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    Tom Weir MBE (1914–2006) was an inspirational Scotsman. Born in Glasgow, he was one of the first generation of working class outdoorsmen, his early years were spent exploring the Scottish Highlands on days off from his job as a grocer’s boy. Always intent on making his way as an explorer and climber, writer and photo­grapher, his progress was interrupted by service with the Royal Artillery in World War Two although his first book, Highland Days, was written while still in uniform.




     




    Tom’s dedication took him from impoverished Glasgow to the ends of the earth. He climbed and explored in arctic East Greenland, northern Norway, the High Atlas of Morocco, and Kurdistan. In 1950 he was a member of the first post-war Himalayan Expedition (The Ultimate Mountains) and, in 1952, one of the first mountaineers to explore the hitherto closed ranges of Nepal (East of Katmandu).




     




    For over forty years his feature ‘My Month’ appeared in the Scots Magazine, reflecting his fascination with Scotland, its remote corners, people and wildlife. Between 1976 and 1987 he hosted the popular television programme Weir’s Way. He won the Scottish Television Personality of the Year Award in 1978 and, in 2000, the inaugural John Muir Lifetime Achievement Award.




     




    In the course of a long lifetime Tom Weir wrote many books and articles on the subjects and places which were close to his heart: Camps and Climbs in Arctic Norway, The Scottish Lochs, and a fine autobiography, Weir’s World.




     




     




    Hamish Brown (1934– ) is a mountaineer, lecturer and photo­grapher who has written or edited many books. He was the first person to walk all the Munros in a single trip, the story of which, Hamish’s Mountain Walk, has inspired generations of walkers and climbers.




     




    One of Hamish Brown’s teenage inspirations was Tom Weir’s Highland Days and, later, he was lucky to know and sometimes work with Tom and has travelled to many of the places Tom describes. Hamish was delighted to put together this selection of Tom’s work.
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    INTRODUCTION




    This is a selection from the many books and some unpublished material written in the course of a long and active life (1914 – 2006). It is not a biography; Tom’s own Weir’s World, An Autobiography of Sorts, written in his eighties, is his personal story, the telling of which is a tour de force: very readable, often exciting, sometimes moving and of growing historical interest. Much of what he wrote is about what he did, what he saw, what he thought: head, hands and heart writing.




    Tom’s autobiography does not follow a strict chronological order and this selection does similarly, taking some of the dominant themes he followed, sometimes briefly, sometimes with a lifelong dedication. He wrote with considerable passion, an earnestness which perhaps hides the vivacious, often amusing side of his persona. He ‘made good’ by unstinting hard graft and bore the disciplines of his way of life with good grace.




    When people turned on their TVs to watch Weir’s Way they invariably smiled in anticipation. Tom was enthusiasm personified on TV. The stocky figure with trademark woollies and toorie top was a friend to thousands. The erudition was there of course. Few had travelled more or had studied more about Scotland, its history, its people, its wildlife.




    What many won’t realise is how much research went into his work. He was not only immersed in the geography of Scotland but in its history. “He kens aboot awthing” was a viewer’s comment I once passed on. But the fluency of his TV work and the factual detail in articles came from the hard graft of researching. All writers are readers. He absorbed Scotland whole – and gave it back in words and on the TV screen in a unique way that endeared him to everyone.




    I encountered his perfectionist demands during the making of one of his Weir’s Way series. I had just completed the one-off walk over all the Munros and he wanted to cover this in one of his programmes. We drove up to the Loch Sloy dam and, dressed as I was for the walk, pitched the tent and scattered the correct gear as if relaxing at the end of day, mug of tea in hand. Tom then trundled down to me with a “Hello, Hamish” to which I had to look up and reply “Oh, hello Tom”. There were ten takes of that scene before he was satisfied.




    Among the questions asked about Tom are those wanting to know how he started out as a writer so I’ll use this introduction to recount something of his early life with its inexplicable initial inspiration and steely ongoing determination. The spark came early and the flame never dimmed. At a lecture question time when he was in his eighties someone began, “Now you’re retired . . .” only to have Tom snap, “I’m not retired!”




    Tom was born in Springburn in 1914 and never knew his father who had been killed in Mesopotamia (as had the father of W H Murray). He was brought up by his Gran while his mother worked painting wagons in the railway yards earning just enough to support Tom, his sister Molly and brother Willie. His mother had a love of hills and early Campsie days would spur on his first dreams of the outdoors while Glasgow itself had plenty of green places and rivers where children roamed and learned in a way regrettably missing today. Interestingly, Tom won through his early hill explorations without any mishap yet, as a boy, broke his collarbone when hit by a motor bike and was seriously concussed when falling down the close stairs.




    He drank deep of the books of Shipton, Tilman and Longstaff, devoured volume after volume of Seton Gordon, took every chance to head for the hills by bus and bike and thumb, exploring further and further afield, meeting other inspiring stravaigers like Ritchie Wallace and Matt Forrester and befriending people who lived in the remoter Highlands. This passion for the hills by hard or easy routes turned Tom into a lifelong gangrel, exploring Scotland as few others had done, in a way unknown today, and setting his characteristics, moulded by people and places encountered. That so many men, older and more experienced, accepted, befriended and led Tom in his adventures, points to a strong outgoing character already there. Tom just didn’t dream; he put legs to his dreams.




    Tom left school at fourteen and had ten years of unhappy security in a Co-op grocery, necessary until his older brother qualified as an engineer and could support the family. Determined that he would become a writer he learned to type by taking lessons from sister Molly (at 2/6d a session – she was an equally ‘with it’ Weir) and buying the correspondence course booklets of the self-improving Pelmanism scheme. He also attended some nightclasses on writing skills. He persevered. “I could have papered a house with rejection slips” he once said (At the same stage I had a shoebox below my desk inscribed with a double misquote: “All that glitters is not sold”) but how greater the satisfaction when work begins to be accepted. He would see a million and a half words appear in the Scots Magazine in the 48 years he wrote “My Month” (1956 – 2004).




    Molly Weir’s ‘Shoes Were For Sundays’ gives a vivid picture of their early life and is worth reading. Theirs must have been a lively home with three youngsters bursting out of their chrysalises to spread wings for such disparate flights.




    Tom was struggling to survive once he left his grocery ‘job for life’, finding time to write, and explore, while earning something at whatever he could. If you are writing you are not away doing the things you want to write about, if you are away you are not hammering at the typewriter. Oddly, it was the war that gave him time to write what would become his first book, typing it after being demobbed in 1946. With his background as a gunnery surveyor he soon found work with the Ordnance Survey which happily had him roaming the hills of home again.




    As a youngster keen on the hills I read Tom’s first book Highland Days not long after it came out following World War Two – and have read it on many occasions since. Like Borthwick’s classic Always a Little Further it painted a picture of a world utterly remote and different to today’s: traditional and settled in character, kindlier in social manners, a world uncrowded and, for visitors like Tom, as unexplored as the Arctic or Himalaya. The book is a gem. For years, every time we met, I would urge Tom to try and have it reprinted (it eventually was in 1984). When I said it was the best thing he’d ever written he grinned back, “So you’re saying everything I’ve written since then is rubbish?”




    Tom always called himself a photojournalist rather than a writer and studied hard to make himself one of the best. The commissioning editor of Scotland’s Magazine when discussing an eleven part series by Tom, under the name Ward Clarke wrote, “We know that we will get a good sound job from you – that it will be true to the facts, informative, readable and all we wish our material to be” – a good summation of Weir’s writing. But I always recall many gems of description brightening climbing or wildlife features: “. . . clinging to avoid becoming part of the wind . . . thick lips of snow cornice . . . the wind was a scream . . . blackcock with Glengarry bonnet tails . . . divers, low as battleships in the water . . . guillemots, like rows of bottles in a press.”




    He progressed from using a cheap boyhood camera to become a busy professional, illustrating all his own features and books, with his own darkroom and writing sanctum from which all distractions were barred. Rhona became headmistress of their local primary school and the pair took classes on memorable hill outings.




    Tom and Rhona settled in Gartochan after marriage in 1959, a hamlet with its own wee hill, the Dumpling (Duncryne 463 ft/142 m), and, at the mouth of the River Endrick, flowing into Loch Lomond, an area of outstanding bird interest and recently bought by the RSPB.




    Tom was a bonny fighter when he saw thoughtless or perverse commercial wrong being done to the environment. Hydro schemes and forestry could – and should – benefit local people and look attractive but when tax benefiting blocks of trees were planted in the Flow Country of Caithness or a hideous track scarred a view or a dam was proposed across the Nevis Gorge, he would fight hard to prevent such unimaginative desecrations. I recall Tom’s scorn when a power line from Skye was built and was taken through to Kinloch Hourn by the only glen in the west free of man’s handiwork, a fact which should have been its safeguard but to the planners was the reason for going that way.




    Reading dozens of obituaries after Tom’s death I was struck by the variation of perception and conception and, too often, simple errors of fact. What I’ve written I’ve tried to verify from prime sources and personal knowledge. Myths start so easily, Tom’s wife Rhona gave me an example.




    She and Tom visited Foula in 1959 on their honeymoon, an eight hour uncomfortable boat journey (Tom was not a good sailor) then, when she returned recently – by air – the welcoming folk recalled the first visit and where they had pitched their tent and how Tom had presented Rhona with a bunch of red roses when landing. “As if Tom would.”




    Recently I met a strange myth. During the war Tom reputedly wrote a book about climbing in the Alps (which he’d never visited) as an aid to escaping POWs, and sent to them in Red Cross parcels. Comments, such as ‘from the Dufferspitz the view to the NE reaches as far as Looniberg 80 kilometres away’, could be read ‘backwards’ to gain useful geographic information for escapers. All very hush hush; not even the family knew.




    Tom had started off in the Cowlairs Co-op as a message boy and then working in the shop. More than a decade on he left to work in Willy Paton’s grocery where the incident with the scales occurred (see Nine Years to Happiness) and he walked out. He went to work on an Arran farm, struggling to write and explore in the limited time available. Then came the war.




    The war, as mentioned, gave more opportunity to write: hours were often regular and pay certain (his discovered love of opera dates from this time) and danger and boredom were relieved by looking back to the good days in the past.




    ‘Sitting writing this in a guard-tent in the blazing heat of a Belgian July I find it hard to believe that my memories are thirteen years old. “Is it thirteen years,” I ask myself,” since I fearfully traced out of Abraham’s British Mountain Climbs dotted lines up the face of Buachaille Etive Mor, and produced diagrams of likely routes I could climb solo.”




    Tom was no saint. He could be ‘thrawn’ and argumentative, determined to do what he wanted, when he wanted. He liked his day’s routine unchanging. He had strong views because he’d read and thought his way to them. But what strong characters are not prickly at times? His really close friends of many decades were all robust characters who could give and take. Sadly, he outlived most of them, his declining powers a frustrating burden. Duncryne was hardly the same when its climb was a struggle with two sticks but “better than the alternative”. Tom was also very much part of a couple to those who knew them and Tom without his wife Rhona unthinkable. She was his great support and aid throughout 47 years of marriage – and in her nineties she is still attending meets of the Ladies Scottish Climbing Club. She used to joke that Tom was the only married bachelor she knew.




    Tom and many of his friends were members of the Scottish Mountaineering Club and, in his early days, often wrote for its Journal (listed in the bibliography) and two articles are included: p98 and p129. One of the pictures shows Tom as club President (1984 – 86) with one of the club’s treasures, the ice axe of Harold Raeburn. Traditionally the club president leads a walk on the day following the dinner and I recall Tom, then president, refusing the excuse of a ferociously wet day, leading a group of us from Strathyre up and over the shoulder of Beinn an t-Sidhein to Glen Buckie and back round by Balquhidder – and setting a cracking pace.




    My first encounter with Tom would lead to several projects where he involved the Braehead School children. This was a junior secondary school in the mining coast of Fife where a team of inspirational teachers were giving new heart to a depressed area, my part being to take them into the wilds, to explore their world, to climb their dreams.




    Descending to Loch Monar in the Sixties we came on a “bouncy wee man” (one lad’s description) whom I recognised as Tom Weir from the Scots Magazine and Highland Days. He later confessed to being astonished at the encounter with such lads in such a remote spot. Typically, he at once pointed out a kestrel keeking up on a crag and much bird talk followed. If the kids thought him “great”, he was impressed by their knowledge and enthusiasm. “I was seeing myself again as a laddie when all things were possible.”




    When Braehead had closed and my Hamish’s Mountain Walk was published I asked Tom about the idea of trying to make a go of writing, as he had done. His reply was, “Don’t” – so I did, passing his test of my commitment perhaps, where becoming a casualty in the reality of such a life was all too likely. Tom, in the best notion of the term, was a self-made man, working unendurable hours for very little return in a chancy and very limited field. If he hadn’t the monthly assurance of the Scots Magazine – and a working wife – he might not have survived.




    Writers in this field do not become rich! Strangely, not so long ago a youngster asked me the same question, and received the same reply. Tom endured, Tom stayed the course and, with the inspired engaging him on TV, became one of the best known and loved figures in the outdoor world.




    Tom was one of the first members of the Scottish Wildlife Trust and of the John Muir Trust, the latter presenting him with a Lifetime Achievement Award in 2000; in 2001 the Outdoor Writers Guild gave him their Annual Golden Eagle Award. He was Vice-President of the Scottish Rights of Way Society. In 1976 he received an MBE and in 1978 won the Scottish Television Personality of the Year Award.




    Tom kept a low political profile (though admired by and giving advice to many, including Tam Dalyell and John Smith) but was all for taking Scotland back to her own destiny with independence. In an interview in the Scots Independent (2005) he was asked, “Do you believe in God?” He is sure of his answer: “No, Everyone has one life. That’s all it is. No spirit looks after you beyond death. I was lucky not to have been killed in the war. I was lucky not to have been killed on Ben A’an. I don’t believe the world will be in existence in another 100 years. Man is outliving himself.” Perhaps you need to be a pessimist to be an optimist, to whom everything is a surprise, a marvel, and life taken with a big heart, like Tom.




    This is a collection for dipping into and I hope will encourage readers to seek out copies of his books still in print or those less easy to find. Details are in the bibliography. The only liberty I have taken with the text is to have abbreviated at times, space being at a premium. Any comments of mine in the text are in square brackets and introductory or other notes are in italics. Tom’s spellings have largely been followed as long as the meaning or name is clear.




    Tom’s later work as a photographer and on TV is well remembered so pictures have been chosen to show the younger photographer, his friends, and the wide range of topics he covered, both at home and abroad, a representative selection from a vast archive and of increasing social and historical interest.




    My thanks to those who encouraged along the way: to Rhona first of all; to Robin Campbell and other Scottish Mountaineering Club members who brought some order into Tom’s archive material; to the St Andrews Sustainability Institute for a grant to help with part of the research; to the Trustees of the National Library of Scotland and the staff of the Library where it is now housed (Acc. 13059), for their patience and helpfulness over many months, to Sheila Gallimore and David Ritchie for the typing, scanning, etc, of an unruly text; and to Robert Davidson of Sandstone Press who bullied the complex work along.




     




    Hamish Brown




    Burntisland 2013


  




  

    I


    LIFE TO WARTIME YEARS




    During the war years Tom tried his hand at writing fiction which, as with most early essays in fiction, leaned heavily on a limited personal experience. The two pieces following give vivid pictures of life in Springburn in pre-war days. ‘Nine Years to Happiness’ is scarcely fiction at all, he is Allan, the frustrated shop assistant and Jock is the very recognisable Matt Forrester, mentor and friend.




    Tom wrote very little about the war so I include three very varied pieces which, in different ways, will be familiar to anyone who served in the ranks. Typically Tom gave his home address as Glen Brittle House, Isle of Skye, when much of the Highlands was a restricted area. ‘Across Sutherland Hills’ was one of his explorations when on leave.




    That, and ‘An Epic’ are from Highland Days, his first book which was written during the war, as was W H Murray’s Mountain­eering in Scotland, though the latter was written in the worse boredom of a POW camp.




    NINE YEARS TO HAPPINESS




    Monday morning. Beyond the sugarloaf brilliance of the housing scheme and its forest of red roofs towered the craggy ridge of the hills. A thin spiral of silver veined it. Snow. The hooter of the engineering works sounded. With a start he bounded into a run. He had five minutes to get to the shop.




    All the assistants were at their counters when he got in. Quickly he pulled on his coat stiff with white starch and seizing a broom, began sweeping the back shop. The gag was sometimes successful but not this morning. He knew it when the boss came into the back shop.




    “I was wondering where you were hiding,” he said. “Did you think I didn’t see you?” Allan pulled out a box, swept under it but didn’t look up. “Well I’m waiting for an answer. Another thing; that’s already been swept.”




    “I’m sorry, I thought it hadn’t.” He made to go out to the front shop.




    “Come here Smith, I’m speaking to you!” His rubbery lips had a smirk of self-satisfaction and the sight of his double chin quivering as he spoke roused a wave of hatred in Allan. His name was Wheeler. He was a tall man going bald at the front and developing a paunch. No one ever succeeded in liking him.




    “I don’t like telling you off Smith, but we can’t let you get away with it all the time. This is the fourth time in less than a week. What’s up? Do you go to bed too late?” It was no use explaining. “I’ll try to keep better time,” Allan muttered. “Well try then. This is a good job and you don’t want to lose it.”




    “Give McKend a hand with these orders.” With his thumbnail he scratched a grove in the barrel shape of butter newly out of its cask and popped the wrinkled accumulation between his thick lips. He went to the cash desk where five girls were adding up figures and checking their cash. The assistants talked in low voices for Wheeler maintained that you couldn’t both work and talk.




    With jobs so scarce he knew how to make them toe the line. Beside he had a reputation for managing successfully on a smaller staff than any of his predecessors. That was why the firm had given him their biggest shop.




    At the age of sixteen Allan should have been sacked and replaced by a non-insured youngster of fourteen. As a message boy he had hated Wheeler. He knew too, how the counter hands hated the job. He could sense only too well the servility the customers expected and got from the grocers.




    Then came the offer. There was a superannuation scheme. A guaranteed job. People always need groceries. (Look at the number of unemployed engineers.) What will you do if you don’t take it? The deciding factor was his mother. She was a widow. Other places he had tried for a job had ignored him, so he became a grocer’s assistant.




    It wasn’t too bad at first. There was a lot to learn; prices, where the various things were kept, what all the drawers held, how to weigh goods accurately, how to fold paper bags so there was no possibility of the contents escaping, how to keep tobacco moist with the help of a cut up potato, how to ‘gas’ eggs, and then there was window dressing and the arranging of show cases inside the shop.




    “Intelligent anticipation saves time,” was another of Wheeler’s sayings. That meant that shelves never had to go empty and cause a hold up at the counter while a new case was being opened in the back shop. It was a crime in his eyes to run out of goods. Allan was responsible for tea. No matter how busy he was these tea shelves with all the different blends had to be fully represented. He made it known how many men he had sacked for this neglect.




    A favourite trick of his too was to withdraw from a customer under some pretext, packages of some expensive stuff like coffee or tongue, which had just ben weighed. It would be reweighed in the back shop and woe betide the unfortunate assistant if it was even a fraction overweight.




    At home, he never mentioned the shop unless asked. “Your mind is always on these hills. If you’d take more interest in your work instead of reading about hills and going away every week-end climbing hills you’d get on better. Coming in here with a bag of wet stinking clothes every Sunday. And you can’t get up for your work on Monday.”




    His was a grand respectable job his mother thought. If only if he’d take after his younger brother Willie a bit more. He was an apprentice engineer and wrapt up in his job to the exclusion of all else.




    It was true though that Allan had a passion for the country. After the shop shut on s Saturday night he would catch the last bus out and from the terminus walk across the hills to pitch his tent in darkness by some little hill stream. To wake up in the morning to hear the gurgle of the burns and to look out to the green curving hills was the most joyful thing he knew. From the day he stood on Earl’s Seat and looked over Loch Lomond to the mighty summits stretching from west to east in a ragged blue line, he had been an addict. He read everything the public library had on the Scottish Highlands.




    About this time he met Jack Brown, an enthusiast like himself. He was a butcher with the same sort of hours and ideals. They met on the train and spent the weekend together. Brown was an ornithologist and an advanced thinker. He fancied the simple life. To be a wage slave was all wrong. “If you don’t like the job you are doing change it.” Since he enjoyed the butchery trade it was easy enough advice for him to follow.




    They had some great times together: they crossed the Cairngorms, climbed the Cuillin of Skye, wandered across Sutherland, explored the wilderness of Wester Ross, visited Harris of the big hills, and each of these journeys was done in their annual ten days holiday. He taught Allan to identify birds and in a thousand ways added to his education.




    But at twenty three Allan was still a grocer. He was in charge of the provision counter by then and if anything, hated the job more than ever. Now that his brother was a tradesman, his mother was reasonably well off, so in short, he was free from responsibilities.




    And how little things affect our destinies.




    The shop was pretty busy and Allan was at his counter answering various calls for bacon, boiled ham or black puddings. Now it happened that the schoolchildren were fond of foregathering in Allan’s corner. The bacon cutting machine fascinated them and the man behind it was always friendly. Wheeler frowned on Allan’s popularity. On this day a youngster was holding down the other side of the scale on which Allan was trying to weigh something. He made a playful lunge to slap the hand of the offending youngster, slipped on the greasy floor and with a thud and a crash of breaking glass, scales and Allan hit the floor. There was commotion in the shop.




    Wheeler took command, order was restored, and when the shop had cleared, Allan was ordered into the back shop. He owed an apology and intended delivering it. The broken scale was prominently exhibited, and when Allan came in, Wheeler pointed to it. “I thought you would do something like this,” he began. “Do you know how much this cost?”




    “It was an accident sir,” said Allan diffidently enough, “and I’m sorry,” “Not much use in being sorry is there, after doing your best to smash something.” His voice was at its nastiest.




    “I slipped on something and fell. That was all. It was just bad luck bringing the scale down as well.”




    “I saw what happened. You were capering as usual with these damned youngsters. I’ll need to report this to the general manager. There are a few things I have to tell him about you while I am at it.”




    “Well, if the general manager is dealing with it, that will be all.” Allan moved to go.




    “I give the orders here. I’ve a few things to say to you. Your mother came to me and asked me to do my best for you when you were a message boy. I kept you on. I’ve closed my eyes to a lot of things, coming in late in the mornings, going away sharp at night, slip-shod work. And what thanks do I get?”




    “You don’t want thanks for condemning me to a life of this, do you? Let me tell you that it was the worst thing that ever happened to me, getting kept on at this job. Now you are trying to make out that it was only your generosity that has kept me working here. You are incapable of generosity and if my mother did speak to you, then it must have accorded with your wishes to keep me on. You are not the man to sacrifice anything. But you haven’t spoiled my life yet though you’ve tried by fault-finding and watching my every action. Well, I’m finished here. And the sooner you let me leave the better!” Allan’s face was white when he left Wheeler. The following morning he sent in his resignation.




    There were four days left till Saturday. Four days, and Allan worked as he had never worked before. He wanted to show them what a good man they were losing. He was in on time and out after time.




    Saturday night came. He turned down his hams and bacons on to their marble slabs for the last time, draped cloths over everything, and went into the back shop. Wheeler stopped him going out the back door. “It isn’t too late to change your mind,” he said. “Stay on with us. You belong here.” He held out his hand. Allan shook his head. “Goodbye Mr Wheeler,” he said.




    Brown did not applaud his action. He looked grave when Allan told him he had packed in. “It’s all very well to talk, “he said, after a bit, “but now you are out of a job and jobs are scarce. I hope I didn’t influence you.”




    “I expect you did,” said Allan gaily. “I spoke to my mother about it. She was against it but told me I knew what I was doing.”




    That weekend wasn’t so enjoyable as usual. For the first time the full seriousness of his step really came home to him. Twenty three years of age and he was trying to change his job. Brown has made it all sound so easy. Now he hadn’t a job.




    Monday he scanned the adverts and saw no jobs to his liking, Tuesday, he signed on at the Labour Exchange, Wednesday he wrote after various outdoor jobs he saw in a county magazine, Thursday he signed the Exchange, Friday he went away by himself for a long weekend. By Monday he proved that a life of leisure is not a life of pleasure.




    The following weekend he got a lift north in a milk wagon. Rain was sweeping in grey veils across the sodden hills. After a few miles he decided to brew a can of tea under cover of a friendly barn, and with that object asked the farmer if he could have some boiling water. “Come inside,” said the farmer. They were a friendly couple and soon he was sitting at the table telling them his story.




    “You are better out of it,” said the farmer. “What would you like to do if you could?”




    “I don’t know, but I fancy the simple life, at any rate an outdoor job where I could see the seasons and the country and get away from the artificiality of the town. I don’t want to work under eyes all the time.”




    “What about farming? Did you ever think of it?”




    “You need to learn an awful lot.”




    “A willing man can always learn and I’d rather have a willing learner than an unwilling expert.”




    “Yes, maybe you would.”




    “I’m offering you a job. I’ll pay you the standard agricultural rate and there is a bedroom in the house here, I need a man to help me. I’ve just broken up some new ground. The two of us can manage it. Can you start now?”




    “What’s doing?”




    “We’ll riddle some spuds, and when the rain clears uncover a wee stack I’m selling.”




    So Allan started on his new life. The farmer found him a keen man and quick to pick up the art of harrowing, ploughing, cultivating, rolling and sowing. He was happy, and of a weekend the barn is a great place of outdoor men, hikers and climbers. But as well as giving advice on where to climb or hike, he’ll tell you the secret of successful living. “Be happy at your work and if you don’t like it, move heaven and earth to change it.”




    Typescript in the National Library of Scotland collections




     




    Tom was an extremely active youth. He joined the local boxing club in the hope of increasing his height – and for their excursions to Campsies and Ben Lomond. He joined the Boys brigade while underage in order to play the drums, an enthusiasm that only waned when the more serious business of learning to write began.




    TOUGH JOINT




    ‘Wanted. Hot band for Saturday night dancing. Four or five members, terms moderate.’




    A reply to this advert in a Glasgow newspaper secured us the job, and on a dirty Saturday night, five men with an assortment of cases might have been seen scouring one of Glasgow’s less choice districts for the hall. We were late, fearfully late.




    “Here’s the bon,” was the prelude to finding the place and with sinking hearts we were hurried through a pend and up a wooden stair by five or six toughs who had been sent to look for us.




    “Come on, boys. Hoff past eight. Whit kep’ ye?” greeted us in angry tones. The toughness of the crowd made our already quavering hearts quail and the women looked as unpleasant as the hard-bitten, hands-in-pockets, dandified toughs, resplendent in flashy mufflers. Resentful faces scowled at us as we crossed the dingy dance floor to gain the platform. We were an hour late and expected a razor attack at any moment for daring to keep them waiting.




    Never did the band get going more quickly and we soon had the crowd swinging into a foxtrot. This was better we thought. The dancers seemed to like it, and with some feeling of confidence we waited for the MC to announce the next dance.




    He did, shouting from the middle of the floor but we could not make sense of it. Expectantly the crowd awaited the band starting up, the women nipping their fags and lodging them behind their ears as their partners claimed them. Frantically our leader signalled the MC. “What was that you announced?” he asked. The MC bawled something unintelligible. “Say it slowly please,” the leader said, his face more ruddy than usual with the stares of the mob. “La Fanatique,” the MC retorted peevishly, “Ur ye coren beef?” “OK,” said the leader, then turning to us, “Have any of you boys ever heard of it?” No one had. “Right then. ‘Dark Town Strutters’ at this tempo.” He beat out a tempo about Palais Glide speed.




    Before the first dozen bars were over we knew we had blundered. Scowling faces passed the platform. Suddenly a raucous female voice rang out, “Aw quicken up the bon there!” The pace quickened and we scrapped through. But that was only the beginning. For the first time we learned to play ‘modern select’ as it is called. Many of these dances are exclusive to the joints and owe their origin to ingenious, if misguided, MCs. Windsor tango, Happy landing foxtrot, sequence rumba, and a host of un-nameables were asked for and somehow we managed to dish them up. But the crowd did not like us.




    The band platform however was a popular place, for behind my drums was the favourite spot for consuming bottles of beer. I had visions of being made a target for an empty.




    It was during the last dance a scuffle broke out near the door and in a moment it was an all-in affair, the women standing on chairs for a better view.




    As is the custom during a disturbance, we kept playing, but everyone abandoned the dance floor for the better fun of the fight. Like a rugby scrimmage the struggling mass gradually moved doorwards and down the stair. Raised voices and oaths and the clatter of bottles showed the fighting was still fierce. The hall was deserted so we packed up.




    An ominous stillness marked our departure. The MC met us in the lobby and paid us our wages. He was in no way perturbed and seemed to regard the whole affair as normal. “It was only a ‘barney’ and it clears the hall.”




    Typescript in the National Library of Scotland Collections




    AN EPIC




    It was fourteen years ago on a Loch Lomond bus that I first met Richie. I was sixteen at the time and my ambition was to be an explorer. I had read everything about the Arctic and the Antarctic that I could lay my hands on and here, for the first time, was a kindred spirit. I can see him now as I write, a quiet, rather grim looking man with yellow hair going a bit thin on top. His quietness was noticeable, for the busload were singing their heads off after a successful Easter weekend.




    He leaned across and asked me if I had been climbing, for although dressed as a schoolboy complete with a cap – in order to get half fare on the bus – I was carrying an army pack. I confessed my enthusiasm as is the way of youth, and he took me seriously. Indeed, he confessed to similar ambitions.




    I did not expect to see him again, but by a coincidence met him later at Rowardennan one moonlight Saturday night as I searched the foreshore for a camping place. We shared the tent and got on famously. Richie seemed to know every part of the Scottish Highlands. He had been a cyclist and had just taken to walking and climbing.




    He was unemployed and spent most of his time outdoors, going back to Glasgow from Tuesday to Thursday to sign his name at the Labour Exchange. Politics entered my life at this time too, for Richie was embittered against a government that had no work to offer, and rather than walk the streets he walked the hills. He was a plumber and in his kit he carried a few tools of his trade, so that he could pick up an odd penny by wee jobs such as repairing milk cans and so on.




    He was a little chap, not more than five feet six in height, but very strong. [Tom was five feet one.] Weightlifting and wrestling were his hobbies, and I remember that weekend there was a health-and-strength club camping in the bay. We were sitting on the foreshore when a big chap, stripped to the waist and of magnificent physique, offered to ‘pull’ any one of the party. No one spoke and after a short silence Richie said he might have a try. It was a David-and-Goliath sort of tournament, but I have a vivid recollection of the big chap’s shoulders being forced down on the gravel so mercilessly that blood streamed down his back. Later, when weightlifting with boulders, Richie capped all their efforts by doing a ‘bent press’ with an enormous stone!




    That, then, was the man. As well as revolutionary ideas on politics, he had revolutionary ideas on walking. He wanted to do it the hard way, the explorer’s way, across Scotland by the mountain tops, self-supporting in food and sheltering where one could. This was what I wanted, and Richie had an idea for a tour, provided I could get my holiday when he was allowed off by the Labour Exchange.




    It was all worked out, and late one night a man and a boy might have been seen boarding the Oban train. Probably the watcher would even have permitted himself a laugh, for the boy, small for his age, was carrying a Bergen rucksack of huge bulk that reached far below the proper place in the small of his back. To counteract its weight he had to bend nearly double, the motion being as near turtle-like as makes no difference.




    Taynuilt was our destination and in the grey of the morning we fortified ourselves with a meal. When I say ‘fortified’ I mean ‘fortified’ – at least as far as Richie was concerned. He prided himself on being a good trencherman. He was more than that. In amazement I watched as our store of food dwindled as Richie “packed it away”, to use his own expression. Our food was supposed to last a week, but I knew there and then that it would not.




    Ben Cruachan, whose tops we were supposed to promenade over to Ben Starav, was in cloud. Also its slopes looked fearfully long and steep for our heavy bags, so we decided that, since there was nothing to be gained by going up into the mist, we would go up the seldom visited west side of Loch Etive. There as a track marked on the map, but the toil of that rucksack made each step a separate effort of will.




    I can remember little of that walk except a pair of dogs that Richie antagonised by swinging a stick at them and hissing like a cat. He antagonised all dogs in fact, so that I was in terror each time we came to a house. What I can remember is that evening at the head of Loch Etive. All the toil was worthwhile just to be ringed around by the great hills, rocky and green, and seamed with innumerable cataracts that filled the air with sound. How delightful to be free of the sack and to be at last ‘exploring’!




    Morning saw us take to the hills in rain by a wild pass, the Lairig Eilde, which at length led into Glen Coe. An impression of cloudy gloom and fierce, toppling crags remains distinct from the glen as I know it today. Under a rock we ate the last of our food and were joined by a tramp.




    Richie was not flattered at being asked if I was his son, and answered rather sharply to the contrary. Prematurely thin on top myself at thirty I can understand how he felt at twenty-eight to be mistaken for the father of such a precocious youngster. I had many inward chuckles later as the same mistake was made time after time by people whom we met.




    Richie’s interest in the tramp was more than passing, for he had a hankering to try the life himself, and he questioned the tattered-looking fellow on the technique of the craft. It was a mean sort of existence, of begging and labouring, and of model lodging-houses in big towns when winter came. The tramp’s last words were, “Keep off the game, it’s only for down-and-outs like me.” As he shambled down that bleak moor in his rags, purposeless and alone in an inhospitable world, I found my first romantic picture shattered.




    It was afternoon as we climbed up a heathery hillside, the north-enclosing face of the glen. We were on route for Loch Leven. What went wrong I don’t know – our map was a motoring one, three miles to the inch, so I suspect that had something to do with it – but for hours we crossed an expanse of heather and bog, ‘God- forsaken and man-forsworn’. At length a long slash of water gleamed. We thought it was Loch Leven but tasted its water to make sure. It was fresh and sweet, therefore not Loch Leven water. We scanned the map and decided it was the Blackwater.




    On its shores I was seized with a trembling of the lower limbs. I did not say anything but my weakness was apparent to Richie, for I was lagging behind. I had ‘the knock’ he informed me, a complaint common among hard-pushing cyclists. Food was the only cure but we had none, so he bravely shouldered my pack in addition to his own, and we pushed on. Later that night we camped at the foot of a huge, thundering waterfall, the biggest I had ever seen, and in my imagination now as big as Niagara. We came far that day.




    But Kinlochleven was not far off, and after a breakfastless start, we got there around midday. Richie bought the groceries while I went to a house for water. ‘Is it tinkers?’ she asked as she handed me the brimming can. We got the stove going behind an outhouse and, regardless of the curious townsfolk, had a meal that is an event in my memory.




    A convenient bus took us to Fort William and that night saw us in the half-way hut on BenNevis. It was a beautiful evening and the silver lochs to the west and the massive peaks of the Mamores to the south enraptured us. All the charm that the Scottish hills have for me is conveyed in that fragment of memory. It is too indefinite to explain, but I can see a collection of giant hills and lochs probably more akin to the mountains of the moon than to reality.




    Right through the night people kept coming into the hut on their way to the top for the sunrise. It was cold up there wrapped in a solitary blanket and we were glad to get moving ourselves. Mist had crept down to us and up into a thickening gloom we climbed. Somehow I hoisted that pack to the top. Below us were the dripping wet crags of the wildest place I had ever seen.




    Our plan was to traverse the mountain into the upper part of the glen, so we were not at all careful where we went down. Anyway we got entangled on the crags. I suspect that we descended quite a bit of the north-east buttress for I have a fearful recollection of crying for help as I sought for handholds, while the weight of the bag nearly dragged me to perdition. The crags seemed to drop away sheer below us, yet we kept on going. Fate looked after us more kindly than we deserved, for we got down.




    Richie was elated. ‘We’ll climb Aonach Beag,’ he cried. We left the bags and we seemed to float up it, so easy did it feel after our bag-hoisting efforts. There was nothing to see except for dirt scarred snow-beds, hard as ice, in the hollows. Actually, I think it was Aonach Mor we climbed, but whatever it was we enjoyed it. How we bounded down that peak, whooping with delight at our achievements and the release from the bondage of the packs! There was something unutterably satisfying about these great green slopes seamed with wild mountain torrents and scattered with boulders.




    We were soaked through, not relishing the prospect of camping, when a miracle in the shape of a little tin bothy at the junction of two rivers gave us the shelter we needed. It was cold on the concrete floor but we did not complain. The purring of the stove was cheery and we felt the warm glow of comradeship.




    The rain still fell as we pushed towards Loch Treig in the morning. There was no track, the floor of the glen was sodden and the river in wild spate. At last with the rain running out of us we came to a lonely house, unfortunately on the wrong side of the river. We had an urge to get in to a barn or shed, and maybe we could get a few eggs.




    We surveyed the stepping-stones submerged by a swirling brown flood. I shall never forget that crossing. As a foot was submerged to reach a stone, the force of the river would sweep it aside, and the movement of the water tended to confuse the senses. Luckily they were flat stones, but in mid-stream I felt as isolated as a man all alone in a coble in mid-Atlantic. I could see myself bobbing up and down in that brown rush to be flung in cataract into Loch Treig. But I got across safely.




    The people in the house were friendly and gave us eggs and flour. We could use their barn if we wished, but they recommended going on to Loch Ossian where a house had been put at the disposal of walkers and climbers. This was news to us so we pushed on. I will draw a veil over the short cut we tried to take to reach the house. Short cuts can never pay on Rannoch . . .




    The door was locked but we entered by a window. We felt we were expected. On a table stood a jar of almonds and raisins and there was an enormous store if firewood. Soon all our clothes were on the pulleys and a great fire was roaring up the chimney. Over it we made pancakes with our eggs and flour and Richie initiated me into the mysteries of French toast. That was a happy night. We sat in our birthday suits while our clothes steamed merrily above us. An abundance of blankets saw us warmly through the night. I learned afterwards that the building was called a Youth Hostel. This was my first experience of something that was to popularize the whole outdoor movement. [Loch Ossian is still an SYHA hostel]




    We had decided to go down to Rannoch and climb some peaks from there. At Corrour, next morning, a convenient train was standing in the tiny station, so we piled into it as we had no time to buy tickets. The first stop was Crianlarich so our plans were spoiled. We walked along the railway line to near Tyndrum, and, as the weather was wet and cloudy, parked ourselves in a railway bothy, the key of which had been handily placed under a stone.




    Richie was in a quarrelsome mood that night and told me off severely for ‘filthy habits’ when I licked a blob of condensed milk off the edge of the tin after pouring some out. I explained that I had picked up the habit from him but he did not take it kindly.




    The atmosphere was rather tense when we went to bed but Richie’s temper was to find an outlet in the morning. We were awakened by a loud thundering at the door with an angry command to know, “Who the hell is in there?” Our fire had been seen. “Don’t answer,” said Richie. He pulled on his trousers.




    “Open up at once or I’ll have the police on you,” the voice shouted. “You have no business here at all.”




    Richie flung open the door, chin thrust out in a look of angry determination that would have daunted the boldest. “Who do you think you are talking to?” His voice was quiet.




    The man continued to shout. “Listen,” said Richie. “Get the police. Get who you like but don’t stand there shouting at me. I’ll not have it. Get out!” He took a step towards the man. The man fled.




    “Now for a quick getaway,” said Richie. We made off up the slope of Ben Lui, traversed its misty top and dropped into Glen Falloch. Richie’s bad temper had gone, so I was grateful to that railwayman.




    I was rather puzzled though when Richie suggested sheltering from a few drops of rain that were falling. We slipped unseen into an outhouse. “Eggs,” explained the lad briefly. Now, I have said nothing of Richie’s activities as an egg collector for he had practised it long before I met him. It was his boast that he had taken eggs in every county in Scotland and I believed him. He got out his tea-can and disappeared into a shed from whence came the sound of hens. It was unfortunate that the farmer met him coming out . . .




    Next day saw us back home. My mother was quite shocked by my appearance. She declared I was like a greyhound, skin and bone. Certainly an examination in the mirror showed a pinched appearance and an emaciated look about the face.




    But I enjoyed that trip, and even now as I write after all these years, I still catch something of the high adventure of exploring. The Highlands were my Himalayas, and no intrepid spirit wandering new valleys in Kashmir or the Karakorum has reached a higher plane of exultation in the joy of the quest. The hardship served only to make it seem all the more worthwhile.




    I have a lot to thank Richie for. He went to work in England shortly afterwards and our hill-partnership was severed. He was a good companion and a character. I have tried to draw him as he was, with his weakness for argument and eggs, his huge appetite, and his generosity in carrying my rucksack when I was ill. Richie was an unconventional type of man, but no one delighted more in the wild beauty of the Highland hills, and his spirit of adventure was forever an inspiration to me.
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