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Introduction


Two Scotsmen were cast ashore on a desert island. Three years later a rescue team discovered them and found they’d built three churches. Why three, the rescuers asked, when there are only two of you? ‘Well’, said one, ‘He attends that church, I attend that church, but neither of us will be caught dead in that church.’


This is the beauty of the Scot. Two men struggling for survival against unimaginable adversity, who get to know each other so well they can fall out over a matter of theology and yet still cooperate enough to build a place of worship each, plus one they can jointly denounce and spurn. These are the brilliant, inquisitive, visionary intellects that gave the world penicillin, pneumatic tyres and waterproof rainwear, and still found time to generate the entire user guide for Western thought out of the powerhouse known as the Scottish Enlightenment. ‘We look to Scotland for all our ideas of civilisation’, observed Voltaire. John Amyatt, an English chemist, said of our capital city in the eighteenth century, ‘Here I stand, at what is called the Cross of Edinburgh, and can, in a few minutes, take 50 men of genius and learning by the hand.’ Even one of England’s greatest heroes, Winston Churchill, asserted that ‘perhaps only the ancient Greeks surpass the Scots in their contribution to mankind’. The Scots: a nation of thinkers, talkers and doers.


Two Englishmen were cast ashore on a desert island. Three years later the rescue team found them. They hadn’t spoken to each other since first being washed up on the beach. Asked why not, the shipwrecked mariners explained that they ‘hadn’t been introduced’.


Of course, had an Englishman and a Scot been washed up together, the rescue team would have found a British Embassy with the Englishman installed as Ambassador and a fully functioning hydropower system created by a Scotsman who was just showing off. They still wouldn’t be speaking to each other, mind.


You English like to think that you annoy us. You don’t. You amuse us. You let yourselves be run by a cabal of nanny-raised finalists for Upper-Class Twit of The Year, who endlessly denounce the nanny state for trying to keep the peasants alive by passing laws preventing decent members of the land-owning classes sending workers into mines and up chimneys without hard hats on. Political correctness gone mad, I tell you.


You baffle us. You have a bizarre, fawning attitude to royal people, which is weird given that England once held the title of Most Revolutionary Country, World Heavyweight Division, 1649–1660, when the international stage rang to the thud of Cromwell’s riding boots and his backing band, the New Model Army. Long before Soviets and communes, you tried and executed a king. You declared a republic. You raised the flag of representative democracy. And then thought better of the whole thing, dug out the king you happened to have in reserve and began centuries of toadying to royal people on the grounds that ‘they bring in the tourists, you know’.


Don’t get me wrong, we’re quite keen on the Queen up here, and enjoy a sneaky admiration for that gaff-prone fella of hers. He’s like that embarrassing uncle most Scots have, who downs five pints of lager at the family wedding and then makes inappropriate, mildly racist comments about the waiting staff on the grounds that ‘they don’t look British’. In fact, they are all from Birmingham and are studying for PhDs in advanced nuclear physics.


Incidentally, said dead king was technically OUR king, on account of him being a Stuart and all, and we graciously allowed his father, James VI, to accept the proffered throne of England when your Queen Elizabeth turned out to be as useless at breeding as a giant panda – but we’ll overlook that. 1


You perplex us. You don’t like foreign food on holiday, but you eat curry at home. You say sorry all the time. If an alien abducted a Scot and threw him unknowing into a strange city, the best advice I can give – and believe it or not, people are always asking me, ‘Susan, what should I do if I get dropped by aliens into a strange city?’ – would be to stomp on someone’s foot. If THEY apologise, you’re in England.


You infuriate us by endlessly referring every international football game back to some game in 1966 against Germany. It’s not like we endlessly rumble on about Sir Chris Hoy, Andy Murray and the 2002 Winter Olympics women’s curling team.


Dear old Vera Lynn sang ‘There’ll always be an England’, but where is it? What is it? Like Narnia, Shangri-La or Lilliput, it’s a place we all know the name of, but can never actually find. Even one of your prime ministers, Sir John Major, a man so violently dull even his own reflection can barely muster the enthusiasm to materialise, tried to sum up ‘England’ in terms of a sort of Bertie Wooster theme park. Warm beer, he said. Cricket on the green, and spinsters bicycling to evensong. So that’s it? A place that serves substandard beverages while watching a game they get thrashed at by foreigners? And as for that spinster, well, as any fan of Inspector Morse will tell you, she is a sexually frustrated volcano who’s been stalking the vicar for years and she’s got the bloody head of the last man who scorned her advances in her bicycle basket.


The truth of the matter is that ‘The English’ don’t exist. We have to plunge far into the land beyond the Tweed before we can find someone who actually describes themselves as ‘English’. Scousers would curl their lip in disdain. Geordies are set apart by an accent as impenetrable and lyrical as Gaelic. Yorkshire and Lancashire are too busy re-fighting the Wars of the Roses, and revel in soft southern bastards being scared of them. Even further south, the Cornish prefer to wrap themselves in an atmospheric fug of Uther Pendragon, Round Table Knights and psychopathic smugglers.


Why ‘The English’ should be surprised by Scotland’s sudden desire for independence is a complete mystery to us since, increasingly, England is starting to look like a nervous chap standing on a rapidly disappearing ice floe.


It’s the oldest and arguably most successful union of two nations in European history, but still Scotia seems to yearn for a place of our own. Sadly, you seem to have no idea why we want to take out a separate mortgage. You’re just standing there with your cardigan done up wrong, egg on your tie and the Daily Mail slipping from your nerveless fingers. Behind you, Jeremy Clarkson stares mutely from the television screen, while you endlessly intone ‘Why, darling?’


We’re not all bravado and swagger though. We worry too. Who will look after you when we leave? Will you remember to take your tablets? Can you be trusted to go on holiday yourself and not piss off the locals? Will there be honey still for tea? Because Nanny might forget to buy it.


There will always be an England. We just don’t know where it is. Or what it is. But we think we can help. To start with, it isn’t us. And are we rivals? No, that would not be fair, but we let you think that. Why do we let you think that? Well, silly, because that way everyone thinks of you as the big bad guy, but everyone loves the plucky little Scot. It’s been that way for seven centuries, in every sphere of life, and there’s never been a better time to laugh about it. Along the way we’ll see what history’s great and good have observed about Anglo-Scots rivalry (sorry, relations). Come on, let me show you how we did it …




Chapter 1

Deep Fried What? Food and Drink


We live on the cold, rainy edge of the world. Not for us sunny slopes to grow grapes and olives, or the warmth to cultivate the oranges, limes or lemons of a Mediterranean orchard.


For us, it’s oats.


Mind you, given the short straw there with the crop choice, we made them work for their money. You might know oats only as a breakfast dish, but up here we stuff poultry with them, roll soft cheese in them, make them into wee biscuits that you can have with that soft cheese, and to top it all off pour the stuff into drawers, let it cool and turn it into a handy (if not terribly hygienic) snack that can be enjoyed for days, sometimes weeks. So versatile is our national cereal that it can also serve as a dessert! Forget about the ‘mighty’ English puddings – sponges, roly-poly, and steamed floury nonsense involving jam – and savour instead that unrivalled delight, the flapjack. There’s really nothing the humble oat can’t do. In an emergency you can even use it as a face pack. Try doing that with spotted dick and see where it gets you. 	


In the nineteenth century, oats took a bit of an elbow when whisky (from the Gaelic uisge-beatha, meaning ‘Water of Life’) became the after-dinner tipple of the English upper classes and barley was the new thing to grow. The English discovered our national beverage through Sir Walter Scott, Scotland’s first tourist officer, who made everything Scottish fashionable. By 1822, King George IV was even asking for Glenlivet by name during his state visit to Scotland – even though it wasn’t strictly legal at the time. Parliament passed the Excise Act in 1832 to make distilling legal and, of course, taxable. We relentlessly improved the process to create ever better whisky, and then in 1880 God joined in and sent the phylloxera bug to decimate the vineyards. No wine, no brandy. Hello, international export markets.
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