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Puedo escribir los versos más tristes esta noche …


Tonight I can write the saddest lines …


Es tan corte el amor, y es tan largo el olvido …


Love is so short, forgetting is so long …




 





Pablo Neruda
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Prologue





Monday 10 March 2008




 





The ‘Crock-Pot’, as my wife Peigi persists in calling this implement of gleaming stainless steel, has finally arrived at my door. It’s really a slow-cooker out of Tesco in Oban, and I am about to christen it. A crock-pot for an old crock.


Three gigot chops, a whole onion, two carrots, garlic, one Oxo cube, salt and pepper. Everything ready. Looks simple enough. All I have to do is throw everything into the cooking pan, add two cupfuls of water … umh, maybe three … I have some macaroni handy, and the pasta, I had been warned, would suck up a lot of liquid.


Now, Norman, I lecture myself. There’s no need to get into a frenzy over the preparation of stew. Women all over the Highlands and Lowlands do this every day. Yes, and have been doing so throughout the ages. My late mother, Peigi Bheag, Wee Peggy, my various wives and girlfriends, all did this without thinking about it. That is the problem. I have to think about it. Seventy-one years of age, no womenfolk around, and none likely to be either in the immediate future. The shameful truth is: I have never cooked a meal in my entire life.




 





Firstly, I have to wash and slice the vegetables. This will take some time. A severed nerve in my right forearm has left three fingers of my right hand paralyzed. I know I won’t be able to grip the knife firmly. For that matter, I was unable to sign my application for Attendance Allowance last week without using both hands. Not that the left hand is in much better nick. Since the operation last autumn for a broken humerus, when Dr Levi down in the Southern General Hospital had inserted pins in my upper left arm, I haven’t been able to raise my left arm above shoulder level. The little consultant confessed to me before I went into the operating theatre that he was having second thoughts about the complexity of the procedure after looking at the X-rays. Since then I’ve had a hundred thoughts that I ought to have had the operation done in a BUPA hospital. It could be worse, he consoled me afterwards. Although the limb would never be as supple as it was, at least there would be no more pain. With a snout full of morphine, I had to agree with him.


The pain I felt when I took the drunken tumble into a wrought-iron gate was truly excruciating. I had been returning to my tiny ‘studio flat’ in Lora Drive with a cargo of booze one Sunday evening last summer, when I felt dizzy and thought I’d better take a rest on the steps of a path in the front garden of a neighbour. I never made it. As I pushed the gate open I fell with my arms extended through the vertical iron bars. A bone from my upper left arm was actually protruding from the skin. I felt it in my right arm too: a sharp, stabbing pain in the elbow.


A couple out walking their dog discovered me lying on my stomach on the wet pavement, both arms entwined in the gate’s bars. They promptly telephoned for an ambulance. The paramedics administered oxygen on the way to the Accident and Emergency department.


Unfortunately, there was an unprecedented press of patients waiting to go under the knife for hip, knee, foot and arm operations, so that I was confined to bed until a ‘window’ presented itself. The harrowing ordeal over the next three weeks or so was compounded of morphine, co-codamol and bed rest. There had been perhaps too much of the latter. I developed bed sores. I lusted for tobacco. I was unable to read to pass the weary hours. I had no reading glasses on my person when I fell.


Eventually, the day of the operation dawned. Levi painted a line on my arm where he was going to make an incision. Somebody injected something in the back of my hand. In a short time I passed out.


When I came round, I experienced a warm, drowsy feeling of well-being. Despite having been warned that I’d probably be sick after the general anaesthetic, I hoovered up the toast and Marmite I was offered. Later on, I enjoyed the first deep sleep I’d had in months.


Unfortunately, my appetite severely diminished after that, and by the time I was discharged my weight was down to just over eight stones. For a person of my height – I used to be a six-footer, though I’ve shrunk with advancing years – this weight loss was a source of worry. My fertile imagination projected all kinds of uninformed diagnoses: cancer, MS, motor-neurone disease.


I was at my GP’s only last Friday and I’m just over the ten-stone mark now. 


“Well?” I said.


“Well, honestly, Mr Maclean, I’m delighted for you,” Dr Russell said.


“Hmmph,” I snorted. “I weighed around thirteen stone when I was boxing for the university.”


“You’re gaining weight, slowly but steadily,” young Dr Russell said. “And that’s without the use of steroids. Well done.” He smiled at me as though awarding me the Dux Medal at Bellahouston Academy, my old secondary school.


I asked him about the severed nerve in my right arm, and he told me that at my age it would take over a year to repair itself. I felt like punching him out.


“Of course, you’ll have to continue with the exercises,” he said.


The exercises involved raising my right arm to shoulder level and wiggling the fingers of my hand. The last time I had attempted this little manoeuvre was on the aisle seat of the 34 bus going to Govan. Not surprisingly, this prompted two male passengers of dubious sexual orientation to wave back at me. Upon reaching the terminus, my cheeks ablaze, I trapped for the underground station like Dwayne Chambers.


“Yeah,” I drawled thoughtfully. “I’ll be doing that in the privacy of my home.”


The doctor smiled again, but this time rather oddly.




 





Now, as I stand looking at the foodstuffs on the worktop, my smile is a bit odd too. I suffer a twinge of apprehension as I recall the prodigious obstacle course I had to negotiate in Morrisons to obtain all this gear. Vegetable oil, tortilla wraps, macaroni … I had secured the lot. But at enormous psychic cost!


The truth is that I had made these purchases only by exerting almost superhuman will-power. I’ve known for a long time that I’m allergic to the food aisles in supermarkets. Every time I’d trawl through the shelves of exotic food I would be assailed by a top of the Richter scale panic attack. I always felt the aisles were narrowing in on me, and I would be convinced that I’d never escape to the more sedate pastures of the bakery counter which lay at right angles to the Valley of Hell.


I experienced no such anxiety, of course, when patrolling the fish counter and especially the richly-stocked alcohol shelves. But finding the macaroni in the international food section induced a kind of St Vitus’s Dance, in which I leaped from side to side in response to the strange names of the goods on the shelves. As I searched for the macaroni, labels swam into vision. ‘Ainsley Harriot Cous Cous’, ‘Bulgar Wheat’, ‘Yellow Split Peas’ – aarrgh! ‘Hearts of Palm’, ‘Sushi Nori’, ‘Passata’ – eek! ‘Pasta Rigate’, ‘Cavatappi’, ‘Sun Dried Chillies’ – oops! I stagger into a shelf of Penne Tricolore, lose my balance and go down. I am up in a flash, and with a fixed maniacal grin on my face, I grab a packet of macaroni and, cool and dignified, I saunter to the check-out.




 





Buzz! Inexplicable panic: there’s someone at the outside door of my building. Can it be sheriff’s officers looking to recover the debt I owe the Halifax Bank of Scotland? Jesus! Why isn’t there a resident Free Church minister in this building? I want to repent. I am a sinner!


With my left hand I lift the receiver on the wall with difficulty. “Hi,” I gasp. “Yes, this is Norman Maclean … who are you? What? … a workman. Right, come on up.” I press the black button on the console with the paralyzed forefinger of my right hand to release the lock on the outside door.


I open the door to my flat and stand in stocking soles on the concrete landing, looking down. I watch the laborious ascent of an overweight middle-aged man, bulky in luminous parka, as he slowly climbs the two flights of stairs to where I stand. Breathing hard, he scatters mud from his stout work boots behind him.


“Have you got a key for the drying area downstairs, buddy?” he says. “We’re going to put some more scaffolding up at the gable end.”


“Yeah,” I say uninterestedly, retrieving an awl-shaped tool from the hook in the hallway and handing it to him.


“Cheers, mate,” he mumbles insincerely. “We’ll return it to you when we get back.”


“You’re leaving the job now?” I say.


“Aye,” he says, as though I am some kind of retard who doesn’t understand that what he is about to do is the most normal thing in the world in the building trade. “Something’s come up.” He turns and clatters down the stairs.


Since the fourth of February, this has been happening with baffling frequency. A sole workman with a generator and electric drill will be scrambling along the scaffolding that decorates our building, affixing thermal sheeting to the original walls, which will later be pebble-dashed. The next minute he’ll be gone, for no apparent reason. 


Shaking my head in disbelief, I return to my spotless kitchen. Part of me is irritated that these ageing goons are taking so long. I recalled an army of Indian tradesmen and labourers, admittedly hundreds of them, erecting a one-hundred-and-thirty-roomed hotel in Muscat in Oman within a week. Another part of me is glad that, because of the lack of organization and native indolence of this Scottish platoon, I won’t receive a bill for this work for some time. The Glasgow Housing Association, the building’s factor, has informed us all, tenants and house owners, in a self-congratulatory letter sent just before Christmas, that it is their intention to execute a staggering total of 1.2 million repairs city-wide, at the cost of a mammoth £135 million. My share is to be a mere nine-and-a-half thousand pounds. I was assured by letter that the refurbishment would take thirty years off the appearance of the building, and would enhance the value of my home. I thought that unless somebody could refurbish my decrepit old body and enhance my value in the eyes of the manager of the local Bank of Scotland, I would have to consider grabbing a sawn-off shotgun and making an unauthorized withdrawal from another Scottish bank.


Nine and a half thousand pounds! Every cell in my brain and body sagged. I felt symptoms of terminal blood-sweat coming on.


I forced myself to contemplate the ingredients for my stew once more. Nothing else for it. Deep breath. I carefully, even gingerly, place the meat, vegetables and macaroni in the slow cooker. I submerge the lot in nearly a pint of water. And? I pray to Delia and Jamie before switching the apparatus on and turning the dial to ‘Automatic’. I am hopeful that something nourishing will emerge in about eight hours’ time.


On stiff legs I totter into the living room. Plonking my sagging limbs on the little two-seater sofa, I make a swift inventory of the place. The blazing electric fire to my left, with various pipe and practice chanters propped against the wood surround, reminds me of how my puny savings account is positively haemorrhaging money while I am unable to generate cash. Doing stand-up comedy gigs in the north is simply out of the question because of my poor physical condition. There would be no more playing of the Highland bagpipe for some time, if ever.


About two months ago, I had the notion that I’d accompany a small group of pipers and drummers from Strathclyde Police Pipe Band to Beijing some time in early summer. Once there, the idea was to lay down some backing tapes to which the full band would play at the grand opening of the 2008 Olympic Games. My contribution would have been a minuscule one. In the voice of God I’d declaim some overblown lines I had composed some years earlier as a replacement anthem for ‘Flower of Scotland’.






Side by side we stand together,


’Neath the flag of blue and white:


We salute you now and ever,


And our souls are filled with pride.


CHORUS


In my heart, a flame is burning


For the land where I belong,


Thoughts of homeland aye returning,


Here in Scotland, blood is strong.


RECITATIVE


We are neither conquerors nor conquered.


We prize freedom above all else.


We offer peace and love to those who share our ideals –


Harmony, decency and hope to the world from ourselves. 








As well as missing out on this jaunt, I’d probably also lose the chance to show off as a member of the Sons of Scotland Pipes and Drums at the World Pipe Band Championship on Glasgow Green in August. I suppose this Winnipeg-based outfit would – how does the locution go? – have to try it without me.


At my feet lies a yellowing press cutting that has been laying siege to my mind for about a fortnight. I pick it up and read slowly. There it is, a full centre-spread with a quarter page of me grinning inanely into the lens. 


STORMIN’ NORMAN: AN EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW


GRAEME DONOHOE


Sunday Mail, Friday 10th December 1999


The bizarre life and times of the crazy comic who was … Mugged up the Amazon … Shanghaied in Bangkok … Kidnapped in Michigan … Stripped bare in Mexico … Blown up in ritzy hotel! 







 





“The last time I was cast in a movie, Bill Forsyth signed me up for a part in Comfort and Joy in 1983, but I lasted just three days.


“He made the massive mistake of putting me up in an all-expenses-paid hotel for a weekend – and of course, it had a well-stocked mini-bar.


“I was on the phone straight away to my pals, who were right over to enjoy brandies on the account with me for a full weekend – the bill was about £3000.


“Bill was a really nice guy, but I knew I’d blown it and had no complaints when I was thrown off set.”


The Gaelic comic is also currently lining up a series of festive gigs, and has written a new novel, Keino.


Norman, sporting a black eye after a boozy session led to him being mugged outside a Glasgow pub, has been off the demon drink for a month.


And the man who wrote and starred in Gaelic soap Machair, and boasts Sean Connery and Billy Connolly as fans of his comedy, has vowed to keep it that way.


But he insists he has no regrets – boasting some of the most incredible boozing stories ever.


Amazingly, Norman hit the headlines three years ago after going for a pint in Govan – and waking up in Thailand married to a local girl called PORN!


The funnyman has ligged, gigged and swigged in exotic bars across the globe.


He said: “I started the morning in Govan and got a notion of seeing my daughter in Hong Kong. She then told me I was looking a little pale and booked me a trip to Thailand – it was right up there with launching the Titanic, what a mistake!


“The next thing I remember was waking up and finding photos and documents beside my passport that told me I’d got married to a girl called Porn.


“The memory’s very hazy, but I can just about remember exchanging rings in a Buddhist temple near Pattaya, with all these baldy men in yellow suits bouncing around. It was like a dream, until Porn turned up with all sorts of documents and made me promise to take her to Scotland.


“The last time I saw her was at Bangkok Airport – I had to call her and explain I had to get divorced, because I was already married….” 


Even at home in Scotland barmy Norman has managed to wreak havoc.


On his 1995 Highland tour, blitzed Norman was found snoring in Fort William divorcee Linda MacGillivray’s bed, after stumbling into the wrong HOUSE.


Hotels are put on red alert wherever he goes, after he accidentally blew one up and set another on fire. [Not uncharacteristically, in this interview with Graeme I seem to be running along a current of low-voltage humour, as I do to this day, even when describing harrowing events. Old habits, as the English proverb has it, die hard.]


He said, “The time I blew up the hotel, I’d sneaked into the kitchen to make soup, but left the gas on after passing out drunk. Unfortunately, before anyone realized it, another guest had needed a cigarette and had nipped into the kitchen for a crafty drag. But no one was badly hurt, even though the explosion blew the roof off.


“The second time wasn’t as bad – it was only my room that was damaged by the flames after I fell asleep while smoking a fag. I’m not proud of pestering firemen for an ashtray while they were trying to put the fire out.”


Manic Norman revealed how fans Billy Connolly and Sean Connery warned him alcohol would blight his comic talents. He said: “Billy Connolly was just hitting the big time in 1980 when he asked me to do a gig for him after hearing my tapes.


“He was doing a cycle run from Glasgow to Inverness, and he’d have guest entertainers to join him on tour for gigs along the way. He’d insisted on getting this Teuchter guy from Oban, which was me, to go to Aviemore, and we got on famously …”




 





I crumple this shameful cutting, toss it into the bin by my side and resume my examination of the kitsch before me.


Ahead of me, the Panasonic television receiver, permanently on ‘standby’, glares red-eyed at me. On top of that my Sony mini-system, the CD element of which went on the fritz three months ago, displays flashing green lights indicating the various electronic marvels it commands: radio, cassette-player, mini-disk player and the CD player which had suffered some kind of nervous breakdown. I rise and go to the cheap ghetto-blaster I had been forced to purchase in Asda, and snap on a CD of Ana Gabriel. 


As her depraved voice fills the room with the essential mysteriousness of her native Mexico and the essential bravery of her people, I glance at the cheaply framed photographs and prints that adorn the walls. Topmost is a colour photograph of ‘Norman Maclean of Glen Gloy’, a pedigree bull for which an Arab syndicate paid an astronomical sum of money at Perth sales about six years ago.


Next to it hangs a music manuscript of a two-four competition pipe march, ‘Norman Maclean of Lora’, composed by a young lad, Griogair Labhruidh, who wrote the piece in my honour four years ago. Griogair used to come to my place frequently for Gaelic language practice. There is also a rather cheesy watercolour cartoon of me in Highland dress bearing the legend ‘Presenting the Tallest Story Competition, “Storming” Norman Maclean’.


On the wooden mantelpiece stands a photograph of my favourite stepson, Martin. Incredibly handsome he looks in morning-dress in Jamaica on the day of his wedding to Linda.


On top of the television set I see, with unutterable sadness, a photograph of my late mother, Peigi Bheag, Wee Peggy, descending the steps of a plane in Benbecula some thirty years ago. (A blown up black-and-white photograph of my father, Niall Mòr, Big Neil, looms over me in the bedroom.)


Beside the television stands a photograph of my sister, Lorna, taken around 1961. She was a pretty girl, dressed simply in a sleeveless cotton shift my mother had made for her, glowing with health. It is hard to believe that this smiling, vibrant lassie at the age of seventeen would be taken from us within eight years.


On either side of the doorway to the bedroom there were three framed documents: one, a parchment from the Sony Radio Awards, stating that for my work with Moray Firth Radio in Inverness I had been awarded a bronze – that is, third place – in the sub-category of Short Radio Feature in the Grosvenor Hotel in London in 1991. The second framed image is a watercolour painting of Oban Bay; in the background, the Argyll Mansions and McCaig’s Tower. It was in the Mansions that Peigi, my wife, the kids, Kareen, Donald, Martin and I lived happily in the early eighties. Since it was from Oban, the present home of Peigi from whom I’m separated, the ‘crock-pot’ was sent this morning, my gaze does not linger on that scene.


The third and last decoration to be seen is a photograph, in colour, of Srathan schoolhouse at the head of Loch Arkaig in Inverness-shire. At the foot of the brae leading downhill from the first school I ever attended, the low-slung outline of Srathan House, my home during the war years, can be seen. In the background the peaks of Streap and Sgurr Thuilm lower. I spend a long time gazing at this photograph.


A plan was forming in my mind, triggered by a chance meeting with a clairvoyant in Leith which I will describe later. I would tell the story of my life – a mixture of monologue and autobiography. Glancing to my right, I knew there would be a darkness coming to my old computer in the corner, a manadh, an omen of doom. I would have to record my lifelong history of alcohol abuse, however painful that might prove to be. I determined to make an honest, but not seamless, documentary of my life, which had been rangier than most. I had been aware for some time that somewhere a faint hairline fracture in my sense of belonging had occurred. The thought came to me that my search for the truth of things in the scrambled past was perilously close to folly. I do not know if extradition from Mexico, escape from the Cass Corridor in Detroit, being held up at gun-point in Quebec, or owning a West Highland hotel for all of twenty minutes, all formed threads in a pattern of self-destructive behaviour. But I felt that they did, or, at the very least, that they were more than connective tissue between the start and finish of my days.


I would throw everything onto the hard disc of the processor and hope fervently that something – absolution and insight for me, perhaps, and, hopefully, recognition or diversion for the reader – would emerge … in time.


I am going in.



















1


Srathan





My intense involvement with the Gaelic language had begun in Srathan House at the head of Loch Arkaig in 1940, when I was three. (Obviously, I must have heard my parents prattling in the language in Glasgow prior to this, but I have no recollection of any time before taking off for the north out of the city.) My mother and I had left Glasgow where I was born – I remember nothing about our departure, which had been prompted by fear of Hitler’s bombs – and gone to live with the family of her uncle, James Macdonald, or Seumas Mòr mac Aonghais ’ic Iain Mhòir, Big Jimmy, son of Angus, son of Big John.


Children like me were known as ‘evacuees’, which I thought a romantic term. Not that I was on any official government scheme: kids of Irish descent in the city were being sent to grandparents in Donegal and young Glasgow Gaels made for ancestral homes all over the West Highlands and Islands. James was head shepherd on Cameron of Lochiel’s estate, and he and his wife, Mary, and their children, Kenny, Annie, Bella, Nan, Murdo and Christopher, all showed great kindness towards my mother and me during the years spanning World War II. My father, Niall Mòr mac Iain Eòghainn Ruaidh, Big Neil, son of John, son of Red-haired Ewan, was serving as bosun on the merchant ships of the Donaldson Line that sailed out of Prince’s Dock during this period.


When I was five I joined the rest of the Macdonald clan – Bella, Nan, Murdo and Christopher and two Robertson brothers, whose father, a Skyeman, was the shepherd in Kinlocharkaig – in the little corrugated-iron schoolhouse that stood on the main road three hundred yards up the hill, to be taught the alphabet by a neurotic spinster called Miss MacLean.


On a frosty Saturday I looked across the loch to the slopes of the hill known as A’ Bheinn Bhàn, The Fair Ben, at a spot beside Muic Burn in the company of my maternal grand-uncle. As the senior shepherd on Lochiel’s estate – he would be over sixty then – Seumas Mòr used to rove the estate, with me in tow, repairing bridges and burying dead sheep. I was familiar with every foot of the crooked little road that skirted the north shore of Loch Arkaig, a deep freshwater trench that stretched for thirteen miles from east to west between two crouching ridges. On the slopes on either side, among the birch and rowan trees, great lumps of rock had burst forth from the earth, mere slivers of the planet’s ancient bones laid bare by glacial action. It struck me with some force that only a handful of people remained on earth who could put names to the little streams in their eternal dance from the north. Certainly their names were on my lips that morning, and I intoned them softly, again and again, like an invocation before prayer: Abhainn Ghlinn Dheasairigh, The Glendessary River, Abhainn Dhearg an t-Srathain, The Red River of Srathan, Abhainn Mhurlagain, Murlagan River, Allt a’ Chùirn Ghil, The Stream of the White Cairn, Sruth Chùinnich, The Burn of the Drying Place, and at the far end, Allt na Canaich, The Stream of the Bog-cotton.


Whatever our business, whether heading eastward or returning home to Srathan, we always stopped beside the little waterfall at Muic to allow Rosie, our Clydesdale mare, to come out of the shafts of the cart for a while so that she might get a drink and a bite.


On that morning, with the slopes on the far side a shimmering cascade of red-gold leaves, I asked him what Uist was like, as I had heard from gossip at the dinner table that Miss MacLean would be retiring soon and perhaps the little school would be closed for good. Peigi Bheag and I might be moving to Benbecula in the future. He said that Benbecula was so far out in the west that I would be able to see America as clearly as I could the trees on the Beinn Bhàn. He told me too that my true father, Niall Mòr, Big Neil, would be coming ashore from the sea when the war ended and that we would have a home in Glasgow where my parents and I would live like a normal family.


“Oh, you won’t be away for long, Norman,” he said in Gaelic. “You’ll go on so many trips to America from Cladach Oighrig Iain Dhoirbh, the Shoreland of Effie, daughter of Crabbed John, that your father will think you’re a Red Indian when you meet up with him in Glasgow.” Years afterwards I understood he had been trying to impart a cheerful tone to bad news. He would have known that my father had no intention of coming ashore for some time yet, and that Peigi Bheag, Wee Peggy, and her son would have to go and live among relatives yet again if I was to receive any schooling.


I didn’t appreciate it at the time, but I was extremely fortunate to have received such intense pre-school instruction from Seumas. Not only did he teach me practical things like telling the time, using an old, battered alarm clock, along with the most expeditious method of yoking and harnessing Rosie to the cart, but he stimulated and nurtured a lifetime interest in narrative, both fictitious and historical.


“O, ghràidhein nan daoin’, Oh, beloved of men,” he’d rumble as we proceeded towards Achnacarry at the eastern end of the loch. “Did I ever tell you of the time I went to visit my sister, Annag – your grandmother – down yonder in Glasgow? I was shepherding in Baile nan Cailleach, Nunton, in Benbecula at the time.


“My mother was still alive in Old Mill. Indifference upon you, boy, I arrived in Queen Street station in Glasgow dressed in my finest crotal, russet tweed plus-fours, and with seven working dogs on leather leashes, and after making a lot of enquiries from wee Glaswegians on the streets I made my way to the Govan Road. My sister was living in a house in Mair Street, just off this road.


“Bitter fortune, or perhaps it was what I had in a flask in my jacket pocket,” he said “made me miss my stop, and I arrived at Govan Cross before I got myself and the dogs off the tramcar.


“Uill, he said, with a heavy sigh. “Dh’èirich an t-aimhleas orm, Mischief befell me. I didn’t know that the date was the twelfth of July, the day of the Orange Walk. The second thing was, I shouldn’t have spent as much time in the ale-house draining glasses of Demerara. You see, Norman, your grandmother was always red-hot against the drink, and I knew that she’d be fumbling against my limbs to find out if I had smuggled any contraband into her house. So, I’m afraid …


“I ended up an grunnd Ifhreann, in the bowels of Hell,” he said, obviously reliving his ordeal. “Somehow me and the dogs joined a flute band. The beasts were terrified of the din made by the big drum and strained at their leashes. I attempted to control them but was being dragged from one side of the main road to the other.


“Then the bombardment started at the corner of Neptune Street, known as the Irish Channel. Men, women and children threw beer and wine bottles at the marchers, but for some reason I was the main target.” 


I could almost hear this rabble of southern Irish descent retelling this skirmish in the wine shops they frequented.


What? Well, you see, Michael, this big Orange bastard wearing an orange suit and with a herd of wild dogs pulling him about was obviously the main man in this band. So that’s why we pelted him with the bottles and bricks. Did we enjoy it?


“No,” said Seumas sadly, “I didn’t like that experience at all. Fortunately, your uncle James, who’s called after me, had been sent out by your granny to find me. And he did, and the dear boy brought me safely home to Mair Street.


“No, I never wore that suit ever again,” he concluded, “and I had to destroy the dogs when I got back to Uist. Their nerves were never the same after the attack. They couldn’t gather in hens.”


But it was not the punchy, humorous personal anecdotes where he was always the victim that entertained me. I was astonished at the amount of history he had in his head about every place he had ever lived in.


“Shuas an sin aig tuath, Up there to the north,” he’d say, as we trundled in the cart headed for Achnacarry. He waved his left arm as we passed Murlaggan. “Up there lie the Disputed Lands of Loch Arkaig. The great feud of the Camerons with the Mackintoshes over the ownership of the lands of Glenloy and Locharkaig, one of the bitterest feuds in Highland history, continued for three hundred and fifty years.


“The Camerons were a warlike race, whose rallying cry was ‘A Chlanna nan con, thigibh an seo, ’s gheibh sibh feòil! Sons of dogs, come hither, and you will get flesh!’ Donald Cameron of Lochiel, known as ‘The Gentle Lochiel’, was a staunch Jacobite. When Prince Charles Edward Stuart landed in Moidart in 1745, without troops, munitions or money, Lochiel was loath to commit his clan, but the Prince persuaded him. Had Lochiel refused to raise his clan, no rising would have been possible. The Camerons fought with great bravery throughout the campaign. After the fatal battle of Culloden, the Prince was hidden in caves and huts near Achnacarry by a band of devoted Camerons.


“Now listen to this, my little hero,” Seumas said in a conspiratorial whisper. “On the third of May two French ships, the Mars and Bellona, arrived in Loch nan Uamh. The ships carried arms, money and brandy for the campaign, but the ship’s master refused to hand over the money without the proper authority. Three of HM’s ships, Greyhound, Baltimore and Terror, arrived in the loch. During the naval action that followed, the cargo was off-loaded by Coll MacDonald of Barrisdale’s men, who got drunk on the brandy and accidentally blew up a barrel of gunpowder. During the confusion the gold went missing. The Mars and Bellona managed to beat off the attack and slipped out to sea, making good their escape to France.


“What happened to the 35,000 Louis d’or?” he hissed. “It was buried in several parcels about Loch Arkaig amid much secrecy.” He waved his hand in the direction of Allt na Caillich, which we were passing at that moment, and with a wry smile said: “You never know, Norman. Maybe you’ll find the equivalent of nearly three million pounds on these shores one day.” I was speechless for the rest of the journey to Achnacarry.


Once we reached the Ford of Arkaig, he resumed his history lesson to the rapt small boy. “Here,” he intoned, “took place the last confrontation between the Camerons and the Mackintoshes in 1665 when the long feud between the two clans was settled.”


Where, I wondered, did get all this stuff? It certainly wasn’t from books. He was unable to read, or even speak, English. “No England here,” he’d shout at the visiting ‘toffs’ who’d visit Srathan on their way to the hill to shoot stags.


This was a mystery that was to bedevil me for many a year until I came across a passage about the oral tradition written by John Lorne Campbell of Canna:




‘It is difficult to make the extent of the Gaelic oral tradition … credible to persons who have had no contact with such a thing. It is not a question of a few people knowing some songs or stories by heart and reciting them occasionally at some party or concert: it is a case of numbers of people knowing forty or fifty traditional songs, or scores of stories, and not the same songs or stories, but often different ones, so that the total runs into thousands of different songs and many hundreds of different stories …


‘Communities where an oral tradition predominates are so much out of the experience of the modern Western world that it is extremely difficult for anyone without first-hand knowledge to imagine how a language can be cultivated without being written to any extent, or what oral history is like, or how it is propagated and added to from generation to generation. The consciousness of the Gaelic mind may be described as possessing historical continuity and religious sense; it may be said to exist in a vertical plane. The consciousness of the modern Western world, on the other hand, may be said to exist in a horizontal plane, possessing breadth and extent, dominated by a scientific materialism and a concern with purely contemporary happenings. There is a profound difference between the two mental attitudes, which represent the different spirits of different ages, and are very much in conflict.’





My initial response as a student in my first year at university was to dismiss this as a load of old tosh. Then I became less sure. There was no doubt that my prosbaig or telescope was trained on the vertical plane in both Lochaber and later on in Uist, though it started to waver on the horizontal plane as it embraced what was laughingly called higher education. I’d come to the conclusion that this dual consciousness laid the foundation for the cultural schizophrenia I’ve suffered all my life, and still suffer from to this day.


I received a premonition of this ‘conflict’ one dark and stormy night in January 1942. As Christopher and I lay snugly in bed, covered by heaps of blankets, listening to a cold, slanting merciless rain rattling against the windows, we became aware that visitors had arrived at the house. Muffled voices, shuffling feet and unidentifiable bumps downstairs drew us on tiptoe to the living room, where a strange sight greeted our eyes. The room was full of soldiers, maybe a dozen of them, in drenched khaki uniforms covered by ponchos. They were carrying rifles, haversacks and rucksacks which they were in the process of divesting themselves of in full view of the family, and two wide-eyed little boys who stood in the doorway. The flashes on their shoulders proclaimed POLSKA, and the sibilant language they spoke in declared that they came from Eastern Europe. Later I found out that they were trainee commandos from Spean Bridge who had set off on a night exercise, got hopelessly lost in the mist and rain, and had sought shelter from Seumas. How the old man had understood the request was a mystery. 


The Polish captain commanded only limited English and Seumas had next to none. Doubtless the numerous bottles of vodka that were crowded on the table and the dresser made communication a little easier. Our old patriarch said they could sleep in the hay shed, but it was early yet and it would be churlish of him to refuse the gifts his very grateful visitors had brought him. The night passed in wild carouse of drinking and music and, not only were the wee interlopers allowed to remain up, but they too were the recipients of gifts from the soldiers. Thick slabs of dark chocolate were taken from emergency ration tins and piled into our laps. As I listened to a young Pole sing to the delight of the Macdonald females, there was the sense that everything that was going on was right. The total unexpectedness of the faint revelation that followed set my mind in turmoil. The curvature of the earth, I told myself, promised new people and experiences just beyond the horizon.


Night after night, during the final quarter of the year I spent in the glen, our house would be full of people who used to come air chèilidh, visiting. They would come, men and women who knew hardship as they knew the Shorter Catechism. Along with members of the Macdonald clan – Seumas, his wife Màiri, three daughters and two sons (Kenny was fighting with the Cameron Highlanders in North Africa), Wee Peggy and I included – there would always be two or three unmarried shepherds, a gamekeeper from Glendessary and a quartet of woodcutters from Achnacarry. With the sour smell of damp wool steadily growing stronger we would find a place to sit as best we could in the glow of the hissing Tilley lamp, which stood on the kitchen table. Crìsdean, Christopher, the youngest of the Macdonald family, and I would crouch on the linoleum on the floor with our arms around our knees, and more often than not there would be a pair of retired collie dogs lying between us. Between the window seat, or beingidh, and the big black ‘American’ stove, a clumsily-made radio-receiver about the size of a gravestone with a cloth front made of some linen-type material, stood on a pile of cuboid batteries together with an accumulator. My grand-uncle always lolled in the big armchair beside the stove, his big piper’s hand tightly gripping a mug of strong tea that got constantly topped up by his wife, Màiri, or by his daughters, Anabella and Nan. There was another daughter, Annag or Annie, the eldest member of the family now that Kenny had left home, who had contracted tuberculosis in Austria while serving in the WRAC. But Seumas Mòr would never allow her to do anything in the house. My mother, his sister’s daughter, always tuned the needle of the radio to somewhere between Hilversum and Prague so that we could hear the news bulletins, and I suspect that she and Annag were the only ones in the room who fully understood the English language of the newsreader.


Certainly, the two youngest sons, Murchadh and Crìsdean, and I did not gather from the clipped gibberish that whined out of the box that the war was coming to an end. Christopher and I would be making preparation for the entertainment to follow.


We would bring out the violin and the practice chanter, a battered old set of Glen bagpipes and a wheezy button-key melodeon with two spoons on the bass end that could only produce hoarse farmyard noises. Annag and some of the lads would descend on the instruments like a pit-stop crew at Monza as soon as the broadcast ended and the old man turned off the radio. “Chan eil sinn ach a’ caitheamh nam bataraidh, We’re only wasting the batteries,” he’d mutter darkly. Very soon, loping jigs and fast, lively reels would be heard, to the accompaniment of much hand-clapping and stamping of feet. The adults who were not playing instruments formed partners and with crossed hands swung in circles on the spot, and Seumas Mòr himself would get up, raise his arms aloft and perform rapid heel-toe shuffles in the centre of the room.


When they tired of the dancing everyone took a turn at singing, playing or telling a story. My mother would sing a song about a young girl married to an old man whom she did not love. Horo chan eil cadal orm, Horo I am not sleepy, was the first line of it, and as the words swelled in her mouth I could taste some of the great longing that was eating away at her and making her voice so plaintive at that time. It was clear, however, that she was still hopeful; because when she sang the slightly ribald lyrics she would wink and smile. She was always a great hit with the company.


“Siuthad, a Mhurchaidh, thoir dhuinn òran, Come on, Murdo, give us a song,” Seumas Mòr ordered. Murdo, about twelve or thirteen years of age at the time, would rise, place both hands on the back of a kitchen chair and launch into ‘Mo Nighean Donn nam Meall-shùilean, My Brown-Haired Girl of the Bewitching Eyes’. Crìsdean too would make a contribution. When he shouldered the bagpipe I would feel warmth filling my entire body as he played with thick, clumsy fingers ‘Fhir a Dhìreas am Bealach, You who traverse the Pass’. 






You who traverse the pass,


Carry my greetings to the little glen in the north,


And tell my beloved


That my love is steadfast and enduring.


I shall not take another


Nor suffer the mention of one


Until you, love, reject me,


And I’ll not accept from others that you hate me.










After I wrote this, I looked up at my favourite photograph. It was now time. I sat rock-steady in my swivel chair. Suddenly the gap between me and the ancient versifier narrowed. My heart was beating more slowly and I felt that my being was no more than another stone in the eternity of the glen. I remembered that beyond Srathan to the west only a rough track snaked between Sgurr na Cìche, The Hill of the Breast, and the Beinn Dhearg, the Red Mountain, until it reached the deserted shores of Loch Nevis and, past that, the Sound of Sleat, and then, much further on, the Atlantic Ocean. I recalled the vast boulders that supported the jetty at the loch’s end. These were rocks, dressed by fire and hammer, which battled against choppy wavelets, the very same waters which for all time washed the great continents of the globe. I tried to remember exactly what it was about this loch and its tributary streams that reminded me of my travels to the four red corners of creation.


I made a vow to dive into darkness. I have made Seumas Mòr, my granduncle, my guide through the randomness of my life. Old Seumas would guide me in the sad and funny story of a man who failed to fulfil early promise, the story that began at the head of a Highland loch and would surely end in a cosy little flat on the south side of Glasgow. The old man’s tongue would tell what happened to young Tormod, Norman, in the years between. It would tell about what happened to the various people who loved him and whom he loved. And I decided to let the old man’s voice tell what Tormod did that was so wrong that he became addicted to alcohol. I quoted silently to myself his own words from sixty-five years ago. “Siuthad, a Sheumais, Come on, James, sit forward in your chair! Amuse, amaze and move every one of us.”
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Benbecula





The increasingly eccentric behaviour of Miss MacLean – she used to cycle from her lodgings in Ardechive with her newly washed silk stockings tied to the handlebars to dry – was alarming pupils and parents alike. When she started to issue tin plates and spoons at the beginning of each day and fill them with Creamola pudding. we pupils got worried. She would order us to eat.


“A-nis, a chlann, Now, children,” she’d say, “listen carefully, please. When you’ve licked every morsel off your plate I want the boys to undo the top three buttons of their trousers. Everyone will fold arms, boys and girls. Heads down on folded arms, and sleep!”


And we did as she ordered. Around mid-afternoon she would put us all on the shake, and as soon as we had slowly come round she’d send us home. This lunatic regime might have lasted for a month or so. One day the father of Myles Robertson asked his son what did he get in school that day. “Oh, just the same old thing,” replied the boy. “Creamola pudding and a nice norrag [snooze] afterwards.” The Skyeman was onto it in a flash. Before long he had notified Seumas Mòr of this madness, and even Lochiel himself was apprised of the situation. One day, when we were in mid-Creamola, the door burst open and three nurses in whites came in, subdued the hysterical teacher and carted her off to Craig Dunain, the psychiatric hospital in Inverness. “Slàn leibh, So long,” I whispered. I never saw her again. I never put yellow food in my mouth again either.


No replacement teacher could be found and the school was closed. The final step was to transfer Christopher, my mother and myself to Benbecula. My thoughts vacillated between fear and hope in my final days in the glen. Down the north shore of Loch Arkaig we went, the three of us, in the old ramshackle ambulance that served as the estate workers’ bus, all the way down from Srathan to Fort William. Onwards then we went to Mallaig on a steam-train. My most vivid memory of that particular lap of our journey was that it was cold tea from an old whisky bottle we drank, and that the scones filled with salt butter and crowdie we ate were in a brown paper parcel tied with white string.


We sailed across to Lochboisdale in the steerage section of the steam packet, the Lochmòr, and the clanking of the train and the smell of oatmeal bread gave way to the crash of breaking crockery, the moans of the passengers and the appalling stink of vomit. One thing that stands out about that stormy voyage was the comfort I was offered by an old woman from North Uist, a Mrs Taylor by name, who, without expression, rubbed my bare feet, which were plump and as brown as berries, between her rough hands. There was nothing sexual in the contact. It was performed in an absent-minded way; it was if she demanded physical contact with a young stranger in circumstances that reminded her of her own children many years previously.


The people who lined the pier at Lochboisdale, maybe thirty or forty of them, were dressed differently from the people in Lochaber. Only on the monthly provision runs to Fort William on the estate bus had I seen more folk in one place. The older women were wearing woollen cloth coats, all with self-coloured headscarves the tails of which were flapping furiously in a keen breeze.


The teenaged girls favoured tightly-belted raincoats and went bareheaded, black locks – they were mostly dark of hair and skin, though there were a few blondes among them – streaming back from finely chiselled features. The males formed two distinct sartorial groups. The older men, those above thirty, wore old woollen trousers tucked into Wellingtons below old jackets of dress suits. Glimpses of home-knitted jerseys of Fair Isle and Aran patterns peeped between the jacket buttons. The younger men were altogether more flashy. The pastel suits, bought from the Arab ‘bum-boats’ in the Gulf or in the Suez Canal, looked as though they were made out of Kleenex. These were the young merchant seamen on whom almost the entire economy of South Uist was founded. They shared one item of apparel with their fathers and uncles: the black beret, very much like the Basque Boina, pulled backwards over the head until it stood amost perpendicular to the back of their shirt collars. This was a role-sign I would have to adopt myself if I wanted to assimilate.


The island road north was at the centre of what seemed, if viewed from an airplane, the spine of a long-dead animal. To the west, little roads ran to crofting townships like Askernish, Frobost, Milton, Stiligarry, Ormacleit, Howbeg, Gerinish and Eochar. To the east there was Loch Eynort and the twin peaks of Hecla and Beinn Mhor; leading to Loch Skipport was the track to Oransay and Lochcarnan.


I could see no soil that could be cultivated, and the greenery that had sprouted was only coarse grass, thick clumps of heather and occasional clumps of wind-bent trees. The relentless whistle of the wind and splashes of rain assailed the little bus as it chugged past dark lochans surrounded by reeds and willows. People got off and on the bus at each road end. One young stud stumbled towards the front of the bus to alight, a half-bottle of Martell brandy stuffed carelessly in the hip pocket of a dress suit, the tail of the jacket raised ostentatiously to reveal his cargo. I understood instinctively that this bottle with the wired-rimmed cap was a fashion accessory, and I knew that I too, when I reached my teens, would be similarly attired.


From Lochboisdale on we headed down north in the little green bus of Dòmhnall a’ Mhuilich, and a rough rattling we got before we were left at Market Stance in Benbecula. From there we had to walk for another mile along the Griminish road. We came to a rough cart-track that snaked off to the right. Laden with cheap cardboard cases, we stumbled along Rathad an Acrais, Hunger Road, on a pitch-dark night, until we reached a long, low building with a thatched roof. This was the home of Seumas Mhurchaidh, James son of Murdoch, my mother’s first cousin, and his wife Seonag, Joann, and their three children, Morag, Seonag Bheag, Wee Joann and Kenny. Here I was to spend the next three years of my life.




 





My first day at Torlum school was an eye-opener. Kenny, my cousin Christopher who was lodging with his mother’s uncle, Crìsdean Mòr MacRath, Big Christopher MacRae, in Torlum itself, and I were standing around in the school playground nervously shuffling. Kenny wasn’t nervous. He had been assigned to Primary Four the previous year and knew what to expect.


A man in his late twenties with an extremely red face and wearing a three-piece suit of Donegal tweed emerged in the school doorway. He commanded us, in Gaelic, to form lines, girls to the right and boys to the left, in classes.


I followed Kenny into a line of about ten boys and dutifully filed into the school. 


Once inside the classroom the teacher spoke, inexplicably, for the entire morning solely in English. For the first two weeks or so I understood very little of what he was on about. Gradually, however, after half a year I began to comprehend around eighty per cent of what he was saying and, as the lessons were always conducted by rote, I acquitted myself quite well in the round-the-class spelling bees and recitation of arithmetic tables. My writing on the wooden-framed slate with chalk was always exemplary. (Miss MacLean in Srathan had been a stickler for accuracy in the formation of the letters of the alphabet.) I inhaled the English language readers that were issued to the score or so of my classmates – girls, though strictly segregated, were present – in Primary Four. In what passed for a school library I chanced upon a copy of Bleak House, and was allowed to take it home with me to 27 Griminish.


As ever when I have acquired a new language, there existed a gap between comprehension and oral and literary expression. My accent when speaking was pitched in the sing-song cadences and the thick labials and dental fricatives of my native Gaelic, and the idioms I employed when attempting to converse with, say, summer visitors, tended to be dredged from the mother tongue. Instead of saying ‘I look forward to seeing you again’, I would think in Gaelic and say something like ‘I am wearying until I shall see you again’. This was alien to the visitors, but seemed to be effective. As a consequence, however, of my voracious reading of Oliver Twist, Treasure Island and Kidnapped I soon came to realize that expressing myself in my second language had less to do with direct translation and more to do with depressing some kind of cerebral mode button.


Within the classroom I was fast becoming gold-plated. Every question posed by Mr Morrison or by the Rev. John Smith, a native of Lewis who was our parish minister and who visited the school every Monday morning, stimulated me to raise my hand and snap my fingers. (Roman Catholic children, who had a slight majority in the school roll, tediously recited the “Hail Mary” and listened to Maighstir Calum, Father Calum MacLellan, who came from Eriskay, referring to something called “the Mystery of the Holy Rosary” in a separate classroom. I knew this because I eavesdropped at the closed door of their makeshift chapel on one occasion when I was ostensibly going to the toilets.)


My social radar, however, was picking up a bleep that I was not altogether popular with my classmates because of the promptness of my responses. “Tha mi coma, I don’t care,” I whispered to myself. After all, I knew that my sojourn in Benbecula was a temporary one. Wasn’t my father going to whisk my mother and me off down to Glasgow very soon now that the war had ended? And I wasn’t shy about gloating over this imminent move in front of the other pupils.


“Tha sinne a’ falbh a Ghlaschu an ùine nach bi fada, We’re off to Glasgow soon,” I’d tell the group of slack-jawed pupils surrounding me in the playground. “Yes,” I boasted proudly. “Just as soon as my father comes home from sea and collects us, I’ll be in the biggest city in Scotland.”


This announcement was greeted with total apathy by my audience, except for a waspish interjection by Ailean Iain, Allan son of John. This was another lad who attended the chanter practices in the school run by Duncan MacLellan from Kyles Flodda on Tuesday evenings.


“Nach buidhe dhut! Aren’t you the lucky one!” he said in a voice dripping with scorn, and with his face deformed by a sneering grin. This was the boy with whom I had my first serious fight in the playground. The cause was not serious but trivial in the extreme. During one of the rare and valued periods of recreation, Mr Morrison, the headmaster, had given out paper and coloured crayons. He exhorted us to draw and colour in something – anything, really – while he retired to the staffroom to … to tootle on his chanter probably.


Benbecula’s answer to Andy Warhol here, me, decided to draw the old thatched cottage in Griminish where I lived. With protruding tongue I laboriously drew the primitive outline and proceeded to colour the door and the window frames purple. I justified this aberration by calling it ‘artistic licence’. That’s not what Ailean Iain called it when he sauntered over to my desk and disdainfully viewed my masterpiece.


“Purpaidh! Purple!” he snorted indignantly. “I’ve never ever between my two eyes seen purple woodwork on the house of Seumas Mhurchaidh!” With that he seized a brown crayon and began to repaint the offending door.


I could not allow such desecration to go unpunished. I smacked his cheek and wagged an admonitory finger in his face. “Ceart, a mhic na seana ghalla, Right, you son of an old bitch,” I bellowed. “See you at playtime.”


The fight, if I dignified the resultant scuffle with the name, was for me almost a non-event. He might have landed a few light punches on my face, but I wrestled him to the ground and with my thighs astride his waist I rained punch after punch on his eyes and mouth. “Nobody, I mean nobody, alters anything I have created for any reason,” I panted between blows. “My work is sacrosanct!” I have regretted, it goes almost without saying, those precious words many times in the intervening years.


“Sguiribh dhen sin sa bhad! Stop that immediately!” Mr Morrison, practice chanter in fist, roared. His crunnludh, the free flow of notes, I thought, must have disappeared on him much in the same way that golfers frequently complain of ‘losing their swing’. His face was redder than usual and the psoriasis that disfigured his neck looked radioactive. In short, he was in a filthy mood. He hauled the pair of us into his office, where we were ordered to hold out our hands out, palms uppermost, at waist level, one hand supporting the other. With a flourish he draped silk scarves on our wrists, and with a wind-up worthy of a pro tennis player brought his thick leather tawse with considerable force down upon our trembling hands. Six times for each of us. (This theatrical business with the silk scarf and the elaborate wind-up was something I myself would employ fourteen years down the line.) Neither poor Ailean Iain nor I was able to attend Duncan’s chanter classes that Tuesday, such was the sting of the belting we had received.


My years in Benbecula were dominated by three activities: fishing with the worm in Loch Dhòmhnaill Iain Anndra, tootling on a rank-smelling practice chanter and perusing with all the intensity of a scholar examining the Rosetta Stone the entire back catalogue of Richmal Crompton’s Just William stories by the light of a hissing Tilley lamp. I studiously ignored the requests of Morag and Seonag Bheag to join them in a game of chess or dominoes.


When I could tear myself from my compulsive reading I would join Kenny and the girls with their vacuous chatter round the kitchen table and listen to thick 78 records under the aegis of Beltona or His Master’s Voice. The singers were mainly Neil Maclean and Archie Grant, the instrumentalist was an accordion player called William Marshall, and unless we were diligent in changing the steel needles in the playing arm of the wind-up device, the crackle and the hiss provided something that was only just recognizably music.


When I arrived in the Hebrides my piping ability was, to put it delicately, limited. Back in Lochaber I had learned from my cousin Crìsdean how to play ‘Horo, Mo Nighean Donn Bhòidheach, Horo, My Nut-brown Maiden’, in the key of C natural, as opposed to the key of D favoured by more orthodox Earth People. My mother’s cousin Aonghas Iain Mhurchaidh, Angus John Macdonald, newly demobbed from the Argylls and fresh from the tutelage of Pipe Major Ronnie MacCallum of Inveraray, piper to the Duke of Argyll, soon put that nonsense out my head and insisted that I adhere to Received Technique. Three times a week at least he’d visit his brother’s house in Griminish and put me through my paces. (I mention this detail because I know that, having embarked on a wrong course in the past, I am always capable of modifying my behaviour. It was ever thus. Once I get locked into an activity I have a tendency to push it as far as I can.)


The result of all this intensive tuition on the practice chanter was that I became pretty slick. While possessing a fair degree of digital fluency on the wee chanter, when it came to shouldering the Great Highland Pipe I was found lacking. I couldn’t – godangitty! – tune my own drones. I didn’t have to. Doting uncles and scores of neighbours in Benbecula who wanted to be close to my light did that for me. Yes, I was a wee swot at Cnoc na Mòna, Torlum School, and you could have read MacBrayne’s timetables in the glow of my annual report cards. Accordingly, I was never entirely sure that my pipe was in tune. Of course, I really didn’t have the patience for faffing about with drones, battering out tuning notes and resetting the drones again and again. I’ve always wanted action and heavy breathing, not equivocation. As an adult I’ve rationalised my backing out of the tuning chore by saying that I’ve been hoping Andrew Lloyd Webber might want to marry me, because, after all, the dames he courted couldn’t sing in tune either.


During all the time I lived in Uist, although I often sat, enduring the rain and wind that battered the island from the Atlantic, in the lee of the ruined house of Oighrig Iain Dhoirbh looking constantly westward, never once did I get a glimpse of America. Then, on a bright day in summer, Donnchadh Mhurchaidh, Duncan Macdonald, my mother’s first cousin, handed a letter to my mother. My father, Niall Mòr, was coming for us. The lover of jollity had finally decided to leave the sea and was seeking to find work as a dock labourer in Glasgow. Joy unconfined.


The first time I had set eyes on Niall Mòr was on his last leave on the island. Shockingly, the vision of a tall, handsome man in a light blue suit topped by a fedora appeared. He stood, broad in the shoulder, in the middle of the kitchen of Clachan Beag – this was the home of Donnchadh Mhurchaidh, the brother of James – surrounded by a crowd of people.


A bottle of amber-coloured rum from Guyana, the kind of gift seamen used to receive from a skipper at the end of a voyage, had been opened, and Duncan, my mother’s cousin, whose house was much larger than the thatched cottage half a mile down the road, was filling little inch-high shot glasses until they overflowed.


The smell of the liquor, ripe and spicy, filled the room. My father spoke in the sibilant accent of the people of Tiree, a dialect full of broken words and glottal stops. “Peggy, love,” he said to my mother, “I know the war’s been over for a while, but there’s no word of the Glasgow job yet. Don’t worry, darling, I haven’t lost hope yet. All you have to do is be patient.” He grinned in an attempt to put my mother in a good mood, and revealed large white teeth below a closely trimmed blond moustache. “Anyway,” he said, “the agent will be sending a telegram any day now for this trip to Buenos Aires. That’ll be the last, I promise you, Peggy!” Briskly, he went round the grown-ups, and from the tray proffered by Uncle Duncan he gave them all a dram. He gripped the base of his own glass with his thumb and the tips of his fingers, kept his gaze on my mother and proposed a toast for us. It was an attempt at drollery that prompted him to use the tag-line of an old joke, familiar through repetition to everyone present. On this occasion, there was a cruel edge to his voice and nobody laughed. “Here, my dear,” he intoned, “agus, a Dhia, nach tachdadh i thu! and, God, may it choke you!”


Horrified, I watched him raise the glass to the cleft in his chin. Concentrating only on the dram in his hand, he slowly inclined his head and clamped his lips and teeth round the entire rim of the glass. Suddenly, he tossed his head backwards and threw both arms wide in one movement. After swallowing the dram, he plucked the glass from his mouth and threw it to the stone kitchen floor where it smashed into smithereens. He shuddered and said in English: “Aaaagh, great stuff that Bass!”




I see the massive vault of a Uist sky, pale and distant, on a long-dead day in summer … Crouching in the marram grass I view with wonder the wrestling match which is taking place between my father Niall Mòr and the MacMillans’ servant girl Seonag in a sandy hollow below me. Seonag Thormoid ’ic Nìll, two  years out of Cnoc na Mòna school, the youngest of a family of seven children who live with drunken parents in a shack ‘a-muigh sa bheinn’, ‘out on the moor’, straddles my father, their faces and upper bodies touching, while her slender, bare legs, so brown against the smooth white sand, flex and straighten rhythmically as she drives herself back and forth across his thighs. The girl’s back is a bow at full stretch. Her hands are clasped behind her neck, and she tilts her face, eyes tightly closed, towards the sun, so that the gasps that come from her gleaming, open mouth ascend to the heavens. The bleached flowing tresses of his partner hide my father’s face, but I can see his powerful arms as they envelop the girl’s entire back, pushing and pulling her relentlessly. In particular I am fascinated by his thick forearms, and by each ugly, mysterious tattoo that covers them. These hateful images of birds of prey and foundered ships, all in faded shades of green and purple, attract and disgust me.


Slowly I rise to a standing position like someone bewitched. Fully upright now, I gaze upon Big Neil and Seonag in their ancient and abiding rhythm, and I understand that their actions comprise an inherited wont. I sense too, somewhere deep inside my being, that a distant door has opened and that I too will have to enter a luscious emptiness sometime.


The image quickly fades. Suddenly, the reel of my memory unspools. I receive a glimpse of my mother’s tearful eyes as she sings a song full of repressed passion in a happier time and place. In a flash I realize that my life has changed so radically that from now on the penalties I shall have to pay if I am to trust another human being will be enormous. Shall I turn my back on the faithlessness of others? An unclear picture shimmers before me. Down at the shoreland of Oighrig Iain Dhoirbh a little fair-haired boy slowly turns away, the weight of a massive stone pressing heavily on his innards. Swiftly, images disappear and thick darkness envelops me …





A little later, I am transported to another time … 




My mother’s face is looming close from the other side of the kitchen table in Griminish. Her mouth is opening and closing, but I cannot hear speech at all. I do not need to hear her. I have learned her chant a long time ago. She has been asking me questions for two hours now about the identity of the female who was along with Daddy down by the machair: “Was she young, the woman? What did she look like? Was she pretty? Did you recognize her, Norman? Won’t you tell me the truth, love?”


Eventually, thinking it makes no difference anyway, I surrender. I inform my mother that it was Seonag Thormoid ’ic Nìll I saw with Big Neil earlier that afternoon. Now she knows, I think, and I experience some relief. For a short while. Yet, when I see my mother’s tears rolling down her cheeks, an intense feeling of anger overwhelms me, one that will not diminish until I breathe my last. Already I have taken the first step away from my parents… and perhaps from the rest of mankind.





Good news! The telegram informed us that we were off to Glaschu Mòr nam Bùithean, Great Glasgow of the Shops. In truth, my life on Benbecula during my last days on the island was closed and circular. I trod the wheel of habit. My horizons were near and unchanging. Mucking the byre before setting off for school, herding the cattle, cutting and transporting peats, provided no intensity of experience. The chanter practice was bearable because it gave me a chance to show off. In some deep core of myself I felt lonely and depressed.


The pilgrimage to the great city beckoned me invitingly to ever new experiences. After tearful farewells my mother and I took off yet again, once more on the wee green bus, up south to Lochboisdale where we embarked on the Loch Earn, bound for Oban. Next day, pressed against the starboard rail of the vessel, I anxiously scanned the crowd lining the pier. There, standing about a head taller than anybody else, was Niall Mòr, my father. He had to weigh at least fifteen stones, and the muscles displayed by the short-sleeved shirt he wore were strung like bridge cables. At the foot of the gangplank he embraced me enthusiastically, and gave Wee Peggy a perfunctory peck on the cheek.


Before I had time to absorb the sights and scents of Oban Bay, the fishing boats rocking gently and tugging at their bowlines, the neat little crescent of hotels and shops all crowned by the miniature Coliseum of McCaig’s Tower, we were moving very fast towards a bus stop opposite the entrance to the Railway Pier.


A smart blue and white bus bearing the logo of a bluebird on its curvaceous flanks swept the three of us down to Glasgow, my mother seated up front by herself and my father lolling in an aisle seat by my side. On the route I later came to know quite well – Connel Ferry, Taynuilt, the brooding gloom of the Pass of Brander, Loch Awe, Dalmally and south to Tarbet and Helensburgh – I had plenty of time to view my father more closely. With the build of a heavyweight boxer, he had the biggest hands I had ever seen. His palms rested on his thighs, and his fingertips, I swear, brushed his shins. I was still fascinated by the ugly, mysterious tattoos that covered his thick forearms.


Nearing our destination he leaned towards me and I caught a whiff of alcohol on his breath.


“Dè mar a tha a’ dol dhut aig a’ phìobaireachd? How are you getting on with your piping?” he said.


“Tha mi a’ sìor fhàs math air an fheadan, I’m getting pretty good on the practice chanter,” I replied.


He informed me that nobody ever won the Gold Medal at the Argyllshire Gathering or the Gold Clasp at the Northern Meeting in Inverness playing a practice chanter. He had plans for me, he went on. Drifting off, I remained silent for the rest of the journey.


Wee Peggy had told me before boarding that I was about to become the big brother of a baby.
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Tenements





When I think about it, I suppose my first brush with trouble occurred when I arrived in Glasgow at the age of nine. My father, seemingly content in his work as a docker in Prince’s Dock, Plantation, and my mother rented what was called a ‘room and kitchen’ at 191 Brand Street, on the border between Ibrox and Govan. Shortly after our arrival my sister, Lorna Flora, was born.


On my first day out in the back-court of our tenement block, I was exposed to serious culture shock. Surrounded on all four sides by three-storey tenement buildings and dotted with wash houses, middens and air-raid shelters, the back-court was the centre of the universe to the children of the hundred and thirty families who lived in our block. Boys and girls, between the ages of four and ten, played the games of ‘Allevio’, ‘Kick the Can’ and ‘Statues’. And, of course, football.


Some boys I liked the look of were playing a game of ‘Three and In’ with a cheap tennis ball and with jackets representing goalposts. I approached them shyly. I must have pressed the wrong mode button. What issued from my smiling mouth was Gaelic. “Am faod mise cluich cuideachd, Can I play too?” I enquired sweetly. The boys stopped the football game immediately and began to surround me slowly. One stocky lad, perhaps a couple of years older than I, stepped forward. “Where are you from?” he asked. What he actually said was: “Where urr ye fae?” He could have been speaking Mandarin as far as I was concerned. Wrong button again. I started babbling in direct translation mode. “I should be long in obligation to you if you would allow me the ball to kick,” I said. He punched me on the nose.


“Shut up,” he said and I began to cry. “Right, Jimmy, whit team dae ye support?” he demanded. I kept talking in Gaelic and the leader of this gang of young toughs kept asking me what team I supported.


“Chan eil mi gad thuigsinn, I can’t understand you,” I said. 


“Whit team dae ye support?” he kept saying. (This, of course, is a peculiarly Glaswegian locution employed to establish religious affiliation. If you support Celtic, you’re a Catholic; if you support Rangers, you’re a Protestant. Another piece of west-central Scotland shorthand used, particularly by journalists, was the insertion of the name of the school attended by the criminal, footballer or pop star they were describing.)


I shook my head and the leader-off hit me again, this time in the mouth. I’d had enough. I broke free and ran home. I sat on my bed, which I shared with my father, immobilized by my own adrenalin, and vowed to learn the language of my attackers.


After a few more beatings on subsequent days when sometimes I gave as good as I got – I once hooked the dreaded leader with a good right-hander and was regarded with some respect – I was speaking Glaswegian like a native.


“Some’hin’ the matter wi’ yer eyes, ya bam?” I used to enquire aggressively of anybody who as much as looked at me. Another belligerent threat of mine was: “Ah’m gonnae plunge ye, shiteface.” Please, I have drawn a veil over these linguistic tics.


In a very short time I was a member of this all-Protestant low-echelon little gang. Kicking a little ball around in Midlock Street until very late was our main activity. When a careless clearance by a defender sent the ball bouncing out of the accepted bounds of our nebulous ‘pitch’, we had no compunction about hailing a passing adult male with the cheeky local request – “Hey, Mister, that ba’?”


Invariably the man would indulge in a little bit of showing off, keeping the ball in the air using foot, thigh and head, before returning it with a mighty kick. “Thanks, Mister,” we would shout, as much in appreciation of his rusty skills as in our gratitude for the favour. The relationship between the generations in our neck of the woods was, I think, a healthy one. There wasn’t the fragmentation that obtains today. Any adult, male or female, was able to chastise us when needed, and we accepted their right to do so. After all, we ourselves would soon have the same rights and privileges. What imposed homogeneity on our neighbourhood was the fact that none of us was rich and none of us was poor.


After street football, our other pastime was fighting, either among ourselves or against neighbouring rival gangs. When fighting, as we did almost every day, I had adopted a cunning strategy. If I was sure I could get the better of my opponent, I would punch and kick like a Tasmanian Devil. If I suspected that an older or stronger lad might get the better of me, I’d make him laugh with quaint insults derived from the Gaelic. Our leader was Iain Macdonald (whose grandfather came from North Uist, I discovered later), and other members included ‘Pudgy’ Sutherland, ‘Beef’ McDonald, Iain and Willie MacKenzie (of Skye descent), Jacky Ramsay and a few affiliate members like Gus Matheson, Ian Sharp and Iain McGibbon. The only Catholic allowed to share in our activities was a boy, my own age, whose parents came from Donegal. His name was Francis Aloysius Carrabine. His uncle, Jimmy Carrabine, played football for Third Lanark, and ‘Frannie’ himself could play a bit. In addition he attended a boxing club associated with Saint Anthony’s Roman Catholic Church down in Govan and had very fast hands. Accordingly, we all considered him an asset.


The favourite pastime of our group was ‘Jumping the Dykes’ or ‘Daein’ the Jumps’. This involved leaping from one wash-house to another, or from an air-raid shelter to a midden. The permutations were mind-boggling. These ‘jumps’ all had quaint names. There was ‘The Wee Step’, ‘The Big Step’, ‘The Point’, ‘The Midgie’ and, most challenging and dangerous of all, ‘The Big Gilly’. We conducted these obsessive-compulsive rituals every night after tea in our own and adjacent back-courts. There was a lot of absurd, macho posturing associated with the Jumps. When it was your turn, for example, to attempt ‘The Big Gilly’, you had to paw the roof of the building you were on with your ‘sannies’ or plimsoles. You had to spit a lot in order, as the rest of the gang put it, ‘to get your nerve up’. It was thrilling and exhibitionistic. Urban myths about lads impaling themselves on spiked railings, which were often planted down below between the take-off place on a wash-house and the landing-spot on a midden twelve feet away and fully twenty feet below, made your heart beat a little faster before you’d try to emulate the achievements of your fellow gang members who had successfully accomplished the leap. Golly! It was exciting.





OEBPS/9780857900036_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/logo_1_online.jpg
ot





