head was a life member of the Scottish Mountaineering Club (SMC) and at a social occasion years after he retired we had a chat and he’d obviously followed some of my doings in the Journal. He must have known of my Ochils ramblings so why never a bit of encouragement then?




    Despite various family connections I, like everyone else, held the headmaster, the Bull, in awe so when a minion entered a maths class to say the headmaster wanted to see me right away I went with the eyes of the class following me speculatively. I was wondering what I had done. I didn’t feel guilty. The head sat at the far end of a long boardroom table and as I neared his seat my panic deepened. ‘I’ve been phoning your father, Brown, but can’t get hold of him.’ Heavens! Must be serious. ‘I can’t go home so you’ll just have to go and sort things out. My bees have swarmed.’




    Eventually I reached the dizzy heights of playing hooker for the Second Fifteen who, of course, were always at the receiving end of the First Fifteen thugs. When pitches were frozen we were sometimes made to run up King’s Seat (over 2000ft) and on one such occasion the mist came down with some lads marooned on top. The gods of the First Fifteen grabbed me with a ‘You know your way about these effin hills, Brown, so tell us how to get back to Dollar’. I gave them clear instructions which led them to Blackford on the other side of the range! I knew I’d be hammered at our next Tuesday afternoon meeting but it was worth it, imagining the shavers, in rugger kit, moneyless, going to the police and being loaned money to bus first to Stirling and then to Dollar, missing lunch and being very unpopular. (A version of this story was told to me decades later, the teller quite unaware he was speaking to the culprit.)




    I really did fall foul of my short-tempered rugger coach (and maths teacher) on one occasion. I looked out to a brilliant spring Saturday morning and rushed off for the heights. Hours and miles away I suddenly remembered I was supposed to be playing a game that morning. I was genuinely distraught on that occasion.




    There was a school CCF (Combined Cadet Force) and I was in the RAF section which was fun: at camps all we seemed to do was swim, shoot and fly - and this also ensured National Service in that cushie number rather than the army. One broiling summer’s day however we were sent on an Ochils exercise with a radio set which was like an enormous heavy backpack. We had to check in from various six figure references and describe what we saw. I doubted if the teacher/officer i/c had been on top of the Ochils so we headed instead for the Out-of-Bounds glen and spent the afternoon in its cool pools. At appropriate moments I climbed up to the edge of the woods and would report in about our mythical movements - and of course could describe everything supposedly in sight. (I could do so still I reckon.) After reporting back to base and being dismissed I heard our mentor, noting our wet hair, comment on the lines, ‘My, did you see the way we made them sweat’.




    Sending my mates over the Ochils as recorded would be an impossible trick today for the good path they would have followed down the Broich Burn for the Kinpauch Glen and Blackford is now cut by a reservoir, one of two flooding the upper, eastern flow, of the River Devon. And there’s another reservoir in Glendevon itself, edged by the road through to Glen Eagles and Crieff. If I needed any conviction about global warming I might take it from how Maddy Moss, drained by the Burn of Sorrow, has changed from being a dangerous ‘moss’ (bog) in those days into what is now firm rough grazing, where skylarks dance up and down the sky.




    The Burn of Sorrow and the Burn of Care meet below Castle Campbell, once known as the Gloom, fitting in with the names of its moating streams. The castle served as the Campbells’ ‘town house’ for Edinburgh, the distance from Holyrood they no doubt felt safe enough to sleep in their own beds. The Burn of Care track goes through to Glendevon by the Maiden’s Well and an older reservoir. At one stage I used to earn pocket money, and free rides (much more rewarding) by helping at stables at the Lower Mains and I recall, after having some child dropped in Glendevon, riding back through the hills. The gallop along by the Glenquey Reservoir was unforgettable. I lost my stirrups but somehow kept my seat. The Maiden’s Well, passed on the way, is now largely forgotten and overgrown. WHK kept it clear in those days as we did later on. Certain traditions are lost sadly.




    An ambition which we eventually fulfilled was to traverse the Ochils end-to-end over all their 2000 foot summits. There must have been about ten tops and the hike began on Sherrifmuir if a lift was arranged, or by slogging up Dumyat (Dumb-eye-at - the Spyglass Hill of Treasure Island some say) from the Hillfoots at Menstrie if left to our own devices. Blairdennon, Ben Ever, Ben Cleuch (the Ochils’ highest), Andrew Gannel, King’s Seat, Tarmangie, Whitewisp and Inner Downie are some I remember (I’m writing in the Atlas) and the day ended at or in the old Tormaukin Inn in Glendevon. If all the tops are done this is still a twenty mile tramp on the mainly firm Ochils grass with a few slaistery bits for good measure. Note Ochil Hills is tautology. Even the OS sin.




    The ‘Hut Man’ of the BBC was one of those experts whose books were devoured and the school library had works by Ernest Thomson Seton, Grey Owl, the Kearton brothers, Jim Corbett, Seton Gordon and, of course, Bevis and Arthur Ransome, books which were devoured as much as G H Henty or Percy Westerman. Scottish history came from Scott’s Tales of a Grandfather or D K Broster and, only realised recently, much historical folklore came from Seton Gordon’s Highways and Byways books. The whole family read, round a blazing fire in winter, precious LPs on father’s radiogram in the background, Siamese cats on laps, dog on the hearth rug. One of the books everyone read was The White Spider and to my parents eternal credit, they never curtailed my onward progress to becoming a climber. After National Service, mostly in Egypt and Kenya, that education continued. (In Kenya, one morning Kilimanjaro appeared, rosy pink and unbelievably high above all clouds and I gasped ‘What a hill’. My companion laughed, ‘You can tell the Scot. Anyone else would call that a mountain’.)




    My first climbing rope came in such an odd way I used to use its acquisition as a Twenty Questions topic and nobody ever got it. After National Service I was working as ‘Missionary Assistant’ in a Paisley parish and when the Asian flu epidemic struck I had to conduct many funerals at the crematorium. I was 20, most of the victims Oldies but each service had the bonus of a £1 fee. At last I had saved some cash and cycled up through the smog to Blacks in Glasgow to buy boots with Vibram soles and one of the new-fangled nylon climbing ropes.




    Academically I was a failure but I took out of schooling the things I wanted and, somehow, they have been the foundation stones of the years since. Youth is a time of both hope and despair but, when one could lift eyes to the Ochils so easily, then there was great ‘cumulence of comfort on high hills’ (G W Young). Little did I know how I would carry their benediction with me wherever I travelled.




    The Lure of Snowdrops





    As mentioned my home territory as a boy was the Ochils and the whole landscape enclosed by the encircling River Devon - an anglicisation of what Burns should have called Dowan in one of his poems. Its course in the hills has improved with the maturing of reservoirs and woodlands. The ‘crook’ in the river is a classic example of ‘river capture’ as, originally, it flowed into Loch Leven. Below the gorge with the bridge on top of bridge it pours over the Cauldron Linn. One of the area’s Victorian country mansions tapped this force to make its own electricity, an energy source which has been recreated today. My western bounds of the Devon were really the Dead Waters: fields which were flooded in winter from the river to allow skating. In my youth the school had official half-holidays for when conditions were right and town and gown would flock to the site to enjoy the ‘Skating Halves’. This is a forgotten joy today, such freezing a thing of the past. (Climate change? Global warming?)




    One of my lifetime hobbies of ‘rescuing’ trees began on the River Devon. A riverbank rowan had seeded onto a mossy rock and grown into a fine small tree but its weight then toppled it from its scant hold on the rock and the victim lay thrashing in the flow, only held by a few roots. I took the tree home and planted it in our garden. It’s still there, saluted every time I drive past. (When you visit Sourlies bothy or Shenaval - greet my rowans there please.)




    Facing where this tree once grew is a den (dell) which was, long ago, laid out with paths from a mansion above. One path led to the Cauldron Linn, but all the paths were overgrown and the den itself almost impenetrable - which was an additional attraction for the roaming schoolboy. The roof had already been taken off the mansion when I discovered the den sometime soon after WW2. The banks below the ruin into the dell were an amazing spread of snowdrops, ‘millions of them’ as I reported once home and then dragged mother to ‘come and see’. We took some home and they still thrive, as snowdrops do, lining the path up to the front door. We called the place Snowdrop Valley and shared its location with very few other people. It was a very special secret place.




    Nosing about the half-ruined mansion at the end of one snowdrop season I found a very puzzling flower. The flower itself was rather like a snowdrop but the leaves were like big daffodil leaves, while the bulb was more like that of a hyacinth. Baffled, I took one round the village to show it to anyone who might recognise the flower. Nobody did. I was even accused on one occasion of creating a leg-pull. In despair I sent it to the Royal Botanic Garden in Edinburgh. They replied that it was a Summer Snowflake, Leucoium aestivum, which was once popular in Victorian gardens but had dropped out of favour. There is a smaller Spring Snowflake as well, Leucoium vernum and both are enjoying a renewed popularity sixty years on from my discovery.




    But it was the snowdrops that became my passion and every spring I’d make a pilgrimage to Snowdrop Valley to see the spectacle. There’s nothing like a woodland alight with snowdrops to make the heart lift. There is a folk story about snowdrops. When Adam and Eve were expelled from the Garden of Eden they found a world of winter desolation. Seeing Eve weeping in the snow an angel started breathing on the falling flakes so on touching the ground they became the flowers we know, ones to symbolise returning warmth and hope for the world. There is a touch of immortality about snowdrops, the way they come each year (some through tarmac in my garden!) and spread and multiply, without any need of us. Their only enemy - but also good friend - is man. Creating snowdrop woods became another lifetime hobby.




    On another schoolboy visit to Snowdrop Valley I received a shock. The mansion house had been demolished and the rubble bulldozed down onto the snowdrop bank. The snowdrops were buried. I was so upset I did not go back there for about twenty years; when I did it was to receive another shock: the bank was as white as ever with snowdrops.




    Investigation revealed why. The buried snowdrops had grown, and even put up white-tipped spears of flower - underground - then, instead of the plant’s goodness going down into the bulb, another bulb was created an inch or so up the stem. Year by year they had fought back determinedly to reach the surface. A snowdrop miracle, take what symbolism you will from it.




    With Aunt Nell and I




     ‘The last of the Raj’ was the name I gave her. She was perhaps not all that gentle a person but she was indomitable and I found her fun because I refused to take her seriously. I first encountered Aunt Nell when, with mother and infant brother, we landed in Durban as refugees from Singapore on the first of January 1942 - and there she was, on duty as a nurse, bossing arrivals about.




    She was father’s sister and was in South Africa because her husband, an Army doctor, was stationed in Durban. Another of father’s brothers, Uncle Jim, had lived in South Africa for most of his life. Their oldest was in the SAAF and was killed on a raid over Germany, their other son was in his early teens and became someone I ran wild with and admired as only 8 can worship 13. Dick would spend his life working in locust control in Africa but even then was the complete outdoor boy, typical of a country given a decent ration of sun. My abiding memory of him was on the beach at Durban where we inspected a shark which had been hauled onto the sand. Dick gave it a kick - and I was sent flying by a reflex sweep of its tail.




    This family diaspora in Natal was an unexpected blessing. The ship carrying us to safety could as easily have gone to relation-free Australia, the destination only being decided on once well into the Indian Ocean. Aunt Nell spent a lot of time with us. She was tiny yet imperious, a bit like Queen Victoria I imagine. She smoked like an industrial chimney of that vintage. And I encouraged her.




    Aunt Nell smoked incessantly but always with a silver-mounted ebony cigarette holder. In my teens I drew a portrait of her and without thinking had this projecting from her lips in the picture. Despite this habit she lived to a ripe old age. In her eighties her doctor told her to give up or she would soon be dead so she walked out of the surgery and never smoked again. As I said, indomitable.




    Her smoking fascinated me but quickly came to mean far more. She chain smoked Navy Capstan cigarettes which came in cylindrical tins with labels showing a sailor and lifebuoy - and, important for me, included cigarette cards, at that time series on the Flowers and The Birds of South Africa. (Ons Suid-Afrikaanse Plantegroei and Ons Suid-Afrikaanse Voëls.) I collected these, and had the relevant albums into which to stick them, with the result I became interested in flowers and birds and thrilled whenever I saw one depicted on a card. South Africa’s flora and fauna is exotic anyway. I distinctly recall seeing my first widow-bird with its long banner of a tail, and the first tree laden with hyperactive weaver birds’ nests. The interest in birds and flowers would prove lifelong - and I still have those distinctive albums.




    Then came a tragedy for me. We were going ‘home’, a place which had never been that. My Flower book was complete but I lacked a few Bird cards. I pestered Aunt Nell to increase production, vainly swopped possessions at school and even suggested I could be left behind in South Africa - I could catch up in Scotland once the cards were found.




    The albums went with me on the Andes and the vast boys’ dormitory of tiered bunks was a swoppers’ market but proved fruitless. My main memory of the liner was the huge baths with great brass taps which, turned on full blast, almost shot one out the other end. I can still smell and imagine the tingle of those salt water baths. (Fresh water was rationed.) The Andes sailed unprotected, relying on her speed, and kept far out in the Atlantic before rounding Ireland to slip into Liverpool.




    My spare Bird and Flower cards for swopping of course held no interest among my peers at school in Scotland but when I collected bird stamps later I quite often would turn to the Bird album for identifying species, and always grudged the five blank spaces. Why couldn’t Aunt Nell have smoked more? She retired to Cyprus where Income Tax was sixpence in the pound and lived modestly on a doctor’s war-widow’s pension.




    Thirty years on I was browsing in McNaughton’s Bookshop at the head of Leith Walk when I spotted the familiar spines of three South African cigarette card albums on a top shelf. They were in a polybag with dozens of loose cards. There was one completed album on Our South African National Parks/Ons Suid-Afrikaanse Nasionale Wildtuine which presumably came out once I’d left the country, while both the Birds and Flowers books were incomplete. I paid £1 for this abandoned collection and after a rummage found the five cards I was missing! My yell of glee might have been heard in Durban. Aunt Nell, sadly, was no longer alive to inform of my triumph.




    I cannot resist mentioning another - series - of schoolday coincidences. For senior rugger fixtures with Robert Gordon’s in Aberdeen it was considered too far to travel, play, and return in a day so teams stayed overnight, individuals usually with their opposite number, so on this occasion the Browns had the Aberdeen hooker overnight. As we lay chatting in our beds that night a very strange story emerged. Both of our families had been living in Malaya when the Japanese arrived, both of us had escaped to South Africa, both went to the school Highbury while there, both of us travelled home on the Andes, both going to Scotland, both to play rugger, both to become hookers - and so we met.




    I returned from South Africa covered in boils. At one stage I could almost meet my fingers round my fibula so badly had the flesh rotted away. On arrival in Scotland I could not sit. Embarrassing at ten years old. A doctor cousin decided I was a serious enough case to be offered a course of the new magic, penicillin, which at that stage of the war was reserved for military casualties. So, for what felt like weeks, Doctor Tom, stuck needles up and down my thighs every four hours. But it worked.




    When retired, Aunt Nell spent as much time as was legally permitted with us in Dollar (several weeks every year) and also with her sister in Ireland. Dollar was a small village and the shopkeepers were soon shuddering when Aunt Nell appeared. Living in Cyprus much of the shopping was done by bargaining and she saw no reason why Scotland should be different. She terrified shop girls. I was lucky enough to stay with her in Cyprus while doing my National Service in Egypt’s Canal Zone. She was in her sixties then and I was kindly given two weeks’ compassionate leave to see ‘the old dear’ whom I might never see again.




    Cyprus was a feast for the senses for an impressionable lad let loose. She had me riding along the sands outside Kyrenia before breakfast then all day we’d be touring the many great prehistoric sites, often with a picnic, calling on her friends, much swimming1, dining at the Dome Hotel with a sorry-looking ex-King Farouk in the corner, or dancing eightsome reels at a dance when a naval ship, HMS Owen, called. In between I ranged the hills above Kyrenia, to St Hilarion Castle and the C14 monastery Bellapaise (where Lawrence Durrell was living and would write Bitter Lemons about Cyprus - not that I knew), and every day enjoying more birds and flowers than we ever observed by the Suez Canal. I read much about the island’s history and culture2. A flawless holiday, but I was almost glad to return to the RAF for a rest.




    Aunt Nell was still spending time with the family in Scotland following my RAF years abroad. Latterly, she needed a wheelchair for airport complexities and I was the one roped-in to push her along the passages of the then Turnhouse Airport. She had not changed much. I recall her taking her walking stick and whacking people on the bottom: ‘Out the way! Out the way!’ or ‘Hamish, faster! Faster!’ Wherever she went she knitted woollen socks, only socks, with only the one pattern and the four Brown males were still wearing these Christmas regulars for a decade after she died. We had glass extended round our bungalow in Kinghorn where we flitted once all we boys had left school and Aunt Nell had her seat on a couch and knitted interminably. (She would have made a good extra in the film of ‘A Tale of Two Cities.) She was apt to clatter her dentures while knitting, which she emphatically denied, till I tape recorded her doing so. That did not go down well. She was also supposedly deaf.




    Several fellow-teachers had called and a lively conversation on international affairs was under way when someone made a statement that had the needles stop their clicking, so everyone looked at the deaf old dear, who snorted, ‘Nobody’s going to tell me to call those [censored] people brother’ - the conversation guillotined. I could only laugh at the discomfiture of my friends, not at her arrogant racist remark, which was not something our family would tolerate. We’d had enough of that in South Africa.




    In South Africa I’d been given a small Hornby train set while living beside a place as beautiful as its name, the Valley of a Thousand Hills. We had a rondavel (a round chalet) to ourselves in the hotel grounds. My ‘best friend’ was a Zulu boy from down in what was a ‘native reserve’ where ‘whites’ were not allowed to go, or vice versa. When the hotel owner came in and saw us playing with the trains he literally kicked my ‘black’ friend round and round the room and out of the door. In Durban my mother flew at a hulking brute who took a backhand swipe at a black girl with a baby on her back because she did not step into the gutter for his passing. To this day I can hear the sound of that baby’s head hitting the ground3. I found all this bewildering. Of course, living in the East, we always had servants but they were people who mattered. (Just after World War Two, in Dollar, we had a happy visit from a man who had been the family cook in Ceylon, in 1934!) In South Africa we then lived in a bigger house with a large garden where there were mulberry trees, so I bred silkworms and spun silk from their cocoons. (I’ve a cocoon on the windowsill beside me as I write.) We also had a formicary to study the wonderful world of ants. The black gardener I regarded simply as a friend. (I helped him by chasing after the headless hens when he’d ‘executed’ them.) My baby brother was watched over by a black girl who was all tears when we left. I went off to a posh school Highbury and I’ve still two of its magazines which are filled with lists of former pupils who had been killed in the war going on in that far-away Europe. Talk about the ‘end of innocence’.




    Aunt Nell again. My big brother also visited her in Cyprus, in much more troubled times4, and we three ‘boys’ were to be her executors when she died. In her nineties by then, she died while staying with her sister in Ireland, her ancient will we eventually found in Dunfermline, her ‘estate’ was in Cyprus and the Turks had just invaded the island, landing on her beach, and the first thing they blew up was her cottage. A next door expat’s cottage was called ‘Iona Cottage’ (pun intended) but Aunt Nell’s was rented. She, luckily, knew none of this. You can imagine how long it took to untangle that lot, which was pathetically little anyway. While visiting her in Cyprus and knowing my interest in books she said I could have her modest collection. This included a huge leather-bound set of the works of Voltaire of all people. She also had a small framed pen and brown wash sketch by Gainsborough and its loss I did regret. Two years passed before the lawyers in three countries had taken their whack and we were able to say fini. A few days later an envelope with Cyprus stamps came through the door. We groaned. What now? The letter however was from Aunt Nell’s former venerable maid, the charming Cristalla, whom we knew. We had rather assumed she had died in the Turkish invasion so, good news, she was alive and well and, er, could she please have her back wages?




     


    




    1 - On one expedition we intended to swim at the beach where the goddess Aphrodite (think Botticelli) drifted ashore on a scallop shell. What we came on were four very plump, very naked middle-aged ladies disporting in the sea. In Aunt Nell’s opinion much more Rubens than Botticelli.




    2 - An article I wrote about Cyprus while in the Zone was one of the very first I would see published. A play about St Mamas (one of the many Cyprus saints) had reached the stage of being read with a view to performing it at RAF Deversoir when the station began to run down. Just as well, maybe, there would have been a challenge having the saint, ‘Enter right, riding a lion’. Aunt Nell gave my article on Cyprus five out of ten.




    3 - Apartheid being learned, not instinctive, the pair of us playing with my train set were innocents. I’d simply gone off and found friends where I could. Our main activity in the Valley of a Thousand Hills seemed to be following streams to their source (something I’d do all my life) and hunting for snakes or finding chameleons. My friend was a chief’s son and we became blood brothers (the scar is still clear on my wrist) and I’ve often wondered what his future held. We were obviously typical boys for the only Zulu words I can remember were often enough yelled at our gang by irate adults for me to remember, the equivalent of ‘Bugger off!’




    4 - Calls for Enosis (union with Greece) had started from about 1952 and the situation would explode in December 1954, not long after my visit. A State of Emergency was declared in 1955 then the inevitable independence came in 1959. In 1964 a UN peace force was set up to keep Greek and Turkish fanatics apart. The latter invaded in 1974 and have held the northern half of the island ever since - the part of it I had enjoyed so much.


  




  

    On Scottish Hills




    A Wet Fun Day in the Clachaig




    Who bothers with this big drain today? Maybe those who still read W H Murray’s classic Mountaineering in Scotland where he describes its first ascent in the spring of 1938. For fifty years (Collie in 1894) it had repulsed attempts, this ‘longest gully in Scotland’ at 1700+ feet. Murray had failed earlier at the Great Cave but returned on the last day of April: Murray, MacAlpine, Marskell and Dunn. They met another party also after this ‘plum’ but the rival party eventually retreated. ‘Exploratory rock climbing is the best of all’ his account ends - which is why they took nine hours yet, a year later went up in five hours. And here were we, a bunch of tyros, having a fun day. But we knew our Murray. Today’s guidebook gives it as ‘520m. Severe ***. One of the great Scottish gully climbs; not to be underestimated.’
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