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‘Touching . . . There are many moments of heartwarming sentiment. Literary snowdrops grow out of the barren earth . . . This book is the constant, tenuous but vital reconnection between a child and its mother . . . A fine book’


AA Gill, The Sunday Times


 


‘The whole point of this book is that it starts with love. It opens out into medicine, philosophy, reportage from both sides of the Atlantic, but it only is able to be the profoundly moving book it is because it is infused with love to begin with. Books like this are difficult to get right: just a hint of emotional dishonesty, whether self-pity or even lightly veiled self-praise, and they flounder. There’s none of that here, just the opposite: this is a book written with a rare combination of analytical inquiry and intimate, deeply moving memoir’


Scotsman


 


‘Powerful’


Guardian


 


‘A wonderful book . . . Part memoir and part manifesto for how we should treat older people, it had me hooked from the moment I picked it up . . .  It should be compulsory reading for every doctor and nurse, because it reminds us that behind every patient with dementia, there are friends and families who are grieving for the person that we will never know’


Max Pemberton, Daily Telegraph


 


‘Moving’


The Times


 


‘Sally Magnusson set out to write a book about dementia and in this she has succeeded wonderfully. But Where Memories Go is also – perhaps primarily – a book about love . . . Although this book is full of interesting facts, with forays into laboratories, hospitals and care homes, tenderness is its most striking quality. 


It is a description of a terrible disease, but also of redemptive love’ 


Mail on Sunday


 


‘It is impressive that a book that can be so clear-eyed in its reporting can often leave the readers’ eyes brimming . . . A brave, compassionate, tender and honest portrait of a mother and family that also informs a conversation we all need to be having. I daresay this book will prove to be what Mamie felt so frustrated in her declining years at not being: useful’


Metro


 


‘A deeply moving, yet ultimately triumphant story of a family coping with the loss of a loved one . . . Written with extraordinary empathy and tenderness . . . What stands out most amid the chaos and heartache are not sadness and gloom, but rather the strength of human love and the versatility of the human spirit, as we witness the family bravely coming to terms with their bereavement. A shining example of courage in adversity’


The Lady


 


‘Moving, funny, warm . . . a clarion call for change’


Mail on Sunday (You Magazine)


 


‘A life-changing book . . . shot through on every page with insights about love, the strength of family life and the enduring human spirit . . . Where Memories Go is a triumph over the darkness of dementia’


Sunday Post


 


‘A heartfelt memoir about the love between parents and children’


Good Housekeeping


 


‘Sally Magnusson’s new book, radiating artistry and integrity, is an inspiring and extraordinarily gripping testament to a mother with dementia and to the enduring grace of love’


WI Life


 


‘A heart rending and touching portrait . . . incredibly moving’


Psychologies


 


‘Beautifully written and honest’


Candis Magazine


 


‘This is an extraordinarily moving memoir which is, at the same time, a fascinating exploration of a condition that touches virtually every family. This book will help our understanding’


Alexander McCall Smith


 


‘I was bowled over by this book. Intensely moving and inspiring, it is as much about living, laughing and family life as it is about loss and death. I read it in one sitting and thought about it again and again’ 


Joanna Lumley, actress and activist


 


‘A brave story of a family’s love for their mother, told with affection, steadfastness and humour – and a cool-headed battle-cry to do more and better’


Sarah Brown, global campaigner for Health and Education


 


‘Never has the subject of dementia been dealt with so movingly and with such penetrating intelligence. Sally Magnusson writes with the deep love of a daughter, and the calm professionalism of a journalist. The result is a work of genuine significance, that brings understanding and analysis to an affliction that thousands of families must face in the years ahead. A beautiful and important book’


Magnus Linklater, Times columnist, Scottish commentator and former editor of the Scotsman


 


‘I was in tears on the very first page’


Kirsty Wark, BBC broadcaster


 


‘The story of remarkable women from a remarkable family living through the journey of dementia. At times funny and heartening, and at times desperately sad, it is an inspiration to others who will walk this path. All who work in the field need to read this and reflect on what we can do to improve on the services we currently provide’


Dr June Andrews, director of the Dementia Services Development Centre, Stirling University


 


‘A wonderful book’


Dr Frank Gunn-Moore, molecular neurobiologist


 


‘A lovely book – so intimate and truthful, painful and joyous’ 


Liz Lochhead, National Poet for Scotland


 


‘This is simply beautiful, honest, piercingly intelligent, page-turning and written from the heart. A stunning piece of writing and experience’


Alistair Moffat, author, broadcaster and book festival director


 


‘A remarkable and courageous book which will have immense positive benefits for many different people – those who care, those who are entering the long walk into the gloaming, and those who are responsible for making and implementing policy. Mostly dementia does not alight simply on one person: its eddies can encompass a whole family. This book tells one such story in an exquisite, but sometimes painful way’


Lord Sutherland of Houndwood, philosopher, former chair of the Royal Commission on Long-Term Care of Older People and President of Alzheimer Scotland
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To a steigh brae, a stubborn back


Addressin’ daily;


An’ up the rude, unbieldy track


O’ life, gang gaily.


 


Robert Louis Stevenson, 


‘The Counterblast’, 1886










 


Preface


 


This is a book about the life of my mother, the writer and raconteur Mamie Baird Magnusson, and the way dementia changed it for her and for everyone who loved her.


It is also a book about dementia itself, and how society regards the most fragile of its citizens, and how urgently this needs to change.


Mamie was never famous in the way her husband Magnus became, when he found himself in the living rooms of the land for twenty-five years as the stern interrogator on the BBC quiz game Mastermind. She came not from saga-steeped Reykjavík and a douce Edinburgh villa, as he did, but from the poor tenements of a small industrial town on the edge of Glasgow, where she developed the keen eye and light, humorous writing style that would make her what the great Daily Express editor Arthur Christiansen was to describe as ‘a very fine journalist indeed’.


She loved words and taught her children to cherish them, too. Then, little by little, she lost them. What follows are my words for my mother, words to recover a life forgotten.


I have agonised over publishing so personal a story. But then I meet someone else’s family, and someone else’s, and another, and another, each one struggling to balance a great love with the overwhelming demands of looking after a person with dementia, at home or elsewhere. And I read yet another account of gross institutional neglect in a world that has woken up too slowly to the implications of longevity and the brain diseases to which it is rendering more and more of us vulnerable. And I think then that our story matters. Not because it is ours, but because it could be anybody’s.


‘All this ought to be written down,’ says Chekhov’s Irina in The Three Sisters. We can’t all be professors, doctors or policy-makers, but there are other ways of advancing the understanding of dementia. Writing and talking about our experiences is the best way to undermine the stigma surrounding this condition and enable it to be seen as perhaps the greatest social, medical, economic, scientific, philosophical and ethical challenge of our times.


I began documenting the progression of my mother’s illness in early 2009, although I had kept jottings before that. For her past life I was able to mine a rich seam of recordings from nearly twenty years earlier. I made these not because I sensed that my mother might one day lose those memories, but rather because I knew that in the natural scheme of things I would one day lose her. It was my own memory I mistrusted, always a flimsier instrument than hers and more like that of my father, who, when I approached him with the microphone to solicit his own reminiscences, backed away hastily, protesting that he could remember nothing about anything. My mother, typically, flew for the kettle at once and was rattling off stories while I was still wrestling with the cassette record button. These anecdotes form the basis of the account of her life here.


The writing began as an attempt to keep hold of my mother as her personality changed shape. I’m a reporter. I wanted a record of the fun, the wit, the banter, the normal, the joyously happy times as well as the not so good. I found myself, quite naturally, talking to her as I wrote.


Later, as the enormity of the social phenomenon in which we were caught up began to dawn – one I discovered we were sharing with more than a third of the UK population who have a close friend or relative with dementia – I wrote with the thought that other invisible lives might be nudged into the light through the telling of this one story and the questions it made me ask.


To be clear, it was never my intention to attempt a comprehensive critique of social policy, which varies too widely across the UK anyway and is being modified all the time, nor to take political sides. But living closely with dementia for more than a decade has changed me, just as in a different way it changed my mother. It has made me think deeply about what it means to be, first, a human being and, second, a community, and the kinds of societal change we need to strive for if we are genuinely to call ourselves civilised. In that sense I found the memoir evolving into a credo.


It is as faithful an account as I could make it. The names of those who appear inadvertently, without having had the chance to be consulted, have been altered. Some of the investigation of the broader issues was done at a later point than it appears in the narrative (indeed a few of the inquiry reports and interviews post-date my mother’s death in April 2012), but the questions that stimulated the journalism occurred as described.


I may be kidding myself to think that my mother herself, inveterate storyteller as she was, would have approved of this venture, but I do have one piece of evidence. One evening she noticed me scribbling on a piece of paper and asked what I was writing.


‘I’m noting down what you just said.’


She laughed. ‘Oh, was it interesting?’


‘Very. Actually, I’m thinking of writing a book about you. How would you feel about that?’


‘I’d be honoured,’ she beamed.


‘Listen, Mum. If I were to write about our conversations,’ I said carefully, conscious all at once of framing a question that mattered, ‘and about, you know, the things you find hard and the things we all do to help you, would it feel invasive?’


I wish now that she had asked me what I meant by ‘invasive’, but instead she batted straight back with a smile.


‘No, I’d be absolutely thrilled.’


‘You’d trust me?’


‘Of course. Yes.’


We carried on nibbling our chocolate biscuits and sipping our tea, with a feeling on my part of having settled something. Far though this exchange was in reality from any meaningful concept of consent, I felt as if I had received a kind of blessing to carry on reporting the biggest story of my life.


But I have to acknowledge a cost here. In writing so personally I am sharing a mother – and a father – who belong equally to my sisters and brother. Every relationship with a parent in any family is different and uniquely nuanced: my siblings, Margaret, Anna (alias Topsy) and Jon Magnusson, have been staggeringly generous in allowing me to write in a way that mainly reflects mine. Our mother’s twin sister, Anna Baird, has been equally gracious in permitting me to share her own part in the story, in the hope that it might help others.


But that doesn’t mean it is anything other than painful for any of them. I am offering up to the gaze and comment of strangers an experience exquisitely precious to us all. Saying thank you does not begin to express what I owe them.
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Let me count the ways


 Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Sonnet 43


 


‘Things I Love About You’, I write, thinking about you in the sturdy old family house three miles along the road where I have just tucked you into bed. It is dark outside. A half-hearted line of snow has settled along the bottom of the window.


On the wall in front of my desk it is summertime. There is a photo of you in your most vibrantly pink jacket and lipstick, arm flung around my father’s shoulder with the eye-dancing smile you have not lost. It was taken on your fiftieth wedding anniversary. The rest of us are clustered around you both in the June sunshine – four children, nine grandchildren, your twin sister Anna – all grinning madly, as well we might. We were hardly able to believe our luck that day that Magnus was alive at all.


I look across at the picture and think about you now, four and a half years on from that golden afternoon, not always sure who this ‘Magnus’ refers to but still indisputably the girl with the merry smile he fell for across a clattering newspaper office all those decades ago. I think, too, of the fun you and I had earlier this evening when I bundled you into the car on a whim and off on a wintry adventure; of your continuing capacity for wonder, your infectious joy in the moment.


And I start to count the ways I love you.


Memories go, as you know better than anyone, and there are some I badly want to hold fast. In the jargon in which, thanks to you, I have lately become proficient, I have to find ways of ensuring that the axons in my brain grow fresh synapses and new proteins are produced in the cytoplasm of a neuron so that certain scenes involving you will be embedded in my long-term memory, where with any luck they will stay for a while.


What I mean is that I want to remember you. I want to remember everything about you.


I tap late into the night, eager to round up your slippery self before it slides into yet another shape. It’s as if I have to catch you now, as if by the time I see you again tomorrow it may all have changed, as indeed there is every chance it will. If I can only pin you by the bullet point, secure you with headings, trap you in words, corral you within a list, then perhaps I can hold you beside me here for ever, the mother who clapped her hands to see the snow at night, who has lost so much of her self but not yet, not yet, the thrill of being alive.


So I write my list. And somehow it happens that I find myself talking to you.


 


 


Things I love about you


Your delight in the mad whirl of snow. Remember, Mum, the way it skipped off the windscreen on our way home this evening? I suppose you’ll have forgotten by now, but I remember. The snow rushing towards us in the beam of the headlights, making it feel more of a blizzard than it really was. You were pink-faced with exhilaration. ‘What a great journey,’ you kept saying.


 


Your unquenchable enthusiasm for sliding down banisters.


‘That’s how I’d like to go down these stairs,’ you murmured the other day, eyeing the one outside your bedroom with alarming intent.


‘You’re eighty-three, Mum,’ I said. ‘You broke your hip four weeks ago.’


You looked at it longingly all the same. I like to imagine that same gleam in your eye just before you vaulted a dustbin on Buchanan Street on the way to your first interview with the Sunday Post.


‘For goodness sake, Mamie,’ your mother had sighed when you landed, ‘try and act like a lady.’


 


Those husky harmonies layering every song you have ever sung. And the way, when everything else is slipping away, every skill, every talent, you still want to sing. Last Sunday we stood swaying with our arms around each other in the middle of my kitchen, crooning an old Ink Spots number. Your fifteen-year-old grandson Magnus muttered to his friend Jason: ‘You may have noticed we have a mad family.’ Jason doesn’t know the half of it. But song brings you alive. Your ear for harmony is as keen as ever.


 


The way you peer into the mirror, push your fingers through your hair and sculpt it forward into a wave. Strong hair, white with a few fugitive threads of black; hair that has always scorned a curler. I’ve been watching you do this all my life.


 


Your eyes. Brown, and still shining more often than I dared hope when I first realised the journey we were on. The old glee sparkles on. You respond to banter and teasing with such a whoosh of merriment that it feels as if you’re back.


 


Your wit. It keeps surprising us. Even in your foggiest moments it flashes through just often enough to remind us how sharp you were, how dry, how you used to make audiences cry with laughter.


‘It’s as well I’ve got two ears,’ you murmured a few nights ago during our routine bedtime combat with your polo-neck. ‘Perhaps you could leave me the other one.’


 


The way you stroke my hair when I’m kneeling to take your socks off. You do it almost apologetically, as if to say, ‘You shouldn’t be doing this.’ But you’ve no idea how to do it yourself. Not the faintest idea how to start. The tenderness more than makes up for your having lately introduced me to my sister with the words, ‘Now, do you two know each other?’


Things I miss about you


The way you would offer stories of your life to the most casual stranger on a bus, train or aeroplane and extract theirs in an instant.


 


The stories themselves. Your childhood. Your war. Those adventures on the newspaper beat you never tired of recounting. Like the time you got your fur glove stuck in the doorbell of the house near Balmoral being prepared for Princess Elizabeth and Prince Philip’s honeymoon: a Post Office engineer was summoned to mend the interminably clanging bell while you talked the housekeeper into a world-exclusive tour of the house. The first trip to Iceland with your new husband, when you were served raw shark and sank under the weight of cream in the pastries. Your incompetent attempts to bake a cake or sew on a button. Your spontaneous serenading of the Queen at a posh banquet you graced with my father, which led to the whole staid Edinburgh table joining in to bellow ‘Will ye no come back again?’ to an astonished monarch.


So many stories. You still try to tell them. But now they wander far and wide in search of a lost punchline.


 


The sight of you striding along the road with those long legs, exulting in the wind on your face.


 


Your knack of arriving unannounced exactly when I need you.


‘I thought you sounded a bit desperate on the phone last night, so here I am,’ you once explained blithely after materialising unexpectedly on my doorstep like Mary Poppins, though I lived hundreds of miles away in the south-east of England at the time. You promptly rounded up four children under six and sent me to bed.


You were thrilled, of course, when a fifth pregnancy enticed me back to Scotland. For years you had been plying me with For Sale notices from the property pages of the Glasgow Herald. I would find them tucked into letters with a scribbled note: ‘Just in case.’ In the end one torn cutting advertising a house in the next village popped through the post and that was that. I think I had an inkling, even then, that by returning to live within a five-minute drive of my childhood home I was putting down a marker for a distant future when our roles might be reversed. But at the time I was the one who needed you, the all-singing, wisecracking, up-for-anything grandma on the other side of the hill.


 


The words I miss most: ‘You look tired. Let me do that.’


 


 


Things I observe with dread


Empty eyes.


 


Grim mouth.


 


Vacant expression.


 


Stony face. In a memoir of his novelist wife, Iris Murdoch, John Bayley calls this the ‘lion face’, a look of leonine impassivity. It makes me think of the stone lion that a previous owner with a taste for the grandiose left on your garden patio. He lies there, custodian of the pansy pots, eyes dead. Truth to tell, he gives me the shivers – and so do you when you look like that.


 


Aggressive sniping at the twin sister whose mind has remained lively while yours has not. This is the worst thing, the very worst thing, of all.


 


*


 


If dementia care were a country, it would be the world’s eighteenth largest economy: somewhere between Turkey and Indonesia, they reckon. As a company measured by annual revenue, it would be the world’s largest. Dementia is one of the biggest healthcare challenges on the planet.


There are thought to be 44 million people with it across the world – the ones we know about anyway – with an extra 7.7 million cases predicted every year. There are up to 850,000 in the UK and around 5 million in the US. Nor is it just a disease of the West. More than half of those with dementia are in developing countries, a number expected to rise to 71% by 2050, with the fastest growth projected in China, India, South Asia and the Western Pacific. Although there are hopes – and even a little evidence – that healthier, more active ageing might delay the condition enough to mitigate the most apocalyptic predictions, the numbers are likely to remain alarming. The World Health Organisation estimates one new case every four seconds and thinks the global figure is likely to double every twenty years, reaching 135 million by 2050.


So this is a disease that respects neither geography, ethnicity, class nor gender. You, my darling mother, are unique in all sorts of ways, but not in succumbing to this disease. Not by a long way.


The cost of care is astronomical. Looking after people with the various symptoms of dementia, whether caused by Alzheimer’s or one of the other forms, is already costing 1% of global GDP – that’s around £400 billion a year. In the UK the figure is over £23 billion, more than the cost of care for stroke, heart disease and cancer combined. All those bills are poised to rise to dizzying levels in years to come.


Most of us will be touched by dementia in one way or another, either as relatives, friends or the one in three over the age of sixty-five who will eventually die with it ourselves. Those not immediately affected will be contributing to the health and social care bills, so nobody escapes. More than any other modern ailment we really are all in this together.


Dementia is not a form of natural ageing. Having watched a pair of twins approach old age together, I can see this as well as anyone. As you, my mother, succumb to a vicious brain affliction that hijacks memory, personality and functional capacity, I observe your non-identical twin slowing down gradually while retaining a sure ability to name half the British cabinet, beat the family at crosswords and spot a bank statement error from five paces. Dementia might be increasingly common, but it is not ‘normal’.


On the other hand, dementia is certainly age-related. The longer we live, the higher our chance of contracting it, which is why the ageing of the world’s population (with 22% predicted to be over sixty by 2050) is leading to such a rise in numbers.


Some people develop symptoms as early as their thirties or forties, but the vast majority of people with dementia are old. And being old, some are treated as if they are barely human, de facto as expendable as the children of the nineteenth-century poor. At least Oliver Twist had the advantage of looking cute under the grime. Our society likes cute. We coo over pandas and agonise over seals but are too busy running away from our own mortality to confront the fate of the elderly, who don’t by and large have the advantage of being very cute at all.


Early one morning I woke to a radio interview with the National Health Service ombudsman for England, Ann Abraham, on Radio 4. Today’s normally dispassionate inquisitor John Humphrys was struggling to keep his voice under control as he questioned her about a report showing that hospitals in England were processing elderly people without care, dignity or respect. He suggested that the case-studies of patients routinely denied enough food or water, or left in beds reeking of faeces, must surely beggar belief.


‘Sadly,’ Abraham replied drily, ‘it doesn’t beggar belief.’


That autumn the Care Quality Commission in England found that more than half the hospitals it visited unannounced were failing to offer basic care to elderly patients. Lack of money was not the main problem, the inspectors said, but lack of imagination and empathy.


The following year the same regulator disclosed that almost half of all care homes and treatment centres were failing to protect elderly and disabled people. The report described staff refusing to take residents to the toilet, shouting at them and failing to respond to call bells. It made chilling reading. I imagined you as the one being yelled at, you who would hardly know how to locate a call bell, never mind ring it.


Not that we should forget the good practice, the people who dedicate lives of unheralded service to caring properly, the hospitals trying to do better and the majority of care homes where staff can be bothered to take residents to the toilet. But well into the second decade of the twenty-first century there is an under-the-radar culture of poor practice in a system never designed for the longevity we have created for ourselves and painfully slow to adapt to the explosion in dementia numbers.


Dearest mother, as I watch your own sparky intellect flounder and your very identity dissolve before my eyes, I am beginning to conclude that dementia holds a dagger to the heart of Western morality. It confronts us with profound philosophical as well as scientific questions about what it means to be human. It challenges our social complacency and our financial priorities. It compels us to ask whether we have any right to call ourselves a civilised society at all.


 


*


 


Things I want never to forget about you even, as Shakespeare would say, to the edge of doom (or at least until the day I have trouble remembering my own children’s names, too)


Your voice. Low and slightly throaty. Often on the edge of laughter. Accent and idioms emphatically west of Scotland, but without the glottal stop.


In a recording I made of your memories back in 1990 there’s a part where you say, ‘We were poor but we learned to talk properly. My father came from Ayrshire stock and he taught us some good Scots words. He always said, “Use them. It’s fine to call your stomach a wain. But if you’re speaking English, don’t say walkin’ when it should be walking.”’


You never do.


I can still read the transcripts of those reminiscences to hear you talking the way you used to: fluent and funny, every narrative peppered with direct speech, syntax irreproachable, grammar perfect. It’s hard to think of a happier complement to a husband who believed splitting an infinitive to be a capital offence.


 


Your laugh. The way you hurl your head back and show off a row of fine teeth, all your own and still more or less even, although one of the front two has edged slightly over its partner. You used to be more proud of those teeth, brushed with soot during the war and kept ever after when all around were losing theirs, than just about anything else – with the possible exception of hailing from the Royal Burgh of Rutherglen and having a granny from the Isle of Mull whose cow once swam all the way home.


 


Your smile. Dazzling, people say, which is a bit of a cliché, but yours does have an almost tangible radiance. It reminds my sister Topsy of an image from Gerard Manley Hopkins: ‘It will flame out, like shining from shook foil.’ She calls it your nuclear smile.


If I forget everything else, let me not forget this.
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Of isles the fairest


Dugald MacPhail, An t’Eilean Muileach (‘The Isle of Mull’)


 


Tobermory has a flamboyant air in the sunshine. Colourful buildings elbow each other jauntily along the main street. The bay, sheltered by a flank of Calve Island, shimmers placidly below us. It is the summer of 1999 and you and I are thinking about cows.


The story of the heroic cow that saved the ancestral croft was passed from your grandmother, the doughty Annie McKechnie, to your father, and from him to you and you to me. I don’t know which of us delighted in it more.


Annie McKechnie had grown up on the Isle of Mull. On his Scottish tour in 1773 a wet, out-of-humour Dr Johnson dismissed Mull as ‘this gloom of desolation’, although on a sunnier day it must even then have laid claim to being the loveliest of the Hebridean islands. However, he was on surer ground when he grumbled about the ubiquitous penury. When Annie was born there in 1850, during the cataclysmic social upheaval of the later Highland Clearances, penury was still what distinguished the island.


Her father James had a rented croft in Ardmore, a few miles north of Tobermory, where he eked a chancy living from cattle and crops. After he died, so the story goes, the family struggled on with little except one cow to provide milk and butter and, if they were lucky, a youngster that could be sold at market. The cow was the crofter’s lifeline, but that also made it vulnerable. Landowners looking for ways to force indigent tenants off the land to make way for sheep found that confiscating the cow often did the trick.


‘The day came when it was our family’s turn to lose their cow,’ you had told me years earlier, a light in your eye as you rehearsed the old story in the kitchen before my whirring cassette recorder, as my baby daughter dozed beside us in her carry-cot.


‘It was taken from them, along with other cows from neighbouring crofts, and put on an island off Tobermory known as Calve Island, which I thought for ages had got its name from this custom but am told is a much earlier Norse word. Anyway, lo and behold, to their amazement, that cow turned up again at the croft. Somehow it had managed to swim right across the Sound of Mull again and walk back to the family croft. It was thought to be a tremendous thing, that a cow should help the family resist eviction by swimming home.’


I have always liked the way this story opened a tiny window on our family history in the Hebrides. It has the ring of myth about it for sure, even your own ‘lo and behold’ lending it the insubstantiality of an old yarn, but you thought it might be true. Thousands of people were forcibly removed from their living during the Highland Clearances, as the huge estates across the highlands and islands of Scotland turned to sheep farming and new forms of land management. The Clearances on Mull were at their height in the 1850s and 1860s. The family legend seemed to fit.


From the moment I heard the story I wanted to follow it up.


In the months before our trip to Mull I chased genealogical leads, pursued archivists, fired off obscure questions to weary librarians and pored over musty records. I soon had names and places and a historical context in which to set the misty heritage Annie had bequeathed us. I knew exactly why she had grown up on a remote island but spent the rest of her life in a town in Scotland’s industrial belt. I understood at last something of the legacy that left your family poor but proud, and your father blazing with conviction that economic systems needed to be organised in a more egalitarian way. I couldn’t wait to tell you what I had found.


But something was wrong. You ought to have been thrilled, but you weren’t engaging with my research. Given how often you had regaled me with the exploits of the homesick cow, I was puzzled and even a little hurt to find you so detached. I found myself grappling with a sensation I couldn’t identify, an obscure sense that something about you was not as it should be.


Everyone notices the onset of dementia in a loved one differently: the discovery of house keys in the oven, perhaps, the repeated disappearance of spectacles, a meeting missed, an easy word lost. Common in ageing, normal in all sorts of stressed lives, it is only in hindsight that these incidents acquire a more sinister meaning. I don’t recall any house key incidents, and you had been faithfully losing your glasses since the day you acquired your first pair in your early fifties, so nothing new there. What I was starting to notice was a mislaying not of spectacles but of curiosity. Here was a subtle withdrawing of interest and insecurity with detail I had not registered before.


‘Mmm,’ you said of the 1851 census return that I placed before you.


‘Look,’ I persevered, ‘I’ve found your great-grandparents.’


There was Annie McEachern, her surname not yet anglicised to McKechnie, appearing as a five-month-old baby in a croft in Ardmore with her father James, mother Christina, three-year-old sister Mary and uncle Allan, James’s older brother. I was dizzy with excitement.


‘That’s interesting,’ you said politely, sounding as if it wasn’t really.


This was baffling.


However I did persuade you to join me on an excursion to see the place for ourselves. You said, ‘Would we not be better with a trip to Tenerife?’ and I said, ‘That’s not the point, Mum, we’re not going for the sunbathing – surely you’d like to see where our people lived and worked?’ and you said, ‘Oh, all right.’ So we set out by car from Glasgow on a sun-drenched August day, taking nine-year-old Anna Lisa along too. I liked the romance of three generations of women going in search of ancestors who were famous for nothing and built nothing that was not either knocked down or left to decay among the sheep bones. You, so strangely unenthused by the details of the story, responded at once to the adventure. You sang us along Loch Lomond and up the winding road to Oban, vivacious as ever.


On the ferry, between mouthfuls of Caledonian MacBrayne lasagne, you taught us Dugald MacPhail’s paean to the island, translated from the Gaelic:


 


The Isle of Mull is of the isles the fairest,


Of ocean’s gems ’tis the first and rarest;


Green grassy island of sparkling fountains,


Of waving woods and high tow’ring mountains.


 


We sang the melody, you harmonised. This was more like it. You, sparky and engaged and raring for whatever lay ahead.


Nothing, surely, was amiss at all.


 


*


 


So here we are, the three of us, peering earnestly across Tobermory’s unfurrowed bay to the knobbly contours of Calve Island, as if we half expect to spot a distant cow lumbering down those grassy slopes into the sea and striking off for home.


My great discovery has been that our kinsfolk really did own such a beast. Poring through the records I had turned up an application for poor relief in February 1858 by Allan McEachern, Annie’s unmarried uncle and by then head of his late brother’s family. ‘Allan McEachern Ardmore refused on the ground that he is able bodied and has a cow,’ the clerk had recorded neatly.


Suppose this were indeed the cow, we are musing now. How did she carry it off? How well can these animals swim? Do they have a homing instinct? Is it credible that she could have been sequestrated by the landowner and then returned on her own to the croft? She would either have had to cross the narrow tidal channel that separates the southern half of Calve Island from Mull itself and then plod for miles up the headland to Ardmore – would a cow walk that far? – or else tackle the open sea of the Sound of Mull further up in what I can’t help feeling would be an improbable feat of bovine athleticism.


We agree that we are all lamentably ill-informed about cows and must look into it.


Next day we drive around the north of Mull, through valleys strewn with the derelict remains of crofters’ cottages. Historians never tire of arguing about the reasons for the Clearances and the depopulation of the highlands, but there is nothing academic about these bleak, fern-infested ruins. Knowing that some of them belonged to our own kin makes more acute the sense of loss and stunted opportunity that lingers in the bereft glens. You, though, are more taken with the higgledy-piggledy arrangement of the houses, tucked with little apparent order into the lee of the hill.


‘My mother always said the highlanders were a bit hithery,’ you murmur, using a Scots word for untidy, before offering for good measure the words of a song that suddenly pops into your head:


 


Where else would ye


Expect to see


The end of a bed where a gate should be?


 


We are making our way to Ardmore, at the most northerly point of the island, where your great-grandparents James McEachern from Baliacradh and Christina McLean from Sorne set up home together in the late 1840s and farmed cattle on ten acres of rented land until James’s early death.


Ahead of us we catch glimpses of a blue slash of sea. The great mound of the Ardnamurchan peninsula is nosing across the far side and away in the distance crouches the violet shadow of what might be the Isle of Rum. It’s a gorgeous afternoon. A golden light is playing across the hills and, as we climb out of the car where the road gives out, I catch the whistle of a curlew above us. No wonder your grandmother used to cry for this childhood island of hers. You too, for all your lack of interest in the genealogical detail, are moved by the thought of wandering among the ruins of the place she wept for as an old lady in Rutherglen when she was singing you the songs of the isles in Gaelic.


It is baking hot and we have been driving and walking around the island for hours already. Once out of the car you are keen to get started again, although I dare say this may be a ploy to get it over with quicker: you were always astonishingly good at suppressing your own desires and going along with things. The problem is that for years the ruined remains of the Ardmore settlement have been swallowed by forest. Local people say they can be found among the trees, as long as you know where to look. In proposing this excursion I have rather played down the fact that I don’t have a clue where to look.


I watch in awe as you stride off in the heat down the Forestry Commission track between dark, featureless lines of Sitka spruce. Coming up for seventy-four in October, you are in white trousers and a shocking pink T-shirt under which I happen to know you are wearing neither bra nor knickers. You took them off earlier on the white sands of Calgary Bay after an impromptu swim in your underwear. To Anna Lisa’s whooping admiration, you plunged into the whip-cold Atlantic breakers faster than she did, carrying it off with the same daredevil insouciance that had launched you down your grandchildren’s waterslide in the garden a couple of weeks before.


You are brimming with the outdoor vitality with which you have always glowed in our memories. ‘I see her digging potatoes in the vegetable patch,’ Topsy says, ‘wearing tiny pale blue shorts and a bandana round her head, pushing her hair back from her forehead.’


We all remember you like that as children. We remember you leaning on your spade and letting fly in your best Texas twang the Bing Crosby song that starts:


 


Oh, give me land, lots of land under starry skies above,


Don’t fence me in.


 


As you march into the Ardmore forest to look for your ancestors this August afternoon, how ridiculous to think you could ever be fenced in; how unimaginable the idea that deep in the part of your brain they call the entorhinal cortex the posts had already been firmly hammered in.


As it turns out, our search for the place where Annie McEachern spent her childhood is fruitless.


‘What are you expecting to find down there?’ you call, as I lower myself gingerly into yet another clump of waist-high ferns, looking for signs of former habitation. ‘Photos on the mantelpiece?’


We must be in the wrong place. I will have to come back another time if I am to find the remains of the township from which the McEacherns were eventually evicted. But there is one more place I am anxious to see before we stop. I know you would prefer a bath and a cup of tea but you acquiesce with a tolerant sigh.


The three of us drive back to town and then up the same sharp hill that thirteen-year-old Annie McEachern walked down on her way to the pier and a new life in Glasgow. As we go, I explain that the McEacherns had been among the last of the Ardmore tenants to be evicted in 1863: when sheep inherited the estate, Annie’s mother Christina and her uncle Allan, by then both registered paupers, moved with the children into one of the slums at the top of Tobermory’s Back Brae, an area already teeming with the destitute from other cleared townships across the island. There the adults were put to outside labour, while young Annie and her two sisters joined the queue for the daily steamer to the Clydeside ports in search of work.


‘It’s no wonder my father said so little about his family,’ you say sadly, looking around. ‘Pauper is a stark word. Both he and my mother were very proud. Poverty was something they were ashamed of.’


Again, though, there is nothing to be seen. All that remains of Annie’s last home up the Back Brae is the gully where the blackhouses used to stand.


Christina was still living there when an official toiled up the hill in March 1881 to take the census. He marked her down as ‘outdoor worker’. She died in January 1897 at the age of eighty-three of what her death certificate describes as ‘acute bronchitis and senile decay’.


‘Acute bronchitis and senile decay,’ you chuckle. ‘That’s me.’


You are joking, of course. Or at least I think you are. Your chest might be prone to infections, but nothing could be harder to imagine on this balmy day on Mull than senility. You with your girlish vigour and the stamina of an ox.


Senile decay?


 


*


 


But something happened on Mull, something that makes me look back on that brief excursion as both a glorious high-point of normality – you still the daring, sharp-witted, loquacious companion of old – and also the shadowy beginning of something new. Most of our time on the island was idyllic, full of walks and songs, steaming bags of chips, sunny moods and easy conversation. But there was one incident that I now place beside the peculiar absence of curiosity as marking the beginning of the journey we have been on ever since.


I was in bed in the room I was sharing with Anna Lisa in the guest-house, reading, when there was a knock at the door.


You were standing there wearing nothing but a short pyjama jacket and, thank goodness, a pair of knickers. You were laughing. You explained that you had got out of bed in your room up the stairs to go to the toilet along the corridor. Your bedroom door had slammed shut behind you, with the key inside. I snorted with laughter, too, and hustled you inside. Anna Lisa woke up and grinned sleepily at another of Grandma’s famous scrapes, destined no doubt for the family annals along with falling out of a punt into the River Cherwell, tumbling down a Glasgow manhole and half drowning during the vigorous self-cleaning cycle of an automatic French toilet. Yet something felt odd about this latest escapade. Why were you not wearing your pyjama trousers in a strange house where you might meet the owners or another guest on your way?


You joined us in our room for the rest of the night and I thought little of it at the time beyond a twinge of . . . well, what? Alarm is too strong. Unease maybe. Disquiet. The feeling tumbles away from me when I try to pin it down. There was just something about the blank look you gave me when I interrogated you about the absence of half your pyjamas that is now horribly familiar.


Of course, as beginnings go this one is illusory. I probably only remember it because I was keeping a diary at the time with the thought of writing the story of our Mull forebears one day. There must have been dozens of other telltale signs before, if I had only registered them. Even at this distance I find myself scanning back through the years preceding the trip to see if I can somehow, as it were, catch you out.


You stopped writing. When did that happen? The skill and the will just seemed to ebb away. It’s not that you started to write badly, as others have when the disease has begun to interfere with the brain connections responsible for language; you just let it lapse. Textual analysis of Iris Murdoch’s novels has revealed that her last one, Jackson’s Dilemma, which she finished not long before being diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, has a simplified syntax and impoverished vocabulary. A similar study suggests that the famously muddled and meandering plots of crime writer Agatha Christie’s later novels also show signs of encroaching dementia. But in your case there was nothing at all to analyse latterly, if anyone had cared to try.


Yet all my life you had been dashing off something on the typewriter: freelance articles, ruminative columns, ideas for speeches, whole chapters of books you were content to see published under my father’s name, a couple of your own, the church magazine, screeds of letters to your far-flung brood. When one of your children died at the age of eleven, it was words that saved you; some days you barely put your pen down on the book you were working at, compulsively writing on and on to deaden the pain. Words were the air you breathed. Words, from the age of seventeen, were what you did.


I recently uncovered three sheets of scribbled notes that look like the plan for an introduction to a memoir about your life as a journalist. It begins: ‘Hadn’t noticed how much fun I had, how many millions of words I wrote about thousands of different subjects. It’s put me in the notion to write a book.’


You had jotted down all the areas you might cover, page after page of them, including mysterious ones like ‘night life of a policeman (love lorn), the strange sights seen by a chiropodist (slices of bacon), telephone girls (Button B)’. Such a lot you were going to write about, in the light, anecdotal style you had made your own, but it never happened. From time to time you would lament your difficulty in ‘getting round to things’. You blamed your inactivity on being lazy and out of practice. I can’t think why none of us thought it remarkable that your productivity had dried up so completely.


What probably made it less obvious was that you retained your sparkling interest in words themselves – in their meaning, their sound, their spelling, punning potential, beauty or plainness – an interest that even now continues to flash. Perhaps that is what fooled us all into thinking for a long time that you would still be able to put those words together on paper if only you felt like it. Perhaps you thought so too.


So there are many possible beginnings to your story. My siblings have their own. Margaret remembers an early stab of unease at the cinema, when the movie Gladiator turned out to be more violent than she had expected and you failed to register the mood, remaining slightly too cheerful throughout.


Jon recalls the day two huge gangsta types came and sat opposite you both on the London tube and how, entranced, you offered them a beaming recitation of a line from an old movie: ‘Well, button my boots and freeze my face – dat man don’t b’long no human race’, delivered in an impeccable southern drawl. Showing off to strangers was nothing unusual, but your failure to grasp the social nuance here (not to mention the gaping social pitfall) does make my brother wonder. (‘Fortunately the men just looked faintly bemused,’ he says, ‘otherwise they might possibly have killed me.’)


Our father, too, must have quietly carried his own moment of sudden apprehension. I remember his slight irritation one night after you dropped your notes in the middle of a speech and he had to scrabble around helping to pick them up. Was it something like that for him?


The real beginning will forever remain a mystery, your mystery, a secret locked within some long-expired neuron in your brain. In its absence I must chisel something from my own perceptions, a marker, no more, but one from which I can start shaping the experience that was to change your life, and mine. And here I return to the first fleeting sense of disquiet on the night you locked yourself out of a hotel bedroom all those years ago. This is my beginning. I place it here, on a small Scottish island among the ancestors who gave you life and, for all anyone knows, an increased genetic risk of a lingering kind of death.


 


*


 


It is to be a long time before I make it back to Mull. By then the area around Ardmore Point will have been cleared of trees, allowing access to the buried township at last. Tying up the loose ends of our family legend, I will learn then that highlanders have been swimming their cattle to island grazings for centuries, that drovers used to walk their beasts for days on end, and that the channel between Calve Island and Mull is so narrow at one point that our plucky cow, though perfectly capable of the swim, could practically have skipped across it at low tide.


I will fantasise then about dashing home to tell you. I will imagine you throwing back your head to say with a laugh, ‘Not so daft after all, my old granny.’


But by then, years on from our Hebridean adventure in the last summer of the old millennium, there will be no point in even mentioning it. By that time you will not have the slightest clue what I am on about.
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Where memories go


Neurobiologist Frank Gunn-Moore


 


St Andrews University. In the light of the laboratory microscope the nerve cells and the threads running between them look like a tangle of Christmas lights. Each cell glows like a golden crystal; each trails a number of airy strands that connect to other globules of gold. These are healthy, newly formed neurons, grown in a Petri dish and lacking only the electric charge delivered by a human heartbeat to make them hum with life and decay.


Each of us has 100 billion of these neurons in our brain, and each of them can have up to 100,000 thread-like connections. We need only multiply 100 billion by 100,000, remembering how many untold millions of chemical processes are also occurring inside just one of those cells, to get an inkling of why the brain is far and away the most complex entity we know of in the universe.


I gave up science at school much too early, as I point out weakly to Dr Frank Gunn-Moore, the university’s professor of molecular neurobiology, who spends his life figuring out what is going on inside neurons and is trying to explain it to me. If I am to understand what had begun happening to you the summer we went to Mull I really must get to grips with these neurons. Because here, right here where these golden shapes are on the point of talking to one another, is where memory resides.


In a living brain each of these neurons would be carrying an electrical signal to other neurons, and on these signals depend all our memories, thoughts and feelings. The point where the signals make contact is known as the ‘synapse’, from the Greek sunapsis, a joining together. When a charge reaches a synapse, it triggers the release of tiny bursts of chemicals called neurotransmitters, which travel across the synapse carrying the signals to other cells. It is these synapses that are affected in Alzheimer’s.


Describing what goes on in the brain is almost impossible without metaphors, something those who named its parts also recognised. The wrinkly grey outer layer is known as the cerebral ‘cortex’ from the Latin word for bark, because it looks like a wet tree-trunk. Some of the strands branching out from the neurons are called ‘dendrites’, from the Greek dendron for tree: the dendrites bring information to the cell, while their opposite number, ‘axons’, take it away.


Alzheimer’s disease uproots the forest. It disrupts both the way electrical charges travel within cells and the activity of the neurotransmitters. That makes it a double whammy, causing havoc not only to the nerve cells themselves, which gradually die, but also to their connections to one another. After a while it looks under the microscope as if an earthquake has ruptured a complex road system or someone has taken a hammer and pliers to my pretty Christmas lights. Cells are missing; strands hang loose or have disappeared altogether. And with the breaking of the nerve connections, the precious frontal lobe and limbic areas of the brain that are responsible for consciousness, emotion and memory, for so much of what makes us the people we are, are irreparably damaged.
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