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Introduction


James Robertson


Gordon M. Williams was in his mid-thirties and had already written three novels when From Scenes Like These was published, in 1968. Both the previous book, The Man Who Had Power Over Women (1967), and the next, The Siege of Trencher’s Farm (1969), would be made into films. The latter became Sam Peckinpah’s Straw Dogs, which starred Dustin Hoffman and Susan George and was notorious for its violence and for a rape scene that does not occur in the novel. In 1969 From Scenes Like These, alongside works by Iris Murdoch and Muriel Spark, was shortlisted for the first Booker Prize for Fiction. None of them won (P. H. Newby’s Something to Answer For did) but Williams was in demand and his reputation rising.


In retrospect, the critical consensus is that From Scenes Like These is the best piece of fiction he ever wrote. Stylistically adventurous but stubbornly rooted in the place it depicts, west central Scotland in the early 1950s, it is full of aggression, sexism, bigotry, sectarianism, deceit, treachery, defeatism, industrial decline and agricultural brutality. The characters, almost without exception, have narrow ambitions and dulled hopes. The few who dream of a better life can only imagine it happening somewhere else. Scotland is a miserable backwater and the best thing any of them can do is get out. But they don’t. Donald Telfer, a worker on Craig’s Farm, one of the novel’s main settings, never tires of talking about ‘the great life overseas in Canada’, but talking about it is all he does. On the farm, or in the town of Kilcaddie’s cramped old tenements and its already notorious new housing scheme of Darroch, all escape routes appear to be dead ends.


So far, so grim. But From Scenes Like These is an exhilarating read, rich in humour and humanity however bitterly expressed, and a revealing text in modern Scottish and British literature. It tells us a lot about how Scotland has changed in the last seventy years, how the once immovable realities of old ways of work and social habits have been replaced by post-industrial uncertainties, and how the attitudes of Scots to their own country, its opportunities, politics and culture, have also shifted. It also reminds us that, below the surface or even in plain view, some things may not have changed that much.


Several of Williams’s novels have strong autobiographical resonances. His second, The Camp (1966), drew on his experience of National Service in the Royal Air Force. From Scenes Like These is set in Ayrshire but its town, Kilcaddie, bears more than a passing resemblance to Paisley in Renfrewshire where he grew up, and the Darroch scheme is partially modelled on Ferguslie Park, the estate on which his father was a policeman. As a teenager, Williams spent school holidays working on farms. No great surprise, then, that his characters look, sound and behave like real people. Like other post-war working-class authors he wanted to write fiction that connected with the lives of the majority of the population. His work as a journalist sharpened his observational and listening skills. He is superb at dialogue in a variety of situations and registers, at the details of clothing, food, furniture and streets, at the dirt, wetness and cold of farm labour, and at the sheer grind of heavy manual work, whether done indoors, largely by women, or outdoors, largely by men. But he also reveals the unglamorous inner lives of his characters. In a letter to the critic Alan Bold in 1979 he wrote, ‘Current British fiction is a specialist minority activity hermetically sealed from society at large . . . I cannot imagine any authoritarian regime having to ban many British novels even if the regime had heard of them.’* His own fiction, by contrast, is open to the elements and flicks two fingers at authority at every opportunity.


The book’s ironic title is taken from Robert Burns’s poem ‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’, which describes the simplicity, honesty and piety of rural eighteenth-century Scottish life:


From scenes like these, old Scotia’s grandeur springs


That makes her lov’d at home, rever’d abroad . . .


If that was ever true, Williams sets out to prove, it was well out of date by the mid-twentieth century. To underline the point, he refers to another famous Burns poem, ‘To a Mouse’, in his description of fifteen-year-old Dunky Logan’s encounter with a fieldmouse when he and the other farmworkers are mowing the hay:


A mouse ran under the swathe, his eye catching the dark movement, his heel on it almost without breaking stride, a second downward hack crushing it. Dark blood mixed with earth.


Why did I do that?


Because you always killed mice, or rats, or rabbits. Wee sleekit cowrin timrous vermin.


Unlike Burns in the era of Enlightenment, Dunky shows his ‘fellow-mortal’ neither mercy nor sympathy.


Yet this is the same young lad who, much to his mother’s disapproval, breeds chinchilla rabbits in a hut at home. There, ‘once the door was locked nobody knew the silly things he said to the rabbits’, but even when alone he can hardly allow himself such moments of unmanliness. Dispatching the unwanted members of a new litter, he justifies the deed to an absent female audience:


‘You see, you’re all thinking this is cruelty,’ he said, out loud, thinking of his mother and the cripple woman and the girl friend he didn’t have, ‘but it’s just sensible stockmanship. Farmers can’t afford all this sentimental blether, animals are only animals, these wee brutes don’t even know they’re alive yet. Women just don’t understand what it’s all about.’


Dunky has left school as soon as possible, against his parents’ wishes and despite his intelligence and imagination. At school he was never in agreement with the rest of the class, and has always felt something of a misfit:


He didn’t consider himself a scheme kid yet he lived in the town, so he wasn’t one or the other. Like young Jim Hawkins, able to talk to both Long John Silver and Squire Trelawney, was one of his dafter notions. It was just as bloody well nobody knew how many daft notions he actually had . . .


Now he wants to earn a wage, not stick in at his studies; to be a hard case, not a silly schoolboy. He doesn’t like fighting but worse would be if anyone thought he was a coward, so sometimes he has to fight. He is keen to find out about sex but he also wants a steady girl, one he can treat with respect and care and eventually marry. He longs to experience love but that’s a word and an idea he doesn’t understand and nobody else trusts.


Good at football, and playing every week for a junior side, Dunky dreams of glory in the national team: ‘That was the greatest thing he could imagine in the whole world, being picked against England – he’d die for Scotland.’ Williams really knew how to write about football, as his descriptions of two different games demonstrate. But by the close, Dunky has sabotaged his own chance of sporting success, and more generally his expectations from life have so diminished that, metaphorically at least, dying for Scotland is what he seems destined to do.


Early on, Dunky’s internal frustrations are framed in the old tension between Scots and English speech. This heart-felt passage is reminiscent of similar moments in Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s classic novel of 1932, Sunset Song, and in William McIlvanney’s Docherty (1975):


His mother spoke proper English, but then she was hellish keen on proving they were respectable. His father spoke common Kilcaddie, which he knew his mother didn’t like. When the Craigs spoke broad it wasn’t quite the same as common Kilcaddie – some of their expressions sounded as though they came straight out of Rabbie Burns! . . . Why did Auld Craig and Willie change about? Did it depend on what they thought of you? He remembered Nicol the English teacher saying that broad Scots was pronounced very much like Anglo-Saxon or middle English or some such expression. If that was so why did they try and belt you into speaking like some English nancy boy on the wireless? . . . Was it being a guttersnipe to speak your own country’s language? . . . Why teach kids that Burns was the great national poet and then tell you his old Scots words were dead common? What sounds better – ‘gie your face a dicht wi a clootie’ or ‘give your face a wipe with a cloth’? One was Scottish and natural and the other was a lot of toffee-nosed English shite.


There is, however, no alliance between Dunky and his father Duncan on linguistic or any other grounds. Duncan is permanently bedridden after an accident at work, and Dunky knows that in that condition his father can no longer leather him with the razor strop as he used to when he was strong and fit. The boy loathes him for that and other humiliations, just as Willie Craig detests his father, Auld Craig, for refusing to yield control of the farm to him and for threatening to cut him out of his will entirely. Generational hostility is everywhere, between teachers and ex-pupils, fathers and daughters, mothers and sons; and even among people of the same age, a very fine line separates loyalty and betrayal, friendship and hatred.


Although most of the story unfolds from Dunky Logan’s point of view, Williams often shifts perspective, so that we see the life of Kilcaddie and the farm as it appears to other, usually male, characters. Almost every man in the story is misogynistic to a breathtaking degree. Women are useful only for making food, cleaning, washing and other domestic chores, and for child-bearing and child-rearing. Otherwise they have neither value nor agency. They are desired as sex objects but despised whether they refuse or agree to make themselves available for the sexual relief of men. Against such a background, Dunky’s ideal of romantic love is doomed, because it is founded on an only slightly less contemptuous misreading of women.


Williams presents an exceptional, radically different perspective in the character of Mary O’Donnell, who steps off the bus, carrying her life in one suitcase, to take up the vacant post of housekeeper to the Craigs. Mary is already a survivor: an Irish Catholic in hard-nosed Protestant Scotland, and coping with a severely impaired leg, she has had to be. The judgement of one of the farmworkers is instant:


‘A bloody cripple, that’s about Craig’s mark,’ McCann said, bitterly. ‘I bet he’s peyin’ her half wages. What the hell’s use is a limpy dan housekeeper?’


This dismissal of her supposed imperfection and her religion (‘dan’ is an offensive term for a Catholic) is a sign not of Mary’s weakness but of McCann’s. For Mary has a purpose in life. Newly pregnant by her last employer, she knows she is considered trash by the hard people she has come among, but ‘her child was going to get a fair chance, if she had to lie and cheat and murder for it. Nobody was going to treat it like trash . . . They thought they were hard and mean, but she’d show them.’ There is something truly heroic about the way Mary, the underdog of underdogs (when she first arrives she is attacked by a dog chained to its kennel in the farmyard), goes about achieving this aim, with a fierce determination that the men who sneer at her can barely imagine.


Another theme running throughout the novel is the relationship between humans and animals. Like women, in men’s eyes dogs, horses, cattle and other animals exist for specific purposes, and are treated (or mistreated) according to how they fulfil those purposes. The scene in which Dunky leads Charlie, the old farm horse, through the town’s cobbled streets to the knacker’s yard, and the description of what happens when they arrive, is such a horrific, superb piece of precision writing that it alone would make this book worth reading.


As Professor Roderick Watson of the University of Stirling has written, From Scenes Like These is one of those ‘key works in the Scottish canon that raise such issues of class, language and identity, while also laying bare the symptoms of damaged masculinity in the Scottish cultural inheritance’.* Gordon M. Williams himself left Scotland as a young man and settled in London. When in his later fiction he portrays other Scotsmen who ‘got out’, it becomes clear that they haven’t escaped unscathed. Here for example, in his 1974 novel Big Morning Blues, he takes the feet from under a hard-drinking, violent group of grifters in London:


It should be obvious that this so-called Scots Team were not ferocious monsters but merely feckless inadequates, semi-articulate victims of a society based on educational competition, social flotsam, potential case histories for the soft sociological porn that so stimulates the liberal responses of quality newspaper readers and paperback intellectuals.


And a few pages later, as these drunken Scots sing maudlin songs of home, the narrator remarks, ‘Wasn’t it tragic that we should all ache for the place we said we hated so much?’


Similar psychological and emotional shortcomings affect Graham Cameron, the central character in Walk Don’t Walk (1972). A writer in his thirties on his first promotional tour of the USA, Cameron compensates for profound self-doubt with false bravado, has an unrealistic, opportunistic attitude towards women and is in a destructive relationship with alcohol. Walk Don’t Walk has a free-verse prologue entitled ‘A Scots Burgh Boy’s Dream of America’, a brilliant, sardonic creation in its own right, which takes us right back to the main theme of From Scenes Like These. Ironically, the vivid portraits of place and people in this brutal, enthralling novel, Gordon M. Williams’s masterpiece, stand in at least partial riposte to the closing lines of that prologue:


We knew our country was a smalltime dump


where nothing ever happened and


there was nothing to do.


And nobody had a name like Jelly Roll Morton.









From scenes like these, old Scotia’s grandeur springs


That makes her lov’d at home, rever’d abroad:


Princes and lords are but the breath of kings,


‘An honest man’s the noblest work of God’;


And certes, in fair Virtue’s heavenly road,


The cottage leaves the palace far behind;


What is a lordling’s pomp? a cumbrous load,


Disguising oft the wretch of human kind,


Studied in arts of Hell, in wickedness refin’d!


O Scotia! my dear, my native soil!


For whom my warmest wish to Heaven is sent!


Long may thy hardy sons of rustic toil


Be blest with health, and peace, and sweet content!


And O! may Heaven their simple lives prevent


From Luxury’s contagion, weak and vile!


Then, howe’er crowns and coronets be rent,


A virtuous populace may rise the while,


And stand a wall of fire around their much-lov’d Isle.


O Thou! who pour’d the patriotic tide,


That stream’d thro Wallace’s undaunted heart,


Who dar’d to, nobly, stem tyrannic pride,


Or nobly die, the second glorious part:


[The patriot’s God, peculiarly Thou art,


His friend, inspirer, guardian, and reward!]


O never, never Scotia’s realm desert;


But still the patriot, and the patriot-bard


In bright succession raise, her ornament and guard!


From ‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’ by Robert Burns









1


It was still dark, that Monday in January, when the boy, Dunky Logan, and the man, Blackie McCann, came to feed and water the horses, quarter after seven on a cold Monday morning in January, damn near as chill as an Englishman’s heart, said McCann, stamping his hobnail boots on the stable cobbles.


Dunky Logan rested his old bicycle against the stable wall, then hung the gas-mask case, containing his sandwiches and vacuum flask, on a nail. The slack sleeves of his grimy fawn pullover hung down over his hands, stretching inches beyond the elastic cuffs of his green zip-jerkin. Even on a morning like this it would have been unthinkable to wear gloves. Only nancy boys wore gloves. He’d pulled down his pullover sleeves to protect his fingers from the freezing metal of his bicycle handlebars. Even in the stable the air was cold. It rasped on the back of his throat. His mother had got him out of his warm bed in the kitchen at half-past six. There was still a strong sensation of porridge at the back of his mouth, even although he’d been chewing bacon rind since he’d got up from the kitchen table and pedalled up the hill from the old tenement in Shuttle Place through the Darroch Council house scheme, teeth working on the rubbery wad of rind, eyes on the frosty road for bricks or broken bottles, one hand on the handlebars, the other in his trouser pocket. At that time in the early morning the sloping streets of the Darroch scheme were almost empty. Men who worked in factories and engineering shops were only thinking about getting up. It made him feel tough and hard being a farmworker who had to be yoked by the time other men were only crawling out of their beds.


He’d cycled up the road which led from the edge of the sprawling scheme to the farm, along the edge of the field which lay between the back gardens of the houses and the railway embankment. The harsh blue sodium lights of the scheme streets ended at the railway bridge, a dank vault from whose iron rafters hung silvery icicles. It had to be very cold before the drips from the underside of the bridge froze up.


The farm steading stood on the left of the road past the bridge, its buildings low, black silhouettes against the faint light from the low moon. Dismounting, he could see from the yard somebody moving about in the farmhouse kitchen, Willie Craig, no doubt.


Once he and McCann had been inside the stable for a few moments it felt warmer, horse-dung warm, the three Clydesdales snorting and pulling at their ropes to see what was moving behind them in the darkness. McCann blew on his fingers and rubbed them in his armpits. He reached up for the paraffin lamp, striking two matches before he got a light. The black wick smoked into a ring of smelly flame. One of the horses blew steamy air out of flared nostrils, like a dragon in a storybook. Dunky rubbed his eyes with his knuckles. He could have slept for another two or three hours, no bother. Monday was always the worst day for getting up, especially in the winter. Monday was the worst day all round, the start of another five and a half days of work, back to the stable and its mess of sharn and straw and old harness and broken tools, a place that would be tidied up only when they’d finished lifting and pitting the potatoes, if it was ever tidied up at all.


McCann hung the lamp on an old saddle-post beside the small, cobweb-layered window.


“Come on then, Smallcock,” he said, his voice hoarse and impatient, not at all friendly. “Get among they beasts, a bit of work’ll soon warm ye up. In ye go, they won’t eat you.”


McCann still didn’t like him, even after three weeks’ working at Craig’s farm. Three weeks! It didn’t seem more than a day or two since he’d been sitting in school waiting desperately for the Christmas holidays, to be finished at last with the daftness of lessons and homework, the whole silliness of being a schoolboy. Three weeks! He was still not used to the big horses, big brutes they were, only it wouldn’t do to let McCann see him look nervous about going into the stalls. McCann could be very coarse. Some of them called him Blackie, or Black McCann, partly because he had jet-black hair and a blue chin, but more because of his moods. Nobody knew what caused his bad spells but when they came on two fields was a good distance to have between McCann and yourself. He was twenty-four, McCann, a fully-grown man. He had a funny sense of humour, too, even when he wasn’t in a bad mood. He knew Dunky was scared of going into the stalls beside the horses and he took a great delight in rubbing it in.


“The weather forecast says it’s going to rain by dinnertime,” Dunky remarked as he took the corn-pail to the big kist, trying to make McCann think he wasn’t concerned about feeding the horses.


“More’n likely,” said McCann, standing against the end wall for a run-off. “Ye’d better get a move on, Auld Craig’ll be wanting to make an early start.”


He fed the mare first, the smallest of the three horses but still a good two inches taller at the rump than himself, a light brown horse with neat, white-mopped feet and a white nose. In the morning they got just enough corn to keep them going all day, just enough to stop them from starving for grass when they were yoked.


Her long, hard-boned head swung round to meet him, soft lips pulled back from old-yellow teeth as she tried to guzzle corn out of the pail. He tipped it into the earthenware trough. As he left the stall he gave her rump a friendly pat, partly because he liked her for being tame and partly to show McCann he was in control of the situation. She was a nice horse, female, soft, not dangerous. McCann leaned on the broom handle, dark eyes looking for signs of nervousness.


“Nothing to it, lad,” he said, grinning, sleep-puffed eyes giving him an air of added malice. Now for Big Dick, the middle horse, biggest of the three, a dark brown gelding who normally played up like a thoroughbred stallion. Big Dick stood across his stall diagonally, head in one corner, hindquarters blocking his entrance. As he approached the stall, hoping the horse would move over of its own accord, McCann lifted the broom handle and gave Big Dick a meaty smack on the haunch. The horse sidled abruptly, at the same time lashing out a hind leg in a bad-tempered swipe.


“There, that’s how to treat the buggers,” said McCann, grinning.


It was a dirty trick to play, for Big Dick was bad-tempered enough without hitting him. McCann was trying to push him into a fight, he knew that well enough. Well, he was no mug. If they hadn’t been alone he’d have taken his chance, probably swung the bucket into Blackie’s face, hoping to crack him on the shebonk. If McCann kept this up they would have a fight, but he wasn’t going to risk it when they were alone. For some reason he felt it would be embarrassing, just the two of them. Fighting was silly. It seemed more natural to fight when there were other men there, quite apart from the fact that the others would stop the fight before McCann could ruin him for life.


He could feel the great weight of Big Dick moving beside him in the stall. He kept his eyes on the horse’s head, which was raised above its wooden hayrack, ears alert for trouble, eyes waiting for some excuse to swing over and flatten him against the solid, greasy boards of the stall partition, ready to bear down on his boots, metal-shod hooves bashing down with the force of a ton or more of Clydesdale. Big Dick was as chancy a bastard to deal with as McCann. On his very first day at the farm (not counting previous years when he’d worked there during school holidays and had only been the boy) he’d watched McCann going over Big Dick with the stiff wire brush and the horse had taken a casual side-kick at Blackie, casual in the way of a bad horse, a sort of half-interested gesture just to let you know peace has not been declared. Blackie had jumped away, feeling his shin, swearing something awful, although Dunky was sure he hadn’t really been touched. Saying he’d worked horses all his life, he knew what to do with them, Blackie had hammered the toe of his boot into Big Dick’s right hindleg, above the hoof, jumping clear at the same time. That was the good thing about industrial boots, McCann had said, viciously, they had fine steel-plated toe-caps for lashing into the evil bastard and showing him who was boss.


The horse breathed in steamy snorts, pent-up air released in abrupt, almost warning rushes. There was a slight suggestion of pawing the ground in the nervous movements of his forefeet. Even in the middle where his back slumped the brute was taller than he was. The great head swung down and round as he lifted the pail to the trough. He felt like dropping it and running, but sooner or later he had to get used to the bastard. The edge of the pail bumped against the bones of its head. He felt the power of it. A dribble of corn fell on the straw. He forced himself nearer the trough, feet tingling in anticipation of its hooves. Then the grains tipped out of the bucket and Big Dick fell to munching. He was out of the stall, safe, much to McCann’s disappointment, no doubt.


“He’s all right once he gets used to you,” he remarked.


“Don’t kid me on, Smallcock,” said McCann. “Ye’re scared to death o’ the beast, aren’t ye, scared of a bluddy horse.”


“Is that a fact?” he said, as cheekily as was safe with McCann. He filled corn for the third horse, old Charlie, a tired old beast who hardly had the energy to lift his tail for a shite, let alone kick you. When he did try his hand with McCann he would definitely get a hammering, he wasn’t near as strong as a man, but as long as Donald Telfer and Young Willie and Coll were there they’d stop Blackie before it got too bad. It was some kind of custom. In factories, they said, new apprentices always got some sort of roughing up from the men, like an initiation test. Until McCann had a chance to give him a hammering—or rub his face in cowshite—he wouldn’t leave him alone. The very thought of it made him clench his teeth. His heart seemed to be beating against the skin of his chest. He’d had hundreds of fights but they were with boys his own age. McCann would try to knock his head off.


Mattha McPhail the kneepadder was next to arrive in the stable.


“Aye aye there,” was all he said to McPhail. He didn’t like the wee dirty man with the fallen mouth where his teeth were missing (he kept his dentures for Saturdays) and the filthy white silk scarf knotted over his adam’s apple. Mattha McPhail was actually quite pleased to be known as the kneepadder. Kneepadding was his game, he always said, as though it was much the same as being a Baptist or a greyhound fanatic. He did it in parks and woods and up on the Braes on Sundays in good weather, crawling about on his knees in bushes to watch courting couples on the job. Only once had he been caught, he always boasted; some guy had happened to look up at the least expected moment and lost his stroke as he saw Mattha’s ferrety wee face peering at him from the whins. This guy had chased McPhail halfway to Kilmarnock, shouting the odds about kicking his features out of the back of his head, but McPhail was too fly to be caught. In any case, he said, he always had an answer if he was caught, the secret was to take your breeks down when you were slinking about in the bushes, then if you were nabbed you just said you’d crawled in for a quick shite.


“I know why you take your trousers down, you wee scunner,” Telfer would say. “Ninety-nine change hands one hundred, ye mean, ye dirty old tosser.”


McPhail saw no insult in being called a masturbator, kneepadding was a great laugh all round, nothing to be ashamed of, why should it, it was his game, that was all.


Dunky felt glad he was no longer a casual and classed with McPhail, who was hired for the potatoes and the harvest, not much of a worker, always nipping off to go up to Kilcaddie Labour Exchange for his burroo money, hoarse-voiced and shifty, officially unemployed and still drawing dole money from the burroo, he said with pride, after seven whole years.


“Holy Mary mother of Jesus it’s colder’n a nun’s bum,” was McPhail’s greeting.


“Ye’re early this mornin’,” said McCann, still playing about at sweeping the stable floor. “Was something wrang wi’ ye, couldn’t ye sleep?”


Dunky took the other broom and swept horse shite and sharn up the gutter which ran the length of the stable. Auld Craig, the farmer, hated anybody to look idle. It was Blackie’s job to get the three horses yoked into the three carts, as long as he was shoving shite about the old man wouldn’t shout at him. Auld Craig thought all townees (which meant anybody who didn’t actually have dung on his boots) were idle scum out to rob him. Dunky liked to imagine the farm was under siege, what with the burgh housing scheme advancing up the hill towards the railway line and the new school taking up half the field on the other side of the embankment and talk of an annexe to the school to be built on the rest of the railway field, not to mention the factory going full blast on the west side of the farm; and there was talk that it would need to expand. Apart from all that, scallywag kids from the scheme were always burning down Craig’s haystacks or chasing his cows or stealing his hens or playing in his corn.


He didn’t consider himself a scheme kid and yet he lived in the town, so he wasn’t one or the other. Like young Jim Hawkins, able to talk to both Long John Silver and Squire Trelawney, was one of his dafter notions. It was just as bloody well nobody knew how many daft notions he actually had. Sometimes he thought he might be a bit soft in the head. Ever since he could remember he’d had these funny ideas running about his brain, sort of play-acting; if he wasn’t going to Hollywood and picking up Rhonda Fleming at a dance he was playing for Scotland at Hampden, the very first left-back who put the hems on Stanley Matthews. Or he was a real gangster who came back to Kilcaddie from Chicago and when the hard neds of the King Street gang came into a café he stood up, all silent and casual, telling them quietly to beat it . . . he’d noticed that the more he stayed at the silly school the dafter these notions had become. He’d wanted to get a job, be a hard case, a real working man, not a silly schoolboy whose brain was affected by too many pictures. He wanted Craig to treat him like one of the men, he wasn’t really afraid of Craig, not the way he used to be afraid of his father before he’d been paralysed, no, not afraid. It was easier to do your work—more than your share if necessary—than be shouted at by Craig. One day he might be a hard enough case to laugh back at the old man, the way Telfer did when he got a telling off. One day . . . he couldn’t risk it, he wasn’t like Telfer, he was scared of the sack, really scared. Getting the sack would be a disgrace, something terrible, something you’d be ashamed to go home and tell your mother.


The stable sharn was solid and heavy against the stiff-bristled broom. McCann was gassing to McPhail when Young Willie came into the stable. He put his whole weight behind the brush, counting on Willie seeing that he was working.


“For God’s sake, McCann, ye lazy hooring shite, ye’ve no’ got they horse yokit yet, what the hell d’ye think this is, the civil service? Damn ye tae hell, McCann, ye idle shite.”


Young Willie they called him, although he was over fifty. The hardest-working man on the place, bar none. The Craigs were between housekeepers and he’d have been up for hours, feeding the beasts in the byre, feeding the hens, milking their two cows, making his own breakfast. The men said his roaring meant nothing, he only did it to show his old man he could run the farm.


McCann replied to Willie’s bawling with his usual gesture of impudence, pivoting slightly on his toes to stick out his arse, making a farting noise with his lips. In a bad mood he was as likely to have gone into a sulk for the whole day. McCann could get away with it, he was young and strong and possessed all his wits, a rare combination for farm wages of seven pounds fourteen shillings a week. The factory paid a basic eleven with bags of overtime. Dunky imagined that Craig put up with McCann because he couldn’t get any better, which McCann knew full well, saying in times of argy-bargy that if they didn’t treat him decent he’d just as soon fuck off to the factory, or maybe join the police.


Young Willie went into Big Dick’s stall and loosed the tether rope, holding his mane till he had the rope halter over him. Big Dick stamped a bit but young Willie could manage him. Dunky liked Young Willie. There was something comic about him, even the shape of his body, his short, bow legs and thick, squat trunk making him look short, when in fact he was as tall as McCann. He had big eyes which seemed to be trying to pop out of deep, lined sockets. He cut his own red hair, cropping it short with kitchen shears. He hadn’t shaved for a day or two, his shirt was near rotten under his filth-shiny waistcoat and his right eye was red with a weeping cold. His mouth had fallen—he said gums were just as good as Government teeth.


“Get out, ye brute!” Willie roared as Big Dick shied at the low stable door. Outside it was lighter, the highest part of the sky bright with a rosy glow. McPhail and McCann pulled the shafts of the high-backed, two-wheel cart down on either side of the horse and they yoked him in for the day’s work. Dunky held the reins while they brought out the other horses.


The first tattie-howkers were coming into the yard for their eight o’clock start and he hoped they didn’t think he was just the boy given the reins to hold because he wasn’t fit for anything else. Somebody had to hold Big Dick, especially in the morning when he felt frisky. As if he cared what that bunch thought, a raggle-taggle collection of women and girls and school-kids, some in woollen balaclava helmets, some in men’s overcoats which hung down their shins, some in wellington boots with the tops turned down, some in ordinary street shoes. They were just casual labour, a scruffy lot taken on for the tattie-howking. They made him feel like one of the real men.


That was another daft notion which made him wonder if he was normal, the idea he had that all sorts of people, some he knew and some he didn’t, were watching him wherever he was. Sometimes he talked to them, in his head. How would Craig’s farm look to them, he wondered—them in this case being a vague conglomeration of town people, schoolteachers, girls who’d been in his class, guys he knew in football teams. Like an old dump, he had to admit it, a sharny old relic hanging on against the creep of the town, its steading here and there resembling an abandoned ruin, low stone walls sprouting weeds, the cartshed, the byre, the small barn, the big corrugated iron barn open on one side and one end, the tumbledy house in which there were stone floors and no carpets and three dogs and no hot water and two men who hadn’t swept the floor since the last housekeeper left before Christmas and who wouldn’t sweep a floor till the new housekeeper appeared, the black midden, the yard, all loose stones and puddles and frozen mud and bits of rotting wood and the mad black dog chained to an iron stake by a leaky kennel, chained there winter and summer, hail or snow, no wonder it was mad, poor brute, a blunt black dog which raced to the end of its chain when anybody walked across the yard, barking like a maniac, standing on hind legs, neck so calloused it no longer felt the choking pull of the chain, a dog that would tear your heart out if the chain ever broke. Out of all this Auld Craig had made, the men said, more money than the provost of Kilcaddie, and the provost owned three chemist’s shops, so he was really rich.


Auld Craig reminded Dunky of the evil old uncle in Kidnapped, so mean and terrible he was; the corn in the loft above the small barn was typical, the old man happy to have it piled loose on the floor, not caring a tuppenny bun if his three horses had to eat as much rat shite as grain. The chances were, the men said, he was only hanging on until the factory or the council gee-ed up their offering price for the rest of his land. Not a penny was ever spent on building repairs. Willie patched up the fences himself. If a window was broken the most that happened was a bit of sacking was nailed over the space. The old man, the men said, was stashing away his cash for his retirement. McCann’s big joke was that on his ninetieth birthday (nor far away, they said) the old bastard would celebrate by lashing out two whole shillings for his first bus ride to Glasgow.


By eight they were ready to leave the yard for the tattie field, Donald Telfer leading the way with the Fordson tractor, the refugee-like howkers trailing behind the three carts. McCann led with Big Dick, Blackie McCann standing on the sloping floor of the high-walled cart, being carried above the black hedges of the unmade track road that led through Craig’s hillside. Young Willie came next, walking at the head of the young mare, not interested in cutting a flash figure like McCann. He stood in the third cart with McPhail and Daftie Coll from Oban. Coll, the highland man, had a fat, open face which was always grinning away at something or another, looking back now at the stumbling pack behind them.


“Aye aye then,” he shouted, lifting off his cloth cap with thumb and index finger of his right hand and stroking grizzled hair with the three free fingers, his voice the high pitched singsong of the highland cheuchter. “It’s a fine fresh day for you all, eh? Never mind, missus, the cold air will be killing all your wee bugs.”


A woman shouted something back at Coll, her voice the flat, abrasive accent of Kilcaddie, the kind of voice that came best out of the side of the mouth. There were about a dozen women and girls from the scheme, and twenty or so school-kids let off by the Education for tattie-howking—in the national interest. One and sixpence an hour! He had been a school-howker, he was glad he worked horse now, these kids actually thought it was better than school, grovelling about on their knees in cold, wet earth, hands so numb you’d think they’d been pulverised by a hammer.


Charlie’s broad rump swung from side to side, his front hooves stamping down on frozen tracks, hind legs moving in a different way, the lower hocks coming forward uncertainly, shaking, almost like a cat picking a reluctant way through water. The iron-rimmed wheels trundled over stones and frozen mud ridges and crunched the ice on small puddles. The axle creaked. The hawthorn hedges were bare and black.


“D’ye hear their new housekeeper’s comin’ the day?” said McPhail.


“She won’t last any longer than the last one,” said Coll. Dunky liked to hear Coll speak. Highlanders used a precise sort of English, they’d all been used to speaking the Gaelic and had learned English like a foreign language. Coll knew another highlander who maintained the stretch of railway siding which ran past the farm to the factory. If Coll saw him walking by on the embankment he’d shout something to him in Gaelic. It sounded like gibberish.


“It’s supposed to be raining later the day,” he said, wanting to join in the man’s talk. The sky was now high and dull with just a streak of blue to the west, which might mean that the weather was breaking over the Atlantic, a wind getting up to bring rain clouds over the hills towards Kilcaddie. There were hills on all sides except the east, where even now he could see the black smoke hanging over Glasgow.


They turned into the field, the horse knowing the way so well he hardly had to use the reins at all. Old Charlie had been coming this way for eleven years and he wasn’t a young horse when Craig had bought him, McCann said.


Telfer was yoking the mechanical digger shaft into the iron triangle-bar under the spring seat of the tractor. Coll and McPhail vaulted down from the cart. He stayed on board until he reached the far end of the field. Telfer the tractorman was as fair and open-faced and cheery as McCann was black. Just to watch Telfer swinging his leg over the tractor seat made him feel young and awkward and shabby. Telfer alone of the men didn’t wear a cloth cap. He had curly yellow hair and instead of sharny old flannel shirts and greasy jackets and mouldy pullovers he wore a white undervest (back to front so that it showed white at the neck, the way the Canadians who played ice-hockey at Ayr wore their vests, or the way soldiers did in American films), a clean grey shirt and brown leather jerkin with no collar. He had blue denim trousers and working the tractor he could get away with wearing ordinary shoes. Dunky preferred the weight of his boots (an old pair of his father’s) but there was no doubt that in boots your socks formed hard wrinkles under the foot, especially when they were a size too big.


“Look out, you people,” Telfer shouted as he swung the tractor and digger round towards the end of the drill, “this machine’s built for speed.”


He had a funny way of sitting on the sprung-seat, twisted round almost sideways, smoking a cigarette—which none of the other men did. The big tyre treads threw up small dollops of black earth. Telfer grinned at the howkers, no doubt looking for some bit that might be game for a ride one of these nights, creep back down to the hay-barn when the Craigs were in the house, that was Telfer! Trying to look gruff and manly, Dunky jumped down from the cart. It wasn’t so easy if you were only fifteen and hardly needing to shave. It was all right for Telfer, he seemed to think work was all a great joke.


“Keep them at it, McCann,” Young Willie shouted as he and Coll and McPhail headed off towards the tattie pits at the far end of the next field. Telfer started up the drill. The whirling spokes of the digger’s wheel threw dirt and tatties and half-withered shaws against a mesh net hanging from a bar. The net let through the earth but dropped the potatoes in a more or less straight line about a yard wide.


The howkers had split up, two or three to each section of about ten to fifteen yards. When the digger passed through their section they either bent their backs over the line of potatoes, or got their knees down on bits of sacking which they dragged along as they threw tatties into their coracle-shaped wire baskets, each holding about forty pounds of potatoes. Some of the women wore old aprons over their coats. They were from the poor end of the scheme and some of them probably had just the one coat.


He led Charlie to the first filled baskets. He was getting hardened to it now, after more than a week among the tatties. Bend, hands under either end of the basket, brace the stomach muscles, up with it in one movement, shift the angle of the elbows, push up, drop one end into the cart. Throw the empty basket on the ground. Bend, both hands up, twist elbows, push, and let the yellow potatoes rumble onto the wooden floor of the cart. It was easy at the beginning, when the potatoes were below the top of the cart walls, he could get a basket up onto the edge and then let them drop in. He threw down the second basket and walked to Charlie’s head. His fingers were numb, but they’d warm up by the end of the first drill. Two more baskets. The short walk forward. Three baskets this time. Don’t hurry, the secret was to take it at a steady pace. Try to look flash now and you’ll be knackered by teabreak. A piece of earth fell onto his face. He rubbed at it with the sleeve of his old jerkin. Halfway down, his stomach muscles beginning to make themselves felt, he passed Telfer on his way up to the head of the next drill.


“Aye, aye,” Telfer shouted, “You still think it’s better’n school?”


“Oh aye,” Dunky shouted back. Two more baskets. Up with the bastards, throw the empties down, don’t waste time, ten drills to go before teabreak. The cart began to fill up. He had to throw each new basket-load into the middle so that the potatoes would be evenly distributed. The big iron-rimmed wheels sank into the soft earth. Charlie had to jerk the cart forward after each stop. His arms began to ache. The secret was to swing them about a bit as you walked between the waiting pairs of howkers. Now the load was a yellow pyramid appearing above the walls of the cart. He had to push the last two baskets up to the top of the heap. The thing was to take it steady. Try to hurry and you’d let a load fall back on the ground that would look very silly. By now McCann was leading Big Dick down the second drill. He put his hand on Charlie’s nose strap and led him to the gate. If they worked it right there was always one cart out of the field, at the pits, one being filled, and one empty, ready to take up the next drill. McCann, being stronger, was supposed to do most of the loading, with him leading them to the pits. The cart rumbled up the slight bump at the gate and they were onto the track road. He kicked earth off his boots. At the pits the three other men were waiting by the long, low trench. They let him back Charlie towards the pit, and when it was in position they unyoked the cart shafts and got their shoulders under the shafts and held them steady as the cart tipped up and back. Then they pulled down the shafts and he left them to heap the yellow Golden Wonders into a continuous pyramid. They spread a layer of straw over the sloping pile and shovelled earth on top and banged it down with their spades, sealing the tatties off from the frost until it was time to open the pits and weigh them into bags for the potato merchant.


Back in the field McCann was already walking away from Big Dick’s load towards the mare and the empty cart.


“Where’ve ye been, for Jesus’ sake?” he shouted. “Gie that lazy brute a kick on the arse if he’ll no’ get a move on.”


He went back to the pits with the second load, walking a good two feet clear of the horse’s stamping fore-hooves, his own boots continually picking up an extra sole of black, cloying earth. With a full load even Big Dick had no chance of playing up, but on the way back with an empty cart, seeming to know that it was only a boy at his head, he decided to move along at a brisk rate, now and then throwing up his head when something unseen to Dunky excited him.


This time McCann was still loading. He took Dick to the end of the third drill, tying the rope reins tight to the shaft so that the horse wouldn’t stand on them, which would cause more excitement. The short rest only made his arms ache more as he started to throw in the baskets, this time doing it with even more care, in case a potato flew up and startled the horse. He didn’t joke with the howkers. He was too young to treat them the way McCann did, like a lot of half-witted scum. The older women had terrible sharp tongues. Bend, grip, up, twist, push, throw down the empty, bend, grip, up, twist, push . . . each time he took the horse forward he felt the cold air rasping into his heaving lungs, but his hands were getting warm. Black and warm.


On this trip he had a look at the factory, away down the hill towards the railway line. It had two large hangar-type sheds, huge buildings still painted with wartime camouflage, green and brown in irregular blotches. Around the big sheds were smaller buildings, and at one end a mountain of scrap. They pounded this down for melting with a huge iron ball dropped from a crane. And the two-storey office block where, said Telfer, there was enough talent to drain the balls of King Farouk. Telfer knew all about the women in the factory office, don’t worry, he’d rammed a few of them, don’t worry.


By nine o’clock the sky was streaky, smears of blue among high drifting cloud. It seemed to be getting warmer, although that might be just from working. At half-nine the factory hooter would go for teabreak, vacuum flasks brought out of old gas-mask cases, sandwiches eaten under a hedge, sitting on dry sacks. He was famished already. He had bacon and cheese today. He was coming back from the pits with old Charlie, standing on the bumping cart floor, when he spotted Auld Craig’s head moving above the hedges.


“Girrup, Charlie,” he said, flicking the rope-reins on the horse’s sagging back. Charlie raised his head and pricked his ears, but his step slowed back to normal in a matter of yards. He was willing enough, but the muscle had gone. His head dropped again, his great hindquarters rolling slowly, the cart creaking and jerking along the slowly-melting ruts.


Auld Craig followed him into the field on his bike, boots sticking out at right angles, his hodden-grey suit hanging in loose folds now that he was eighty-five or so and shrinking. Maybe he’d be away to the far end of the field before the old man said anything, he was a fearful man to speak to, a terrible bent old man with light blue eyes that only occasionally allowed themselves to be seen through great grey eyebrows and heavily-bearded cheekbones. He jumped off the cart to tie Charlie to a post. From the horse’s head he could watch the old man get off his bike, a favourite performance among the men.


Auld Craig let the bike and himself fall to one side, making a scrabbling sort of mad jump to free his old bowed legs from the falling frame, at the same time waving his arms, getting his left boot caught, half-stumbling, finally jumping clear and taking a kick at the bike.


“MAAYYYAH!” was what his oath sounded like, the bellow of an old sheep. Dunky walked up the drill with the mare. Telfer was now at the far end, six drills dug now, little bursts of smoke pop-popping from the tractor’s thin, upright exhaust pipe.


“McCANN DAMN YE!” Auld Craig damned most people before he spoke to them.


“CRAIG!” McCann roared back, grinning at the boy from the shelter of the horse. McCann was very impudent, as long as the old man was a good distance away.


“COME HERE DAMN YE MAN!”


Dunky tied the mare’s reins to the rear of Big Dick’s cart and took over from McCann, who walked down the drill towards the old man. He took a firm hold on the rope so that it pressed hard on Dick’s soft mouth. It was a good moment for Big Dick to be well under control. A bad horse was nothing compared to Auld Craig.


“You’ve got an easy time of it, huvn’t ye?” said a woman howker, her face streaked with dirt, a balaclava helmet covering her hair, a woman who could have been anything from twenty to fifty.


“How’s that, missus?” he said. Up with the basket, up to the top of the load, almost on tiptoe, arms and shoulders lead-filled.


“Ach, he’s only a wean,” her mate said. “He’s no up to real toil.”


“A wean?” he said. Everybody thought everybody else’s job was easier than their own. Howking was dirty and cold, but it wasn’t heavy, just a bit sore on the back. “Is that a fact?”


He’d thought he’d have time to give a bit of patter to the one or two good-looking girls, not a chance. He was breathing heavy again. What the hell would he do when the front cart was full? Bring the mare round in front? No, Big Dick wouldn’t like that. He’d have to lead the horse forward and then walk back to the second cart. Wasting valuable time! Craig would notice that. Bend, grip, up, back sore, twist, hands raw against the wire, push, stay up you bastards. It must be giving him good muscles, what Baldy Campbell said he needed for football, more weight and strength. He took off his green zipper jerkin and tied its sleeves round the shaft. The elbows of his pullover were ragged holes. Under that he wore an old, collarless shirt of his father’s. Crows and gulls were all about now, whirling in the sky, zooming down in flocks behind the tractor. The gulls were moving inland, they’d been told at school, more food. Watch out, birdies, he thought, ye cannae steal Auld Craig’s valuable worms and expect to live.


“HEY YOU BOYYY, COME HERE!” Aye aye. Trouble. He hung the mare’s reins over the shaft and led Big Dick’s load down towards the two men. Here and there was a Golden Wonder the howkers had missed. If Auld Craig saw them there would be ructions. Valuable tatties!


“We’re not needin’ the three horse,” the old man said, staring at his boots. “Gin dinnertime take that old beast back to the stable. Two cairts is enough. And cut out that chatterin’ ta the girls, I’m no’ peyin’ ye to dae your winchin’ here. Get a move on, damn ye, if it turns out wet we’ll be buggert.”


“Aye, right, Craig,” he said. That was the proper way to address the farmer, although it sounded strange to call the old man by his surname. Willie had explained to him that his father was entitled to be called Craig—he was the Craig. Only men who didn’t own land needed to be called Mister. Even Willie called his own father Craig.


“Hrrmmph.” The old man cleared his throat and spat a lump of catarrh the size of a penny. Then he squinted through his eyebrows. “Is this suiting you better than being a scholar, Logan?”


“Oh aye,” he said, grinning. Craig must like him. He walked back to the two carts. It was very strange how the old man changed accents. Sometimes he spoke to you in broad Scots, sometimes in what the schoolteachers called proper English. They were very hot on proper English at the school. Once he’d got a right showing up in the class for accidentally pronouncing butter “bu’er”. Miss Fitzgerald had gone on (him having to stand in front of the class) about the glottal stop being dead common and very low-class, something that would damn you if you wanted a decent job. A decent job—like a bank! His mother spoke proper English, but then she was hellish keen on proving they were respectable. His father spoke common Kilcaddie, which he knew his mother didn’t like. When the Craigs spoke broad it wasn’t quite the same as common Kilcaddie—some of their expressions sounded as though they came straight out of Rabbie Burns! Telfer had a Kilcaddie accent, but he pronounced all his words properly, no doubt from seeing too many pictures. McCann spoke very coarse and broad, but there was something false about him, as though he put it on deliberately.


He still spoke the school’s idea of proper English, he knew that all right because every time he opened his mouth he could hear himself sounding like a real wee pan-loaf toff. (Maybe that was what annoyed McCann?) Why did Auld Craig and Willie change about? Did it depend on what they thought of you? He remembered Nicol the English teacher saying that broad Scots was pronounced very much like Anglo-Saxon or middle English or some such expression. If that was so why did they try and belt you into speaking like some English nancy boy on the wireless? He’d asked Nicol that and Nicol said right or wrong didn’t come into it, proper English was what the school had to teach you if you weren’t going to be a guttersnipe all your life. Was it being a guttersnipe to talk your own country’s language? It would be a lot healthier if folk spoke one way. Sometimes you hear them say “eight” and sometimes “eicht”, sometimes “farm” and sometimes “ferm”. Sometimes “ye” and sometimes “youse” and sometimes “yese” and sometimes “you”. Sometimes “half” and sometimes “hauf”. Was it your faither or your father? Your mither or your mother? He felt he was speaking to his audience again. You see, if school was any use it would teach you things like that, not just jump on you for not talking like a Kelvinside nancy boy. Why teach kids that Burns was the great national poet and then tell you his old Scots words were dead common? What sounds better—“gie your face a dicht wi’ a clootie” or “give your face a wipe with a cloth”? One was Scottish and natural and the other was a lot of toffee-nosed English shite.


“See me, I’m Peter Cavanagh, the man with a million voices,” he said to Big Dick as they walked along the track road to the pits. “Gi’es a len’ o’ yur pen, hen? What was that my good man? Sorry, lady, give us a wee loan of your fountain pen, madam. Otherwise Ah’ll melt ye. And here is that ancient man of the moment, that crazy comic from Kilcaddie, Sir Crawly Craig, what song are you giving us the night, Sir Crawly—what’s that, ‘gin lowsing ye’ll ging for a wee donner doon the heather’? Very nice, I hope it isn’t dirty.”


Coming back from the pits he passed old Charlie, now tied to the fence, head down looking for grass. Eleven years working for Craig, he deserved a rest. On the last time down the drill he’d had to kick him on the leg to get him moving. One of the howker women said it was disgraceful, kicking a dumb animal.


“It’s him or me,” he’d said, trying to make her laugh. She didn’t see the joke, ignorant old bag. Did she think he liked putting the boot on a horse—like McCann? He liked the old horse, he hadn’t really tried to hurt him—just wake him up. Everybody had to work. Work or want. Kids got belted at school, horses got belted on a farm. But only if they wouldn’t work.


Big Dick had lost a bit of steam now.


“Come on, you evil bugger,” he said, leading him forward down the drill, speaking softly so that the howkers wouldn’t hear. “Let’s see how strong you think you are.”


They’d have to go faster now, with only the two carts and three men waiting at the pits. Still, it was a decent thought of the old man to let old Charlie stop working, his insides might have collapsed. Poor old devil, he’d earned his rest out on the grass. He hadn’t really enjoyed kicking him. He wasn’t like McCann.


As he came back into the field from his next trip to the pits he felt cheerful enough to bend down and pick up a stone. Once you’d got through the first hour or so of Monday morning you began to get used to it all again. He waited till he was within range of a bunch of strutting crows. They fluttered into the air but his savagely-thrown stone landed harmlessly on the ground.


Then the factory hooter went for half-past nine and teabreak. Only the tip of his nose was cold now.
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