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            We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time

            
                

            

                    T. S. Eliot Four Quartets

                           Little Gidding V

         

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER ONE

            God Smoked a Clay Pipe

         

         
            Can you recall, dear comrade, when we tramped God’s land together, 

            And we sang the old, old Earth-song, for our youth was very sweet; 

            When we drank and fought and lusted, as we mocked at tie and tether, 

            Along the road to Anywhere, the wide world at our feet.

            Robert W. Service The Tramps

         

         To most of those inhabiting my small world back then, I don’t suppose he was worth a brass farthing. To them, he was only my grandfather. But to me, he was God.

         Mind you, even I would have to admit that he didn’t look much like the Calvinistic idea of God, now that I allow my mind to drift back to those childhood years from the comfort zone of my allotted three score years and ten and a bit. But I had no identification crisis with him, for he was my God, and far superior to any other God, Calvinistic or otherwise, that anyone ever tried to foist upon me, then or in later life. I have been without him for three score of these years now, but my memory of him is as clear as though he were still with me. One doesn’t forget one’s God as easily as that, not when one has known him as intimately as I did.

         He was not, by any means, a big man. He might have stood about seventeen hands high in his hobnailed boots if the wind was not too strong, but he couldn’t have weighed much more than a sack of newly dug potatoes, soaking wet. His shoulders were permanently bowed, like the shoulders of the stunted scrub oak along the western shores of his beloved Isle of Mull. Like the oaks, he seemed to be forever stooping away from fierce Atlantic gales. His face was the colour of last year’s bracken at the end of a hard winter, and the southern shores of his raggedy grey moustache were stained the colour of Highland toffee, like a fringe of muddy lace hanging from an unwashed crinoline petticoat.

         One didn’t need the olfactory powers of a nocturnal predator to know when my grandfather was about: the clean freshness that one rapidly comes to associate with the bracing air of Galloway would be instantly replaced with a powerful miasma of heavy-duty tobacco smoke and that curious Old Man Smell by which you could identify the true countryman back in those days before effeminate cologne manufacturers poisoned women’s minds and encouraged them to ensure that their poor men smelled less like men and more like Armenian eunuchs. There would be times when this atmospheric ripeness would be further enriched by a fragrance emanating from a bottle of amber fluid which he kept hidden for emergencies behind the bed in his little room. This, he once told me, contained an elixir named ‘Distillery Potion’, the only known prophylactic against an ailment named ‘acute melancholia’, prevalent among elderly Hebrideans in times of stress, such as when my mother was embarking upon the annual saturnalia known as spring-cleaning. At such times the Distillery Potion would come into its own. The bottle would be secreted in a haversack along with a few comestibles for my consumption and we would head off over the fields for the sanctuary of Crow Wood, plumes of smoke erupting defiantly from him like a Clyde puffer chugging up the North Minch in the teeth of a strong nor’wester.

         For all of the decade in which he was to be everything that mattered in life to me, his sole ensemble would consist of a pair of moleskin trousers, a jacket and waistcoat of the coarsest black serge, a collarless blue-striped shirt that might once upon a time have been white, and a bunnet of a curious sort of loden hue unknown in the annals of art or nature. Hobnailed boots liberally coated with dubbin completed a mode of vesture that stamped him forever as being more of the people than of the beau monde. I never knew him to be dressed in any other way, even on the rare occasions on which he could be persuaded to trundle down the road with us of a Sunday to the wee kirk beyond the burn.

         Other worshippers tended to give us a wide berth; after all, they had their best holy clothes on, and it is doubtful whether they regarded the old man as being enough of a fashion statement at the best of times to be worthy of their presence. My mother would make the occasional barbed comment about her mortification at having to be seen on the Sabbath Day in the presence of a damned old tinker, but I do not remember giving too much thought to the matter back then except to opine to myself that he was, after all, God, and was thus surely entitled to dress however the hell he liked.

         Mind you, he was always enough of a gentleman to remove his bunnet and extinguish his pipe before entering the kirk to pay his respects to this alien God of the Scottish Lowlands, and I do not ever recall him spitting during the sermons, a feat of remarkable restraint since country-church sermons in those days were not only singularly protracted and of excruciating boredom, but in Galloway, were conducted in English, a language of which my Gaelic grandfather knew only a few vital swear words.

         I suppose the old man’s pièce de résistance had to be his clay pipe. Seldom, if ever, can a more disgraceful object have been found stuck in the mouth of a civilised man.

         Clay pipes are virtually unheard of nowadays, but in my youth they were all the rage among the proletariat. Short of stem and made of a white kaolinic clay, their popularity owed much to the fact that they cost no more than a penny. My grandfather’s pipe cost him nothing. He found it in a barrow of cow manure while he was planting potatoes. A piece of binder twine pulled vigorously through the stem and a cursory rinsing at the pump did not, admittedly, remove all traces of its lengthy immersion in the manure, but it was good enough for the old man.

         He knew that the viscous green dung stain would soon vanish under the evil cankerous coating produced by the Bogie Roll plug tobacco he smoked; a brand of tobacco, incidentally, without which no real clay pipe aficionado could possibly feel truly fulfilled. Treacly black nicotine gurgled merrily in the shank and oozed down the sides of the bowl as he sucked contentedly, and he was an expert with the sneaky shot across the bows from the cargo of sputum produced therefrom. I once saw him frighten the life out of a passing sparrow at a range of at least seven paces with a jet of the noxious fluid, fired from its launching pad in the region of his tonsils at something approaching the speed of light.

         I have never smoked in my life, nor have I ever felt tempted to do so: with a class act like the old man to follow, I should have always been dogged by an inferiority complex when it came to the spitting part of the exercise.

         There was a certain feyness about him, as there is, I think, with many Hebrideans. It was a feyness that manifested itself in a decided gloominess of demeanour, a Highland gloom that seemed to lift only when he was alone with me. For the first ten years of my life and the last ten years of his, he lived with us in Galloway, southern Scotland, far from his native Isle of Mull. He might as well have been in Outer Mongolia. He did not speak English, and the Gallovidians did not speak his language. Gallovidians are the friendliest of people, and I am certain that, had he made the slightest effort, he would have been less of the lonely character that he obviously was. But he made no effort. Perhaps the language barrier was too great. Perhaps – much more likely – he had no interest in making friends with strangers in a strange land. Perhaps he was content with what he had: a grandson with whom he could converse freely in his native tongue, to whom he could tell Hebridean fairy tales in our secret enclave among the bracken of our enchanted Crow Wood; someone who worshipped him as no one had ever done before or ever would again.

         The Crow Wood was our private retreat, our personal Shangri-la. It was to the Crow Wood that we repaired when we wanted to escape from the tribulations of life. There were times when I went there on my own and occasions when I was accompanied by my siblings. But the times I liked best were when the old man and I went to the wood together, just the two of us.

         In a way, the Crow Wood was a bit like the old man in that it was not much to look at, on first sight. You had to catch it on a good day to see it at its best. It consisted of a strip of unkempt woodland half a mile to the south of our cottage, flanked by a pretty little brook full of trout on its western side. It got its name from the rookery that occupied its southern half, the tall, slender, whippy elms there making ideal nesting sites for the hundreds of rooks that came in from the surrounding fields. Early springtime was nesting time for them, and we avoided this section of the wood then, for not only was their clamour raucous and deafening, but the steady drizzle of ordure from the high tops would have repelled all but the most dedicated of ornithologists. The greenish-grey slime was almost impossible to remove from clothing, and it stank to high heaven. At nesting time, we contented ourselves with watching the antics of the birds from the edge of the rookery. They quarrelled constantly and with ferocity, and they exhibited all the less attractive characteristics of the human race. They took transparent delight in stealing from their neighbours, often for no obvious reason, filching sticks from nests when the occupants were absent.

         They were terrible racists, too. A strange rook with a few white feathers in its tail appeared from nowhere one day as we were watching. It was instantly mobbed and harried by the others, two of its white feathers being plucked unceremoniously from its bottom as it fled.
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         The Crow Wood was at its best in the springtime. In winter, even when it was not raining, you would get soaked. The tree branches and the dead bracken dripped with cold water and even the rooks were silent. At this time of the year the wood was as bleak and miserable as anything to be found in the fairy tales of the brothers Grimm. In summer, countless legions of the dreaded Scottish midges roosted in the green bracken, the slightest touch against a stem sending a ripple like a Mexican Wave through the fronds and arousing clouds of the voracious insects into a veritable feeding frenzy for which there was only one repellent – the fumes from the old man’s pipe.

         Autumn was the time of gales. The Irish Sea was only a few miles over to the west and the wind would come screaming in from the Cruggleton Rocks and over the flat fields, thrashing the slender elms branches to a fury against each other and sending cascades of dead sticks and other debris tumbling from the old nests to the ground far below.

         But springtime in the Crow Wood – ah then, how different that was! In springtime, the Crow Wood was a paradise of colour and birdsong and magic, and it was a joy to be alive. The wind had lost its bite and it was not yet warm enough to bring the midges out from their winter lodgings. The curly green heads of the bracken were just beginning to push their way through the bronze of last year’s growth, while in her secret refuge under the shelf of the burn the shy primrose was beginning to show her pretty little head in a rapture of gold. Vines of forget-me-not trailing along the burn bank were already a faint haze of Wedgwood blue, while, in the small damp hollow in the centre of the wood, the brazen marsh marigold sported her gold-plate headdress, like a harlot setting off for a night on the town.

         On a dry little hillock at the edge of the wood, the royal-blue of the fragile violet vied for attention with the equally delicate bugle and heartsease. The scent of so many varieties of flowers was heady and somehow feminine in its fragrance when one was resting on the ground, but the moment one stood up, the trees took over: the aphrodisiac cedar-scent of the Douglas Fir, the turpentine aroma of the Scots Pine and Silver Fir, the fruity orange-smell of the solitary Giant Fir that stood like a sentinel at the entrance to the wood, and many more. 

         This was a time of the year when birds were competing with each other in song, and the section of the wood not occupied by the rooks was a veritable orchestra of avian music. The happy carolling of the chaffinch rang ceaselessly through the high tops and the piping call of the pink-breasted bullfinch could be heard from the soft-hued larch fronds at the far corner of the wood. Wrens and warblers trilled their roundelays from thickets of elderberry and briar, and the soft – yet oddly penetrating – zee-zee-zee of the tiny goldcrest, Britain’s smallest bird, could be heard from the majestic Scots Pine. High overhead, somewhere up there where cotton-wool tufts of cloud drifted lazily over an azure sky, the unforgettable melody of the skylark paid endless tribute to the deity who made this perfection possible.

         Looking back on it all now it seems that most of the really important parts of my childhood were spent in the Crow Wood with my grandfather. School interrupted my fun to a certain extent when I reached the age of five years and had to walk daily down to the village to get a more formal education, but even so, there was always time after school to toddle up to the Crow Wood with the old man. He had had very little schooling himself, but he was the best teacher I ever had. Listening to him under the chestnut tree in the Crow Wood, I learned all I ever needed to know about survival on this earth, and I learned a lot about the old man’s unique philosophy on life after our time on this earth was over.

         The chestnut tree was big and old, with a huge spreading crown that gave shade from the glare of the sun and gave shelter when it rained. From the beginning the old man had adopted it as a base for our explorations and talks. It was conveniently sited, too, being just on the fringe of the section inhabited by the rooks. There, we could sit and watch their activities in comfort without being constantly splattered upon. With our backs to the great bole, I would listen avidly while he told me fables he had learned in childhood, tales about Gaelic demigods like Duncan of the Long Axe and Deirdre of the Sorrows.

         There was a cavity in the bole of the tree and in this recess he kept an oilskin pouch containing a spare clay pipe and a roll of tobacco. It was ‘in case of emergency’, he said. I never found out what kind of emergency he envisaged for I never saw him dip into the contents. I think it was just his insurance against the event of a disaster, such as breaking the stem of his ‘good’ pipe or my mother confiscating his tobacco.

         It was under the chestnut tree, too, that he found a new interest in life and it was one with which, to my intense delight, I was able to help. At the end of my first year in school, The Dandy comic first saw the light of day. The old man took an instant liking to it. He could not, of course, read the English script so I had to translate as best as I could. Desperate Dan was an immediate favourite with him. ‘A fine, strapping fellow,’ was his verdict. ‘He must have been a Mull man. I’m surprised he didn’t have the Gaelic.’

         The old man was an expert on the tin whistle. He had got the whistle many years before, he said, from a tinker in Mull in exchange for a rubbery old coalfish that no one else would look at. On days so drab as to put a temporary halt to our explorations he would produce the whistle and the sad melodies of the Hebrides seemed to hang in the still, wet air. When he played the movingly poignant air An t’Eilean Muileach (The Isle of Mull), it seemed as though every bird in the wood fell silent until the last silvery note had trilled out through the trees. I have heard it played many times by professional musicians, but never as hauntingly as when played in the Crow Wood by the old man on his cheap tin whistle. He even composed a tune especially for me, a tune which he called Larks in the Dawning. This was the fey part of him coming to the surface: he always maintained that I was born a wanderer and would thus sleep in the open with the larks in many countries throughout my life.

         He was a superstitious as a spae-wife. The carrion crow, he said, was a cousin of Satan, and the sight of one roosting in a tree outside one’s house was a sure sign that a member of the household was about to die. Also portenders of death were magpies, lapwings and ravens. Rooks, on the other hand were good birds and friends of humans. Indeed, he said, when a Hebridean died, the rook was the bird entrusted to carry his soul to Tir nan Og, the Gaelic Heaven.

         ‘Where is Tir nan Og? Will there be a Crow Wood there? Are women allowed in there?’ The questions came tumbling out of me.

         The location of Tir nan Og depended upon which part of the Hebrides you came from, he said. Skye people went to the Isle of Raasay when they died, which served them jolly well right. Harris people spent eternity weaving hats for English grouse-shooters. Those with Muileach blood like ourselves, he said, would find the real Tir nan Og at the foot of Ben More on the Isle of Mull.

         ‘Where will Jimmy Wilson the shepherd go?’ I interrupted.

         ‘Good God! Jimmy Wilson?’ he cried with considerable feeling. ‘That bugger borrowed my new sharpening stone to sharpen his bloody scythe last week and he broke the thing. He will go straight to hell, mark my words. Anyway, he’s from Glasgow so he won’t know the difference, poor ignorant creature that he is.’

         ‘Tir nan Og,’ he continued, ‘is where all good people with Hebridean blood in their veins go when they die. One day, you will qualify, if your blood has not been too contaminated by your anglification at Garlieston Primary School, what with learning to speak English and singing God Save Our Gracious King and foreign rubbish like that. In Tir nan Og, he said, The Dandy comic will be written in Gaelic and Desperate Dan will be running a distillery. But women are certainly allowed into Tir nan Og, for they act as a civilising influence wherever they are. Man would descend to the gutter without women around him. They stop us spitting and drinking and swearing in the house, and they stop us making disgusting noises while we are having our porridge. Besides, they are prettier than men. They are good to have around for decorative purposes, if for nothing else.’

         His pipe was empty. He took a strip of tobacco from the pouch and began to shave pieces with his penknife. The black fluid oozed like treacle between his fingers as he worked the tobacco to a pulp in the palm of his hand.

         ‘That is,’ he continued, ‘if you can stop in one place long enough in your travels to appreciate them.’

         I said something or other to him, but he wasn’t listening. He was gazing outward, towards the northwest, towards the horizon, his mind and his eyes searching through the infinity of time and space towards his beloved Isle of Mull, to his Tir nan Og. He laid the pipe down at the foot of the tree and fumbled in his pocket for his tin whistle.
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         He left us suddenly and without fuss, as I should have expected. I remember that morning as though it were yesterday. I was on the way to school and as usual, he had walked with me down the rough track to the main road. He was, I remember, a little distant and quiet that morning, just smiling to himself as I chattered the foolish nonsense that children babble when they are sublimely happy, but I do not recall noticing anything unusual in his manner as we walked What was unusual was that, when we reached the road junction, he bent down before me and put his hands on my shoulders, his pale-blue, watery old eyes peering straight into mine. I thought that strange because he was the archetypal West Highlander in that he had never been a demonstrative person. There was a look in his eyes now, too, that I had never seen before, a withdrawn look, a wistful, indescribable look. His moustache looked even more motheaten than ever. It smelt strongly of tobacco and the ochrous colour of his teeth seemed even more pronounced as he smiled a strange, sad little smile at me.

         ‘You’ll soon me a man,’ he whispered ‘taking care of yourself. Make sure you do a good job of it. I’ve taught you all I can, and now it’s up to you. I’m tired now, and it’s time I had a good, long rest.’

         I did not understand what he was trying to tell me. For the first time in my life, I was in the presence of Death, but I was too young to realise it. I tried to speak, but there was a hard, painful lump in my throat that I had never experienced before. I swallowed once, twice, but it wouldn’t go away.

         ‘Just do your best, wherever you are, whatever you’re trying to do,’ he continued, ‘and you can’t go far wrong.’

         He straightened abruptly and smiled down at me.

         ‘Better get off down that road to school,’ he said, ‘or you’ll be late and we wouldn’t want that, would we?’

         He lit his pipe, puffing furiously, the blue smoke wreathing his head in an acrid cloud. I was turning to go when he said: ‘Don’t worry, my wee laddie. There’ll be a Crow Wood in Tir nan Og when you come to see me. And you won’t have to sing God Save the King there, either.’ 

         He gave a throaty chuckle and turned away from me, walking back up the farm track in his loose-limbed, bow-shouldered way, a trail of tobacco smoke following him. I ran off down the road towards the village, running blindly, unseeingly, not once looking back, not daring to look back.

         I knew for sure the moment I got home from school. It wasn’t because Miss Hannay, the rather terrifying old spinster who owned the farm, was in our cottage, talking quietly to my mother, nor was it the sight of my mother’s tense face. It was not even the fact that the curtains were drawn over the old man’s bedroom window. I had, without knowing why, known all day that he wouldn’t be around to greet me when I got home.

         I put my schoolbag quietly into my room and slipped out of the house…

         A drizzly rain had begun to fall but I was protected from the worst of it by the heavy curtain of leaves that crowned the chestnut tree. I sat there, my back resting against the tree, my mind numbed with shock, my head crowded with memories of the old man, thinking about him sitting here beside me, puffing away at his clay pipe, remembering the fluid notes of his tin whistle and the sweetness of the Hebridean melodies he produced from it, hearing again his gravelly voice as he told me yet another of his Gaelic stories.

         A rook suddenly appeared out of the murk to alight on the topmost branch above me. It moved up and down the branch, sideways, restlessly, until it found a spot on the branch where it felt comfortable. It lifted one foot and picked at its claws solemnly with its long, coarse beak. Suddenly, it seemed to become aware of my presence. It peered down at me, neck outstretched and shoulders hunched, for all the world like the old man when he was about to deliver one of his homilies to me. It cawed twice, thrice, four times, its bright eye inquisitorial. It stretched its wing and gave it a cursory preening. It cocked its head to one side and peered down at me again. Then it gave one last caw and launched itself into the leaden sky. It wheeled once, slowly, around the Crow Wood, circling it one last time, then it veered sharply away over the farmlands, flying northwest with swift-beating wings, heading straight northwest as surely as though following a compass bearing, heading, as I knew it would, for Tir nan Og. I was waving when it was but a tiny dot in the distance, and I was still waving when there was nothing to wave at any more but the heavy grey clouds and the rain and the sodden trees around me.

         A cold runnel of water trickled down my neck. I knew it was time to go. I turned up the collar of my jacket, then I remembered the old man’s secret cache. I thrust my hand in. The oilskin package was still there. I took it out, opened it, looked at the clay pipe and the roll of tobacco, wondering whether to bury the lot behind the tree or take it home with me. I put it back in the recess and then, for no particular reason, stuffed a clump of bracken into the hole to camouflage it. He’ll come back for it when he needs it, I reflected. And, I thought, I’ll bring his bottle of Distillery Potion and his tin whistle with me tomorrow and put them in here with his pipe and tobacco. He’s going to need his medicine and a wee tune to cheer him up when they start the spring-cleaning in Tir nan Og.

         As I trudged homewards the heavens tipped their contents down upon me, relentlessly, drearily. A pair of curlews stooped and curvetted overhead, their plaintive cries echoing out over the stark fields. It was a fitting coronach to the end of childhood.

         I was eleven years and one month old. Already, I had taken my first steps on the Road to Anywhere.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER TWO

            The Rattling Bog

         

         
            ‘Blows the wind today, and the sun and the rain are flying,

            Blows the wind on the moors today and now,

            Where about the graves of the martyrs the whaups are crying,

            My heart remembers how!’

            Robert Louis Stevenson

         

         They were a familiar sight in the autumnal gloamings of my youth as my brother and I wended our way homeward along the Old Bog Road. From all the airts they came surging in, feathered armadas of them filling the sky with their swirling, black confusion of traffic, endless masses of birds, soaring and circling above and around that small splash of water far below them, their whistling and chirruping and chattering and whirring of wings sending the resident colony of whaups lumbering into the air in a tumult of anxious funereal piping calls. Round and round the invaders wheeled, column upon column of them, looping the loop, performing figures of eight victory rolls, Immelan turns, the sound of their passage like a faint roll of thunder in the distant Galloway hills. We never could figure out what all this complicated aerial manoeuvring was about, since the incomers always knew which tree or bush was theirs by right of conquest, each species of bird settling with their own fellows into the exact same tree or shrub or clump of reeds as they had done the previous evening and, most probably, every other evening before that since time immemorial, the starlings occupying the tall, solitary alder tree out in the middle of the water and the smaller birds such as the reed buntings and wagtails choosing the thin strands of crack-willow and bulrushes around the fringes of the lochan.

         The bog was a noisy place to be anywhere near at this time of the day, for there must have been close to half a million birds roosting in it, each expressing his and her frank opinion to the other of the state of the environment and the sort of day they had just had. A pair of partridges huddled together under a clump of gorse at the far end but their familiar Karowick-Karowick-Karowick evening call was drowned out the moment the hordes arrived.

         During the summer a pair of corncrakes took up residence among the tall grass in the drier ground in the centre of the bog, but by this time of the year they were well on their way to their holidays in Asia. In any case, such shy and retiring birds could never have tolerated the racket around them in those autumnal evenings, even the two pair of mallard that habitually nested by the waterside through the summer months preferring to seek pastures new when the rowdy newcomers arrived.

         My brother called it the ‘Rattling Bog’, and he couldn’t have given it a more appropriate name.

         There were no rabbits in the Rattling Bog. Lang Lugs, the big brown hare, was the only major non-avian resident and even then he only used it for sleeping in during the day in his well-concealed form on the drier ground among the tall rushes. Each night, he would set off on tour, out through the hole in the dry-stone wall that surrounded the bog, lolloping his way through the dockweed and thistles and ragwort in the fields beyond, heading out there towards his distant feeding places, somewhere far out there where the starlit firmament joined the sleeping earth in soft embrace. Or, as the more superstitious of the old people would have it, to join the forces of darkness somewhere out there at the edge of infinity in cabalistic rituals as old as time itself.

         My brother was fascinated by the Rattling Bog and, in particular, by Lang Lugs. Geordie was a year younger than me, and probably even more strongly imbued than me with that strange itch to discover what was on the other side of the hill that has made so many of us Scots such inveterate itinerants. I think that in Lang Lugs he saw much of the free spirit that he himself aspired to be, like the ‘wild rapparee’ of Irish song and legend, an untamed wanderer of heath and machair, a capricious creature shorn of all the irksome responsibilities and cares of humanity, free to roam as and wherever he wished.

         We knew where Lang Lugs made his resting place among the rushes of the Rattling Bog, but we never ventured near it, afraid that we would scare him out of the bog for good. He, in turn, became less wary of us, even when, on the rare occasions, we met him in the outlying fields far from his home. There were times when winter floods completely covered the Rattling Bog with up to three feet of water, enforcing upon the hare a temporary flit from the bog to drier ground until the floods receded. This meant that the Old Bog Road was also covered in water, necessitating a very wide detour by us through the fields on our way home from school. Occasionally, at times such as those, we would come upon Lang Lugs out in the fields, sitting bolt upright, nose twitching, ears standing straight up, great pop-eyes regarding us with unblinking curiosity. So long as we stood still, he would continue watching us like this, but the moment we made a move towards him he would be off with an unhurried loping gait, round marble-like eyes jutting from the side of his head, peering back at us as he fled.

         Our cottage sat at the southern extremity of the Rattling Bog. My brother came cycling home from the cinema one night, eyes sparkling with excitement, beseeching me to follow him back down the road. I jumped on my bicycle and followed him. It was the month of March and the moon had never been brighter. Geordie uttered not a word to satisfy my curiosity as we pedalled rapidly down the Old Bog Road. We pulled up by the stone structure bridging the burn at the northern end of the bog. Across the bridge from us, the Rattling Bog was bathed in silvery light. Out in the centre of it, little marionette-like figures danced and weaved and bobbed and jostled on hind legs, like moorland pixies in gladiatorial combat. It was a spooky sight, and with the eerie light flickering with ghostly shadows, it took a few seconds for my nerves to settle. There were twelve of them; hares all paired off, boxing each other in that annual saturnalia which had helped give hares a rather sinister reputation throughout the ages, a reputation for associations with the occult among many other things, and had irrevocably damned them with the ‘Mad March Hare’ epithet.

         We knew that Lang Lugs had to be one of the participants before us, for this, after all, was his patch, but we could not distinguish one from the other among the silhouettes on the bog. Most of them were doing nothing more effective than shadow-boxing, just pawing at each other, but one of the two contestants nearest to us had a very professional look to him. He was giving his opponent a torrid time indeed with his ringcraft: a left cross to the short ribs accompanied by a savage right hook to the liver followed by some murky work in the clinches, and finally a classic straight left to the snoot and a lightening right to the side of the head that sent his opponent tumbling backward among the rushes. ‘That was sheer class, real Joe Louis stuff,’ enthused my brother ecstatically as we pedalled homeward an hour or so later. ‘That just had to be Lang Lugs in action!’
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         By the time Geordie and I reached our late teens we were deemed competent enough shots to be allowed out with the family gun. This was a double-barrelled twelve-bore shotgun, and it was old. The stock had been broken and repaired in the ancient past, and the barrels had been bent and the ends sawn off through a fall on a rocky seashore somewhere or other in its turbulent history. It had so many little brass plates screwed on to it here and there that it looked as though it might have seen active service at the OK Corral under the auspices of Wyatt Earp or Doc Holliday.

         It was, I suppose, rather a tatty old thing, if truth be told, something that certainly did not belong in any fancy gunroom, but the important thing was that it was ours. When we had it in our hands, we were kings. To us, it was the most beautiful gun in the world. The stock had a patina to it such as you could never hope to find, we believed, even on the oldest and most expensive Purdey ever made. And the grain of the dark, sleek walnut had such an intricacy of sinuous curls and such a delicacy of turbinations interlaced throughout it that it was sometimes hard to believe that this beautiful timber could have been created solely by the forces of nature.

         Patina on wood comes through age and use, and our gun had had plenty of the latter through the generations. Now, it was getting a new lease of life through Geordie and myself, and not just because of our forays in pursuit of game through moor, field and woodland. On wild winter nights, when banshees were moaning drearily in the blackness of the chimney and raggedy old witches were riding broomsticks through the slashing rain about our cottage, daring us to come out and play with them, we would sit by the hearth, taking the gun to pieces methodically, oiling all its parts, polishing it, reassembling it, polishing it again, over and over again, lavishing upon it the sort of care and attention that we would, alas, be unlikely to lavish upon any future girlfriends. Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday had never taken better care of their weapons than we did of that battered old veteran of ours.

         Although we were adequate enough shots, more importantly, we were careful enough gun handlers. The Old Man had taught us to be so, and our father was a very careful man. Always unload the gun, he kept on telling us, before you go through a wire fence or over a dry-stone wall. Never assume a gun to be unloaded until you open it up and check it out. More people are killed by ‘empty’ guns, he opined, than you could shake a stick at. After laying your gun on the ground for any reason, always open it up before you fire it to ensure that no mud is clogging the muzzle. Never, ever, leave a loaded gun unattended, he would warn, for some idiot was sure to start fiddling with it. Never let the hammers fall on empty chambers, for this would do the nipples of the gun no good at all, and would put extra strain on the springs of the hammer, the locks and the firing pins. In the end, we knew every spring and screw and stud of the gun’s mechanism, even if there were times when we felt that the Old Man did tend to go on a bit about it all, for we, with the fires of youth burning impatiently within us, wanted action, not talk. We wanted to get out there into the wide open spaces and start blasting everything that moved.

         This, too, was a great big ‘no-no’ for the Old Man, however. Never point a gun at anything you don’t want to kill, he would drill into us, and never, but never, kill anything you don’t intend to eat. A man who took pleasure in killing for the sake of killing was nothing but a murderer in the Old Man’s eyes, even if the victim was nothing more important in the scheme of things than a common old seagull.

         The Old Man’s homilies are lessons I remember as clearly today as any biblical commandments our old headmistress ever pumped into us in primary school. Through dear old Jenny Whiteright’s teaching, I have so far refrained from worshipping graven images and I have never overtly coveted my neighbour’s ass nor his manservant, and through the Old Man’s influence I have never yet shot anyone, although I have to admit that occasionally even at this late stage in my life, the temptation can be overpowering.

         The 1940s was a dreary period of wartime rationing, and we had permission to shoot over the farmland on which we lived. The farm and its environs were well stocked with game, and the pigeons, rabbits, ducks, greylag geese, and the occasional pheasant we shot were welcome additions to the meagre rations of that time. Sometimes my brother and I would go out on our own with the gun, but more often the Old Man did the shooting while Geordie and I trailed along with him to beat out clumps of gorse, bracken and scrub in order to chivvy out whatever happened to be lurking inside.

         Considering everything, it was ironic that it should have been the Old Man firing the gun when we had the accident. The horror of it is as vividly entrenched in my mind today as when it happened all of those six decades ago.

         Geordie and I were beating out a narrow strip of rushes just to the north of the Rattling Bog, while the Old Man stood on the low embankment surrounding the rushes. A cock pheasant exploded from the rushes with the loud, lunatic cackling those foolish birds emit at times like those, straining its wings and body to reach outer space in the quickest possible time. The Old Man’s gun roared, the pheasant dropped from the sky and on the far flank of the rushes beyond where I was standing, my brother dropped silently to his knees.

         I picked up the bird. Glancing across towards my sibling – whom I had merely assumed to have stumbled on a tussock – I realised that he was, in fact, in serious trouble. He was making desperate attempts to rise to his feet, but he was just floundering around in the mud. I ran over to him. Blood was gushing from a large, circular hole in the back of his head.

         I took charge of the situation, for it was not difficult to see that the shock of what had happened had left the Old Man in no condition to take charge of anything. I took off my shirt and ripped a large, makeshift bandage from the coarse cloth. I tied it around Geordie’s head to try to stanch the bleeding. Between us, my father and I managed to hoist him, ‘piggy-back’ fashion, onto my back. Then we began the long trek homeward over field and hill and dry-stone wall. Geordie moaned and gave a convulsive jerk when I stumbled slightly. I tightened my grip on his legs and looked sideways at the Old Man. With a sense of total disbelief, I realised that he was sobbing silently. It was, I think, as great a shock to me as the actual shooting. My father, my great big, tough, unemotional father, was sobbing. This was certainly serious. I lengthened my stride, and George, who was about the same weight as myself, no longer seemed heavy on my back.

         We had no telephone in our house to call our doctor in far-off Wigtown and the nearest phone was in a neighbouring farm about half a mile away. I ran over the fields to it. My brother was in bed, drifting in and out of consciousness, when the doctor finally arrived.

         ‘What sort of cartridges were you using?’ demanded the no-nonsense old Doctor Lillicoe abruptly.

         I dipped my hand into my pocket and fished out a couple of buff-coloured things with ‘WD’ imprinted on them in black lettering.

         ‘I thought so!’ he growled in disgust. ‘Fucking War Department cartridges. Black Market rubbish. Useless as tits on a goose. I’ve had a few other people maimed by those bloody things recently. Take them outside and bury them somewhere. Cheap shit. The bastards who authorised the making of these things should be hung up by the balls in a Turkish fornicatorium.’

         He was fishing chunks of purple wadding and pellets of lead shot from my brother’s skull as he spoke.

         ‘He’ll live, I think,’ he predicted when he had finished. None of the pellets have penetrated the bone. Now,’ he said to my father, ‘you and I deserve a good stiff dram after all that, don’t you think?’

         But my mother had already produced the necessary bottle and glasses from the cupboard.

         ‘I have never touched a drink in my life, Dr Lillicoe,’ she said, ‘but now is as good a time to start as any.’

         Geordie’s wonderful spirit made light of his wound. But it had been a close shave. No blame, thank God, was ever attached to the Old Man for it was quickly established that my brother was nowhere near the target area at the time the trigger was pulled. The bad packaging of the cartridge, the experts explained, had meant that the wadding had been stuffed with pellets when it left the muzzle of the gun, and some weird force of dynamics had made it adopt a downward, wildly spiralling trajectory, with my unfortunate sibling being on the receiving end of it.
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