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JOHN FEE was one of Edinburgh’s most accomplished and popular storytellers. Part of a well-known an Irish family, John was born and brought up in the Old Town. His early experiences of the social life and character of Old Edinburgh combined with his later passions for history, art and story to fashion a mature storytelling artist whose dry wit, melodic tenor voice, and cunning digressions kept audiences enthralled. In the last two years of his life John Fee produced written versions of his developed stories for the first time. They comprise an original and revealing insight into real lives, lived in the ancient heart of Scotland’s capital city.


STUART McHARDY is a writer, occasional broadcaster, and storyteller. Having been actively involved in many aspects of Scottish culture throughout his adult life – music, poetry, language, history, folklore – he has been resident in Edinburgh for over a quarter of a century. Although he has held some illustrious positions including Director of the Scots Language Resource Centre in Perth and President of the Pictish Arts Society, McHardy is probably proudest of having been a member of the Vigil for a Scottish Parliament. Often to be found in the bookshops, libraries and tea-rooms of Edinburgh, he lives near the city centre with the lovely (and ever-tolerant) Sandra and they have one son, Roderick.


DONALD SMITH is the Director of Scottish International Storytelling Festival at Edinburgh’s Netherbow and a founder of the National Theatre of Scotland. For many years he was responsible for the programme of the Netherbow Theatre, producing, directing, adapting and writing professional theatre and community dramas, as well as a stream of literature and storytelling events. He has published both poetry and prose and is a founding member of Edinburgh’s Guid Crack Club. He also arranges story walks around Arthur’s Seat.
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Introduction


John Fee was born and brought up in Edinburgh’s Old Town, a fourth generation descendant of Irish immigrants. The Fees were part of what was sometimes called ‘Little Ireland’ in the Cowgate and Grassmarket. But John himself grew up delighting in every aspect of the Old Town community around him. In later life he became devoted to the history of the area, and its part in the wider history of Scotland, Britain and Europe. Through his storytelling, John unified all of his life experiences with his desire to pass on something of value to succeeding generations.


John Fee never spoke casually. His style of speech was considered, sometimes oblique or ironic, occasionally enigmatic. After training as a teacher in later life, John began to give talks on his favourite topic – the Old Town – but these increasingly became virtuoso performances. He was a true storytelling artist, painting verbal pictures, setting off on digressions that turned out not to be digressions, moving effortlessly into a song or poem. John regarded all of these things as part of his inheritance – the culture of the Old Town. To listen to John was to be accepted as part of his community, and magically entertained with a seasoning of education along the way! It was all in his mind and imagination, and only during the last year of his life that John actually wrote down some of the stories which he had crafted as spoken performances.


This volume of the ‘Journeys and Evocations’ series grows out of John Fee’s take on Edinburgh’s Old Town, an insider’s view, albeit one steeped in accumulated history and lore. It is humane, original, quirky at points, but always wending towards the heart of the matter, and especially told for us the listeners and readers. John’s versions of well-known stories always throw fresh light on the matter, but he has also uncovered little-known aspects of the Royal Mile along with long-forgotten characters who spring back to life through the storyteller’s art.


We are delighted to present this storytelling experience, walking alongside John, as our tribute to a great urban storyteller and fine human being, truly ‘a man you don’t meet every day’.


STUART McHARDY and DONALD SMITH
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An Old Town Journey


It was one of those Edinburgh mornings when you wake up thinking you have arrived in heaven. The sun was climbing languorously in the east throwing every contour and shadow of the Old Town into bright relief. But as I came through the narrow shaded passage of Castlehill, light flooded across the Castle esplanade illuminating landscape and sky with surreal clarity.


I was the last to arrive. Stuart McHardy was already set up with a big camera, like some latter day Octavius Hill, catching the urban panorama with its early morning face. But John Fee was on the south side gazing down into the Grassmarket. He was, as ever, impeccably turned out with a smart jacket and pork pie hat precisely tilted over his luminous spectacles and prominent nose. Three storytellers, but we all knew whose ear was closest to the whispers and the heartbeats of this special place.


‘I was born down there, Donald,’ John mused almost to himself, ‘I was born within earshot of gunfire; I suppose you could call it “friendly gunfire”. Just brought into the world, one of the first sounds I must have heard was the firing of a gun, and from then on once a day, six days a week except Christmas Day and Good Friday and of course, the war years. When the clock struck one, off went the gun – bang on time! And it was loud too, for the window of the kitchen I was born in looked directly on to the castle from where the gun was fired, and is still fired today.’


‘What about the bagpipes, John?’


‘The sound of the pipes – the silver chanter – and drums! No mere show piece, Edinburgh Castle, as a garrison. Regiments came and went, each one in turn to do guard duties and beat the retreat on the esplanade at the going down of the sun on summer evenings. No big crowds, no scaffolded tiers of seats, no film cameras or floodlights then. Children playing their games in that street below the castle would stop at the first skirl of the pipes and climb up those steep flights of steps two at a time, from the Castle Wynd to the Castle Hill where a small group of spectators would be standing to watch that time-honoured custom – the beating of the retreat by the resident regiment’s pipe band. Up and down they would march, pipers and drummers for at least 20 minutes. Is it any wonder then that a small Grassmarket boy’s ambition might be to become a piper or a drummer? But when I reached the ripe old age of 20, I had become neither a piper nor drummer.


‘Then it happened; I received the invitation to join Her Majesty’s Forces – an offer that could not be refused – and that is how I found myself far north in that Alcatraz of a place, Fort George, the training depot for all Highland regiments as a reinforcement for my father’s old regiment, the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders. And the training in Fort George – but of that enough said! Yet there was one consolation – immediately after reveille, the pipes and drums gave out with “Hey Johnnie Cope” and late, just after lights out, a lone piper played “Fingal’s Weeping”. I say this was a consolation, Donald, because it reminded me of home beneath the castle where I was just longing to be.’


‘What happened to all those old soldiers, John?’ Stuart had wandered over to join us. ‘Did they come back here to the castle?’


‘Aye well, this was their home, Stuart, their home,’ and John’s gaze turned towards the climbing battlements.









Old Soldiers


Few folk got to sleep early on the night of 11 November 1918 in the wide street below that towering rock with an ancient castle perched upon it – the Grassmarket. It was, of course, the same on that night for those living in any of Edinburgh’s Old Town streets, not just in the Grassmarket. Yet, how often had that street, in centuries past, been a ‘no man’s land’ between the guns of that castle and those of its besiegers. It seemed somehow historically fitting that a great rejoicing should be going on there as neighbours celebrated the end of a war that was meant to end all wars.
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It had all begun in earnest just after tea-time, and now there was smoke and fire everywhere, more in fact than on a similar cold winter’s night two years previously when a German Zeppelin bombed that very street. But this time there were fireworks, bells ringing, pipes playing and people singing. Even the loud crackle of an enormous bonfire in the centre of the street found it hard to be heard, its leaping flames of orange and yellow framed in every shop window. There were not, however, many uniformed figures among those dancing around it. Scottish losses in the war that ended that day were to total nearly one-fifth of British dead. Yet there were ways that the First World War was not to be quite over for some time to come. It was there to be ‘tasted’ by Grassmarket children still to be born. For youngsters in the ’30s there was still plenty of it around the neighbourhood; indeed, without reference to it many social aspects of their conscious environment would have been inexplicable, would not have made sense.


It was why old Dowd’s right arm ended in a steel hook; why old Dawson was stone deaf; and why old Currie shook his head so violently at times. It was why someone’s Dad could only sleep when his head was under the blanket, but then would suddenly waken with a great yell, his eyes closed, and this especially during after-dinner naps. But his family just laughed – not at him, but at the sudden start it would give an unknown visitor there in the kitchen which was also his bedroom and also served as the sitting room. If shellshock was only half-understood by Grassmarket youngsters, it was never really understood by the military until well on in that war and even then not fully.


From time to time there would be an evening, usually on a Friday or Saturday, when a group of these war survivors could be found in one of their homes, usually in the kitchen. It would be after pub closing time, and there would never be more than four or five of them; some of them related to each other in kinship, obviously all of them through ‘drink’: mostly working men in their 40s or 50s, maybe older or younger. But a stronger bond existed for these ‘Old Contemptibles’ in that they were all survivors of the so-called Great War. The Kaiser referred to the first British troops to land in France as a ‘contemptible little army’ and the name stuck.


To the children of that house, listening in to these sessions before being packed off to bed, and listening after that, it did seem that for these old warriors their war had been a ‘great’ war indeed; a subject they were likely to go on and on about. Maybe that was why the woman of the house, once she saw that the guests were suitably welcomed – five ‘screw-top’ bottles of beer from the cupboard under the sink placed on the table – now disappeared to her sister’s house next door. But though she often sighed that it was a man’s world – she liked these men, two of whom were her brothers. She might herself get caught up in all this reminiscence when later she would go back to the kitchen to lay out the plate with bread and strong cheese, someone asking her for confirmation of some past occurrence or for a name long forgotten. Otherwise she left them to it.


So the old soldiers went on with what at times came close to being an unashamed glorification of war, though to young unseen listeners who had been packed off to bed, it seemed ages before they got to anything exciting at all. More likely it was all about the squeezing to death between their forefingers and thumbs of countless lice they plucked from the wet pleats of their kilts as they crouched in flooded trenches through days and nights; or twisting and turning, trying to keep warm. Playing at ‘sodjers’ was far more exciting than that. Nobody in that kitchen seemed to have done anything heroic at all. It must have been a boring war.


Then the pictures on the wall began to play a part. As the old warriors sat around that kitchen table, the only time they took their eyes off each other, or the beer, was when a head was nodded or a finger pointed at a picture. It might be a picture of one who was no longer with them. ‘Aye, he wis hame on leave a’ right, but when he went back it wis jist tae git himself killed. She hudnae been playing the game an’ he kent it!’


At another picture on the same wall: ‘And that laddie! That laddie died in ma airms.’ Then an old faded postcard-sized picture was fumbled amidst others from an inside pocket, like the kind one might see in bundles in a junk shop window, and held up for inspection.


‘Dae ye mind him? He wis nae coward that yin. He came through Passchendaele, didn’t he? Three British soldiers killed for every two Germans. Three for every officer. He didnae hear any whistle tae go over the top because he didnae hear any bloody thing – didnae ken where he bloody wis! They shot ’im aw the same.’ He was speaking of his brother. Balding and greying heads nodding, and grim ‘ayes’ were the only acknowledgements given by his companions around that table.


The songs they sang were, of course, all about the subject they had been discussing: ‘Roses in Picardy’, ‘Keep the Homefires Burning’, but also songs that came straight to the point – for them that is. So it was, ‘Ah Want tae Go Home’. Then a song with a rousing chorus that began with this:


Come listen and ah’ll I tell ye, how the Jocks spent last New Year. Sittin’ in the God-damn trenches wi’ mud right up tae here. They were soaking through. They were soaking through.


So they went on, between sips of beer, one song after another. If it did not all quite add up to a glorification of war, it did tend to suggest a jollification of one – they were having fun singing these war songs; songs that recalled a shared experience that must have meant something to them after all that time.


In ethical terms it seemed to have nothing to do with good or bad. There was no talk of good or bad Germans, or the best ones being dead ones – not in that gathering. There was a war to be won and the enemy was ‘Jerry’; so it was a case of ‘Jerry’ moved here or ‘Jerry’ moved there. Sometimes the kitchen table became the ‘field of action’ – beer mugs or forefingers traced out frontline trenches or movements that rarely varied. Apart from patrols, it was either ‘pulling back,’ ‘heads down’, or ‘over the top’. But these old soldiers were not playing war games. They were not distinguished generals of previous wars recalling how their battles were fought and won. Most of the tracing on the kitchen table was simply to indicate the places where, for comrades in arms, friends, and relatives, that war had ended with shell or machine gun fire, a sniper’s bullet, or drowning in the mud. Yet there was no lamenting or shaking of heads as names were reeled off. It was all recalled grimly enough but in a matter-of-fact way.


Well, of course, it all came to an end just like the Great War did and it finished with a song, a song that one might have expected would have set them all apart again – a challenge to any regimental diehard, yet they actually requested it for, after all, their host was an old Argyle, and he sang it:


Ye may talk aboot yer Gordons an’ yer gallant Forty-Twa, Yer silver streakit Seaforths an’ yer Camerons sae braw,


But gie tae me the tartan o’ the lads that look sae fine,


The Argyle and Sutherland Highlanders – The Thin Red Line!


A stirring song it was and the company joined in the rollicking ‘Too-ra-loo-ra’ chorus after each verse. Then they went off. All that talking, banter, and singing – swirling smoke testing the lungs of those who had survived the mustard gas of the Western Front.


But now the woman of the house had arrived – she had timed it well. She could be made out vaguely through the haze of strong tobacco pipe smoke that filled that small enough kitchen. Great thick white clouds changed to a yellow mist as they swirled around the hissing gas mantle, moving across the pictures on the walls that could hardly be seen. Pictures that had served their purpose that night as entries to the labyrinths of memories shared.


The wee ones, rubbing their eyes, were shooed back to bed from concealed and not-so-concealed ‘observation posts’, clutching pennies they had fully expected, for these old men of war were among those visitors who always had something to give the bairns. As for the bairns, well, it had been worthwhile keeping awake; better than those nights which were all about politics and trade unions, when nothing listened into could be understood. Besides, some had had a good giggle and the older ones had caught the drift of a story or two. But the war was over for them too – until the next time. The woman of the house was back in command. Shaking her head as she cleared the table, she might well have reflected on the words of a song that would not have been missed out that night:


Old soldiers never die, never die, never die.


Old soldiers never die, they only fade away.


Nevertheless, our old soldiers did die, but not before what they were always gravely predicting came true. The Grassmarket went to war again and young soldiers, sailors and airmen, went off to fight in another world war. Even the lassies who were never allowed to play at ‘sodjers’ went off too. Soon there were new souvenirs for children to collect and swap: fragments of shot-down enemy aircraft this time, and more service cap badges than during the previous war. Old soldiers were not to be entirely left out of the action either – ‘Dad’s Army’ was waiting for them. But then the time came when they began to disappear until they had all gone – old soldiers dying, but not quite fading away. Not if they were remembered; and they were – they still are. These old soldiers.


By the time John had finished these recollections of two World Wars, we had wandered down Castlehill to the Ensign Ewart, a regular haunt at one time of the veterans who lived in Old Town tenements in such numbers. Diverting a little along Castle Terrace, we could see the massed chimneys of the Grassmarket.


‘There’s Auld Reikie,’ commented Stuart, camera raised, ‘the one-time big smoke.’


‘Aye, “lang may your lum reek!” That was a blessing when many knew what real poverty could be like, and the fear of it was always there for themselves and for others,’ John rejoined.


I knew how much time and effort John spent helping others on the quiet, and realised as he spoke, where those values had been formed.


‘To lack this or that was bad enough, but to be without a fire in the grate on a cold night whatever it was burning – coal, wood, even old shoes – was to be poor indeed. On such a night a neighbour with no smoke rising from his lum was a neighbour in trouble. A no-smoke signal was a silent signal for help, for the poor could be proud. It was a signal then that seldom went unheeded.’


‘Must have smogged up the views though,’ I thought, looking over to the Art College, ‘all those chimneys.’ John seemed to read my mind.


‘Auld Reekie got reekier and reekier up to the early 1950s when smokeless zones began. Until then on a clear and windless autumn or winter’s day, there was that great dark grey cloud of smoke hovering above the capital. All those thousands of coal fires crackling cheerily in the small ranges and grates. Fires to drive the winter’s damp away and dry the washing that hung like pennants and banners from kitchen pulleys.


‘The same fires boiled water in those huge black iron pots edging out from the hob to catch the flames – water for the washing. Those black pots boiled the tatties, the ham bones and the tripe. As black as the pot and just as heavy was the huge iron kettle on the hob, its water always near boiling point for the tea that was sure to be offered to someone or other in the course of the day or evening. And even when the gas cooker arrived – also black – well the fire still had to be there since running short of a shilling or a penny for the gas was not uncommon. Anyway gas was not to be wasted, not even waste itself was to be wasted! A great sieve full of wet tea leaves and vegetable peelings was emptied at the back of the fire and, with a shovel, they were dragged forward over the burning coals – a dome-like steaming roof and soon a red-hot one – increasing the heat, making the fire last longer, saving the coal!’


‘What about Robert Louis Stevenson, John, and his pictures in the fire?’ I asked, thinking that John himself was no mean hand at painting a verbal picture.


‘Ah, Donald, that was the thing. The fire with its feasts of pictures – coloured pictures, live pictures, but silent pictures save for the odd puff, hiss or crackle. Pictures forming in those flickering kaleidoscopes of flame that danced before their widening eyes. Flames of every shape and size. Flames of every colour and shade that ever graced a painter’s palette. Red leapt into yellow and became orange, then into blue and purple, each colour spinning countless shades of contrast and harmony that formed those ephemeral pictures – mountains, skies, trees and rivers – one moment there, then gone forever. A burning coal trailing a tail of black ash would fall into the heart of that friendly inferno, dramatically changing everyone’s picture. And now the fire would tire or rather be allowed to tire. It had done its job for young dreamers. Their cocoa cups drained, they had also tired, with the eyes of the youngest almost closed. Whatever the feeble protest, it was time for bed and maybe dreams of ships at sea, or castles in the air.’


‘Like that one, then,’ added Stuart, looking up towards the looming, slightly ominous ramparts shadowed above us.


‘Might be, lads, might be. Time for a story,’ says John. ‘Shall we bring on the Mountebanks?’


Where were we off to now?
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