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Introduction: The Atlantic Ocean


OCTOBER 2007





When you grow up by the sea you spend a good deal of time looking at the horizon. You wonder what on earth the waves might bring – and where the sea might deposit you – until one day you know you have lived all that time between two places, the scene of arrival and the point of departure, like a ghost on the shore. When I look back at my childhood on the Ayrshire coast, I recall a basic devotion to the idea that human nature and national character are as unknowable as the weather’s rationale. Nevertheless, in those years I yearned to know whatever I could know and I fell in love with the Atlantic Ocean, imagining I saw it as somehow suspending very wonderful promises about freedom and democracy. That water had once made the world seem reachable, made life seem plausible, and standing there I watched the infrequent ships and thought of the Ireland my people had come from and the America so many of us were coming to be absorbed by. They were each out there, the past and the future, the great hunger and the maddening feast, and the Atlantic itself seemed capable of whispering these stories into the coves.


I was born on 25 May 1968. It was the high point of a certain kind of idealism – Paris witnessed the biggest of its student riots that day – and by the time I came to stand by myself on the beach at Saltcoats I was merely a representative ghost. The country at my back, and the Britain beyond, had already given up both its industries and its idealisms and much of its community to a brand-new notion of the individual. That is who we were at the end of the 1970s. I was a post-industrial Scottish child, wide eyed in the Winter of Discontent, and the ocean I looked out on was no longer streaked with ships fresh from yards on the Clyde or with vessels hot for the British Empire. My mother’s father, Charlie Docherty, had once glided down that waterway on the Captain Cook, a ship bound with tons of merchandise for Sydney Harbour. Michael O’Hagan, my father’s father, had sailed the other way round on HMS Forfar, which was torpedoed off the west of Ireland and sunk in the winter of 1940.


That was life beneath the waves. Breaking through them in my younger days, when the coast was clear and the air smelled of vinegar, was a pack of nuclear submarines based at Faslane. The Cold War was very neighbourly round our way: from my perch on the sea wall the Atlantic would now and then show evidence of the world that Britain was turning towards. Those submarines – Resolution, Repulse, Renown, Revenge – arrived with stealth and ascended like shadows to darken the old horizon: their fearful weapons systems were American and suddenly so were we. For a few ominous months in the early 1980s, of course, the Atlantic was the star of the show in an old-fashioned and bloody demonstration of outmoded imperial selfhood, the battle for the Falklands. Yet in the days of Revenge and Repulse – or vengeance and repulsion – the famous ‘task force’ came on like a tribute fleet, a horrible anachronism, steaming with alacrity towards the frozen nether regions of the South Atlantic, the vessels as ghostly in their own way as the lost ships of my grandfathers.


I have beside me as I write a group of postcards from the early days of our fifty-first statehood. They sit on my desk like snapshots of the Thatcher revolution, each one pointing in some way towards America and a burgeoning comedy of death and celebrity and inequality. They point to a future coalition of the willing: an evangelical lust for Christian ideals spanning the oceans; a capacity for wonder at the depth of feeling attached to one’s own righteousness. They show cruise missiles and closed coal mines, Princess Diana and Greenham Common. And you can’t look at the cards without thinking them a cultural presentiment of a very special relationship: a new kind of America and Britain is inscribed in the images of Ronnie and Maggie. Most of all the cards are stepping stones across the sea: we observe in them what we learned from America about masking our guilt at how Christians behave when it isn’t Sunday. They show the progress of popular sentiment and the forming of an instinct for gross spiritual compromise – they show how far we will go in order to love the marketplace. That’s right: they show the birth of New Labour.


We must, at some level, have been greatly impressed by the simple brutality of the dollar, the way it could change old civilisations, just as Ronald Reagan smiled his smile and held his nerve and bankrupted the Soviet Union. After the 1980s, and the birth of Cool Britannia, it was well understood that the Argie-hating Sun would come out for New Labour, and when it did the relationship felt right and proper, for the meaning of democracy had changed in those years to become a treatise against outsiders and a passionately sentimental ideology. And so we woke up in the era of Tony Blair to find that Britain was not a comforting land on which to rest our ambivalence. It was a place where every politician had cut his cloth to suit the fashion of the times, cut it in the US style, so that we dressed ourselves no longer with an austere but fair sense of who we could be as a nation but with a belligerent certainty about who we are not. We learned to hate our enemies not for their criminal acts but for their metaphysical differences. ‘You are either with America or you are against us,’ said George W. Bush, and Britain was already by then another country. And so was America. By the time I had written the last of these essays, America was no longer a place admired by the world. People tried to blame America’s enemies for that – foreign and domestic, left and right – but the sadder truth is that it was America’s friends that did her harm. Even yet, as the idiots who supported that bad and stupid war scan the room for exits and blame the left for their greater wrongs, we find that Blair’s version of brotherhood cost America dearly. He can say what he likes, and so can those soulless people in his government who stood silent to save their jobs, but Britain was the bad brother that goaded its sibling into psychosis.


It is easy for people to say that opposition to this kind of America – to this abuse of an idealistic, generous, open notion of America – is the same as blanket anti-Americanism. I won’t even bother with that, because I know, and readers of these essays will know, that it is quite another America I would want to befriend into decency. I am talking about the one that gave me belief as a child, the one that seemed to provide a fair chance and a good laugh, the one of the best movies and the perfect novel. I am talking about the America once imagined by Scott Fitzgerald, the one that many people have broken their hearts trying to hold on to, the one commensurate with our capacity for wonder. Let the lazy snipers seize their opportunity and call those of us appalled by Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld anti-American, for they know nothing of America that is worth defending. Let it be said that America lost its friends and gained an ally – for that is the story of a modern tragedy.


Jay Gatsby watches the beautiful green light at the end of Daisy’s wharf, and the Atlantic waters that lapped under the beams there and under that famous green light were the waters of my own Atlantic too; they had come from the shores of a hopeful and once idealistic Britain. We share many things and I have always believed in our brotherhood, which is why it is sad to see us fall hopelessly together into that element that Scott Fitzgerald knew by heart: an utterly terrible grandness of delusion.


I found my way to London and began writing essays and books in the 1990s. I wanted to raise a smile and raise my game and sing some new notes if possible. I bow before the traditions that made this kind of writing and many of them are resolutely Scottish. It was the Edinburgh Review under Francis Jeffrey that first demonstrated how a very good journal could be more important every few weeks than several decent novels, and I believe I found that same quality of hospitality at the London Review of Books. As a novelist, I have perceived no contradiction between one literary activity and another and have cared for the great journals all my life: they contain a tincture of the very lifeblood of the culture, and the best ones find it natural to civilise our politics while taking steps to finesse our understanding of society. The best ones add to our stock of liveliness while proving anxious to upgrade the power, the precision, and the beauty of the language. They resist cant and play with fire. The essay and the long reported piece are forms with the most daunting exemplars in the traditions of both Britain and America, and I argue for the forms, not for myself, when I say we must fight at all costs to uphold their status.


This book opens with an essay about Scotland. I am now and then accused of being disloyal to Scotland – or of not liking it very much – by people who consider it an insult for authors to do anything other than praise the place where they come from. The Scottish writers I grew up loving and learning from – Robert Burns, James Boswell, Robert Louis Stevenson, John Galt, whether at home or abroad – would immediately have dismissed this for the terrifying nonsense that it is. A healthy literary culture would never expect its writers to reproduce the conceited forms of self-congratulation that every nation has at its disposal. There are those who like writers best when we are at our most agreeably banal. Yet it is our job to interrogate the culture as much as ourselves, and to enjoy a drink in the pub afterwards. Anything less constitutes a mockery of tradition, an insult to what one might call an international sense of discovery, a completely unforgivable slap in the face of the thoughtful reader, and a betrayal of the writer’s talent. There will always be those who view the honest attempt to write carefully as something equal to a tantrum of self-importance, and there is nothing very much I can do about these people, who require writers to embody some patriotic principle. They are not my kind of readers or writers or pass-keepers: we are citizens of the world before we are subjects of any nation, and novels are not editorials and essays are not policy. Scotland is rich in both innocence and experience, and I begin this collection with an essay about my native land that might demonstrate how naturally a certain passion of regard can sometimes live beside a quantity of dismay.


‘I will not serve that in which I no longer believe whether it call itself my home, my fatherland or my church,’ wrote James Joyce in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, ‘and I will try to express myself in some mode of life or art as freely as I can.’ But the buckling of freedom’s meaning and the perversion of journalistic ethics have themselves become large parts of life in the last few decades. Nowadays, an emetic populism is taken to stand for common sense; a communal blaming and a self-pity is held in our culture to answer most persuasively to the call of truth. The common reader, wherever she exists, has never been so common, and George Orwell would whiten to address the mob that now scans the Daily Mirror and each night flicks between the bouts of gladiatorial combat happening on every other channel.


A kind of political idealism fell about the beaches of my youth like so many echoing and departing voices, and many of the essays in this volume take up the story from there. To me a book of essays might be bound by an atmosphere as much as by a theme – as any volume of prose or poetry might be – and so I make no great claims for this book’s utility as a summary of relations between Britain and America. Rather, the book might constitute a journey into the space between us, both a comedy of errors and portrait of a marriage, as both an argument about empire and a slow drama about the meeting of fame and ordinary life. The shots fired by Lee Harvey Oswald may have marked the beginning of an ending for particular public hopes and certain private dreams, but so in another way was the killing of James Bulger and in another way again the mountain of flowers that gathered in the streets for Diana.


It was writing about the death of that Liverpool toddler that gave me my start at the London Review. We had all seen the pictures of the child being abducted from the Strand Shopping Centre and later the footage on television of the two ten-year-olds – at that time called Boy A and Boy B – being hounded by a mob holding up nooses as the children’s van arrived at the court. I thought at the time that those images represented a new moment in the history of the community I grew up in, the northern working-class, which seemed for the first time hand-in-hand with the tabloids in a grim attempt to force unreason on top of unreason. Nobody was talking about the boys’ backgrounds, the economic conditions of their lives or their education or their neighbourhood. They were simply exceptions, ‘Devil Dogs’, and their own community rose up to say they should be put down. John Major then said the second most chilling sentence ever spoken by a British prime minister. ‘I think it is time for us to understand a bit less and condemn a bit more.’ (The first most chilling was from Margaret Thatcher, his predecessor, who said ‘there is no such thing as society’.)


I said to my editor I could recognise so much about the boys: their way of talking, their backgrounds, how they inclined towards one another as they walked. I was twenty-five, but my childhood seemed near to hand: it was filled with the essential dangers and abuses and lacks that had run to quite a different course in the cases of Boy A and Boy B, but that didn’t stop me from wanting to understand the world that made them and sustained them and now rejected them. ‘Confessions of a Literary Journalist’, said the Guardian when it reprinted the piece I wrote for the London Review. But liberal opinion was split in two over the Bulger case, and no amount of confession, no attempt to identify the sources of the boys’ terrible act, could stand muster against the barrage of tabloid hate that rained down on them. I kept thinking of those two ten-year-olds who lived a mile or two from the silent docks of Liverpool, two boys who dogged school and watched American horror films rented by their parents about murderous dolls that must be destroyed. Around those boys we watched the beginning of a new social marriage in Britain: the conjoining of tabloid spite with underclass sentiment, a precursor of a new kind of populist energy that would run free and wild in the Blair years. I believe it started there, with the nooses and the moral panic, with the indecent joy of condemnation and the CCTV. It will be remembered that it was the British newspapers who appealed to Lord Justice Morland to have the names and pictures of the two boys released and he did so with the public’s support. At this point one had to face the fact that Britain was a very different country from any in Europe: those terrified boys, who had done a terrible thing, aged ten, not only faced the full rigours of an adult trial but had their faces printed on the front page of the Daily Mail at the end. Even today it is difficult to imagine any other judge in Europe being successfully pressed by the media to name Jon Venables and Robert Thompson, thus seeing three lives destroyed instead of one.


The conjunction of killing and celebrity is not so modern if you think of Jesse James or the Brothers Kray. But not everybody in the Wild West – or, indeed, in the Wild East End – could have shared the ultramodern propensity to see other people’s suffering in the media as something of an enhancer of one’s own general feelings of well-being. While we were becoming like a part of America, many of us learned how to forget the idea of a common decency. Slowly, in the years that stretch from the first term of the America-loving Thatcher to the last term of the America-loving Blair, we saw a grand entrenchment of those rich and those poor. American’s influence on Britain, so good in many ways, put a stretch on this polarisation – Reagan’s notion that a good society was a place where some stayed poor so that others could be richer – and for all New Labour’s handsome talk about a ‘classless society’, we now know that deep inequality is a condition we take for granted. The have-nots make it worse by seeming so much to revel in their deracinated culture, so glued to Sky TV and sugary products they do not see how they are becoming a by-product of richer people’s happiness. This is something of the culture I grew up in and the point is not to condemn but to understand it, as John Major said we should not.


Several essays here try to map the way we have drifted towards the American manner of society. When I saw those poor people – and I mean poor people – stranded in the Superdome in New Orleans after the hurricane, I immediately packed a bag and crossed the Atlantic. There was no doubt in my mind. There is still no doubt. It was about us, too. We share an experience we can scarcely put a name to: many millions of people now exist for whom life used to be defined by work and is now defined by leisure. I’d say the complex losses and gains involved in that alteration hover over these essays. Leisure made us enjoy ourselves more, but who are they, these selves that are enjoying to death?


The aftermath of Hurricane Katrina might have shown the world that the dream once described by Martin Luther King was cold in the glare of Bush’s America. Michael Jackson continues to get whiter, and poverty in Britain is thought by some to be a lifestyle choice. We have lived together through the unlessoning of Vietnam and come out the other side with a higher regard for the power of media images and a smaller regard for human life. I have been moved by interest and by accident into the way of these developments and I wanted my own personal accounts of them to settle here together.


Writers of a certain kind – the unwise kind, you might say – should put on their shoes and go outside. There is something intoxicating about the odour of pencil shavings and cut lilies, but I always felt that outside was the place to test the weatherproof nature of one’s style and I have wanted to know how far I can press for the unobvious disclosure. In time I may grow to hate the outside world, but this book is a record of a natural inclination to see the writer hard at work in the open air and at the water’s edges, finding out just what it might be that a writer can find. In that sense the volume is also a story about the parameters of style, the American manner of reportage in conversation with the British, laying down a plan for the Atlantic mode.


All representative ghosts have their natural haunts, and I feel my generation was built to feel with a measure of instinct how non-fiction could be as written as fiction. But there are still controversies around this topic and I’ve been known to run into them. They featured even in my childhood and could be found in the those dusty copies of the Edinburgh Review and Blackwood’s magazine that fired my dreams of literary possibility as a boy. When I think of grand attempts to shape real life into art I don’t think first of Kansas and In Cold Blood, I think of James Boswell’s fantasia of Johnson’s life and the brilliant Edinburgh mimics who wrote for the great journals. Reality is not what it was, for writers no more than for the producers of sellable television shows, and I suppose that is something I take too much for granted. In any event, these pieces were written in the belief that journalism, as much as fiction, might work best when the style and the content are united. Material often speaks in its own way and it is the job of the writer to capture that way of speaking and to preserve it. This will sometimes mean throwing everything of yourself onto the page, allowing your own experience and your own ego to enliven the subject, but it might mean erasing yourself as completely as actuality allows, so that the material can properly survive your attempts to make excuses for it. There are stories – especially ones that feature extreme talk or behaviour – whose reality would be ground to dust by authorial intrusion, by a writer nervous of his material who was also anxious somehow to separate himself from its existence on the page or its validity in life. But that is bad writing. Our only responsibilities are to accuracy and the literary value of the thing – a writer who very obviously considers, as he writes a piece, what his friends will think of him when they read it is not a writer one can trust. It’s not a question of being brave or being right, but of sticking to the material.


Some time after publishing one of the pieces in this book, the one about New Orleans, I discovered that some readers had found it to be somewhat unfair to its subjects and to America itself. I was told that some Americans had found it so too, and that the fault – if it is a fault – was mainly to do with my seeming absence from the piece. I felt shocked at this discovery because it appeared, for me at least, to betray a lack of faith in what writing is about. The New Orleans piece may have any number of failings, and, as with everything here, I wish I could go back and make them right, but I doubt that any of them are to do with my failure to appear more often as myself, and to somehow correct the opinion of America configured by the reporting. I actually liked Sam and Terry, the two men in the piece, and I recorded the facts of their journey to the South with faith, but the material demanded that it be allowed to speak for itself. My dalliance with them in the act of gathering stuff for the piece was immaterial when it came to remaking their world in a literary sense. Their journey had drama and dialogue – and it may have had political relevance too, or social ramifications – but none of that would have been enhanced by my adding my own voice to their scenes. For good or for ill, one must sometimes let the story be the story, and my own attendance at Sam and Terry’s rescue effort was not the story.


There is a fourth wall in journalism as much as in drama: writers take it down as and when it suits them, though in British journalism, as opposed to American, addressing the reader directly is considered good manners. George Orwell, for instance, with all his brilliance, would act as valet to every thought a reader might have, which might, at the same time, explain why Orwell is both so congenial to be with and why none of his non-fiction narratives is as beautiful as those collected in Joseph Mitchell’s Up in the Old Hotel. Though they may not have known it themselves, the people who wanted me to be more present with Sam and Terry were really asking me to find a way to make Sam and Terry less like themselves, to launder them somehow by being a good liberal journalist who can explain or otherwise relieve the anxiety that is created by the men’s way of talking and being. My critics weren’t going that far, they weren’t asking for a censor, but they needed help in coping with these two men and the picture my account of their world gave of America, and they wanted that help to come not from their own imaginations but from mine.


All I can say is Sam and Terry are not Everymen and their America is not the only one: I wanted readers to be in proximity to the relentless tension of their lives and this meant establishing a style for the piece that might precisely meet that content. There are other pieces here where the author is forever coming to the front of the stage to explain why the sisters will not be going to Moscow, but the story about Sam and Terry depends on the idea that a journalist, as much as any writer, may on certain occasions be present everywhere but visible nowhere. I cared about the piece as writing, not as a social experience, though I think I always knew in my bones that some readers would want more of the latter. But editorialising would have killed Sam and Terry stone dead; I knew that more than anything. Perhaps people wanted me to say more about myself because it would have meant saying less about Sam and Terry: they were a discomforting pair, and the call for ‘balance’ is very often a masked desire that the thing being described just wasn’t described or even seen to exist.


Writing is not a character test and writers aren’t gods: you can charm your way into a reader’s affections with displays of good counsel and little arias of decency, but it will almost always in the end be like adding sugar to a dish that can be known for its own flavours. You will find many personal pieces in this book – pieces where the author is the character and the character is the point – but now and then the presence of the actor is most keenly felt when he is offstage. John Hersey wrote Hiroshima without once denouncing the savagery of those who invented the atom bomb or without once giving rise in the reader’s mind to the image of a good man scratching diligently in a notepad. He found a way to tell the story which perfectly served the story, and his example might tell us what we mean when we say that too much modern reporting is banal – it is the banality that comes when a writer imagines that he and his great conscience are more interesting than the story. Now and then they are, but the trick is to know when the story is working for itself.


In Britain over the last two decades, some of us might say that pop culture and pop politics have been under the spell of an American kind of allure. It’s not a singular story – the same could be said of what used to be East Berlin – but in Britain we may have embraced the rise of the Christian Empire of America in ways that seemed purely natural and purely brave, if you followed Tony Blair. He felt he was right and saw it as an act of statesmanship to go to bed with the moral ambitions of George W. Bush, but in a sense Blair’s record as the people’s prime minister had already predicted such an event. Our own empire was gone. The shipyards had closed. We no longer exported Britishness to the world, so why wouldn’t an ambitious, populist politician of the new millennium see it as natural – an act of survival, even – that we should instead swallow our pride and our reason and take a hand in exporting American democracy?


Several of these essays try to follow these arcs as they span the Atlantic Ocean: you might call it the people’s journey from a pride in having pride to a dependence on dependence. The culture of self-help that seemed so to dominate the airwaves – including the airwaves of high culture, movies, poetry and the novel – was born in the suburbs of America as surely as Oprah Winfrey. Before long we were watching the leisured underclasses throwing chairs at one another on Jerry Springer, and then we had it too – every day on the Jeremy Kyle Show.


Culture as social balm.


Spite as entertainment.


Shouting as argument.


Dysfunction as normality.


Desires as rights.


Shopping as democracy.


Fame is the local hunger in so much of this and I find I have looked for it on both sides of the water. Sometime between the death of Marilyn and the death of Diana we learned to call it celebrity and began to feel it in our bones, this new open trade in alienation across the Atlantic. I remember the moment the Scottish light-entertainment heroine Lena Zavaroni went off to sing for Gerald Ford at the White House. It was the first time I realised someone like us could achieve fame. We couldn’t have known then that, within ten years, this small girl would be writing private letters saying, ‘I have lost myself’, ‘I am in a black hole’, and that she would be dead by the age of thirty-four, killed by complications associated with anorexia nervosa. Her hunger for fame went physical, and over the years I came to see her as a patron saint of British celebrity. The rise of celebrity in Britain is actually the rise of a populist ethos.


As we clapped in our Scottish living room for Lena Zavaroni on Opportunity Knocks, I was convinced – being the youngest and the most starry-eyed – that the ‘Clapometer’ in London would pick up the noise and help Lena to win. Opportunity Knocks made the public the star: we made her success possible. And that is still the signature of phone-and-text competitions today. ‘If I am a star,’ Marilyn Monroe once said, ‘then it is the public who made me a star.’ And it is that power which became a kind of contagion in Britain at the end of the twentieth century. Margaret Thatcher may have wrecked our former sense of community, but she created a temperament for other forms of mass communion based on spite, many of which seek to mobilise collective feeling at 54p a minute.


This is the theatre of the new celebrity and its front-of-house staff is the tabloids. It is sometimes hard to be sure, when reading those papers with their trigger-happy eruptions of populist zeal, whether the issue at hand is a celebrity’s big bottom or the exposure of a paedophile. Is one being invited to win a million pounds, or being told about the terror in Darfur or encouraged to gape at a woman’s breasts or laugh at someone’s downfall? It all comes at you with the same aggressive common sense and unassailable male joy. The wiles of celebrity make the public feel powerful and imperial: we can decide on the fame of ordinary people, which makes us feel very real and does something politics cannot do – it makes us feel together.


I remember walking through those flowers along The Mall after Diana died, thinking, This is the revolution we’ve been waiting for: the country and the press got the god-like victim it wanted, and now come the observance and the vigils and the  flowers. It could only end in prayers. We wanted a celebrity to die in the cause of our need to feel that our own feeling of normalcy is everything. People were overwhelmed by the local power of that sentiment and they gathered together and bawled in the street.


A few years after that I was working on a novel and one day I visited a classroom of thirty girls. I gave out pieces of paper and asked them to write down what they wanted to be. It was the question we were always asked at school, and we would write ‘astronaut’ or ‘hairdresser’. (Something that could take you to America.) Seventy per cent of the papers I’d given out to the girls contained a single word. ‘Famous’ was no longer an adjective; it was a job and a condition of being.


You used to have to be chosen. You used to have to be chosen over others, lifted up, made special. That is what being famous was all about: the glow of her chosenness, the heat of his recognisability. Producers and directors and editors and talent scouts chose you – they married you to the means of production – and then the public chose you in their turn. But the means of production have altered for ever, and now people can broadcast themselves in ways that make the old entertainment models seem as antique and ghostly as the music hall. Young kids make a record in their bedroom and they play it on MySpace. Girls create an audience and a network of contacts on Facebook, letting the world assess them and join them and make them famous. Everyone can make a spectacle of himself nowadays: home computers are increasingly built for that, for iLife, which isn’t the same as any life that went on in this country before the dawn of the twenty-four-hour media cycle. Every bedroom is a potential studio and every person with Wi-Fi is a potential star. They are already the stars of their own lives. And perhaps that is where television has ceded most to the new technologies: togetherness will not in the future be served by a diet of programmes for our collective experience, but by each of us acting as producer and crew and star of our own show, which we then share with selected others. Our transit to Narcissus will be complete when our screens become mirrors: one star, one audience, the same person, oneself.


We have gone well past Andy Warhol. I saw that in New Orleans, when those two men from North Carolina showed a post-9/11 hunger to be heroic and be on television. At least they weren’t on Jerry Springer, though in many ways they would have done well there. I flew home from Atlanta that time with a bag full of notes and a head full of recognitions: parts of the Britain I was going home to are not at all unlike the world of Sam and Terry. It was filled with people like one or two of the boys I grew up with, workless for years but holding out for fame or glory in the media or a famous win on the Lotto. People like that often went to Iraq and died fighting battles ordered and run by 1960s idealists.


As a writer I care about America, and care about its carelessness. But I know I will always be captivated by the green breast of the New World as imagined by Scott Fitzgerald, the old island that once flowered for the eyes of Dutch sailors. ‘For a transitory enchanted moment,’ he writes in The Great Gatsby, ‘man must have held his breath in the presence of this continent.’ And when I read that sentence I always think of my great-grandfather Hector Lavery, a fishmonger from Glasgow, who was crossing the Atlantic at the time Fitzgerald was writing his book. Arriving in Manhattan Sound on the SS Columbia in 1923, Hector and his wife Elizabeth and their child must have looked out and seen something of what the novelist had in mind. They had left a whole lot of life back in Glasgow – this was new life and the country must have seemed made for them. Sixteen liners narrowly avoided colliding at the piers that day before depositing 18,558 passengers on American soil. ‘There were more than thirty-five nationalities represented by the immigrants who landed yesterday,’ reported the New York Times, ‘and some of them spoke such strange tongues that no one so far has been found who can understand them.’ I like to think of my relatives’ Glasgow and Irish voices with Atlantic salt on their tongues. When I look at their documents, I see they signed them with an X. The invisible worlds suggested by those bleary marks have spurred me in my attempt to find ways of writing these stories over the years. There is work to be done in our own hand, and I suppose I am still on that spit of Ayrshire coast, a scene of arrival and a point of departure.






















Scotland’s Old Injury


OCTOBER 2002





In Westminster Abbey a number of years ago, I stood for over an hour talking to Neal Ascherson. It was one of those freezing January evenings – cold stone, long shadows – and we adopted our BBC faces in Poets’ Corner, looking at the memorials and marble busts on the walls. I noticed Ascherson was taking his time over an inscription to the poet Thomas Campbell, and some words of Campbell’s began to echo somewhere in my head, two lines from The Pleasures of Hope:




’Tis distance lends enchantment to the view,


And robes the mountain in its azure hue.





Not good lines, but they seemed good enough as I watched Ascherson watching. He gave the impression there was something new to be said about Campbell.


‘Come with me,’ I said. ‘I want to show you something.’ Leading Ascherson across the Abbey, round an altar, down a spartan side-chapel, I pointed through some slats to the Coronation Chair. ‘They took it eight weeks ago,’ I said, ‘the Stone of Destiny.’


‘How did they remove it?’ Ascherson asked.


‘They gouged it out. They broke the chair. It’s a thirteenth-century chair.’


Ascherson looked at me, then looked again at the dimly lit chamber. He was smiling but I couldn’t tell if he was pleased or not. The Stone of Destiny had been taken back to Scotland, and I remember wondering, as we stood in the Abbey, if Ascherson thought the Scots would be delighted to have their Coronation Stone back after seven hundred years. ‘It was borne on the back of a polished military Land Rover,’ he writes in Stone Voices.


The onlookers on the pavement were sparse, and did not applaud. They seemed uncertain about what reaction was expected of them; whatever it was, they refrained from it … They found this mournful pageant a bit alienating, and in a way it was meant to be. For the Queen, the Stone still remains her personal property; she had sent her son the Duke of York to escort it to Edinburgh Castle, where it would be deposited ‘on loan’ between coronations, visible to her subjects for £5.50 a peep.


Ascherson is interested in relics, interested in what they mean, and he’s not short on native instinct when it comes to endowing even the most common stones of Scotland with an uncommon mystical power. His book Stone Voices: The Search for Scotland is a haphazard work of auto-geography, one man’s attempt to map his feelings about his own country, to send his affections first through the prism of history and then through the mincer, to hold up his own experience, his own devotions, to argue with time and battle with his own ambivalence, and above all, in the end, to have a go at telling a story about what it’s like to spend your life married to a scenic fiction: Scotland the Brave.


‘Normally, people inclined to faith rather than to reason tend to affirm the authenticity of a relic,’ he goes on, ‘not to deny it.’


In Scotland, it was the opposite. It had become important and alluring to many people to believe, in the teeth of all probability, that the Stone placed in Edinburgh Castle was a fake.


Why was this? And what was the connection between the unexpected coolness displayed by the Edinburgh crowds and these compulsive denials? It was the fact that over time the Stone’s importance had become essentially that of the grievance it evoked. What mattered about the Stone was precisely its absence: the fact that it had been carted off by an English king in an act of plunder which was also intended to be a symbolic act of conquest. Not the Stone, but the presence of the Stone at Westminster served to define one of the underlying realities of the English–Scottish relationship, and it continued to do so even after the 1707 Treaty of Union fused the two kingdoms into one ‘Great Britain’.


A half-hearted nation will want to hold fast to its grievances, and in that sense Scotland has done well. The nation’s brickwork is cemented with resentments, from ruined monastery to erupting tower block: blame, fear, bigotry and delusion, their fragments powder the common air – and always the fault is seen to lie elsewhere, with other nations, other lives. Scotland is a place where cultural artefacts and past battles – the Stone of Destiny, Robert Burns, Braveheart, Bannockburn – have more impact on people’s sense of moral action than politics does. The people have no real commitment to the public sphere, and are not helped towards any such commitment by the dead rhetoric of the young parliament. Yet the problem is not the parliament, it’s the people, and the people’s drowsy addiction to imagined injury – their belief in a paralysing historical distress – which makes the country assert itself not as a modern nation open to progress on all fronts, but as a delinquent, spoiled, bawling child, tight in its tartan Babygro, addled with punitive needs and false-memory syndrome.


Neal Ascherson has been through many long nights with this heart-scorching beast of a nation, yet, in spite of what he knows, he most often manages to play the part of the good father, coddling Scotland into a state of temporary sleep with the singing of old lullabies. As you would expect, the voice is tuneful and there is often an intelligent, estranged ring to what he writes. His book hovers over the hills and waterways of Scotland, staring down at the rutted marks of former glaciers and the footprints of deer, but all the while there are questions whispered under his breath: do I belong here? Is Scotland authentic? And most stirring of all: when was Scotland?


The first of his journeys is to mid-Argyll, the place Ascherson’s family come from. At some non-negotiable level of himself, he feels connected to those Bronze Age monuments, to these standing stones and circular cairns that punctuate the fields. In the manner of Hugh Miller, stonemason and essayist, the grain of Ascherson’s thinking is apt to spark off these heathen formations, these ‘ritual spires of condensed fear and memory’, as he calls them, and a melancholic attitude accompanies the notion that the modern age can do damage to such configurations on the headland. Some of the stones have holes in them, peepholes, you might say, into those spots of time that matter to the author. We find him stopping to look at the stones as he makes his way to the Oban hospital where his mother lies ill. Marion Campbell, the novelist, historian and poet, an old friend of the Aschersons, was lying in a bed near by. ‘Later in the ward,’ Ascherson writes,




I was talking to my mother about the Ballymeanoch stones, and the one that fell, and saying that nobody seemed sure when it had fallen. A muffled voice came from behind me. ‘Well, I know!’ said Marion, suddenly awake. ‘It was in 1943, and a Shetland pony was sheltering up against it from the storm when it broke off. Must have terrified the poor beast.’ She paused, and then said: ‘Nobody would believe now that I remember the stone when it was up, and how I used to look through the hole.’ She slept again, and later that afternoon they came to put screens around her bed. They tried to drain her lung, but it was too late. She must have known how ill she was.





There is a sense of belonging in all this, a sense of belonging to a place and a people, a love of nature, and one’s own nature, and of what Joyce called the ‘ineluctable modality of the visible’. I think Ascherson is less interested in origins, in where stones or people or nations come from, than in what happens to them, in how they are seen or how they see themselves, in what survives, and in the ways that one thing leads to another, which can become a fairly gentle way of describing your own personal history, too.


John Smith, the late Labour leader, believed a devolved Scottish parliament was ‘the settled will of the Scottish people’. He died too young and is buried now on the Isle of Iona, in what is thought to have been the graveyard of the Scottish kings. There’s a large oval stone lying over his grave, and it seems right, in the Ascherson way, for this man to be linked with the rudiments of some timeless, unknowable Scottish material, and tied to a notion of Providence. In 1845, just before the potato failure, the cholera epidemic reached Argyll; the village of Allt Beithe lay in the hills around Tarbert, and one day it was noticed that none of the villagers had been seen for a while.


‘A rescue party set out, and went first to the hamlet of Baldarroch, where they found only the dead lying in their houses.’ Climbing on, they reached Allt Beithe. There ‘they found everyone dead or dying except for a baby, Archibald Leitch,’ a little boy of two. He was carried back to Tarbert and brought up by relatives, and in time grew up to be a boat-builder – and, Ascherson points out, John Smith’s great-grandfather.


When people write Scottish history, they do so, if they’re at all sure of their market, with a certain degree of patience and hope, and with as good an eye for questions of destiny as for questions of fabulation. Scottish people respond to the idea that there is a Story of Scotland, and writers who can make that story a stormy marriage of internal and external strife – of deep feelings and strong weather, true love and ancient rocks – are answering to a need that is taken for granted in Scotland. Where documentary evidence is lacking, rocks can replace papers; people read their ancestral stories into the scattered stones, and even where there are papers, people have traditionally shown a tendency to make for the rocks if there is no supporting evidence for what is written. In this respect, Ascherson takes his cue from Hugh MacDiarmid – ‘There are ruined buildings in the world, but no ruined stones’ – and that is a poetic truth with a mighty appeal for Ascherson’s generation of Scottish politicians. It appeals to those who are more taken with essence than experience, those who, for good reasons not bad, wish for an overarching grandeur, a galvanising truth, something in the Scottish character that can live up to the landscape. It is part of what Ibsen called ‘the saving lie’: the presentation of every sort of necessary, ancient virtue, which, taken together, might seem to compensate for the nation’s terrible smallness of vision. Scotland is presently – and quite horrendously – failing the test of its own modernity. Much of its life is, by and large, a mean-minded carnival of easy resentments; it is a place of bigotry, paralysis, nullity and boredom; a nation of conservatives who never vote Conservative; a proud country mired up to the fiery eyes in blame and nostalgia. It’s not nice to think about, but it’s there, this kind of Scotland, and everybody knows it’s there.


Ascherson’s book is not an uprooting kind of work – it is soft, and soft-hearted, finding perfect cover in the hardness of rocks. It’s difficult not to fail when dealing with the failure of Scotland, so much wells up, and one’s deepest hopes are such a pitiable hindrance, but the time has surely come for calling a shovel a shovel. In place of ‘Heartless Midlothian’ and ‘Young Mortality’ – as yet unwritten accounts of the country’s vast self-pity, arrested development and the way out of that – we are served with another ‘Portrait of the Artist as a Reluctant Patriot’. Ascherson must know that Scotland does not live by the remnants of grandeur alone, it lives by lies, by lies stronger than truths, by fictions stranger than facts. Behind the great myth of Scottish self-observance, behind the chant of ‘Wha’s like us?’, lies the fact that modern Scots don’t ever quite look at themselves, and know nothing of what they are like. Wha’s like us? The answer is nobody – especially not ourselves.


Ascherson’s ‘Search for Scotland’ has trouble with the notion of ‘us’, but it has just as much trouble with notions of trouble. He draws his cutlass halfway, only to put it back again, to fix his eyes on the middle distance and ruminate on the efficiency of old songs, his hands sweating as they rest on the sheath that guards his blade. He has a lot to say about his forebears, but what might his own great-grandchildren contemplate when they look back to the Scotland of his day? ‘Webs of mutual support’, he says, the ‘apparently indelible colouring of Scottish society’. He goes on:







Scotland has survived and still exists as a chain of small collective loyalties: ‘Society People’ singing in the hills or clansmen enlisting with their chieftain, colonists on the Vistula or private partnerships in Bengal, crofting townships in Assynt or mining villages in Fife.


When Scotland’s last deep coal mine at Longannet flooded and closed down for ever in March 2002, a man called George came home from the pit to find his telephone ringing. ‘Dinnae worry, big man, we’ll see you’re no stuck for work.’ This is a nation at home in hard, stony times. It will find its own way in the world.





This is a cold, hard jet of pure nonsense. I’m happy for the chieftains, and happy for George, but Ascherson has witnessed the slow altering of several European societies, and witnessed too much of Scotland, overall, to allow such fetid and unimaginative resignation to stand at the end of his inquiry. I begin to worry that the great explicator of velvet revolutions has dithered too long in the purple heather, and has forgotten to ask what life is actually like over in Greenock, Buckie, Cumnock and Cowdenbeath. A chain of collective loyalties? A nation at home? You must be joking.


A people so addicted to the notion of belonging must surely live in fear of strangers, and, even more so, in fear of the stranger in themselves. In his better pages, Ascherson knows this, and he sometimes puts his powers of clarity to the task of expressing it. One of the first pieces of business in the new Scottish parliament was to be the repealing of Clause 2a, the one about ‘promoting’ homosexuality in schools and public libraries. An unholy alliance was forged in Scotland to oppose this removal, this ‘routine detail of political hygiene’. With the backing of the brain-numbing Daily Record, the nation’s tabloid newspaper, Cardinal Winning of the Catholic Church joined forces with the Presbyterians and was soon enjoying the financial backing of Brian Souter, a bus-line millionaire and born-again Christian, to ‘Keep the Clause’. Souter used his millions to petition every home in Scotland. Of the people daft enough to respond to the campaign, six people out of seven voted to keep the clause and attacks on homosexuals increased immediately. Though the parliament held its nerve and repealed the clause, it put in a few sentences about heterosexuality and family life being the best thing since sliced bread.


Ascherson mentions Scotland’s ‘grim and persisting record of religious intolerance and discrimination’. He was able to say this without having the benefit of the Scottish Executive’s most recent survey, which led to a leader in the Guardian this month declaring that the Scots were possibly the most racist group in Europe.


‘There was a dogged public assumption that racial prejudice was an English problem to which the Scots – for reasons of social history, for reasons of superior native intelligence – were immune …’


But this was a prettified version of history. The Lithuanians coming to Scotland had at first run into a wall of hatred from the Scottish working class who perceived them, not entirely without reason, as cheap foreign labour brought in to collapse miners’ wages. The Italian community was utterly unprepared for the ferocious anti-Italian riots which flamed through Scottish towns and cities in July 1940, when Fascist Italy joined the war on Hitler’s side. But the central flaw in this self-congratulatory myth, the grand denial of the blatantly obvious, was the matter of the Irish.


With some verve, and some nerve, Ascherson tells a story of his own prejudice, of how he thought his young sister might have caught impetigo swinging on the gates of a Catholic school. But there are no jokes in Ascherson’s book. ‘Here was I,’ he writes, ‘a much-travelled journalist with left-wing opinions and a Cambridge history degree. And, nevertheless, for almost all my life I had never questioned that if you touched a railing used by small boys of a particular religion you would probably acquire a disfiguring disease.’ He mentions other disfigurements along the way – murdered asylum seekers, lacerated Celtic fans, and land abuse, in one form or another – making his sonorous, ballad-singing conclusions about the strain of commonality in the Scottish seem all the more absurd.


You come to wonder why Ascherson won’t attempt to understand Scotland’s victimology. Why doesn’t he relate the sociopathic elements in that small country to what he knows about the hungers of small nations elsewhere in Europe? These are matters most of us aren’t equipped to explain. His book sets up an expectation of something new, and he is sometimes good at describing ailments, but when the call for new ideas and interpretations looms, he escapes into powerless long passages about deforestation, the Picts and the Gaels, seventeenth-century Scots in Poland, or the Covenanters, leading you to feel that Scotland’s best journalist is becoming one of those writers whose main aim is to ensure polemic never gets in the way of positive thinking. That kind of thing is the opposite of Ascherson at his best, a fact you’re reminded of when you come to passages like the following:




The Scottish trauma is to do with self-doubt (sometimes masked in unreal self-assertion), with sterile speculations about national identity and – as I guess – with suspicions of ‘otherness’ which so often poison relationships between Scottish neighbours. But above all, the trauma shows itself in a chronic mistrust of the public dimension. The invitation to ‘participate’, especially to offer critical comment in public, touches a nerve of anxiety. This derives partly from the instinct that to disagree with another person before witnesses is to open a serious personal confrontation; the English or American assumption that ‘free, open discussion’ is nonlethal and even healthy is not widespread in Scotland …


The deep geological fault running underneath national self-confidence is still there … and from time to time it makes itself felt. When it does, the confident few who lead political change feel misunderstood and betrayed. In Bertold Brecht’s words about the leaders of the former East Germany, they feel tempted to dissolve this people and appoint another one.





Free-falling anxiety about Scottishness has a tendency, among Scots, not only to turn into hatred of others, but into hating bad news about the country itself, and seeing critics as traitors. There are few European nations in which intellectuals are so willing to serve as soft-pedalling merchants of ‘national character’, handmaidens to the tourist industry: broadcasters, academics, lawyers, some of the poets too, sell pride and tears, spiritual laxity and pawky good humour in place of inquiry.


I recently went to New York to take part in something called Distilled: Scotland Live in New York, a business and tourist junket masquerading as an arts festival, the highlight of which was a march by five thousand kilted bagpipers up Fifth Avenue. ‘We want to show our solidarity with New Yorkers in their time of terrible suffering,’ said the Lord Provost of Edinburgh, ‘and remind you that Scotland is an excellent place to visit and invest in.’ Whisky poured from the bar, commercial blether mixed with the unruly sentiment of the expatriate, and deals were made, palms were greased. I spoke to a man who deals in computer jobs in the Clyde valley. ‘We’re all New Yorkers now!’ he shouted over his tumbler of Dewar’s.


Alyth McCormack, an amazing singer of Gaelic music, got up on stage to sing a song about the Highland Clearances. The song is grave and bleak and full of historical complications and human wrongs, but you couldn’t hear the woman and the song she sang. The business crowd and the cultural delegates of Scotland and New York were shouting at one another, their red faces all compliant, their glasses full, and the volume increased, the laughter bellowed out, until it became quite a thunder of ill consideration, and the sound of McCormack’s voice just disappeared, and the business of land clearance or human loss was nowhere present in these people’s minds. Meanwhile, over by the windows, in the tartan glory of 23rd Street, other people stood and they stared out at the missing towers, and some of them pointed to the view of the Statue of Liberty and the view of Ellis Island. As I made for the exit, I wondered if any of those at the windows were prompted by the drowned-out music to look for the ghosts of their ancestors standing on the quay.


‘This race,’ E. B. White wrote in his 1946 essay on New York, ‘between the destroying planes and the struggling Parliament of Man: it sticks in all our heads.’ Yes it does. And that day – Tartan Day in America – it mingled for me with thoughts of my own about what Scotland wanted to be in the world. Growing up in what the novelist John Galt wonderfully called The West – the West Coast of Scotland – we used to look from the beach and we’d feel happy we were on America’s side and safe in the bowl of the Ayrshire hills. Our Scottish Enlightenment had fed into their Constitution, via Francis Hutcheson and Thomas Jefferson, and the music playing on the local radio – West Sound – was all country music about personal freedom and broken trust and breaking hearts.


In Stone Voices, Ascherson tells of his own visit to America the year before. ‘Tartan Day is about liberty,’ said the right-wing Republican Senator Trent Lott on that occasion, borrowing the Braveheartish banter that now stands for modern Scotland in Washington and Hollywood. Lott mentioned the Scottish clansmen who ‘were our clansmen, our brothers’, as if American kinship were the only kind that counts, the only context in which a small and ancient country might understand its own worth. The Scottish ministers (and Sean Connery) mugged for the camera, shouting ‘Freedom!’


Scotland should have outgrown its own pantomime by now. ‘Ending the war in Ulster,’ Tom Nairn wrote in After Britain, ‘entailed a fundamental rearticulation of the United Kingdom’s unitarist tradition, founded on a post-Thatcher recognition that – in the language of the “Downing Street Declaration” – Britain no longer retained “a selfish strategic interest” in retaining control over any part of Ireland.’ The constitutional plates have moved under Scotland, too – the nation itself has outgrown its own people – and Britain is not what is was. Some hatreds will tend to outlive their original occasions, yet traditional Scottish resentments about ‘foreignness’ must surely perish if the country is properly to awake in Europe.


Ascherson’s most invigorating chapter is about the Scottish Empire – the subject of so much Nationalist bad faith over the years – and there can be no argument, now that the old style is gone, about how well Scotland did from the Union. All considered, it did better than England. There is, as Nairn puts it, a ‘tantalising sense of redemption which always informs nostalgia’, but the Scottish people cannot afford to get stuck there any longer, and Scotland must go on now to establish its role in bringing about a new United Kingdom within a new Europe. In the manner of Stephen Dedalus, we might do better to see Scotland’s conscience as ‘uncreated’; for while we must admit that Ascherson’s stones are interesting, they are not as interesting as people. Nationalism in Scotland is a place where good men and women busy themselves shaking the dead hand of the past, but the naming of a tradition is not the same as the forging of a nation, and modern Scotland, now more than ever, needs a new way of thinking, a new kind of relation to the old, a way to live, a way to make itself better than the badness that’s been and the badness to come. The question of what the past amounted to can lie about the grass.



















The American Dream of Lee Harvey Oswald


DECEMBER 1995





When Gary Gilmore faced his executioners one cold morning in 1977, there was a serious, anxious, bearded reporter-type standing only a few feet away. Before the hood was placed over Gilmore’s head, the man walked over to the chair, and took both of the killer’s hands into his own. ‘I don’t know why I’m here,’ he said. Gilmore looked up and replied sweetly: ‘You’re going to help me escape.’


The man’s name was Lawrence Schiller. And he did help Gilmore escape: he took him to the world, over the tops of the Mormon hills and the mobile homes of Utah, he flew with the story of Gary Gilmore. He produced the television film, sold the interviews, oversaw pictures, advised on chat shows and specials, became the reporters’ reporter, the producers’ producer, and he later brought in Norman Mailer to write the book. He showed himself to be the king deal-maker and media broker, the chief documenter, of grand-scale American tragedy. Wherever there has been sensational news in America over the last thirty years, there you will invariably find Lawrence Schiller.


Schiller has helped all manner of American figures escape in this way, through the portals of recorded history, into legend. Marilyn Monroe, during the filming of a bathing scene in her last, unfinished film Something’s Got to Give, suddenly disrobed on the set, at the studios of Twentieth-Century Fox. Just as she did so, there appeared a young man with a camera. On assignment for Life (expecting to take some pretty pictures of the actress in performance) his eyes nearly popped out of his head. Marilyn, he was alert enough to know, had not been photographed naked since the late 1940s, when she accepted fifty dollars to pose nude for a calendar. Schiller’s exclusive photographs were syndicated around the world. And Norman Mailer later wrote the book.


When O. J. Simpson wanted to tell the world of his innocence, and the globe’s media scratched at the door, there was only one man with the skill to breeze into his cell. Lawrence Schiller came in with his beard, his anxiety and his notepad, and he helped Simpson write a book called I Want to Tell You, a book that had nothing to do with Norman Mailer, but which sold uncontrollably during the Simpson trial. Schiller has had one of the strangest – and most strangely necessary – jobs in America. He understood the power of syndication in a way no one else did; he felt the need for made-for-TV movies while others still haggled over cinema releases and back catalogues; he saw the point of cable; he knows how to cut up a story, how to apportion it, and how to pin down exclusivity. And he has, from time to time, introduced himself as a new sort of figure in the world of books. The Producer.


So it was with a certain inevitability, as the KGB archives were opened up to the West in 1992, that Lawrence Schiller would find himself in Moscow. The new documents would bear on many things, but Schiller, as usual anything but slow on the uptake, knew they might tell us something we needed to know about Lee Harvey Oswald, perhaps the most mysterious and most tragic American figure in the age of Schiller. If the gods of reason were attentive, it would make sense for him to be reunited with his sparring partner and sometime mate, Norman Mailer. Surely, if he was to help Lee Harvey Oswald to ‘escape’, there was only one writer in America who could reliably meet the task.


But there were problems to be overcome. Schiller and Mailer – odd partners in the worlds of show and tell – had not always got on. ‘When it comes to lying,’ Mailer warbled to gossip columnist Liz Smith of the New York Daily News in the mid-1980s, ‘Larry Schiller makes Baron von Munchausen look like George Washington.’ Yet at the beginning of this new book there is an appreciation: ‘To Larry Schiller, my skilled and wily colleague in interview and investigation, for the six months we laboured side by side in Minsk and Moscow, and then again in Dallas, feeling as close as family (and occasionally as contentious).’


In a way, Norman Mailer has been staring for most of his life into the face of Lee Harvey Oswald. Mailer’s characters have always been parts of himself, and part and parcel of the America of his time. If Marilyn Monroe was his dream lover – ‘every man’s love affair with America’ – and Ernest Hemingway his idea of a self-like literary champ, it might also be said that his astronauts, his boxers, his single-minded karmic killers, his existential heroes, Greenwich Village idiots, his political ogres and saints, his high-minded Trillings, turncoat Podhoretzes, his self-authenticating graffiti artists, and his cursed, totalitarian generals, were also travellers in Mailer’s inner cosmos.


It could be said to be natural, Mailer’s interest in Lee Harvey Oswald. ‘Natural’ in the sense that he has always, as a writer, been interested in people who broke rules and took chances, who lived urgently and died violently. He has also set himself the task of shadowing those who, like himself, were greedy for action, and who forged their celebrity in the heat of extreme activity. But his relation to Oswald is even more proximate than that. Oswald may have killed the president, and Mailer, much more than any writer of his generation, has always tended to see himself as an American president manqué. In 1959, in his Advertisements for Myself, he wrote that ‘like many another vain, empty, and bullying body of our time, I have been running for President these last ten years in the privacy of my mind, and it occurs to me that I am less close now than when I began’.


In the summer of 1960, the year after he wrote that, he visited John F. Kennedy at home in Hyannisport. He was there on behalf of Esquire magazine, to interview the young Catholic who sought the Democratic nomination, and Kennedy took him very seriously. In fact, he had mugged up before meeting the novelist. He knew that Mailer was hurt over the critical mauling he’d received for The Deer Park, and so, on meeting him, Kennedy named that novel as his favourite book of Mailer’s. The Esquire piece came out, very much in favour of Kennedy, and was called ‘Superman comes to the Supermart’. Esquire, at that time, was not without influence, especially among the young, especially among the young of New York. When Kennedy scraped home in that state, and so won the nomination, Mailer claimed that he was the cause of the victory, and later claimed to have inadvertently won him the presidency.


So you might well say that Mailer had a bit of a vested interest in President Kennedy, and another sort of vested interest in the mind of an outsider like Oswald. He has the good novelist’s sense of correspondence, the inventor’s joy at the magic of possibility, and he looks into Oswald’s eyes with the thrill of one who imagines those eyes to have fixed on his one-time subject, JFK – very probably through the telescopic sights of a bolt-action Mannlicher-Carcano. Oswald’s Tale is many things, but it is not another framing of the question ‘Who Shot Kennedy?’ Mailer wants to know what sort of person Oswald was:




Before we understand a murderer – if he is one – we must first discover his motive. But to find the motive, we do well to encounter the man. In Oswald’s case, that could be no simple task. How many young men are as timid and bold as Lee Harvey Oswald? … to understand a person is to comprehend his reasons for action. The conceit arose that one understood Oswald.





The understanding of Oswald begins in Moscow, and it is a good place to start. He travelled there in 1959 on an Intourist visa, and almost immediately tried to cut himself free of America. He wanted to relinquish his American citizenship, but the Consul refused him, and he spent his first weeks there in a state of utter frustration. He tried, a little half-heartedly, to commit suicide in his bathroom at the Berlin Hotel, but was saved by Rimma, the first of several uncertain Russian girlfriends. The authorities eventually decided he could stay, but he remained under KGB surveillance and was moved to Minsk, to work in a radio factory.


Minsk in the late 1950s looked quite new: its stately apartment buildings of yellow stone, its wide avenues, were all built on top of the earlier Minsk, which had been destroyed by the Germans twice – once when they came in, and again when they retreated back to Poland three years later. Mailer draws up an intimate picture of family life: there are a great many women – women keen on men who were cultured and kind and not cheap – messing around in shared kitchens, trying to keep things clean, making things to eat, worrying over illness and injury.


Marina Prusakova worked in a pharmacy. She had come from Leningrad, and had a few boyfriends, some of whom remember her with affection, some of whom say she was a good-time girl. What is clear about Marina – even before she met Oswald – is that she was no good at housework or cooking. She lived with her aunt and uncle, and they would sometimes despair over her messiness, her lateness and her lack of direction. On 17 March 1961 Marina went to a trade-union dance with her friends from the Medical Institute. She wore a red dress and white slippers. She was asked to dance by an American – at first, she thought he might come from one of the Baltic countries – who called himself Alik. She liked him; he was very polite, sweet and reserved. He was well dressed. She took him to meet her aunt, who liked men to be polite; and soon enough Marina and Alik were married. At the wedding they all sang ‘Chattanooga Choo-choo’.


Mailer recognises the virtue in attempting to understand Oswald through his marriage. He is not the first to have done so: he acknowledges and borrows from Priscilla Johnson McMillan’s Marina and Lee, though he is able to add to that mostly American account thanks to the KGB transcripts. The newly married couple’s apartment was bugged, and their early married life, their frequent strife and their makings-up are documented here. Mailer and Schiller interviewed everyone they could find who knew them. Oswald was a lazy worker, and was much resented at the radio factory, not only for putting his feet up on the desk, but for the special treatment he received as a foreigner. He hated the job, but he didn’t seem to notice that his apartment was bigger than anyone else’s.


The surveillance reports on Oswald make poor reading. If he was an American agent (as many suspect), we can only assume from these reports that he was no more effective in this capacity than he was as a builder of radios. He walked around, looked into shops, picked up a book, failed to buy it, walked back home. Oswald was a dissipater; he was not a great student in Russia, an ideologue or a planner. He was a ditherer; he wasn’t at all sure who he was, or what he wanted to do. Furthermore, he was dyslexic. ‘His orthography is so bad at times,’ Mailer points out, ‘that the man is not revealed but concealed – in the worst of his letters he seems stupid and illiterate.’ But Mailer argues that this should not be allowed to hide something else about him: ‘Considering that he was still in his very early twenties, it is … not inaccurate to speak of him as a young intellectual.’ Mailer is keen, keener than any writer has been before, to reveal the nuances of Oswald’s character, and the reach of his mind. He serves notice on the common way of seeing Oswald – as an incompetent, shifty, stupid and impotent rat – and encourages us to think of him not only as having intelligence, but as having other qualities that might cause him to be liked here and there, and to be loved, as he sometimes was.


The stuff gained by Mailer and Schiller in their Russian interviews is more interesting than the stuff emerging from the lifeless files of the KGB. The absence of revelations in the KGB documents is more than made up for by Mailer’s imaginative use of the new detail they contain. He uses it to fill out Oswald’s time in Minsk, to give word of his troubles, and the changing shape of his mind. Cold War Berlin seemed dank and sinister in Mailer’s novel Harlot’s Ghost; the Minsk of Oswald’s  Tale seems bright and tells us quite a bit. The Cold War antics are vaguely comic. The interviews with older Russians bleed lavishly into the story: we feel we know Oswald better, and are newly acquainted with some possible motivations, by seeing the world he lived in during those confused years. It gives us clues, and deep background, to the hows and whys of Oswald’s state of mind as he plunges forward – or backwards – to his American end.


Russia was his bid for the solvent, invisible life. When Russia failed him, something seems to have died in him; something new was born. He eventually wrote to the American embassy, looking to have his passport back. It took many agonies, much red tape, but eventually it was returned. He’d fought the bureaucracies of America and Russia in turn, and he’d beaten them, but he’d left himself with no open roads after all that.He took a reluctant Marina and child back to Texas, with a head full of scrap, and perhaps some ideas we can’t yet speak of. Mailer ends the Russian part of his book – the firmer and slower-paced part – having provided a portrait of a man in crisis, a man unsure of his next big move. But let us leave Lee Harvey Oswald, for the time being, crossing the ocean, and scribbling some lines on the Holland–America Line notepaper: ‘I wonder what would happen if someone would stand up and say he was utterly opposed not only to the government, but to the people, to the entire land and complete foundation of society.’ You might say that shards of motivation were coming together, to make a window of opportunity.




*





On 4 May 1901, at about eight o’clock in the evening, the building which stood at 411 Elm Street in Dallas was struck by lightning. It burned all night, and the Southern Rock Island Plow Company, which owned the property, was forced to abandon it. The owners built a new seven-storey building on the same site, of modern design, with arched windows on the sixth floor. In 1963, the building was being leased by the Texas School Book Depository Company, a private textbook-brokerage firm.


I walked along in the too-hot afternoon, in the summer of 1995, and kept thinking how inordinately white the pavements were. The streets around Dealey Plaza looked like they’d only recently been scrubbed. The former Book Depository stood there like a warning, like a symbol of something not too bright or happy-making. It was one of those buildings that one knew something about; it sat in the memory, though I, for one, had never been to Dallas before. But I knew this building very well. It looked like it hadn’t changed all since 1901, though many things had changed round about it. It stood up, blank and indifferent, in the hot afternoon, and I thought of Bates’s hilltop house in Psycho.


The building is owned now by Dallas County; they use it as an administration building. It is full of offices and workspaces, except on the sixth floor, which is kept for something special. The whole floor is kept for what is called, by those who keep it, ‘the memory of a nation’. It is known, by those who don’t keep it, as Oswaldworld. But the places that make up Oswaldworld are more than one: they include the houses he rented in Dallas, the streets along which he supposedly made his escape, the place where he shot Tippett, the police officer, and the area of the cinema where he was arrested. It also encompasses the police garage where Oswald was shot; the post office across the road where Jack Ruby mailed his postal order minutes before; the spot where Ruby’s Carousel Club stood. It is a whole bunch of bricks and sticks and marks on the ground, but it is even more than that. It is also a place in the mind – perhaps a place in the minds of everyone in America. Oswaldworld is the place where national chaos is; it’s the place where good presidents get shot by nobodies. It’s also the place where certainties break down, or fail to hold, and where absurdity and unknowable violence are unleashed from the margins. In the mind of just about everyone alive in America – and in places beyond America – there is a little corner marked Oswaldworld. There in Dallas, I could see it plainly in front of me. It had been appropriately housed.


Just a few streets over from the old Book Depository building there is a place called the Conspiracy Museum. The guys working there are weird: experts in who-did-what-to-whom-and-why in 1963; twentysomethings with an amateur grasp of ballistics; muggers-up on the constituent parts of the CIA, the internal workings of the FBI, the gripes of the Mafia; young men with strong views on the presence of shadows on the grassy knoll. They charge seven dollars for the low-down on who really shot Kennedy. A guy with a baseball cap and a moustache is speaking to tourists: he edits a fanzine for ‘dudes obsessed with the case’. I hear him speaking to a bunch of tourists from Pennsylvania, emitting a sort of mantra – an Oliver Stone-like loop of verbal fact and fiction – that seeks to pound his guests out of their confusion. He even has theories about the people who run the Book Depository museum, the thing on the sixth floor, round the corner. ‘They don’t know what they’re doing,’ he says. ‘It’s all a whitewash. The people over there aren’t even qualified to speak of this thing.’


There are other guys, perhaps related, who sell conspiracy mags and buttons on the grassy knoll. They sell maps and plans, too, and speak like born-again Christians. They have a way of saying the word ‘truth’ that makes you feel like a liar, or a believer in lies. They walk up and down in shorts: they seem to like being there, so close to something big, and you’re almost surprised to see them stowing away dollar bills. They look up at the windows of the former Book Depository, counting up to the corner window of the sixth floor, and they look at you quizzically, saying, ‘No … no, it couldn’t have been.’ As one of them says this, I notice there are tracks on his arms.


When you come out of the lift at the sixth floor you’re immediately confronted by a giant photograph of what the floor was like on 22 November 1963. The roof beams are the same as the ones you see above your head, but the place in the photograph is not all corporate and red, as the space is now – it looks grimy, and is covered with boxes of books. I hear a voice beside me say: ‘He was a real people-person.’ There is a display on the wall of things-from-1963: a poster for Psycho, a programme for a new musical starring Richard Burton and Julie Andrews called Camelot, an advertisement for Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? There is a row of books from the time: Barbara Tuchman’s The Guns of August; Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique; The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich by William Shirer. On every side you can hear Kennedy’s voice: ‘Let the word go forth … that the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans.’ It is repeated over and over.


There are panels of pictures, with text, all around. This must be what is meant by a multimedia presentation, for there are videos going, radios blaring, and looped bits of speeches and snatches of the Inaugural Address. As I walk past, I catch a spread from Life about racial turbulence in Birmingham, Alabama. The headline says: ‘They Fight a Fire that Won’t Go Out’. I take a few steps, and hear JFK’s voice grow louder, drowning out a previous speech of his: ‘I look forward to an America that will not be afraid of grace and beauty.’


As you make your way from panel to panel, you notice a sense of dread in yourself. Like station stops on a terrible journey (dare I say it, like Stations of the Cross), each of these displays, with their separate titles – ‘The Kennedy White House’, ‘Turmoil at Home’, ‘The Trip to Texas’, ‘Reception in Dallas’ – increases that dread. I looked at pictures of them arriving in Dallas, moving through the streets; I saw Jackie in her famous outfit, waving to people, the children smiling back. The Texas Book Depository Building emerges in the corner of the next screen; the cars move slowly, you can hear the voices of radio announcers and snatches of Kennedy’s speech wafting from the front of the room, from the earlier part of the exhibition. You know that when you turn the next corner, and see the next panel, it will show the assassination. As you turn the corner, you can already hear the shots, you can hear Walter Cronkite announce the death of the president at a panel some way in front of that, and distantly, down the far end of the sixth floor, you can hear the ‘Funeral March’ as recorded in Washington. As I turn, I see everything is dark. There are flickering pictures on a TV screen of the President’s Lincoln turning into Elm Street, and running past the front of the building I’m standing in myself. I see him lurch in his seat, and feel it might all be happening now, outside, on this sunny day.


This clamour of memorial sounds, this cross-current of hard images and bits of life, this blend of recorded seconds in the unfolding of a prime historical moment – they are all part of what they call the ‘Memory of a Nation’. And being a nation that knows how to harness and punish verisimilitude, and tease out bitter emotion, this exhibition is astonishingly unlike anything of its kind I’ve ever seen. There is, in fact, nothing of its kind. It is a pure exercise in the heightening of reality, in the Disneyfying of a cataclysmic moment in real life, a moment full of mystery and importance but also full of banality and pointlessness and stupidity. The sixth floor offers visitors the thrill of presidential assassination, the thrill of communal mourning, the thrill of whodunnit, the thrill of revenge, the thrill of national pride, the thrill of having been there, and the gloom of being none the wiser. As I stood by the corner window of the sixth floor, beside the sniper’s nest, looking through the window, down through the trees, I almost expected a motorcade to appear beneath the leaves. You can’t help but feel you are momentarily at the centre of another sort of universe. I stood at the window alone. It was like a movie set, smaller than I’d thought, and maybe like a model. It must all have looked so possible from here, so terribly likely. It was hard to think of it. On 22 November 1963, Lee Harvey Oswald crouched here, lifted his rifle, peered through a telescopic sight stamped ‘Hollywood’ – a detail seldom referred to – and shot the president. Everybody in the world would know where they were.
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