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A ‘trilogy’ of four books dealing with Scottish independence.

‘Alba: Who Shot Willie McRae?’



‘A brilliant book. You won’t be able to stop reading’. Donaidh Foirbeis.

‘A great read’. Annette Davidson. 

‘A controversial story brilliantly told.’ John Alder. 

‘Fast moving, gripping and a must, must read.’ Iain Allan. 

‘One of the best books I have read.’ Graham Baker. 

‘The Last Colony’



‘A superb piece of work.’ Craig MacInnes. 

‘Just finished ‘The Last Colony’. Recommended.’ Catherine Campbell.

‘A very important read for those interested in the independence of Scotland’. John Alder.

‘An exciting tale of the battle for a small country’s freedom.’ Roddy Martin.

‘Excellent plot line, well written. A good read!’ Deirdre Boyd. 

“Brilliant! When is your next book published? I’ll be sure to order it!” Jordan Jindsay.

‘Rebellious Scots To Crush’



‘Completely believable and partly based on a true story.’ J. McManus.

‘This is a scary premise. Brilliantly written.’ Allan Thomson. 

‘This story requires to be told. A great read.’ George Cuthbert.

‘A marvellous Scots story of political intrigue. Donald John Morrison follows dark money to its corrupt destination - undermining a nation.’ Grousebeater.

‘Dalriada’



‘Culley tells a fine tale.’ Ray Hendry

‘Ron Culley follows in the hallowed footsteps of fellow Scot Alistair MacLean.’ Alan Murray. 

‘Another taut Scottish political thriller from Ron Culley.’ Simon Ki 

‘Reading this book made me want to march on London!’ Jim Pirrie
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‘Quia quamdiu Centum ex nobis viui remanserint, nuncquam Anglorum dominio aliquatenus volumus subiugari.’

 

 

 

Ron Culley

			

Inspired By Actual Events

This book aims to use the techniques of historical fiction to tell the tale of the emergence of Scottish Nationalism and the interest taken in it by British Security Services in the twentieth century. The characters appearing in this book all existed other than those invented by the author for purposes of the narrative. A number of the events depicted occurred at least in some form in real life. Essentially, in order to turn historical events and characters into a novel format, the author has been obliged to simplify, dramatise and invent details that allows the narrative to flow in an interesting and entertaining way. Some events have been truncated in time, again to allow the smooth flow of narrative. All photographs used are of real people. Certain of them are utilised to portray fictitious characters. 

There is no way to give each year its allotted weight and in consequence, much will have been omitted - again in the interests of narrative. 

And before we kick a ba’, readers who imagine that there’s too much whisky consumed in the narrative…well apparently you don’t have the kind of friends that I have!

			

 

 

 

‘For as long as but a hundred of us remain alive, never will we on any conditions be brought under English rule. It is in truth not for glory, nor riches, nor honours that we are fighting, but for freedom – for that alone, which no honest man gives up but with life itself.’ 

Declaration of Arbroath, 1320
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Chapter One

1945. DRESDEN, GERMANY

My given name is Manus, my surname is Canning and I come from the age of steam. I write these words at the end of the second millennium, which seems as good a vantage point as any from which to tell my story. 

I hail from a windswept and damp croft on the Isle of Lewis where my family eked a living from the land for generations and from where, in 1943, aged eighteen, I left to fight Hitler.
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I am old now, slightly doddery and I’ve served time in prison as a Scottish patriot because while a long life brings many things, a blameless life is seldom among them. War changed me. When I caught the ferry from the island to the mainland harbour of Ullapool, the khaki uniform and the dark green, white and red kilt of the Highland Light Infantry, I was excited. My teachers thought me bright and in other times, an education in one of Scotland’s great universities would have lain before me as it had other scholars from the island. Instead, I shot and killed other men. I survived due to my then belief that the small Gaelic Bible, forced into my top left uniform pocket would protect me from a kill-shot. Other Western Islanders had testified to its efficacy in this regard. Mind you, they were mostly talking having first spoken with John Barleycorn. 




At the time I felt no remorse as soldiers of the Axis forces would surely have killed me had they been able, and all around were engaged in that same ghastliness. I even received a field promotion aged only twenty-one to sergeant and confess that at the time I believed it well-deserved as I was popular, brave and had the respect of my fellow soldiers. But, as I say, war changed me as it changed everyone. Gradually my feelings towards my adversaries altered and I came to believe that they were mostly young men who were trapped in a nightmare as was I. As the war drew to an end, my heart was no longer prepared to kill for Queen and Country so it was something of a relief when, in 1945, after the Battle of the Reichswald and the final advance into Germany, I was given a detail of six squaddies and told to escort an eejit General called Ernest. E. Clutterbuck - and honestly, that was his real name - who was sent south-east to Dresden in order to hold talks with the Russians about Christ knows what. The First Armoured Guard Army of the Soviet Army and the Seventh Panzer Division of the National People’s Army had been stationed in and around Dresden as the great powers began carving up Germany. 

Clutterbuck was not untypical of many of the officers under whom I served. With the squaddies he was brusque and spoke to us monosyllabically as much as possible in order to issue instructions but when meeting other officers of similar social standing as he saw it he’d become almost garrulous and always make it plain that he was one of the Hampshire Clutterbucks and they’d nod knowingly. When speaking with those he considered his equals, he was inclined to speak for long moments with his eyes closed, a trait which left me curious as to how and when he’d decided that this might be a better way of communicating. I’d shake my head imperceptibly at his sense of entitlement and mindful class-consciousness. 

When we arrived, General Clutterbuck was billeted in a large mansion that had largely escaped destruction. Me and the boys were offered a nearby hay-loft on the northern bank of the Elbe. We’d become accustomed to roughing it and having a straw bed and a leaky roof over our heads was no inconvenience whatsoever. With bugger all to do while the General was conferring with the Ruskies, we took it upon ourselves to visit the city of Dresden. What I saw there scarred me. 

Churchill had dropped untold tons of ordinance a few months earlier which set ablaze a largely wooden habitation killing thousands of innocent mothers and children. From February through April of that year, more than five hundred Lancasters dropped almost six thousand tons of bombs on the city, many of them incendiary. Over four hundred American bombers unloaded more tonnage. Some of the Russians spoke decent English and told us that cremated adults had been shrunk to the size of small children, whole families had burned to death and all the time the hot wind of the firestorm drew people back into the burning houses they were trying to escape from. It was carnage. It was unnecessary. It was blood-lust. The war had all but been won. 

The lucky ones in Dresden were those who had been killed outright by the explosions and shrapnel. Many of the maimed and burned lingered painfully before surrendering to the inevitable. We spent some time helping the Russians offer some relief to those starving and injured who might make it through the end days of the war if given food, water and shelter. Russian soldiers had themselves undergone great privation and were then bent upon securing cigarettes more than the demise of Fascism when we met them, offering vodka in exchange. Americans we bumped into were loud, cocky and well-supplied. I didn’t take to them but back then we were in the process of winning a war together and I tolerated their relative brashness given that quite a few of us in the HLI had our own frailties in that regard. 
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All of our boys were big fans of our British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill. They loved his confident ‘‘V’ for Victory’ gesture, his enthusiasm for appearing unannounced but with great subsequent publicity in war zones, his purported enjoyment of a glass and his speechifying. Me? I thought him a mass-murdering psychopath. I’d read of his starving the Indian population, his early enthusiasm for using poisoned gas in a war zone and was aware of his proprietorial attitude to Ireland. When he firebombed Dresden, it was inhuman. He was of his age, I suppose, and was an enthusiastic racist, a steadfast royalist and a fervent colonialist. But I had to remember that Hitler was an evil adversary who had to be defeated. Still, much as I was repulsed by Churchill, I nevertheless learned at that young age that keeping my own counsel was a wise practice and it served me well in later years in Scotland when I couldn’t be sure if I was speaking to a Scottish patriot or an agent of the British Government. It was also an advantage once the war ended and the British Establishment came calling.

So, as I say, I left a rural Lewis excited and optimistic but returned to an urban Glasgow hardened, bloodied and angered. I had survived the war. Many friends hadn’t. 

Although I didn’t realise it at the time, a pig changed my life.

In our small farmyard encampment, my men were retrieving cooked potatoes from the coals of a hot fire and were tossing them from hand to hand to cool them. Russian soldiers in charge of about fifty defeated German prisoners had been chasing a domestic pig around, anxious to have it butchered for dinner that night, when its frightened evasions saw it crash unceremoniously into a bicycle whose rider careered into a group of Germans. One of them was knocked backwards and I saw him knock his head against a stone mooring bollard before he splashed unconscious into the River Elbe. 

Due to attending to my ablutions, I was dressed only in pants and a vest and had lain down my battledress outside the barn to dry in the sun. My boots had also been set out to dry. I was therefore, as a consequence of this coincidence, perfectly prepared to attempt a rescue. The German, still insensible, surfaced and was immediately swept downriver by the dark, fast-flowing Elbe. Without giving any thought to the consequences of failure. I ran fast along the bank and as I came up alongside the man, dove into the swirling waters, my breath immediately being caught by the freezing temperature of waters that had but recently tumbled from the high Krkonoše Mountains on the Czech-Polish border. It took me several long strokes before I came up beside the soldier whom I grabbed roughly by the neck. Gathering him into my body, I changed to a side-stroke using only my left arm and slowly, against the flow, brought him back towards shore where several of his colleagues had now gathered. One of them waded towards us but was instantly surprised by the steep bank of the river at that point so he too, was submerged. He surfaced close enough for me to grasp his collar and now on my back, I kicked furiously, unable to use my arms for propulsion until I made shore with the two men. The Russians looked on disinterestedly, their general demeanour being one of ‘Zhopa! Let the German bastard drown’.

Strong arms lifted us from the water and rather intemperately, I pushed aside those helping and turned the still unconscious soldier onto his side in order to affect ventilation of his lungs. As my thoughts turned to additional resuscitation, the man began to recover, coughing water out of his mouth and after a few moments, had manoeuvred himself on to his knees where blood from his head-wound and water from his lungs mingled and flowed together onto the brown earth. The other soldier was only slightly the worse for wear. One of my men, Ian McMurtrie, offered him a sip of earlier stolen schnapps which was willingly accepted. My soldier recovered more slowly due to his more protracted immersion in the Elbe but he too rallied following some of Ian’s purloined schnapps. Two Russians attempted gruffly to intervene but my harsh language stopped their commands being followed.

The German was surprised at my bullish attitude towards his guards.

“You speak English! You are English?”

I smiled. “One more insult like that and I’ll throw you back in the river. I’m Scottish.”

He returned my grin. “I think I owe you my life, Scottish.”

I turned to McMurtrie who hovered beside me with a first-aid bag. 

“Ian, hand me those bandages.” I returned my attention to the German. “You have a bad head wound there. Hold still while I put this dressing on. It’ll stop the bleeding.”

A few moments passed while I tended to the man’s head. 

“One of my men is a better medic than me. He’s away in Dresden just now but when he gets back I’ll ask him to look at that cut. It’ll need cleaning and better bandaging that I can offer.” The German’s eyes creased in smiled gratitude.

“Your Russian friends would not have been so helpful. I’m surprised they didn’t shoot me in the back for trying to escape.”

I eyed the group of Russian soldiers who appeared genuinely perturbed at the efforts I’d gone to, first to save, then to tend to the needs of a belligerent whom they believed was only worth the bullet they’d happily bury in his chest.

I reassured him. “They’re cautious around us. They know we’re here dealing with their commanders so they walk on eggshells a wee bit.” I stood. “Better get those wet clothes dried. Mine and the boys’ are over drying in the sunshine. Put yours on the line there and I’ll get us a pretty disgusting coffee. Your pal there looks like he’s none the worse after his attempts at saving you.”

“Obersoldat Schröder tried to save me?”

“He waded into the river to help as I approached the bank. The river took him also.”

The German rose cautiously to his feet and offered his hand, which was taken.

“May I know your name, Scottish?” 

“Sergeant Manus Canning, Highland Light Infantry.”
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“I am Stabshauptmann Jürgen Roth of the Kommandeur der Nachrichtenaufklärung, what you would call our Signals Intelligence Regiment, and I am indebted to you, Sergeant Manus Canning. I have survived bullets and bombs but the river was almost the end of me.”




“What kind of rank is Stabshauptmann?

“Ah, it is an unusual one my friend. I was a specialist officer who dealt with technical army intelligence. Mostly to do with communications, the design of wireless sets, training of wireless operators and some research. I was to be promoted from Captain to Major but as this war draws to an end, I was informed that there were what they called ‘administrative difficulties’ so I was given this temporary half-way house. As I say, it is an unusual rank but I am the most senior officer here so our Russian friends have been giving me special attention. They believe I must know Hitler personally.” He looked at me, assessing the cut of my jib. “You are young for a sergeant.”

I shook my head, pretending modesty. 

“All the older ones were too drunk, too stupid or too dead.”

He chewed his lower lip in thought.

“I do not think so, Scottish Sergeant Manus Canning of the Highland Light Infantry. I think the British army knows your worth.”

			

Chapter Two

AN AWAKENING

Demobbed in 1946, I returned briefly to my family home but despite my parents quite obviously failing in health, I surrendered their care to my wee brother Seumas, who worked the croft, and my sister Jean who worked as a fishwife down at the harbour in Stornoway where she would gut and cure the catches, as well as baiting lines. Nevertheless, I couldn’t but help feel a pang of guilt as the ferry took me back to the mainland where I caught a MacBrayne’s bus on the long trip south to Glasgow.

Seumas had been spared war service due to him being seven years younger than me but having seen life in the raw across France and Germany, I wasn’t prepared to return to the Presbyterian ways of the island, the arduous discipline of croft work or the silence of the Sabbath. My sister Jean was a wonder. She worked hard hauling and cleaning fish and carrying her produce on her back in a creel to McCrimmond’s old truck before returning to the croft and helping Seumas before tending to our ageing parents. 

My first job in Glasgow was as a shirt manufacturer’s clerk where I was responsible for the management of a shift of ladies who worked hard under poor conditions. The company was located in an old sandstone workshop in the city’s Broomielaw down on the bustling banks of the Clyde. The building had poor ventilation, dim lighting and cramped work space. The ladies were underpaid but grateful for the work. Within a month, I was less so and after an argument with an indifferent owner about these conditions I left, returning two minutes later to flatten him with a single punch to loud cheers from his workforce. When in the army, I’d become known for my occasional hot temper and had a reputation of sometimes hitting people first and asking questions only when they were unconscious. So it was here.

An afternoon in the city’s Horseshoe Bar drinking whisky, tending my bruised knuckles and talking through my woes with some squaddies still in uniform, left me considering re-enlisting but instead I stumbled back to my cramped lodgings in Anderston where a fellow ex-patriot islander had let me a room I could afford. I spent a week looking for work, determined this time to do something that tested me and that had the potential to be enjoyable. Few jobs of this nature were in evidence until a conversation with a friendly off-duty policeman from South Uist guided me towards a job in the civil service which involved joining a small team which reported on the conditions of the ports of Scotland. I applied and was successful. The job took me out and about, returned me to the experience of working in a group as was the case in the army and allowed me to satisfy my yearning to learn. Some of my colleagues were highly educated and were involved in the study of ocean floor depth and elevation at the entrance to the ports. Others assessed the wave climate which in Scotland is mainly influenced by conditions in the North Atlantic ocean where the fetch is long enough to establish large, regular waves. As an uneducated and inexperienced civil servant, I was tasked with measuring the fishing effort in any given port in order that cleverer people than me could assess the sustainability of fish stocks. Mostly this involved me in affable conversations with fishermen and boat owners and I enjoyed these enormously, developing a life-long respect for the arduous life these hard working people endured. 

My life was nomadic and I stayed in lodgings around Scotland which were in close proximity to ports from as far north as Scrabster down to Troon in the south-west. To my great delight I was from time to time required to visit the port of Stornoway and so kept in irregular touch with my family. 

I was in lodgings in St. Monan’s in the East Neuk of Fife one evening, the air was still and a mist rose from the calm sea. I set off for a short walk. With nothing better to do, I strolled along the front, listening to the rattle of the small waves on the shingle and the hiss as they receded. I was attracted into a meeting in a church hall which promised some warmth. The speaker was a small man called Harry Selby. He was a barber from Govan in Glasgow and was a member of the Revolutionary Socialist League. He was all fire and brimstone and was a whirlwind of hand gestures as he stood on his tiptoes in indignation, stamping his feet and pouring scorn on the past colonial approach of the United Kingdom, traducing the Royal Family as parasites and speaking passionately about protecting workers’ rights and the importance of trades unionism. He was elaborate and flowery - stopping just short of pomposity, I thought - but I was mesmerised. He was supported by Abe Moffat, a Communist and the President of the National Union of Scottish Mine Workers who spoke articulately and at length of the tribulations faced by those tasked with going underground to produce coal. 

In 1950, the first general election ever to be held after a full term of a Labour Government had just taken place and the government’s 1945 lead over the Conservative Party had shrunk dramatically, returning Labour to power but with an overall majority reduced from one hundred and forty-six to just five. Selby argued that this was proof positive that the Labour Party in government had sold out to capitalism and that only with a much stronger left-wing agenda might they be returned to full power. I found myself agreeing with much of what the man said but when he asked people attending to join his movement, I did nothing. Mindful, perhaps of the soldiers’ code, ‘never volunteer’, I decided to keep to my practice of thinking things through myself and holding my opinions close to my chest, particularly when they were not fully formed.
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Perhaps a week later when I was in Aberdeen, one of the men with whom I worked, Andy Forsyth, encouraged me to go with him to hear Wendy Wood speak. She was by then a weel kent face in Scottish politics and must have been in her fifties when we went to see her. She was forever getting arrested in London and elsewhere for her fiery espousal of Scottish Nationalism and I was intrigued as to her take on matters as she’d just returned from a visit to New York where headlines such as ‘Tartan Whirlwind Hits New York’ followed her back to Scotland.



Like Harry Selby the week before, she spoke without notes and was witty, angry, incisive and commanded the stage on which she stood. She took questions and answered them all very ably, also seeing off a critic who had obviously visited the pub before jousting with her. He was dispatched with a flea in his ear following a few well-chosen remarks and retreated into silence. It was a bravura performance and she didn’t hold back on her distaste for everything to do with British rule and the unfairness of a political system that she argued held Scotland back. As with Selby, I found myself in agreement with her arguments and this time allowed myself to accompany Andy when he suggested that we stop for a quick refreshment in the pub round the corner to where, he told me, Wendy Wood would repair after her speech.

Andy had met her twice before, was a supporter of her movement and using a pseudonym, had written a couple of articles printed in a monthly broadsheet called The Patriot that she edited. When she entered the pub, she recognised Andy and joined us straight away asking only for a glass of water. I intervened and asked if she’d not prefer a wee whisky after her vocal sparring but she demurred.

“I used to enjoy a glass until I realised that the cost of a bottle is mainly tax which all goes to the English Exchequer. We see very little of it up here in Scotland. So I forgo its pleasures…but that’s just me. If you enjoy uisge beatha don’t let me stop you.” She changed the subject. 

“We haven’t been introduced. My name’s Wendy.’

“Manus.”

“Please join us.”

In photographs in the newspapers she always seemed to wear a beret pulled over one eye, a large silver broach depicting a thistle propping up the high side and so it was as she sat with us. A tweed jacket with a badge on its collar denoting Scottish Patriots, the organisation she founded, completed the image. 

Supplementing her rebuke over my enjoyment of whisky she expounded further on the subject, telling me that while in America she had been offered a very remunerative contract to promote a particular brand of whisky (which she wouldn’t name) but rejected the offer due to her antipathy towards the British Chancellor of the Exchequer.

One of the articles Andy had written for Wendy was his about the paucity of Scottish history being taught in schools with preference given to English history such as the rule of Henry the Eighth, Trafalgar and Oliver Cromwell rather than Wallace and Bruce, the Battle of Stirling Bridge and Bannockburn. He spoke of how the achievements of Scottish statesmen, soldiers, men of science and men of letters were put down to the account of England with the result that in the eyes of the world England has all the glory. I confessed my surprise at Andy’s contribution to the conversation as I had never heard him speak of these concerns before and, as we sat, Wendy asked my own experience having been educated in the Scottish islands. 

I was able to tell her of my good fortune in two ways; the first being that we spoke both Scots Gaelic as well as English in Lewis, and that at home, stories were told round the evening fire in the Gaelic tongue making the point that not all learning comes from books alone. The second advantage I had was that my teacher in Carloway Primary School for much of my childhood was Mrs. Floraidh Donaldson, a distant cousin who was most supportive of the Gaelic language. When I moved up to the big school, the Nicolson Institute in Stornoway, I was aware from other friends that some teachers in the Western Isles actively discouraged the speaking of Gaelic and that some actually punished children heard to speak it, even in the playground where it was the lingua franca. However, Mrs. Donaldson’s sister, Mhairi taught there; they were twins, and she not only also used the language, but used it judiciously; speaking English when teaching maths but Gaelic when teaching history. We learned French and German, were taught Shakespeare but also Burns. We studied the French Revolution and Thomas Paine’s, ‘The Rights of Man’, but also Robert Burns whose poem, ‘The Rights of Women’ initially had us giggling at the preposterousness of the notion before coming to accept Burns’ point of view due to the patient exploration of the subject by Mrs. Donaldson. 

Wendy became most animated at my recollections arguing that while adults viewed history as an intellectual exercise, children were engaged emotionally when being informed of the history of their nation and that augured well for our future if only every school in Scotland could be as progressive as was mine. At one point in the conversation, she recited lines from Burn’s Poem, ‘Such a Parcel o’ Rogues in a Nation’ leaping to her feet as she declaimed the last stanza, ‘Wi’ Bruce and loyal Wallace…’

As Wendy tended her single glass of water, I enjoyed a second Glenfiddich then a third was called for as our discussion continued into the night, our friendly barman closing the door to customers at the appointed hour whilst allowing us to sit and drink unmolested. Indeed, he joined us and wouldn’t take payment from Wendy when she insisted on buying a round of drinks. It was evident that he, too, was a supporter of Miss Wood. 

She was a formidable woman. I’m getting ahead of myself, but a decade later, as it became evident that the Labour Party intended reneging on previous leader John Smith’s promise of a Scottish Assembly, Wendy announced she would go on hunger strike and drink only water until Labour put the Scottish Assembly in their manifesto. The issue was raised in Westminster and only after six days, when Jim Sillars, then the MP for the pro-Scottish Home Rule, Scottish Labour Party, went on television to ask her to call it off did she agree and the 1979 referendum for a Scottish Assembly was endorsed. 

We were all by now fairly giddy as Wendy summarised my evening’s contribution.

“So, Manus, you would accept that you believe in women’s rights, you speak of your endorsement of the left-wing views as espoused by Harry Selby and you declare your love of Scotland. By heavens, you and I agree on everything! You must join your friend Andy here, my Scottish Patriots movement and help me and your fellow Scots end English rule in Scotland.”

Intoxication permitted me momentarily to view her comments as flattery. However, I had also appreciated early on in the conversation that Andy’s articles submitted to Wendy and the Scottish Patriots had been enabled by his use of a nom de guerre and that involving myself openly in any such politics would see my job as a civil servant ended. I murmured some platitudes and said I’d mull over the evening’s discussion and talk to Andy about it but I knew in my heart that I would not put my head above the parapet. I had learned many things when serving with the Highland Light Infantry; the first was that I would endure a life-long affection for Capstan full-strength cigarettes, the second, as I’ve mentioned, was ‘never volunteer’ and the third was that while it was necessary to put one’s head above the parapet in order to achieve anything, it was only to be done in an emergency or when a plan of some kind was in evidence and when the timing was right. 

It was to be some time before the timing would be right.

			

Chapter Three

RE-ENLISTMENT

In 1952, I had turned twenty-seven years old. Demobbed six years earlier, I’d spent most of my time as a civil servant and had quite enjoyed the mobility of my job, spending time in the fishing community and taking pleasure in the friendship of those with whom I worked. However, something was missing; excitement. My years in the army had whetted my appetite for something a bit more adventurous. I contemplated life in Australia or Canada where a couple of friends had settled but my restlessness couldn’t quite overcome my apprehension that when I’d get there, I’d merely become a civil servant or something similar again, but in a land with more sunshine.

A lack of imagination saw me standing outside an army recruiting office in Glasgow where I was encouraged to enter by a recruiting sergeant possessed of an accent that placed his antecedents as Glaswegian. I was offered a cup of tea and was made comfortable as Sergeant Alistair Cuthbert went through a well-rehearsed routine. As it became evident that I had myself been a sergeant in the Highland Light Infantry, the private who was also staffing the office was ordered to take charge of the office and the two sergeants disappeared round the corner to the drab Old College Bar in the city’s High Street.

For some time, stories of our war exploits were shared in a noisy pub midst a haze of smoke and over whiskies and cigarettes. Alistair was perhaps ten years older than me and had spent his war years in the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders in the Western Desert of North Africa. He had seen action in Crete, Abyssinia, Sicily and in the Italian Campaign. Wounded in Sicily, lighter duties had followed along with a now barely discernible limp and the job he did presently was due in considerable measure to to his fear of ‘Civvy Street’ and the prospect of leaving the only employer he had known. 

“Listen, Manus”, he smiled, his strong Glaswegian accent now a throaty growl due to years of abusing whisky. “Normally I’d just use my considerable personal charm to lure you back into uniform but you’ve got a chance to make some intelligent decisions here. Now, there’s thousands of our boys over in Korea. The Kosbies have some troops over there. We’ve got pockets of troops all over Germany but all they’re doing really is babysittin’ the conscripts and drinkin’ Kräuterlikör. We’re startin’ tae see deployments in Cyprus because of the Greek-Cypriot revolt in favour of union with mainland Greece and that’s lookin’ awkward for our boys because you don’t know who’s for us or who’s goin’ to produce a gun and blow your bloody head off. The Argylls and the Gordon Highlanders are out in Malaya but so are God alone knows how many conscripts so it’s another babysittin’ job although this time you get shot or get malaria for your troubles.”

“I kind of just assumed I’d rejoin the Highland Light Infantry.”

“Of course that’s your first option, Manus but take a breath and work out how you’d like to spend the next part of your soldierin’ career. You’ve options. Take a week to think things through. Read the newspapers and check out what the army’s doin’ in different parts of the world and maybe choose something that interests you or else you run the risk of endin’ up in some forgotten corner of the globe doing hee-haw and being bored out of your mind.” He lifted his glass and drained it before continuing. “Look…if you’re interested, I’ll have your file sent up to Glasgow. Maybe we could meet again in a week and we could go over this with a desk in front of us instead of a bar-room table. We’d baith be in a better position to make sensible decisions. What d’you say?”

“S’pose!”

Shaking hands, the men agreed to meet in a week.

***

The Reading Room in the vast Mitchell Library had become a sort of home from home on many evenings as I read both eclectically and voraciously and spent time scrutinising broadsheet newspapers so as to keep up with world events and political activity nearer home. I read everything, hungry for information. It became all-consuming. I’d read the injunctions on the back of an Aspirin bottle or the information presented on the labels on beer bottles, so concerned was I to learn everything about the world I inhabited.

I read and re-read Orwell’s ‘Homage to Catalonia’ where he wrote of the revolutionary fervour of left-wing patriots during the Spanish Civil War and of how it had been the first time he’d seen the working class in the saddle. I began visiting Glasgow’s avant-garde cinema, the Cosmo in Rose Street and started to listed to the music of Enrico Caruso and attended the concert in Edinburgh’s Usher Hall where communist, black American singer Paul Robeson sang for Scottish Miners. I was inspired by the passage of Clause Four of the Labour Party’s constitution, ‘To secure for the workers by hand or by brain, the full fruits of their industry and the most equitable distribution thereof that may be possible upon the basis of the common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange.’ However, two shipyard workers who also sat and read beside me most evenings, both communists, were outspoken in their criticism of the Labour Party as having sold out by having joined the very Establishment they were sent to London to destroy and of offering only lip-service to their famous clause.

One night I noticed an article which told of a talk that was to be given by Hamish Henderson. I knew of his reputation as an intelligence officer in Italy, found myself whistling a pipe tune he’d employed when writing, ‘The 51st (Highland) Division’s Farewell to Sicily’ and had read a challenging book of his poems written in broad Scots. He was another left-wing Scot who was involved with Wendy Wood and the author Compton MacKenzie who not only had written the book and screenplay of Whisky Galore, but was also a founding member of the National Party of Scotland which had transmogrified into the Scottish National Party in the years before World War Two. I’d persevered with Henderson’s book and decided to buy a ticket for the talk, eventually buying two and taking my friend, Andy along with me.

On the night, Partick Burgh Hall was packed. We sat at the end of the front row and I was surprised when taking the stage, Hamish Henderson as he passed, acknowledged Andy with a wave.

“You know the guy?” I asked.

“We’re a wee political party at the minute, Manus. It’s still like a family. Everyone knows everyone but they know not to say too much about my involvement in case our bosses in St. Andrew’s House boot me out the door.”

“Well, you have hidden depths, Andy.”

“Most people have secrets, Manus. Mine is that I want Scotland to regain its independence. The people I’m dealing with are all good souls. They’re kind, highly intelligent and most of the ones I mix with are all creative. Hamish there, is a poet and songwriter, Wendy writes books for children and paints in oils. Hugh MacDiarmid is a poet whose real name is Christopher Grieve. Compton MacKenzie is an author. I like to write too but I do it under a pen name like Hugh does.”
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Hamish Henderson was riveting. He spoke of his days with the Eighth Army in North Africa during which he wrote his poem ‘Elegies For the Dead in Cyrenaica’, and then discussed his role in May 1945, when he personally oversaw the drafting of the surrender order of Italy issued by Marshal Rodolfo Graziani. Hilariously he told of how he’d been kicked out of Italy and condemned as a Communist because he’d translated the works of Antonio Gramsci into English. He went on to discuss his passion for collecting the songs of others and used as an example the lyrics to ‘D-Day Dodgers’, a satirical song to the tune of ‘Lili Marlene’ which had achieved real popularity amongst squaddies during the war. I’d sung it often and it was a great delight hearing of its creation from Henderson (although others claimed that it was written by Lance-Sergeant Harry Pynn of the Tank Rescue Section, 19 Army Fire Brigade, who was with the 78th Infantry Division based just south of Bologna in Italy.) Hamish spoke at length of how his war experiences had had him write the lyrics to ‘The 51st (Highland) Division’s Farewell to Sicily’, set to a pipe tune called ‘Farewell to the Creeks’. He had a pleasant singing voice but not one which would trouble any of the great singers of the day. 




The second half of his peroration was devoted to his ambitions for Scotland and how ‘Perfidious Albion’, as he called England, couldn’t be trusted to realise the potential of his native land. I confess that as he finished, I joined the throng of those who stood and applauded him to the rafters. In the pub afterwards there were talks on the plight of the working man, some rousing Scots’ songs were sung by a trio of woollen-sweatered young men and a collection was taken in support of striking shipbuilders. I was in my element. In the space of only some days, I had begun to sculpt a set of political beliefs; home rule for Scotland, socialist principles and had also re-introduced myself to the notion that perhaps the British Establishment and its Royal overlords wasn’t the perfect vehicle for the changes I now wanted to see happen. 

These matters preyed on my mind in the following days and reached something of a crescendo as I walked up Glasgow’s High Street to meet, as agreed, with Sergeant Alistair Cuthbert to discuss a return to uniform and the service of the Crown. 

I was welcomed warmly and was invited to take a seat. The private on duty was dismissed to an outer office.

I leaned forward and positioned my cigarette in proximity to Alistair’s flaming match.

“Hadn’y realised you were such an accomplished celebrity, Manus,” grinned Alistair. 

I returned his smile and presumed a tease.

“My good looks or my ability to juggle three apples when drunk?”

“Nah…your mentions in dispatches.” He opened a buff folder. “Destroyin’ an enemy machine-gun post under fire, a second when, as a sergeant, you were on your own for stoppin’ a riot when a troop of drunken American soldiers threatened to beat up German prisoners of war…”

I smiled. “I remember that one!”

“Only one sergeant?”

My smile widened. “Only one riot!”

Alastair continued.

“A third for leadin’ French citizens through a German minefield and a fourth for saving a German officer from drownin’…that sounds like an interestin’ one, eh?”

I sat forward.

“I know nothing of that last one.”

“True or false?”

“Well, it’s true, I suppose, but I haven’t a clue how it’s in my file. The only witnesses were my squad, Russians who would have preferred me to shoot the guy and other German prisoners.”

“Well, it says here that a General Earnest E. Clutterbuck commended your actions.”

I sat back. 

“That old curmudgeon? He would be the last person I’d expect to commend my actions. He was English upper crust, or so he thought. I spent lots of time in his company and apart from him telling me what to do, there was not anything much in the way of conversation.” I leaned forward again. “Am I allowed to read what it says?”

“Absolutely against the rules, I’m afraid.” He stood. “But I need a piss.” He closed the folder, leaving it on the table before exiting the small office.

I read the file in his absence which, in the various spidery handwriting styles of different clerks over the years, told accurately of my personal details, blood group, enlistment, deployments, promotions, my wages, my honourable discharge and, on a separate page, four commendations for valour…and the final one was indeed from that old crabbit General, Earnest E. Clutterbuck who wrote at some length about my momentary brush with German Stabshauptmann Jürgen Roth of the Kommandeur der Nachrichtenaufklärung. For some reason it tickled old Earnest but as it was dated September 1945, someone had obviously decided it wasn’t worth the bother of telling me given the chaos and euphoria of the war ending. 

Alistair re-entered. 

“Hope you didn’t read that file, Manus. It’s beyond my pay grade to share this information with you but I do have to tell you that there are two men from London comin’ up here today to see you. My request for your file and the notification that you might want to re-enlist has caused something of a stooshie. I’ve been told that two men will arrive…” He looked at his watch… “in ten minutes, to speak with you and that when they arrive I’ve to make myself scarce.”

All notions of explaining my dilemmas to Alistair about the wisdom of serving the Crown were placed at the back of my mind as I wrestled with the information set out before me and the imminence of a meeting with two men sent to talk to me as a direct consequence of that file. 

			

Chapter Four

THE INQUISITION

Half an hour later than arranged, Alistair left the office and after an exchange outside, opened the door. He remained in the outer office while ushering two men inside. Both were dressed in dark suits, both wore austere, black, homburg hats and each carried a briefcase. They sat on two chairs placed earlier behind the desk by Sergeant Cuthbert.

Wordlessly, they each placed their hat on the desk and both opened their briefcase, leather straps noisily being liberated from their buckles. Removing some contents and satisfied that they were organised, the taller of the two spoke in a patrician drawl. He had a long face, a heavy five-o’clock shadow and an indirect gaze.

“You are Sergeant Manus Canning of the Highland Light Infantry?”

“No.”

This caused the effect I sought, having determined that I would not easily succumb to an interview that I hadn’t anticipated and of whose purpose I hadn’t been informed. It is also the case that I can be a contrary so-and-so when I choose. Both men sat upright as if seated on an electric cushion.

“You are not…?”

“I am Manus Canning, civil servant. Previously I was honoured to be a sergeant in the HLI.”

The tall man kept his temper only with effort. A short silence ensued as each man regarded the other with what I assumed was disdain for my attitude. Tall leaned backwards and lifted his nose for emphasis.

“You are Manus Canning, civil servant. Previously you were a sergeant in the HLI.”

“That is correct.”

“You have applied to re-enlist in the service of the Crown?”

“No.”

Anticipating my response as being a literal answer to his question, he quickly re-worded his query.

“You are considering the prospect of applying for re-enlistment?”

“Not until I know who you two are.”

Tall Man’s nostrils flared as if he were inhaling my challenge. The smaller man placed his hand on the arm of his taller colleague and addressed me in a conspicuous Yorkshire accent. Somewhat disconcertingly, one of his eyes was set at perhaps twenty or so degrees from its neighbour. ‘Wan eye gaun for the messages and wan comin’ back wi’ the change’ as we used to taunt similarly afflicted kids in our less thoughtful and sophisticated youth. Mind you, it did occur to me that they might at least have sent north one of the two with normal eyesight!

“Sergeant Canning, we ‘ave considerable interest in you. You ‘ave distinguished yourself when in uniform and there are aspects of your service that appeals to our strategic mission.”

“Can’t see this going well unless I know as much about you as you apparently do about me.”

Small Man placed his palms on the table and tapped in frustration as he composed his response. 

“Please be assured that we are completely unimportant in this matter, Sergeant Canning. We serve the Crown as did you so valiantly not so many years ago and while we are not ourselves in the armed forces as were you, we are nevertheless fully engaged in defeating and diminishing those who would attempt to frustrate the ambitions of our great nation.” He hesitated. “We have travelled to Glasgow from London on the instructions of superiors…and these are very senior people…who require…who request your engagement in a matter of the utmost importance.”

I looked evenly at the two men who seemed now to present a less superior attitude than when first they arrived.

“You still haven’t answered my question.”

“Your question?”

“Who the hell are you people? Presently you could easily be confused with some of the overbearing Gauleiters I met in Germany. I’d bet each of you could strut sitting down! I turn up for a chat with a fellow sergeant about maybe…maybe…re-enlisting and I’m met with two men in expensive suits from London who ask a lot of questions but who don’t give a lot of answers.”

“Listen, you!” interrupted Tall who reasserted himself before being quieted by his colleague. 

“Sergeant Canning…sorry…Mister Canning…your country ‘as need of your services. You ‘ave a unique contribution to make and we ‘ave been asked to invite you, if you so choose, to travel to London for a more formal interview where the service your nation might ask of you would be explained.”

“I have a job to do up here. I can’t just up and leave when I choose. I have obligations.”

“Please believe, Mr. Canning, that there will be no problems should you travel to London. The people who would ‘ave you speak with them are extremely powerful and a phone call would ensure that permission to travel would be automatic.”

“And if I refuse?”

“You would hear no more about it but it would represent a severe blow to the ambitions of a section of government. I can’t speak for the reaction in Edinburgh when the civil service discover that you have chosen not to assist.”

I allowed a silence before responding.

“Well, Mr. London, I’ve made it a fundamental principle in life never to allow myself to be bullied so it appears that my future lies in Civvy Street. I’d considered returning to the army but from what you say, a future in either the army or the civil service seems now to be beyond me if I resist your charms - which I do. Now, Gentlemen, there is a pub round the corner and I intend spending some time there in contemplation with my alcoholic friends Mr. Johnnie Walker and Mr. Arthur Guinness. You may tell your masters your mission has not been a success.”

The Tall Drawl reached into his inside jacket pocket and removed an envelope.

“We had to anticipate the possibility of a negative response Sergeant Canning, he said, again attempting to remind me of my earlier service. “Please take this envelope and when contemplating your future over a whisky, I’d be grateful if you’d take a moment to inspect its contents.” He left it before him on the table. “An opportunity still exists for you to salvage this and please understand the importance of our invitation.” He began to speak more heatedly, “There are monkeys and Russians in space, circling the globe…”

For the second time in our exchange, Small Man placed his hand on Tall’s elbow, discouraging further information and took over the conversation.

“You may speak of this discussion to no one. We will deny having spoken with you.”

Both men rose while re-buckling their briefcases and left without any normal parting pleasantries. I remained in my seat.

After a moment, I opened the door to see Sergeant Cuthbert and Private Semple seated at their desks.

“Thirsty, Sergeant?”

“Don’t know what you said to these two blokes but they left with faces like thunder and growled at us never to mention their presence and under no circumstances to discuss their conversation wi’ you.”

“Thirsty, Sergeant?” I repeated.

Cuthbert side-eyed young Private Semple. 

“Here, young Semple, you’re not involved in this. I’d like you to go to the tobacconist and buy me my usual ciggies.” He shoved his hand into his pocket and placed some loose change before him. “Don’t be long. When you get back, if I’m not here it’s because I’m away havin’ a sandwich with my brother who’s in town today. Take your keys. I’m lockin’ up while we’re both away.”

With Semple gone, Cuthbert took a set of keys from a desk drawer prior to locking up.

“The Old College Bar?”

Seated at a corner table with two half-pints of Guinness and two Johnnie Walker whiskies before us, I asked the question that had troubled me since being advised of the interview.

“Who the hell were those two?”

Cuthbert shrugged. “Didn’t like the look of the wee one. Too small for the polis, too big for the circus.” He thought further. “Government men, obviously. Could be Army, might be Intelligence people.” He thought further. “Maybe Civil Service. Maybe polis?”

I took a sip of my whisky. Alistair lifted his own glass as we both sat quietly.

“They said they weren’t Army.” I hesitated. “They seem to think I can offer a service to the Crown that no one else can do. They left me an envelope. Will we open it?”

He grinned. “Aye, you open it, but don’t tell me its contents if it’s affairs of state or anythin’ that’ll get me kicked out of the Army.”

Returning his smile, I opened the envelope. Inside was ten crisp five pound notes, a travel voucher for a train from Glasgow to London Euston and a small card on which was written ‘Friday 4th March, 08.00am. Brompton Oratory, Kensington. Bring passport’.

“Jesus! Fifty quid! exclaimed Alistair.”

“I’m presently being paid five pounds, eleven shillings a week,” I responded.

Alistair turned around the voucher and the small card and read them.

“Interestin’ that it’s not a return ticket, eh? And you’ve to bring your passport!”

He looked again at the note.

“What’s an oratory?”

“Its a Catholic Church, I think.”

“Maybe they represent the Pope?”

“They certainly seemed to see themselves as infallible.”

Alistair lifted his half-pint and quaffed a good half of it. 

“You goin’ to go?” 

I shrugged. “I have three days to make my mind up.”

“Well, you said you wanted excitement. These boys seem to have no problem settlin’ money on you and…to be fair…from what you say, there might be an opportunity to serve - which is what you said you were interested in doin’.”

“Ah… maybe not that bit! You’re right about the excitement and more cash would come in handy but I’m wrestling with the idea of service to the Crown if I’m being honest.”

“You’ve lost me there, Manus. Service goes with the territory. But maybe you shouldn’t reject the offer just because you didn’t like the two boys who gave you the invitation. The time to decide is when you hear why you’re so all-fired important to them and what they would have you do, eh?”

I looked at him noncommittally and lifted the ten fivers.

“Another round? It appears that I’m in the money!”

			

Chapter Five

A SLEW OF SIGNIFICANT BOTHERATIONS

I spent a couple of days in the Mitchell Library and read what I could about the oratory and world events that required British soldiering. I had decided that Alistair’s wise counsel was sensible advice; hear them out and then decide. In consequence I’d taken the train south from Glasgow and had put myself up in a small hotel not far from the Brompton Oratory. Unusually for me I had splashed out and had taken a taxi to the Knightsbridge area of London and, after registering at the hotel, had walked the few hundred yards necessary to view my meeting place. A Latin mass was being held as I lingered in the chapel’s entrance. Inside, the chapel was particularly stunning architecturally but the light was dim and the church so large I could hardly make out the religious detail on the far walls. I stood beside scores of flickering candles for a while and wondered how I was expected to meet someone in such a vast place of worship. They must have thought of that, I thought, as I turned on my heel and walked back to a pub I’d seen only a few steps from my small hotel. 

The following morning before the sun took full possession of the day, I walked again to the oratory, this time carrying my suitcase. Passing the fewer morning candles burning just inside the oratory vestibule, I elected to sit four rows down on the seat nearest the aisle and set my gaze upon a small queue of penitents awaiting confession. None seemed interested in me.

Only a few moments had passed when a voice from the seat behind me said softly, “Your punctuality does you proud, Mr. Canning. Follow me, if you will.”

As I was on alert, his whispered instructions did not cause me to start and calmly I collected my small suitcase and followed a man wearing a calf-length, khaki trench coat to a car which sat purring where Brompton Road becomes Thurloe Place. Wordlessly, I was invited to sit in the rear of the car where I was joined by my host.

“Pleasant journey?” he asked.

“Came down last night. Uneventful.” 

These were the last words spoken until only a few minutes later, the car drew up outside a sandstone building whose plate outside announced the law offices of Brainchild and Carruthers. I followed the trench coat inside and was bade sit while he disappeared into an office before returning and inviting me to follow him upstairs. We arrived at an office which was accessed by entering via a large oak door. Inside, behind a large desk covered in files of varying thicknesses, sat a small man in a dark suit. A desk lamp illuminated his work area despite daylight rendering it relatively unnecessary. He inhaled the last half inch of a cigarette as if attempting to drain the last particles of nicotine and tar from it, his face contorting as he did so. Coughing at his efforts, he waved at a table around which were four chairs. Trench coat closed the door, leaving us alone. 

Closing a buff folder whose contents he had obviously been reading, he joined me as I sat.

“Mr. Canning. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said, his lazy, dismissive tone suggesting otherwise. Opening the file he shuffled through certain of its contents.

“I am very pleased that you decided to come up to London today.”

“We Scots usually regard it as coming down to London. It looks that way on the map.” My rehearsed contrariousness kicked in and I started as I intended continuing. They want me, I’d decided. I’ll only engage on my terms. 

“We haven’t been introduced. And you are?”

Removing a packet of Camel cigarettes from his pocket he opened it and offered me one. I shook my head.

“I’ll have one of my own, if you don’t mind.”

Removing one of my Capstan Full Strength I lit up as did he.

“I am Sir Anthony Caplan. I work for Her Majesty’s Government. Until recently I was responsible for Britain’s Special Operations Executive but following a reorganisation I now find myself a faceless operative responsible for certain European matters within the nation’s Secret Intelligence Service and, if I may say so, I have a slew of significant botherations on my desk so let’s get to the point.”

He placed his cigarette in an ashtray and set his yellowing fingers to the task of filleting the paperwork in front of him. After a moment he produced a piece of paper which he read over the top of his spectacles.

“You are a very interesting man, Mr. Canning. You had a good war.”

“I didn’t see it that way, Sir Anthony. I did as I was told and left as soon as I could. I now have a most enjoyable and rewarding job in Scotland.”

“You had given thought to re-enlisting.”

“Hadn’t decided.”

“Hmmm.”

“No trouble since you were demobbed?”

“None.”

“Political involvement?”

“Define involvement. I read newspapers.”

“Member of any political party?”

“None,” I answered honestly, deciding not to reveal my recent political education at the hands of Wendy Wood, Hamish Henderson and Harry Selby.

“Well, I would like to ask your assistance on a matter of significant importance to us. It is not without its personal dangers but before I can tell you the nature of our request, I must ask you to sign a copy of the Official Secrets Act. Signing this has no effect on which actions are legal, as the act is a law, not a contract, and individuals are bound by it whether or not they have signed the act. However, if you sign this morning it is more a reminder to you that you are under its obligation. It binds you to complete confidentiality and should you share anything of state secrets or any official information relating to national security you would suffer very severe consequences including time spent at Her Majesty’s pleasure. Would you be prepared to sign?”

“I imagine so. I understand the importance of secrecy in sensitive matters. It presents me with no problems.”

Despite perhaps only being around a few years older than me he seemed overly fond of his cigarettes and licked two of his saffron-stained fingers before removed a single sheet of paper which he inspected before turning it round and presenting it to me. I removed a fountain pen from my inside jacket pocket and signed. He retrieved the paperwork and placed it back inside the folder, inadvertently smudging my signature as he did so.

“Thank you.” He inspected his watch. “It’s very early but I could do with a snifter. Whisky?”

Surprised at his suggestion, I nevertheless found myself replying, “If you’re having one.”

He rose and opened a cabinet next to the table. I could see several bottles, each containing a tawny liquid. 

“I find myself enjoying some of your finer malts more and more as I mature and become more depressed at the new world order we’re expected to police.” He poured two rather stiff measures of a twelve year old Glenkinchie and passed one to me without water. I decided not to object at this calumny.

“A much underestimated whisky in my opinion. Obscure but most enjoyable.” He raised the glass to his lips. “Chin-chin!” Most of the whisky disappeared in one smooth swallow. Before I had a chance to sample my whisky he topped his own up and set it aside, returning his attention to the folder.

“You served in Germany, Mr. Canning. You speak the language.”

“Schoolboy level only. Supplemented by curse words when I was out there. I’m not fluent by any means.”
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