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Chapter One


I have very few certificates to prove that I ever achieved anything, and the lack of them may be, in itself, certification of the real truth! But I have one which I treasure, although I have no recollection of ever deserving or winning it. It is headed CHURCH OF SCOTLAND Sunday School and goes on to say Awarded to Finlay Macdonald for Regular Attendance and Good Conduct. (Signed) Adèle Kerr. Manse. Scarista. Like that famous portrait of Dorian Gray the certificate has retained its pristine freshness while the years have etched their lines on the face and soul and conscience of its possessor! I remember well the night on which it should have been presented to me, and why it wasn’t….


Today the great big manse to which it refers still stands like a Manor House overlooking what remains of the village that my father and seven other ex-servicemen of the First World War carved out of South Harris half a century ago. It was built two hundred and fifty years ago when a huge population were in thrall to landlords of doubtful social morality, men who held the land as if by divine right and as a means of creating wealth for themselves and their descendants. The ‘people’ were the tools for the extraction of the wealth and, in the nineteenth century in particular, those people lived in conditions which were described by one traveller as being ‘in many ways inferior to those of the American negro slaves’. Certainly they were colder, because the main source of landlord wealth in the early 1800s was the collection of seaweed, or kelp, for drying and burning into a powder which was a rich and valuable source of soda and iodine and many other by-products. The landlords made fortunes, which many of them squandered on high living in London and other European capitals; the workers were paid pennies and lived in crowded squalor on the Atlantic shores. It is an old story, of which the memory may have lingered on too long.


In those days the minister was paid by the landlord and supplied with a palatial manse, which accommodated not only his own large family but also provided ‘overflow’ lodgings for the landlord’s occasional summer guests. Inevitably, in time, the minister tended to become the laird’s man rather than the Lord’s man and put his own and his patron’s worldly well-being before the needs of his flock. When the kelp industry collapsed and failed in the face of competition from imported chemicals the population of the Western Highlands became unemployed and unemployable and unwanted. Many of them starved. Thousands were shipped overseas in a pogrom which was, of its time, as ruthless as the Nazi solution of the Jewish ‘problem’. The first huge batch of people evicted from the Southlands of Harris disappeared without trace. Their ship may have sunk, along with many others, somewhere in the Atlantic. Or it is just possible that they may have reached the maritime provinces of Canada. There were at least two more waves of eviction after that one, because the soft land of South Harris was highly desirable for successive generations of sheep farmers who did not require a large population to further their own selfish interests as the ‘kelp lords’ had done. Our huge manse and the church which stood beside it were monuments to those older times, but by the time our village was established we could barely muster a congregation of 30 in a church which had been built for four hundred.


The manse itself has long since been vacated in favour of a modern smaller building more suited to the modest aspirations and the greater continence of today’s clergymen, but the old Georgian building still stands, surveying, as it has always done, some three thousand acres of the most beautiful country in Britain – lush meadowland, mountains that are forbidding or inviting according to the seasons and their moods, and an infinity of shell-white sand pounded by the combed breakers of an ocean whose other shore is Canada where live and prosper, perhaps, the descendants of that lost generation I spoke of.


They call it Scarista House now but it will always be ‘the manse’ to me. Its reputation grows year by year as a temple of good living, and on its altar, exotically disguised, are sacrificed the fishes and the molluscs which we regarded as the food of poverty but which, in a new age, attract the gourmet scribes who steal in anonymously to decide which of their gold and silver accolades they will bestow.


I have visited Scarista House only once in this new phase of its existence, and met for the first time the enterprising couple who have brought about its transformation. We talked of the old days that I remembered and the new future that they are creating. I was curious to know what memories of the past they had unearthed during their careful rehabilitation of the old building, what mementoes of those generations of successive pastors of varying personality and ability and divinity? A riding crop in the old stables, perhaps? A faded Victorian portrait in a cellar? A dusty tome in an attic?


‘Nothing!’ they said. With a curiosity as natural as my own they had scoured the old building from foundations to rafters expecting to find some clue to the character, good or bad, of one or other of their scores of predecessors, but it was as if God had decided to wipe the slate clean and leave no shred of evidence of the worldly frailties of his departed servants. Only the kitchen garden had yielded anything at all, and that was mystery rather than clue. When they had attempted to dig it over in order to add their own home-grown vegetables to their prestigious menus they found they couldn’t sink a spade without a clink, as every upturned sod revealed a long-concealed bottle. Bottles upon bottles. And their lack of variety was monotonous in the extreme, even if puzzling in no small measure. The ones that hadn’t once upon a time contained champagne, had contained that well known laxative known as California Syrup of Figs. Champagne and syrup of figs! An unlikely cocktail. Perhaps the old Scottish metrical psalm makes the only possible comment:






The troubles that afflict the just


In numbers many be….








As I left the old manse and walked slowly down the path to the new road – for which the foundations were being laid when I was a boy in the new village – I smiled to myself at the incongruity of champagne bottles hidden in the garden of a Harris church house. Champagne! Of all things it was probably the least known in our village. And then out of the shadowy recesses of my memory came the name on my Sunday School Certificate. Adèle! It certainly was not one of the village’s most common names. Involuntarily I glanced over my shoulder back to the big house lest through a casement window I might glimpse once more her friendly shade.


Mrs Kerr was the young widow of the old minister who had died shortly after we had started making the village in the new world of the Southlands. There is nothing unusual about an old minister leaving a young widow, but what set Mrs Kerr apart was that she was French. Or to be precise she was a Channel Islander with a pedigree as French as Fifi; and how she found herself in the remoteness of the Outer Hebrides as a very young housekeeper to a Hebridean minister of advanced middle age I shall never know. Legend has it that my Great Aunt Rachel, who was employed in the manse at the time, saw the minister and the housekeeper leave the manse one morning, not to return till late evening. ‘Rachel,’ the minister is alleged to have said when they got back, ‘I should like you to call Adèle “Mrs Kerr” from now on.’ ‘That,’ said Aunt Rachel, ‘is much more seemly.’ And that was that.


Mrs Kerr must have been a very lonely woman in the years of her widowhood. There was always a social barrier between any incumbent of the manse and the local people, and it may well have been exaggerated in our community by the fact that our men were all ex-servicemen, some of whom had spent long years in France during the First World War and, in their occasionally expansive moments, were inclined to make sly little references to nights on the town when they weren’t in the trenches. There was little about Mrs Kerr to suggest Montmartre or the Café de Paris, but, nevertheless, the village women were inclined to look at her askance. Perhaps it was loneliness that made her, in a manner of speaking, adopt the school; and Miss Martin, our schoolmistress (ever receptive to anything that might help widen our horizons), was only too willing to give the lady from the manse the run of the classroom for the last couple of hours of some Friday afternoons. At that time I was just beginning to feel modestly confident in the very elementary stages of the English language, and it came as a shock when it was brought home to me by Mrs Kerr that there was a third language in the world, and maybe even more beyond!


It was Mrs Kerr also who introduced us to the festival of Christmas. Up till then Christmas had just been a date on the calendar, and our seasonal festivities had been confined to the two New Years – the newfangled one on the thirty-first day of December and the old one, celebrated by my Great Aunt Rachel’s generation according to the Julian calendar on the twelfth of January. It was around the middle of November, if I remember rightly, that Mrs Kerr announced to us that Christmas was going to be on the twenty-fifth of December that year and that, to prove it, there was going to be a party in the manse.


The 13 of us who comprised the school glanced at each other uncomfortably and shuffled our winter boots on the floor – the nearest that the Hebridean school child of those days could ever get to enthusiasm or applause. Some discreet whispering reassured the more monoglot infants that ‘a party was a good thing’, and for the rest of the afternoon a general feeling of goodwill pervaded the green and yellow classroom. Only the teacher looked slightly flushed and apprehensive. Obviously the idea was new to her too and, in retrospect, as a member of the fundamentalist Free Presbyterian Church she must have had grave doubts about the propriety of celebrating a festival with slightly Papist overtones in the manse of a not-so-fundamentalist Church of Scotland. But Mrs Kerr was a magnanimous patron of the school in so many ways that a rejection of her plan would have been hurtful. In any case the teacher’s reservations were slightly assuaged when Mrs Kerr added that the Sunday School Certificates would be handed out at the end of the proceedings; that must have seemed slightly like ‘grace after meat’ and from then on she entered into the scheme with enthusiasm.


At the end of the day we were each given a note to take home to our parents; notes which shattered the general bonhomie when they were read, as all such notes were read and assessed, at a conventicle convened below the red road-bridge on the way home. The notes stated baldly that a Christmas Treat would be held in the manse on the evening of 24 December and that all pupils would be kept in school for an extra hour each evening until then in order to prepare items for the party. One further cryptic sentence exhorted parents to assist children with any extra homework which might be involved. Homework! Big Hugh MacGregor, who would be leaving school come summer with barely enough education to be a carter, snorted and declared that if anybody farted in class the teacher would make it an excuse to give us a homework essay on flatulence. The boys laughed uproariously and the girls blushed, but the enthusiasm went out of us. Our only hope was that our parents might find some reason for objection – perhaps the one or two with the same severe attitudes to religion as the teacher – but it seemed a faint possibility; as far as most of the villagers were concerned, their respect for anything savouring of education was as profound as the teacher’s own; part of her success was that she had so much of their backing. It was silently that we dropped off in our ones and twos at our respective gates.


At times of peat-cutting or of harvest our fathers and mothers might possibly have made some vague protest against the extra school hour on the grounds that it would be depriving them of extra hands to labour on the croft. But not in November.


November was a dead month in the village, and the nights were long. The brittle crispness of the autumn had vanished, and the school was already being disbanded at three o’clock because it was getting too dark to read. The winds were beginning to haunt the north and the west, and the gales would sometimes be salt from the sea. People didn’t go out much at night, unless they had to, because, although we didn’t know it, middle age – which came earlier then than now – was already creeping in on men who had married later than usual because they had lost the five most precious years of their lives in the war. The few, from the original population of the village, who were old enough for courting had nobody to court unless they went far afield, and – even if their loins were aching enough to tempt them face the blustery dark – experience had taught them that the soggy ground of winter made even the traditional nooks and crannies untempting for romance. And so all things conspired to cocoon people in their homes with their peat fires and their oil lamps. There was no radio as yet, and – unless a man was an avid reader like my father who would be beginning his annual foray into Gibbon’s Decline and Fall … – they had little to do unless there was a tweed being prepared and the woman of the house needed help breaking up or ‘teasing’ the fleeces which she had dyed in the autumn, mixing the red-brown gobbets of coloured wool with tufts of untreated white in the exact proportions to give the shade of crotal and white which the water mill in the Northlands would blend and refine and return ready for spinning. That was the only part of the tweed-making process in which a man could help unless he was a weaver, which my father wasn’t as yet. As boys, my brother and I could only be called on for occasional help because the mixing of the wool was crucial to the final blend.


As we approached the door I had little hope that either of our parents would raise any objection to the extra hour in school. On the contrary, I suspected that, like all the other parents of the village, they would welcome an extra hour of peace and quiet in the house, and greet any additional homework as something to keep us occupied during the winter nights. Mother had just lit the double-wick oil lamp as I got in and she was standing waiting for the glass funnel to warm before turning up the flame. I handed the teacher’s note to father and he read it out aloud when the light went up.


‘A Christmas Treat! Well, well, things are looking up for you young ones. Didn’t I tell you some good would come out of going to Sunday School, and you grousing your heads off every Sunday afternoon. I wish somebody would organize a Christmas Treat for parents!’


My mother had been going to start setting the table for the evening meal once she’d got the lamp going to her satisfaction but she had stopped to listen.


‘That’ll be Mrs Kerr’s idea,’ she said. ‘But she’s forgetting something. How are you going to see what you’re doing in school for an extra hour in the afternoon at this time of the year? You’re already being allowed home early because of the dark.’


‘Ach, you’d be surprised what French women can do in the dark.’


My mother slammed a dish on the table.


‘And there’ll be no shortage of fathers to go and meet the children when they get out!’


I noticed my father hiding a smile as he put his pipe in his mouth, but I didn’t try to puzzle out what the interchange was about – as I usually did if I thought it was something I wasn’t supposed to understand. All that concerned me was that my mother had almost certainly hit on something that Mrs Kerr and Miss Martin had overlooked, and that we might escape the extra hour of school after all. But the prospect wasn’t totally pleasing. The idea of a party had been beginning to appeal to me – if a party was something like the wedding I’d been at, as, something suggested to me, it might well turn out to be.


We had all underestimated the resourcefulness of the two ladies in question. When Calum the Post came round with his red van on Saturday morning he knew all about the Christmas Treat.


‘What a carry on,’ I heard him saying to my father. ‘I’ve got an order from the manse that will empty every shop in the Southlands of candles. She’s the one who usually grumbles about the Royal Mail being used for free, but there’s no word of that when she wants something herself. “Six dozen candles,” says she. “And be sure you don’t forget them!” The bloody schoolhouse is going to look like a lighthouse – if she doesn’t set it on fire! Which wouldn’t surprise me – her with her fancy French customs. Christmas in Paris is one thing; Christmas in Harris is something different altogether. It’s bad enough the way things are going for me with all the extra mail that’s beginning to flood in every year!’


Calum was still grumbling as he crunched the red van into gear. It wasn’t like him. He happily carried bags of potatoes and sacks of raw tweed for the crofters without letting it worry his official conscience that not a penny was going into the coffers of the Post Office, but he hated being taken advantage of by anybody in the higher realms of society – as the inhabitants of the manse were deemed to be. However, even in those days, it was difficult to get out of the tentacles of the black economy once one succumbed to it, even for the most charitable of purposes, and Calum would doubtless come to terms with his qualms once he convinced himself, as he would, that he was really acting for the good of the children of the community. And once he remembered that the manse and the landlord’s house were the only two establishments on his beat that crossed his palm with silver at Hogmanay instead of giving him a dram.


On Monday afternoon the candles were lit for the first time, as they were to be lit for each school afternoon for the forthcoming weeks. And we all conceded that they created a nice atmosphere in the classroom and gave it a character that was more pleasant than usual by far. As my mother had predicted, the fathers of the village didn’t find it in the slightest burdensome to organize themselves into small posses to escort us home through the dark, although not for the reasons that she’d been hinting at. In a small country community the simplest little events became occasions when time otherwise tended to hang heavy, and for men without a pub, or any other social convenience to lighten the long hours, even meeting together at the schoolhouse for a brief yarn was a break from the darg.


Right through what remained of that long November and the December which followed we did an hour’s overtime each school day and burnt up candles like a cathedral. And time and again, as new ideas came to the rejuvenated Mrs Kerr, hours of preparation were jettisoned and we set off on new tacks. The whole thing wasn’t without its interests and excitements, for we were forever being introduced to concepts that were new to us. Carols, for example. Up till then our adventures into singing had been confined to the psalms of that David whom we had hitherto regarded as a poetical shepherd but who now turned out to have acquired a Royal City, and a few selected and highly improbable English songs from the prescribed text-book which had been subtly compiled to give us the impression that our own native culture and language had nothing of merit to offer us. Carols were something new altogether. They seemed to be trying to hide matters of mundanity in dresses of divinity and, for that very reason I suppose, Mrs Kerr and Miss Martin had to do some diplomatic horse-trading before they could agree on seasonal music that was acceptable to their divergent credos and mores. And there was also the matter of finding material that was suitable for the 12 ill-assorted voices of those who could sing – and me.


One that finally seemed to be mutually acceptable was Good King Wenceslas, presumably because he was an earthly king who didn’t attempt to usurp the throne of the One higher up; because he was good; and because he had obvious leanings towards the new creed of socialism which was just beginning to filter across the Minch. At first I joined in the rehearsals with enthusiasm, which – when it came to singing – was always the last thing that anybody wanted from me, but the two ladies, on various pretexts, kept toning me down and down till at last I was reduced to a mere miming of the words and I lost interest. Instead, I passed the time for myself by attempting to unravel the meaning – if such there was – and the only way that I could get at the kernel of the meaning was by translating the whole thing laboriously into Gaelic for myself.


Good King Wenceslas looked out – that was simple and straightforward, even if there was no Gaelic for Wenceslas; the English did have some strange names after all. On the feast of Stephen was slightly more complicated, since the nearest approximation to a feast that I could envisage was Sunday dinner of salt mutton and potatoes or boiled chicken or rabbit … and splendid though they might be, those things didn’t merit songs in our small part of the universe. But the whole thing lost its last claim to credibility on When a poor man came in sight gathering winter fuel. The nearest thing I knew to ‘a poor man’ was old Hector MacGeachan, who lived with his aged sister in a thatched black house on the moor’s edge, and the only reason why I imagined him to be poor was because I’d heard people referring to him as ‘poor old Hector’, which I had thought was because he lived in a black house and not in a corrugated iron house like ours or one of the smart white stone and lime croft houses to which most of the villagers had by now graduated. I was to learn later that the reason why people called him ‘poor old Hector’ was because he had to live under the same roof as his virago of a sister, and when she died in unlikely circumstances in a ripeness of years I myself was destined to play an unlikely part in securing for old Hector a few final years of peace. But that’s another story! Meantime I knew that whatever Hector’s other faults might be, he was meticulous in his husbandry and he was always the first person in the village to have his winter peat-stack neatly secured at the end of his cottage. The idea of him plowtering through the moors looking for peat ‘when the frost was cruel’ was just too absurd for words, and so I abandoned my quest for a great truth in one of the world’s best loved Christmas songs. I decided that if I was to indulge in fiction I would have fiction of my own choosing and so, while the others carolled and re-carolled, I resorted to surreptitiously reading my much-thumbed copy of The Adventures of Dixon Hawke. If the teacher noticed, she made sure she concealed her relief at being able to concentrate on her more promising choristers. I still can’t sing Good King Wenceslas but I’ve still got a soft spot for him from those long years ago.


The first few weeks of preparation for the Tret (the word had now become accepted as a Gaelic one) were among the most contented of my school years. As the days wore on the need to conceal my detachment became less; every now and then I would look up and mime a few lines of whatever musical offering was being prepared for sacrifice and then I would return to whichever latest volume of Dixon Hawke I had been able to borrow. But then the teacher’s enthusiasm took her by the scruff of the neck. One day, during normal school hours, she explained to us very carefully that Mrs Kerr came from another country (which we knew) and that that country had a National Anthem in the same way as our own country had a National Anthem (which we did not know) and that, as a big surprise for Mrs Kerr, we were secretly going to learn her native anthem and spring it on her at the end of the party.


I have had cause to reflect in the intervening years that poor Mrs Kerr had to conceal more than one emotion in the wake of that particular surprise, not least of which was that she had to accept having an alien nationality thrust upon her. We resumed friendship on an adult basis long years later and I learnt that though her maiden name had been Couvée, and though she had a French accent, she regarded herself as British as the Union Jack, and when the time came she chose to go back to her native Channel Islands to die. Perhaps if our ‘surprise’ had not been so well concealed she might have seized an early opportunity to correct the popular misconception as to her antecedents; but after that Christmas party she could no longer issue a disclaimer without causing embarrassment, and once she was enticed into bowing her head to the Marseillaise in public she was too late.


The shock of having discovered that there was a third language was equalled only by that of now finding myself in the situation of having to pronounce it. And there will always be for me a personal private agony in the words






Allons enfants de la patrie


Le jour de gloire est arrivé …








and all the rest of them. I was used to the idea of being unable to sing the words in a manner satisfying to anybody else, but being unable to say them was a totally new experience.


On the blackboard the words looked frightening enough but, at least, I could read them according to the laws of straight English. When it came to pronouncing them to the teacher’s satisfaction, it was a different matter, because – to the surprise of all of us – it turned out that not only did she have a knowledge of the French language but a great love for it as well, and we went through painful hours while she tried to contort our vocal chords to produce noises for which nature had never intended them. We had only just mastered the art of toning down our rolling Hebridean rs to the more genteel requirements of English; now we were being pressed to reproduce a smoother type of r altogether from some vague bit at the backs of our palates, and our native nasal ‘honk’ sounds which were deemed unsuitable for English were now very much in demand in French. The only gratifying thing from my point of view was that, in the general cacophony, my alleged tunelessness passed without comment and my confidence in my own vocal ability began to be restored. We must have rehearsed that blessed chunk of the Marseillaise many hundreds of times, while up in the old manse, indulging in a sip of champagne for all I know, Mrs Kerr was blissfully unaware of the surprise being prepared for her. And, down in the schoolhouse, the schoolteacher was equally blissfully oblivious to the fact that the surprise was going to be greater than she expected.




Chapter Two


IN compiling a story in the genre for which the distinguished Antipodean invented the description ‘unreliable memoirs’ I am keenly aware that many readers who know the Hebrides as natives of a younger generation, or as dedicated tourists visiting the islands under today’s sophisticated conditions of transport or accommodation, may feel that I am writing of a place conjured out of a free-ranging imagination. But not so. While the tongue can’t on occasion help but wander into the cheek, while memory can play false to details which are more the responsibility of the historian anyway, and while discretion – but much more frequently affection – makes me portray characters who have exchanged their own foibles with those of others, this is the new village substantially as it was at the time of the Christmas Treat.


Of the eight crofts which had been allocated to our ex-servicemen after the war, four had already had their modern stone-walled, slate-roofed, spacious houses built upon them with grants and loans from the Board of Agriculture, which, after many years of tentative effort, now seemed set to make small-farming in the shape of crofting into a viable way of life. Three crofts, including my father’s, still had their original wood and corrugated iron temporary shacks on them; the one which had nothing at all on it belonged to a bachelor who wasn’t in the same hurry to establish a solid base. So long as a man worked his land, no government pressure could be brought upon him in terms of when he had to build or what he had to build by way of family accommodation. In addition to the eight formal crofts, there were still a few landless cottars who lived on in their thatched black houses or had followed the lead of the incomers and put up what tended to be called shacks but were, in fact, small cosy homes lacking only in interior plumbing – which was not, after all, given very high priority even in Hebridean houses with more pretensions to grandeur than we had. What our community did have was a heart, unlike some more sophisticated mainland communities today, in the sense that we had, from the beginning, there awaiting us, a school, a church, and of course the old manse. And there it all was in a countryside of especial magic – a magic which is, in no way, the sentimental imagining of a nostalgic heart.


We looked poor to some of the travel writers who were beginning to seek us out with probing cameras and pens oozing purple prose; some of them made capital out of what they called our poverty because they didn’t understand that poorness of amenity and lack of cash only represent poverty relative to the beholder’s norms. Of course we looked poor to somebody from Mayfair in London or Morningside in Edinburgh. And we looked poor to socially conscious left wing observers like Louis MacNeice who wrote in I crossed the Minch about ‘a row of poor shacks on the road to Leverburgh’. He was talking about us who were happy and contented – so far. What we did lack was pastime; because we were a new community, without time yet to build up a tradition, we didn’t have the in-built traditional community recreations that had matured in old established Hebridean village societies whose folksong and lore were, even then, being archived; and, of course, the day of imported mechanical or pre-packed entertainment hadn’t arrived. That was why simple occasions like the Christmas Treat assumed big proportions, and why little jokes got big laughs.


The Tret was, very nearly, not a laughing matter! It must have been loneliness, or the desire to be seen to be stretching out the hand of friendship, that prompted Mrs Kerr to invite every adult in the village to the last hour of the party. It was a wrong decision on every count!


The attitude of Western Islanders towards incomers into their communities can be ambivalent at the best of times, particularly if the incomer belongs to – or worse still, pretends to belong to – that strange upper category known as ‘The County’! In recent years the attitude has begun to change, and ‘the white settler’ – as he has come to be called – is inclined to be judged on his merits and on his contribution to his adoptive community. But in those pre-war years, which were the years of my childhood, the islanders were regrettably prone to believe that God had allotted everybody a station in life and that the station of the English-speaking incomer was several rungs up the ladder of social order. There were two principal reasons for that. One was that the incomer (invariably able to buy and sustain a property for himself) was by sheer security and possession surer of himself – even in cases where he had not already had that self-assurance and ‘apartness’ instilled into him by his heredity or a public school education. We, on the other hand, were beginning to be aware of our lack of material possessions; and those grim generations of eviction and political repression had, unbelievably, left in us a lingering impulse to touch our foreheads to a ‘bonnet laird’; there was even a trace of it still in our eight men – even in the ones who had come through Ypres and Mons and Arras, the Dardanelles and the rest.


Some incomers, and Mrs Kerr was one of them, tried hard to integrate into the community, and thought that to be like the people and of the people all they had to do was to acquire a smattering of Gaelic, or – at the very least – a Highland accent such as was being purveyed in the city music halls and on gramophone records by people like Harry Lauder. Mrs Kerr had found Gaelic to be quite beyond her, and – endowed as she was already with a French accent – she found it well-nigh impossible to superimpose a ‘braw bricht moonlicht nicht’ veneer on top of it; so she settled for pre-fixing every sentence with ‘Ach well’ and pronouncing ‘just’ chust. Life must have been very complicated for her because, when her own natural accent made her tend to refer to the more important points of the compass as Norse and Souse, our people thought that she was mimicking our English accents and they bridled! But, in truth, everybody liked her and felt sorry for her for having been left widowed and alone, and the majority thought that the invitation of the adults to the tail end of the Christmas Treat was a warm-hearted thought.


There were, of course, dissenters. Some people from ‘the old village’ and some from the neighbouring small township who were still loyal to the tenets of the Free Church or the Free Presbyterian Church disapproved of anything savouring of frivolity being conducted in a church manse – even if it was a Church of Scotland manse and, as such, smacking of Gomorrah. And the inclusion of the more mature citizens caused varying degrees of uneasiness in other quarters too. Our own incomer parents, while normally relishing anything suggestive of entertainment during a sullen winter, couldn’t summon up much enthusiasm for dressing up in Sunday best for an occasion which threatened to be ‘dry’ in every sense of the word. The younger members of the school who had become more and more excited at the prospect of a beanfeast away from parental supervision, now found themselves with their enthusiasm dampening at the prospect of being supervised and drilled and criticized by proud parents. The ‘big boys’, as my buddies and I were now beginning to regard ourselves, with the pricklings of manhood beginning to make themselves felt, had been prepared to put up with the more formal aspects of the Tret for the sake of some surreptitious slap and tickle and the possibility of shuffling belly to belly with the meagre selection of female flesh available. Now suddenly we could see the whole thing disintegrating into a bib and tucker affair of Grand Old Dukes of York and interminable gatherings of Nuts in May such as we’d had to suffer at an occasional school soirée.
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