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Polmont boys  
Kenneth Roy 

I
Two inmates of Polmont young 
offenders institution have died within a
few days of each other. They were Liam 
Kerr, 19, after an 'incident'
of an undisclosed nature, and Robert 
Wagstaff, 18. Both were sentenced
last year in the same sheriff court 
(Paisley). 

Did they know each other? Were their deaths connected in some way? We can do no 
more than speculate. How did they die? Again we have not been told. What crimes 
had they committed? The authorities aren’t saying and neither case crops up on an 
internet trawl.

The details are not so much sketchy as almost non-existent. The official statement 
from the Scottish Prison Service retreats behind the familiar mantra of ‘no suspicious 
circumstances’ (usually a euphemism for suicide), adding that next-of-kin have been 
informed and that 'fatal accident inquiries may take place in due course'.

May? Unless there has been an unobserved change in the law, they must take place. 
In cases of death in custody, there is no discretion. It is odd that the press office of the 
Scottish Prison Service seems to believe there is.

The story surfaced briefly on BBC Scotland's news website yesterday afternoon but 
by the evening it had gone. The newspapers have little to add. We shall hear no more 
of Liam Kerr and Robert Wagstaff until the obligatory inquiries, and we shall 
probably hear no more of them even then. Deaths in custody rarely excite much 
public curiosity.

I have a personal reason for mentioning these ones.
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II
Many years ago, I went to Polmont as a visitor and hanger-on. I was about 10 years 
old. My father’s company of strolling players believed in taking theatre to the people, 
and one night they took theatre to the borstal (as it was known in those days). I have 
long forgotten which of their repertoire of homespun comedies they inflicted on this 
captive audience, but I have never forgotten the unique quality of the  experience as I 
watched it unfold from the wings.

In the packed recreation hall, the atmosphere was raucous even before the curtain 
went up. A loud cheer greeted the first appearance of the actors, whose every 
exchange of dialogue provoked uncontrolled hilarity. Struggling to be heard above 
the din, they were soon competing with an irreverent commentary on the 
implausibility of the plot from some wag in the stalls. It was chaos. It was anarchy.

The company, sweat pouring off their faces, battled on until the blessed respite of the 
interval, when my father gave them a pep talk and propelled them back on stage for 
Act II. At the end of the ordeal, a roar erupted with thunderous stamping of feet. The 
ovation lasted several minutes until finally officers cleared the hall and the boys
returned to their cells.

But the most remarkable part of the evening was still to come. Before the exhausted 
visitors boarded the company bus, they turned back to have a last look at Polmont 
borstal and saw hundreds of small faces behind barred windows waving them 
goodbye. It is one of the few outstanding memories of my childhood, and it has never 
ceased to fill me with pity.

I knew nothing then of what went on in borstals. The institutions were named after a 
town in Kent where the Victorians converted part of an adult prison into an 
experimental unit for young offenders between the ages of 16 and 21. In theory at 
least, it was enlightened penal reform. The children and young people were kept apart 
from the other prisoners and introduced to an improving regime of physical exercise, 
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school lessons (a minimum of six hours a week of evening classes) and vocational 
training in such trades as sewing, bricklaying and hedge-trimming.

But it was a harsh regime: excessively so by modern standards. The day began at 6am 
with a brisk two-mile run followed by a breakfast of cold porridge, bread and jam and 
then a busy day of compulsory chores. Photographs in the National Archives depict 
ferocious looking PE instructors yelling orders at boys in shorts. The strict discipline 
included the ultimate sanction of the birch, and among the inmates bullying was rife. 
No doubt it was also the perfect environment for sexual abuse.

In 1988 borstals were deemed to have outlived their usefulness and were replaced by 
young offenders institutions, many on the same sites. I wouldn’t recognise Polmont if 
I went back. It has been rebuilt. It is now the largest institution of its kind in Britain, 
with accommodation for 760 inmates.

III
They don’t birch them any longer. They don’t march them on early morning hikes in 
the bleak midwinter or expect them them to eat cold porridge or bark insults at them 
in exercise yards. A new block has been created with every modern facility, the 
degrading practice of slopping out ceased some years ago, and inmates are addressed 
by their first names.

Nevertheless the most recent report by HM Inspector of Prisons makes depressing 
reading. The chief inspector concluded that many of the staff regard Polmont as ‘just 
another prison’ rather than as a place of special needs. He noted the high turnover of 
senior management.

He found that too often offenders were ‘still in their beds in the afternoon, having 
been up late the previous night watching TV in their cells’, that there was a lack of 
incentive to take part in education or vocational training (‘The regime appears to do 
little to encourage aspiration’) and that younger offenders were offered even less 
access to purposeful activity than their older counterparts.
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Of the 11 external work placements, only two were being taken up at the time of the 
inspection; training workshops were often closed; there was no opportunity to obtain 
the advanced-level vocational qualifications that would equip offenders for a useful 
life on release; and inmates were locked in their cells for long periods of the day and 
night.

It is extraordinary that the Scottish government, with its many claims to running a 
humane society, should have allowed young offenders to fester in this way. For all 
that borstal was brutal, there was a kernel of good in it: the insistence on learning and 
work. Unaccountably that ethic seems to have gone. It may be time to rediscover and 
nurture it.

Meanwhile, two young men are dead and we don’t know how – or, much more 
important, why.  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Politicians are the new parents  
Elga Graves 

 
The provision of one additional year of state-
funded educational provision for 24-month-
old infants from poor homes is a totemic SNP 
policy. The government's justification for this 
educational policy is that it will lay down the 
bedrock for the national effort to close the 
gap in educational attainment and lifelong 
economic prospects between children from 

poor homes and those from more privileged backgrounds. The government will be 
signalled as progressive, inclusive, virtuous, and child-friendly. 

But will it?

The evidence cited to articulate the need for this policy is impressive. Evidence 
derived directly from infants shows that children of employed graduate parents at 36 
months have some 3,000 words whereas children from deprived backgrounds have as 
few as 300; the latter are two years behind. It is important to recognise that what is at 
issue here is not the one-upmanship of Gradgrind's fabled horse, but the practised use 
of all the little pronouns, adverbs and prepositions which allow us to create context to 
express our thoughts about space, time and probability. 

The holy grail of pedagogic effort at this stage in the child's educational development 
is to produce a child adequately equipped to embark on the adventure of fruitful 
hypothesis about himself, his school subjects, the world and his place in it. Good 
teaching both harnesses and retains the child's age-related sense of playfulness. 
Decent relations between the home and school ensure that the horizons of parental 
expectations on behalf of their child are met. These are the essential ingredients, with 
few local variations, of any successful school system. 
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So, what could be more reasonable than to find funds and nursery places for an 
additional year for children from the least socially advantaged, educationally poor 
and possibly least healthy homes and begin the task of closing the attainment gap? At 
first glance, it would appear to be an enlightened and humane policy: educational 
provision provided on the basis of need.

What is wrong is the message it sends to already disempowered women, many of 
whom are at grave risk of giving up on their identity and confidence in themselves as 
the rock on which their infants' experience of childhood rests. The suggestion that 
they hand over early parenting to the school, to professionals, and ultimately to the 
state, may well undermine what confidence they have in their own parenting skills.

The socially assured, professionally qualified mother does not occupy the same 
universe as her poorer counterpart. The yummy mummy of Bearsden or Morningside 
enjoys the luxury of making real choices in respect of her child-bearing status. She 
may choose to have no children. She may elect, with little penalty to her earning 
potential and increasingly little interruption to her career-building, to take a career 
break. If, after carrying and delivering her child, she entertains doubts about her own 
parenting skills she may afford hired help, access medical services with social 
assurance to diagnose some of the bewildering range of newly discovered children's 
'conditions' or, alternatively, she may buy a great many spa weekends. 

The poorer mother, on the other hand, enjoys few options. Childbearing may well 
represent the 'Camelot' moment of her life. This is the woman who bears the brunt of 
Scotland's dreary statistics of domestic violence, divorce, deserting partners or even 
the indignity of state involvement in their sex lives via social security assessment. 
Her economic prospects were written on the wall for her by the failure of the Scottish 
school system which, according to Professor Lindsay Paterson, has failed to impact 
on inequality and social mobility in Scotland since the late 60s. 

In 1986 I persuaded the agency which preceded Scottish Enterprise to invite an 
American educator to Scotland to evaluate whether the state-wide programme with 
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which she had much success in Missouri could bear cultural transference to Scotland 
and, more particularly, to the families of the eight square miles of northern Glasgow. 

Mildred Winter, now a distinguished world-class educator as well as being a very old 
and venerable lady, visited Glasgow in 1987. She has been honoured with a Kennedy 
medal for her achievement in starting and developing the Parents as Teachers (PAT) 
programme. Starting as a nursery teacher she developed a home-visiting programme 
of adult volunteers who visited homes from late-pregnancy onward to ensure that 
early learning/parenting skills were in place. She saw to it that the training of the 
volunteers was kept short and sharp. The only qualifications candidates needed to 
undertake home-visiting were demonstrable records of working well with children. 
Ms Winter single-handedly drove the programme through the legislature until it was 
mandatory in every school district in the state of Missouri, which has a population 
quite comparable to that of Scotland. 

The system is based on the common-sense idea that expensive school contact hours 
can never compare with the 24-hours a day commitment that most parents 
demonstrate. Therefore the best method of supporting the parents as the main 
teachers of the child, while ensuring continuous engagement of the parent with the 
school process later, was to take the support into the home.

The system is now available in tens of US states and eight foreign countries. New 
Zealand, in particular, adopted the system wholesale. Mildred Winter found a 
valuable champion in the person of the state governor whose wife used the 
programme. Could we imagine any of the young mothers in our parliament anxious 
to get a place on a Scottish version of PAT for themselves and their infants?

With the experience of 30 years of this programme it is now possible to compare the 
educational achievements of participants in PAT at the end of secondary level 
education. They are significantly better than children who had no nursery education, 
than those who attended private nursery or those who attended state-funded nursery 
education. 
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Mildred Winter felt at that time that PAT was a cultural impossibility for Scotland. I 
thought then and think now that it is a political impossibility. The fact is that Scottish 
society at large appears to believe that education and early learning is something that 
can only be delivered from on high, from professional teachers down to the 
underperforming. Educators are reluctant to release their grip on the educational 
process, despite the truth that what is really at issue is the confidence and well-being 
of the mother.

But we don't need to look any further than the 'named person' proposal to see how 
little faith Scotland has in mothers. Of course, the policy of nursery provision for 
two-year-olds is not intended to be lacking in empathy. But its unintended 
consequences will be cruel in effect and unsuccessful in its aims. Above all, the 
government, having satisfied itself that it is doing something about the attainment 
gap, will have failed to provide support to the many parents who need some help in 
realising that they truly are the best possible teachers their child is ever going to have.

If Scotland were a lifeboat, the only certainty is that there would not be a sign saying 
'women and children first'.  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Who cares for the carers?  
Islay McLeod 
 

The caring profession must be one of 
the toughest, most underpaid jobs in 
the UK, if not the world. Even Japan, 
which values its elderly citizens, is 
falling short on the need for care. 
Tight schedules, a crammed workload, 
and unpredictable shifts. Who would 
do it? Well, many people do – for an 
average wage in Scotland of £14,665. 

I went for an an interview myself, one gloomy, dreich day in Barrhead, early 2000s, 
where fellow jobseekers sat round in a circle (some there for the basic necessity of 
picking up their allowance) and were told the benefits and difficulties of such work. I 
was idealistic and enthusiastic but was soon pulled to the side. 'What if you were 
looking after a man in his 80s and he needed a bath or had an accident? Could you 
cope with that?' Further scenarios were implanted in my imagination and they swam 
around my head. This is a vocation, not a job, I thought. Plus, shamefully, I noted that 
the salary was barely five figures, if that.

According to the Scottish government's website, 'Free personal care is available for 
everyone aged 65 and over in Scotland who has been assessed by the local authority 
as needing it' and 'Free nursing care is available for people of any age who have been 
assessed as requiring nursing care services'. It is essentially up to your local social 
work services department to assess your care needs – and don't I know it. 

My gran, a former nurse, was a difficult, housebound, immobile patient, with four 
carers each day. She was convinced that her training and experience, gained during 
the glory days of 'Doctor in the House', gave her a right to tell the carers how to do 
their job. Her behaviour (she was compos mentis with the mind of a 21-year-old) 
resulted in a visit from the head of social work from our council area. My gran got 
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going and my sister and mum left the room embarrassed and upset, while I attempted 
to reason with my gran, who was once full of glee but now played games. The carers 
remained in place somehow, and my respect for them grew even more. How lucky 
she was.

But what if you don't receive this service and have to care for a loved one alone? In 
Scotland there are around 788,000 carers, saving the Scottish economy a whopping 
£10.8 billion each year thanks to their unpaid work. Of this number, 29,000 are young 
carers. But what does that mean exactly?

According to the NHS, 'a young carer is someone aged 18 or under who helps look 
after a relative who has a condition, such as a disability, illness, mental health 
condition or a drug or alcohol problem'. So clearly they can't be neatly pigeonholed 
or, worse, stereotyped. Let's think about that. So many young carers, so little time for 
the usual teenage delights – hormones and all. Each case is different. In this way it is 
difficult to offer a blanket support system.

Last Thursday was Young Carers Awareness Day 2017. A young carer can be aged 
five to 18 and take on responsibilities and pressures which we can't imagine.

Let's take just one scenario. Imagine a typical day consists of getting up and dressed, 
then assisting your mother or father out of bed, preparing breakfast, administering 
and setting up necessary medication, tidying up the house and then leaving to go to 
school. All this before 9am. After a long day at school you return home for a similar 
routine of dinner, cleaning, nursing, homework, and then bed. You are on 24-hour 
call, seven days a week. Heartbreaking as it sounds, this is the life of many young 
people.

It's no surprise to learn that the education of young carers often suffers, with 
difficulties in completing homework to deadlines and indeed general attendance of 
school. A survey carried out by Cares Trust Scotland found that a third of those asked 
admitted to having to skip school at some point most weeks. Even more worryingly, 
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82% also reported feelings of stress. In terms of future aspirations and desires, the 
results look bleak. 

But ambition is so important to us. Ambition makes us fight to pound down heavy 
studded doors – some locked and unattainable – to become better individuals. 
Challenges are presented and we take them on to be what we wish to become. 
Without ambition, we merely dwindle through life with no strategy or direction. Hope 
and ambition are not always comfortable allies. Young or, indeed, child carers have to 
be given the chance to reach their aspirations in life. 

Statistics suggest that 60% of us adults will become carers at one point in our life and 
that 10% already are. This is our hidden secret. Why not put ourselves in their 
position and think again?  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Mollycoddling the Doctors  
Barbara Millar 

I have a brain tumour. I haven’t thought 
about it in years, but recent press 
headlines surrounding the untimely death 
of socialite Tara Palmer-Tomkinson made 
me remember that it’s probably still there. 
Ms Palmer-Tomkinson was, apparently, 
told last year by her doctor that she had a 
brain tumour and immediately, 
understandably, went into melt-down 

mode, fearing imminent death (her death was of completely unrelated causes). 
Eventually, her doctor suggested that it might have been more appropriate had he 
called it as a wart or small growth. I am hoping that Tara’s fears were dissipated by 
this more realistic description.

I know what it feels like to be told you have a brain tumour because my GP, over 20 
years ago, used exactly the same words when I went to his surgery for the results of 
routine blood tests. I remember nothing else about that consultation, just the 
reverberation of the words 'brain tumour'. I left in a daze, bursting into tears in the 
street. Fortunately, I stumbled into my next door neighbour who took me home and 
calmed me down, while I tried to make some sense of this doom-laden diagnosis.

Finally, I plucked up the courage to return to the surgery and was then told that what I 
actually had was a microprolactinoma, a benign and very common growth, about the 
size of a pea, on the pituitary gland. A growth that has caused me not one single 
problem in all the years it has been making itself comfortable in the deep recesses of 
my brain. Tara Palmer-Tomkinson seemed to have had something similar, and this 
was certainly not a tumour that was going to endanger her life.

I wonder how many more of us have been in receipt of such a potentially devastating 
diagnosis, only to find out that things were not as serious as they first appeared? And 

!14



what psychological damage does this reckless and rather crass use of the catch-all 
phrase 'brain tumour' do? I ask this because I was so very disturbed to read recently 
that undergraduate medical students at Glasgow University were being allowed to opt 
out of participation in role play sessions designed to help them learn how to deliver 
bad news to patients. A verbal warning is issued at the start of these sessions to alert 
students who 'feel they would struggle' with such difficult scenarios.

Glasgow University is one of the top 10 UK universities for teaching medicine. Isn’t 
delivering bad news an integral, essential part of any doctor’s job? How, if students 
are able to be exempted from learning through role play how to support patients 
through one of the most difficult times of their lives, are they ever going to be able do 
it for real in a surgery or clinic?

And isn’t it also important to be able, not only to deliver bad news sensitively when 
bad news it is, but also to explain diagnoses in realistic terms, rather than to blurt out 
the words 'brain tumour' and then wonder why the pole-axed patient never takes in 
another word that’s said.

My 'brain tumour' experience also highlights another significant problem with the 
NHS: the bureaucratic system which often subjects patients to a lifetime of 
unnecessary monitoring. Once my microprolactinoma had been confirmed by an MRI 
scan (it was tiny) I was then monitored annually by a blood test in a hospital 
outpatient clinic. I was told what symptoms to be aware of – milk secretion (prolactin 
stimulates the breast to produce milk) and poor peripheral vision. Year after year I 
dutifully attended the clinic and returned for my results. Year after year there was 
absolutely no change in my condition. I tell you what, I finally told my consultant, I 
know what changes to look out for so, if I’m worried, I’ll come back. In the 
meantime, the NHS can save its resources and we can both save our time. It has 
worked.

I believe that those of us with long-term, but clearly not significant, health issues 
should take more personal responsibility for monitoring them. Endless clinic and GP 
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appointments should be the last resort. Imagine then how much more money might be 
available for the serious stuff – such as the real brain tumours.  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Yulia: murder or suicide?  
SR investigation  

 
In Arrochar she is still remembered, and 
not only because her remains were 
discovered there. Years later her death is as 
much a cause of speculation in that small 
Argyllshire community as it was at the 
time. There is a deep scepticism about the 
official version of events, coupled with a 
suspicion that the Scottish authorities 
failed to investigate the case properly and 

hurried to a premature judgement. For these reasons we are re-opening our own file 
on Yulia (Yulechka) Solodyankina.

Yulia, the 22-year-old daughter of a wealthy company director in Moscow, came to 
Scotland to study physics. While at Edinburgh University, she joined a dance group, 
Anansi. On 6 June 2013, she was attending a gig at a pub called the Wee Red Bar in 
Lady Lawson Street when, around 9pm, she told her companions she wasn't feeling 
well and left, apparently to go back to her flat. The following morning she messaged 
her boyfriend. We don't know what was in that last message.

The following afternoon, 7 June, Yulia was twice captured on CCTV: first walking 
down South Bridge in Edinburgh at 2.50pm, then in Buchanan Street bus station in 
Glasgow at 4.55pm. In the latter footage she walks across the concourse into 
WHSmith, reappears about a minute later, and looks over both shoulders before 
disappearing out of sight. The footage is inconclusive: she could have been going to 
board a bus; equally possibly, she could have been leaving the bus station. If she did 
continue her journey – say on the late afternoon Citylink coach to Oban which calls at 
Arrochar – it is strange that the trail ended at Buchanan Street, for Citylink had 
CCTV on its buses in June 2013.
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Yulia's friends instigated a huge appeal for her on social media. They hosted dance 
and drumming events across Edinburgh and circulated thousands of coffee cups with 
her photograph. Her face was plastered on lamp-posts and shop windows on the 
university campuses. The charity Missing People featured her on digital billboards 
and in media outlets. But the search for Yulia led nowhere. She was never seen or 
heard from again.

On 9 January 2014 – 216 days later – a body was found by two hillwalkers near a 
woodland track 42 miles from Buchanan Street bus station. Although forensic 
pathologists were able to identify it from DNA testing, they were unable to say much 
more. Their code of practice obliges them to record a death as 'unascertained' or 
'undetermined' if, having considered all the evidence, 'no cause can reasonably be 
found'. In this case, it was 'unascertained', no doubt because the body was so badly 
decomposed. The police did not delay long – a mere four days – before declaring that 
there were 'no suspicious circumstances', a well-known official euphemism for 
suicide.

Media coverage of the discovery in Arrochar ranged from the fanciful to the bizarre. 
At least four newspapers reported that Yulia had chosen to travel to a 'beauty spot' for 
the purpose of taking her own life. It's no beauty spot. SR's Rachel Sharp, who 
recently visited the site, reports: 'It is shaded by extremely tall trees which block any 
view of Argyll or Loch Long. It's also midge-infested and literally used as a dumping 
ground.'

Another newspaper – the Herald – said initially that the head and hands had 
'reportedly been removed' from the body and that it was 'believed to have been partly 
wrapped in plastic'. By the following morning the story had been amended to exclude 
any reference to decapitation, but the online version continues to refer to the body 
having been partly wrapped in plastic, a claim that the authorities have neither 
confirmed nor denied.

From the limited information provided by the police and the media (assuming that 
any of the media stories can be trusted), it is possible to piece together a narrative of 
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Yulia's last minutes: she leaves the bus near the Tarbet Hotel, walks past the railway 
station, climbs hilly terrain, and hangs herself from a tree in a thickly wooded area. 
Her body, which has slipped to the ground in the long process of decomposition, lies 
there until heavy rain causes the soil to shift and exposes the remains.

How plausible is any of this?

First, let's have a closer look at the site. Yulia's body was found 60 yards from a 
woodland track leading to the hill known as the Cobbler. The track has vehicle access 
to and from the A83 and is used by dog walkers, joggers, mountain bikers, the 
Forestry Commission and the local council. Two local residents accompanied Rachel 
Sharp to the spot.

She writes: 'Stephen and I walked from the hotel to where she allegedly hanged 
herself. He invited me to lead the way to get a sense of her thought process on the 
journey. The route is obscure and involves walking along the main road and zig-
zagging up a hill. After climbing for 10 minutes or so, we arrived at a dirt road which 
diverged into three different paths. I decided that, having climbed this far, it would 
make sense to keep going up, but Yulia, apparently, opted to walk in the direction of a 
downward slope. Her remains were found a few hundred yards beyond this point.'

In Rachel's opinion, there are two problems with 
the narrative: 

1. The theory that the soil shifted with the rain is 
hard to accept because the ground is so much 
shaded by forestry as to be 'pretty much solid'. 

2. Yulia could not have hanged herself from a tree 
because the branches are too far from the ground. 
Any branches that are within reach would have 
been too thin to support her weight. 

Now let's hear from the two local residents who  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have pursued an interest in the case. In September 2013, three months after Yulia 
supposedly hanged herself, one of them was walking his dog in the area during his 
recovery from an appendix operation:

Jason: I came down what was the original climbers' path. I'd overdone it with my 
appendix and sat down on a stone over there. Now, I can't be 100% sure which stone 
it was, but I'm about 90% sure it was that one over there [points]. I sat on that stone 
for at least half an hour, possibly longer. I had my working dog with me, a scent dog, 
and all that time she was running about in the area and coming back over to me. If 
Yulia was hanging from a tree, I wouldn't have thought there was any way she 
wouldn't have been seen. I'm not saying it's impossible. But it's improbable.

Stephen: We live here. We know the area and its habits. The track near where Yulia's 
remains were found is an easy little track that much of the village community uses. It 
has a high footfall during the day, summer or winter. The notion that Yulia died there 
by suicide and then remained undiscovered through June, July, August, September, 
October, November and December is ridiculous. In the summer, there would have 
been a persistent stench. Jason is being very precise with his language about the 
improbability of her not being found over that length of time, but I go further...I get 
the sense that she was placed there after decomposition had taken place somewhere 
else.

Next, the circumstantial evidence pointing to a suicidal intention. Yulia had failed to 
obtain an honours degree and lied when she told her father she had achieved a 2:1; 
she was awarded an ordinary. Media reports – if you choose to believe them – say 
that, when police searched her flat, they found suicide websites on her laptop history 
and that she left her phone, passport and purse in the flat. (What, then, was she 
carrying in the overnight bag she had with her, visible on the CCTV footage?) None 
of these claims can be substantiated because of the rapid closure of the police 
investigation and the decision of the procurator fiscal not to recommend a fatal 
accident inquiry.
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Rachel Sharp writes: 'I've been looking at online footage from Anansi. Yulia messes 
up the last step in one of the dances and once the music is over she doesn't smile, clap 
or talk to anyone. She just walks away. This video was published 10 days before she 
was reported missing. This, in addition to the fact that she didn't do well in her final 
year at university, suggests she might have been the type of person who is hard on 
herself. It does get you thinking that perhaps she really was incredibly stressed and 
had had enough. None of this, however, is conclusive evidence that she travelled to 
the west of Scotland to kill herself. If anything, there is just as much evidence to 
suggest that she was making active plans and excited for the future. She had paid to 
stay in her flat for an extra 10 days after the end of term, she had planned to meet a 
friend in London later in June, and her father was due to visit from Russia for two 
weeks.'

One of her friends told a newspaper: 'I wish I'd seen Yulia in Glasgow that day. I 
would have told her how beautiful and intelligent she was and she didn't need a 
degree to prove it.' But not everyone in her circle buys the suicide theory: her friend 
and flatmate Alexandra Amon doubts it. Matthew Crisp, who was prominent in the 
campaign to find her, agreed: 'Yulia seemed happy and just like her normal self the 
last time I saw her. It's a complete mystery. She didn't have any problems as far as I'm 
aware. There's been tons of speculation, but they don't hold much ground.'

The Yulia case bears a number of disconcerting similarities to the mysterious death of 
another young foreign national, Annie Borjesson, extensively reported in SR over the 
years, who likewise lived in Edinburgh, was likewise active in the creative life of the 
city, and likewise travelled to the west of Scotland allegedly with suicide in mind. 
There was the same rush to judgement in Annie's case, the police wrapping it up in 
the same euphemism, 'no suspicious circumstances', and the same failure of public 
accountability.

Just as there is a lingering suspicion that, far from drowning off the beach of a town 
with which she was unfamiliar, Annie was dumped there after death, so there are 
doubts over the fragile narrative in Yulia's case, where a body somehow lay month 
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after month, undetected by the scent of Jason Ferguson's dog or the footfall of many 
walkers, in a rural village with which she too was unfamiliar.

Arrochar has been left with a symbol of official casualness and insensitivity: the 
police tape still in the bushes after three years. If only everything else about the death 
of Yulia Solodyankina was so transparent.  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The day Britain died  
Gerry Hassan

Last week a Rubicon was crossed as the 
House of Commons voted 494 to 122 – a 
government majority of 372 – to give a 
third reading to triggering Article 50.

Just as seriously on the same day – 
Wednesday 8 February – the UK 
government reneged on its promise to take 
3,000 child refugees (what was called the 
Dubs amendment) and slashed the number 

to 350. If that wasn’t enough the Commons at the same time voted to refuse to offer 
any guarantees to EU citizens living in the UK: content to use them as pawns in a 
high-power poker game.

It is going to be difficult for many in Scotland, and for many SR readers, but Britain 
is over. There is no way back. Last week the very idea of Britain as outgoing, 
welcoming, doing the right thing, looking after the most vulnerable and being driven 
by a sense of humanity, was not only trashed but finally and fatally died.

All of this requires that we get real about the debate here and recognise that we need 
to be tolerant, serious and embrace detail and facts, not faith and assertion. Unless the 
UK does an about-turn on Brexit and Scotland, indyref2 is inevitable. The only issue 
will be timing and context. 

Any hopes of federalising Britain – as Scottish Labour leader Kezia Dugdale keeps 
floating and did again this week – is completely and utterly a non-starter. Not only is 
there no English public interest or political demand, but, rather tellingly, Dugdale 
cannot even convince the British Labour leadership of such plans. Jeremy Corbyn 
and John McDonnell have no interest in such ideas, but nor have any current senior 
Labour politicians. Only Gordon Brown is with Dugdale on this one. 
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Brexit Britain carries a warning. Look what happens with a narrow 52:48 referendum 
victory on a false prospectus. The result is bitterness, acrimony, accusation and 
counter-accusation, and an inability to move on. We are stuck in a perpetual 
Groundhog Day about the single market, trade, soft and hard Brexit: arguing about 
the issues which should have been decided in the referendum.

Imagine Scotland after a second referendum and a 52:48 vote for independence. For 
some this would be their promised land, freedom and moment in the sun. But for 
others, it would be the opposite: they would feel cheated, disrespected, and as if a 
part of their very identities had been removed.

There would also be similar emotions to Brexit Britain today. There would be anger, 
fury, incandescence, along with an awful lot of mutual incomprehension and 
intolerance. In fact, it could be even worse than Brexit blues because of the 
fundamental either/or of independence – something much deeper and more elemental 
than staying or leaving the EU.

We cannot let that happen. That is our choice and within our power to change in the 
here and now. We hold that within our own hands. It will require us to shift how we 
act, see things and relate to others. All of us – whatever our persuasions. Neil 
Mackay, editor of the Sunday Herald, wrote last week: 'Fellow yessers: beware the 
brittle angry voices who claim to be on our side. They'll win no-one over. Polite 
reasoned debate is the only way'. Angela Haggerty, editor of CommonSpace, said in 
reply: 'My 2017 strategy: ignore every single one of them. Arguing with them only 
elevates their status'. 

These are points I have repeatedly made since September 2014. Anger, impatience 
and over-zealousness are understandable human emotions. But they are a poor guide 
to political strategy. And they are also bad politics. Conveying the 45% as some kind 
of morally superior tribe just isn’t the most sensitive or successful way to appeal to 
those you want to win over. The siren voices of independence and the union need to 
be challenged and marginalised. 
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Pro-independence has to accept and confront some of the hard choices it would 
embody. Fiscal constraints, pressures on public spending, how the structural deficit 
we are not meant to talk about would be funded. The currency and the terms on 
which we aspire to EU membership. 

The previous independence offer of 2014 was not independence in many of the most 
important respects. We wouldn’t have had our own currency or ability to set our own 
interest rates. In many ways we would have still been governed by London (minus 
the Scottish MPs) in what amounted to a kind of devo-max independence. We cannot 
have such a half-baked set of proposals next time.

The union has some explaining to do. There is really no way back. The Britain that 
made many of us at times in our life proud is no more. The Britain that abolished 
slavery, stood as a sanctuary for those fleeing persecution and death from Hitler’s 
evil, and which stood up against nazism and fascism, has gone. The good stories of 
Britain have become diminished and tarnished by present-day realities. Best to 
remember them and honour them, but realise they are in the past.

Independence has to be about more than the SNP and nationalism, but will a party 10 
years into office understand that truism? We all recognise the limits of 'independence 
from the top', but equally, as Robin McAlpine stated, there are profound flaws in a 
'save us from the ground up' approach. How we get out of that conundrum is a critical 
question beyond one article, but it is one of the big questions on the future of our 
nation that we need to face.

It is a time for Scottish radicals, realists, social democrats, socialists, liberals, greens, 
iconoclasts, nationalists and non-nationalists and importantly those who resist labels 
to come together and realise the game is up for Britain. That means independence 
supporters not uncritically believing their own hype.
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Alex Salmond at the weekend trotted out the reassuring and familiar line that the last 
campaign saw yes increase support from 30% to 45% and that it wouldn’t be difficult 
from where yes are now to win. It isn’t really true. 

For a start, Nicola Sturgeon is unlikely to call indyref2 until she moves into a 
winning position. As critical, the shift from where independence is now to a 
convincing winning position entails more heavy lifting than previously. Getting 
independence to a 60% consistent poll rating requires winning over parts of the 
country previously immune. There is even the unhelpful myth of assuming 
independence starts at 45%, is safely banked and that the only way is up. Politics just 
isn’t like that, made up of tidy blocks, considering the age of impermanence we live 
in, and what is there to stop the 55% thinking the same? 

Secondly, there is the dilemma between detail and broadbrush. Brexit and Trump 
have shown the latter can win and this led Iain Macwhirter to write in the Sunday 
Herald that independence should do the same. He suggested that 'not very much' 
more work should be done on independence, and instead 'the Scottish government 
should produce a short statement, more like the American Declaration of 
Independence'. That is an understandable statement in the age of populism and rage 
against elites, but it is poor advice.

Brexit and Trump won on lies, deceit and disinformation. They offered near blank 
canvasses and a few pithy slogans – 'Take Back Control' and 'Make America Great 
Again'. Phrases which caught the prevailing wind and channelled anger and 
frustration. From their fraudulent offers has flowed divisiveness and rage. That’s not a 
prospectus for a new nation.

Not everyone will agree with this analysis. Some will still want to cling to the 
wreckage of Brexit Britain with its brutal lack of compassion and humanity. Many of 
us have tried and hoped at times in the past that it could be different. But we really 
have no choice. 
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Do you want to accept this barbarism or can we dare to do something not just better, 
but more honest and noble? Yes. If we do, many times we will come short against our 
highest ambitions, but we can set our own bars and reflect how far we have come and 
matured from the Scotland and Britain of 2017. Let us honour and remember our 
shared pasts, but not be bound by them. And let’s together navigate our way out of 
the carnage and mess that is emerging. It will still be a difficult and fraught road for 
many and that’s understandable. The times and the stakes have changed in the last 
few weeks. Let’s recognise that together.  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The four fallacies of British politics  
R D Kernohan

When the Victorian critic John 
Ruskin hit on the term 'pathetic 
fallacies' he was having a go at some 
poetic techniques he disliked. He 
didn’t mean, as modern usage might 
suggest, that they were despicable, 
but that their alleged infelicities 
reflected good intentions and exalted 
emotions.

It is in that sense that I suggest that our current politics, especially the Brexit 
arguments, are being distorted by four well-intentioned fallacies. They still linger, 
despite the flashes of realism among Theresa May’s pious hopes and in the better 
speeches in the Commons’ Article 50 second reading debate, in which so many 
contributors began with eloquence or insight and then subsided into platitudes or 
squeezed the sour grapes of their wrath.

The first fallacy is that we British have the effective choice of how hard or soft Brexit 
is going to be. That choice rests not only on own priorities but even more on the 
eventual ability of the other 27 to synthesize the claims and ambitions of different EU 
institutions and national inclinations. We would find it easier if the EU simply 
appointed Donald Tusk and Wolfgang Schäuble as plenipotentiaries but we shall have 
no such luck. For at the moment the European Union’s balance of power is uncertain 
and its balance of mind disturbed. Many of its leaders, like some people in 
Westminster, have allowed proper anxiety about the Trump presidency to become 
irrational hysteria. Others unreasonably resent a British decision to leave which, even 
if it was wrong, was our undoubted right. Some are understandably obsessed with the 
uncertainties of forthcoming Dutch, French, and German elections. Many fear that 
their voters might fancy a referendum of their own, on the euro or even the EU.
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That is why even those of us who dislike the EU’s structures and especially its 
Commission – as many remain voters do – must be cast into realistic gloom by the 
dark forebodings of ex-ambassador Sir Ivan Rogers and by Theresa May’s frank and 
well-founded admission that no deal may be better than a bad one. It may not come to 
the worst, but that depends much more on the final mood of the 27 than on our own 
parliamentary heart-searchings.

The second fallacy, largely confined to those who (like me) voted remain, is that 
Britain’s troubled outlook in its relations with continental Europe is a direct and 
avoidable consequence of the vote to leave. The sad fact is that the British people 
have been in two or more minds about their relations with mainland Europe since the 
earliest days of 'the Six', through the time of the first referendum in 1975 (when the 
SNP and much of the Labour Party was for leaving), and into the aftermath of the 
Cameron referendum. Perhaps that is an inevitable result of our history, geographical 
situation, and the variety of cultural links we have with the rest of the English-
speaking world and our nearer European neighbours.

It is an illusion to think that these tensions will not persist whatever the new form of 
our association (or dissociation) but it is an even greater illusion to think that if 
Britain had voted remain these tensions would not have become more acute or would 
have been no more than a festering quarrel among Tory factions. While it is true that 
large numbers of Europeans resent aspects of the EU, it is even more significant that 
the still dominant political class in continental Europe – Schulz and Macron as well 
as Merkel and Juncker – regard 'ever-closer union' as more than a rhetorical flourish. 
The European resentment over our leave vote is mingled with a quieter, deeper, older 
resentment that we have consistently dragged our feet over 'ever-closer' initiatives, 
opted out of Schengen and the euro, and fought to retain Margaret Thatcher’s rebate. 
There was European trouble whichever way the referendum had gone.

The next fallacy, muted in the Common debate but much loved by columnists, media 
panellists, and letter-writers to editors, is that the European Union should be credited 
with keeping the world’s peace – or at least from keeping its wars away from Western 
Europe. A sounder historical judgement would be that European institutions were 
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benign symptoms of reconciliation, repentance, and exhaustion. They emerged from a 
new mood but did not create it. If any institution is to be especially credited with 
harmony in the West and stability in its relations with the rest of the world it should 
be Nato, now endangered by President Trump’s mixed messages and the virulence of 
a European hostility towards him which sometimes extends to hostility to the 
Americans who elected him, largely in spite of his demeanour and not because of it. 

It was startling to hear one of the otherwise reasoned speeches in the Article 50 
debate – Ben Bradshaw’s I think – claim that Brexit would cut us off from our 
'closest friends' when we were faced with 'that president'. But Greeks, Slovaks, and 
even Bruxellois are not our closest friends, agreeable though they are. In or out of the 
EU, and regardless of who has tenancy of the White House, our closest friends are 
those in the USA and the Commonwealth with whom we share a longer history and 
common language.

The final fallacy is obviously not one which is universally held but which is 
widespread both in Scotland and the rest of Britain, especially among otherwise 
sensible persons of Tory or Liberal inclinations, as well as in the SNP and UKIP. It is 
that the parlous and fractious state of the Labour party, and the alienation of so many 
of its 'natural' supporters, is one of the brighter patches in Britain’s cloud-covered 
landscape. There are extenuating circumstances for their error – an anguished 
awakening after the extended seduction by Blair, the choice of the wrong Miliband, 
and the cantankerously ineffective performances of Jeremy Corbyn. But the present 
weakness of the Labour party is one of Britain’s national weaknesses and a particular 
threat to the emotional balance and future prospects of Scotland. It hinders effective 
but constructive criticism of the government’s handling of Brexit and it makes it more 
difficult to impose a restraining order on Nicola Sturgeon when she tries to contrive a 
replay of the 2014 referendum on Scottish secession from the UK.

It may seem an odd view to come from a Tory (and one more at home with Mrs May 
than with Cameron) but I suggest that, insofar as it reflected greater enthusiasm and 
involvement, the upsurge of support for Corbyn in the two Labour leadership 
elections ought to have been good for British and Scottish politics. There are attitudes 
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and currents of opinion in contemporary Britain which need expression through a 
refreshed party of the Left able to blend naive idealism with practical realism. 
Besides, socialism can always be undone and often (though not in Corbyn’s case) 
subsides with age and experience. The potential damage that could be done by the 
SNP and their Green fellow-travellers would be far harder to repair.

But to be effective such an opposition needs almost anyone but Corbyn to lead it, 
even though a new leader from the sensible centre would have to lean a little 
leftwards in style and policy. Keir Starmer could grow into the job, Hilary Benn 
might be recalled, and Yvette Cooper (and even her dancing man after the right by-
election) are surely available. An early deliverance seems improbable but it is 
desperately needed if Britain is to enter the Brexit negotiations in the right mood and 
Scotland is to have a more effective resistance to the SNP than Ruth Davidson can 
provide on her own.  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My last ambition may yet be thwarted  
Kenneth Roy

I have had a narrow escape. 
Subverting standard procedure (refuse 
all speaking engagements), I 
somehow ended up agreeing to do a 
talk at an event in Kirkcaldy later this 
month which I now learn is to be 
called the Adam Smith Festival of 
Ideas. Gordon Brown has something 
to do with it; not sure what.

I proposed to my old friend Alistair Moffat that I should deliver a speech on the 
failings of Scottish education. He seemed to like that, and informed me that I would 
be questioned on it by Rory Bremner, a person I have long admired but never met. 
But when the final programme arrived, what I'd fondly imagined would be a 
dedicated slot had been subsumed into a late morning panel of Four Blokes, the 
Bloke-in-Chief being none other than the incomparably wise Richard Holloway. 
Worse, there was no longer any mention of Rory Bremner. Feeling that the gig was 
no longer what I'd signed up for, I pulled out.

I shall thus miss the keynote speech of the weekend by Ed Balls entitled 'Strictly 
Smith' (I jest not), which is based on a recent ground-breaking discovery that the 
well-known Fife scholar was actually a ballroom dancer of some dexterity, widely 
celebrated in Methil.

The embarrassment of not taking part in the Adam Smith Festival of Ideas was 
compounded a few days later when I checked the line-up on the internet and 
discovered that I was still down as a speaker and being described as a veteran 
Scottish journalist. I don't really mind being called a journalist, although I have not 
practised as one full-time since the age of 20. It was the word 'veteran' that rankled, 
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veteran being a tactful euphemism for old. I realised, perhaps for the first time, that 
people think I'm old. And I have news for them: they're right.

Being old has begun to worry me for a particular reason. It means that I may not live 
long enough to see a final resolution, one way or the other, of the Scottish 
constitutional pantomime that I have been observing, enjoying, loathing and 
ridiculing for most of my adult life.

On the face of it, the actuarial portents are sound. It seems more than likely, if not 
inevitable, that the leader will shortly attempt to call a second independence 
referendum for the autumn of next year. But according to Alex Massie, a young man 
upon whom we increasingly depend for an insight into Conservative thinking in these 
uncertain times, the leader will not have her wish granted. It is Mr Massie's belief, 
shared by influential others, that Mrs May will inform her that she can only have her 
referendum after the Brexit negotiations are complete.

That takes us two years down the road, if not longer. We then face general elections 
for both Westminster and Holyrood, which could be used as an expedient for further 
delay. There is, additionally, an extraneous factor not much remarked on: the prospect 
of Marine Le Pen as president of France, which would signal the dissolution of the 
EU and leave poor wee Scotland with nowhere obvious to go. It is conceivable that 
by the time the various obstacles to a second referendum are overcome to the 
complete satisfaction of Theresa May, I will be too far gone to care one way or the 
other.

Admittedly I wasn't greatly looking forward to indyref2, as it is vulgarly known. It 
seems no time at all since the first one, although a generation appears to have elapsed 
while I was otherwise engaged, mostly surveying with deep appreciation the many 
writings of Gerry Hassan.

Nevertheless, I would have been intrigued to discover whether Dr Hassan – Gerry on 
the good days – was correct in his recent assessment that, in order to convert a 
sufficient number of No voters to independence, the tone of the second debate would 
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have to be more conciliatory. A promising start in that direction has been made with a 
reference to the secretary of state for Scotland and his son in a popular nationalist 
blog, quoted by Dr Hassan in this space two days ago: 'Oliver Mundell is the sort of 
public speaker that makes you wish his dad had embraced his homosexuality sooner'. 
This was so conciliatory in tone that not one senior figure in the Scottish National 
Party has challenged it. But I suspect it is just the start. Many more bags of 
conciliatory tone await delivery, all with long sell-by dates.

Although I don't relish the prospect of a second referendum, I'd best be honest: I have 
a strong investment in the outcome.

A year or so back, a newspaper called the National devoted a whole page to a 
deconstruction of the editor of the Scottish Review, claiming that he was a member of 
the Scottish establishment and that he would require to be 'held to account' by an 
independent Scotland. Gosh, I thought: could that be me they're talking about? Until 
that moment, I had never considered myself a member of the Scottish establishment: 
but, having been enrolled in it by the National, I started to resent missing out on an 
OBE for services to obsequiousness.

But never mind my unlooked-for inclusion in the ranks of the great and good. It's the 
holding to account that thrills me. I fancy the leader in one of her don’t-mess-with-me 
red jackets, flanked by some obliging representative of the Scottish commentariat 
(Macwhirter would do nicely) and the named person John Swinney, presiding over a 
show trial attended by all 8,500 readers of the National, a far bigger crowd than we 
get most Saturdays at Somerset Park, with Dr Hassan discreetly in the background 
penning his latest thoughts on conciliatory tone.

To be held to account by Nicola Sturgeon: I might even buy a suit for the occasion, 
the sort the accused wears. It is my last worldly ambition, and I shall be exceedingly 
cross with Theresa May if she succeeds in thwarting it.  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Mad as hell 
Alan McIntyre  
 

To quote Oscar winner Peter Finch in 
the movie 'Network', 'I'm as mad as 
hell, and I'm not going to take this 
anymore!' Not a bad summary of the 
anger that has dominated global 
politics over the last 18 months. 
There are at least three contributing 
factors to this groundswell of 
disaffection, each of which has been 
simmering for decades, but which 

seem to have simultaneously boiled over during this political cycle. 

One is growing income inequality and the sense that the 1% has rigged the economy 
in their favour. From steelworkers in Ohio blaming a mill closure on US trade policy, 
to civil servants in Greece watching austerity destroy their pensions, the common 
refrain is that, although globalisation may have lifted tens of millions out of poverty 
in China and India, it's been at the cost of stagnating incomes in the developed world. 
The evidence suggests this anger is well-founded. In 1970s America, a 30-year-old 
had a 90% chance of making more than their parents at the same age. In 2016, that 
number had fallen to only 50%.

The second contributor is anger directed at cultural drift and the feeling that society is 
changing faster than people can adapt. From gay marriage, to aggressive political-
correctness, to an embrace of multiculturalism, there are many people who've seen 
the certainties that anchored their worldview vanish before their eyes. This yearning 
for simpler, better times doesn't need to be rooted in overt racism, homophobia or 
xenophobia. Instead, it's the fear that the England John Major evoked in his famous 
quotation of Orwell as 'a country of long shadows on county grounds, warm beer, 
invincible green suburbs, dog lovers, pools fillers, and old maids bicycling to Holy 
Communion through the morning mist' has been replaced by something alien. 
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Further out on the spectrum of fear is the conviction that we're engaged in what 
Samuel Huntington called 'a clash of civilisations', in which the foundations of 
Christian Western society are under attack from radical Islam and other existential 
threats. This ground is occupied by a broad coalition of white supremacists, anti-
Semites, and ultra-nationalists spewing vitriol and conspiracy theories. It's also the 
basis on which you see Steve Bannon and other members of the Trump 
administration cosying up to Putin, because they view Russia as a natural ally in this 
global fight against Islamic Jihad.

One difficulty in understanding the prevailing sense of anger and fear is that specific 
policy issues like US immigration and the future of the EU can conflate all three 
factors. For some, an Arabic-speaking worker in New Jersey is just taking the job of a 
'real American'. For others, his hijab-wearing wife is an affront to their 'Brady Bunch' 
conception of American society, and the more paranoid may fear he could be part of 
an ISIS sleeper cell. 

Likewise, a Romanian taxi driver in Leicester can personify everything from a loss of 
sovereignty to rampant economic migration, to an explanation of why the English 
soccer team is a perennial disappointment. One clear failing of mainstream politicians 
over the last few years has been their instinct to lecture anyone who challenges the 
orthodoxies of globalisation and social liberalism and chide them for their prejudiced 
and retrograde views rather than trying to really understand their motivations.

We've also done a poor job of creating a taxonomy for explaining how this anger is 
manifesting itself in specific political movements. Words like fascist, authoritarian 
and populist get thrown around, but to lump Bernie Sanders in with Donald Trump as 
a populist is not only to be loose with language, but also to fail to identify where the 
real threat to our democracy lies. 

Sanders's presidential campaign focused on only one of the factors identified above: 
the visceral sense of economic betrayal. While he did make common cause with 
Trump against both Wall Street and global trade, he was clearly on the opposite side 
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of the debate on cultural and immigration issues. Sanders's European equivalents are 
Podemos in Spain and Syriza in Greece; political movements trying to address the 
inequality, structural unemployment and general sense of economic malaise in 
southern Europe, while trying not to demonise anyone, except maybe the German and 
Eurozone technocrats imposing austerity on them. 

The far more dangerous response to the rejection of politics as usual is the emergence 
of true populism in the form of regimes that look a lot more like Hugo Chavez's 
Venezuela than typical Western democracies. For all his clown-like behaviour, this is 
the real danger of the Trump administration. His campaign built a winning coalition 
by tapping into all three sources of anger. His 'Great Wall', his vilification of trade, his 
disdain for multilateral organisations, and his central promise that he would 'Make 
America Great Again', all became Rorschach tests for the diverse anxieties of 
primarily older white Americans. Once elected, the hope was that Trump would be 
normalised by the office. Instead he's now governing the way many feared he would – 
as a true populist.

Princeton politics professor Jan-Werner Muller has offered a clear definition of what 
populism actually means. His central thesis is that populism is by its nature anti-
democratic and anti-pluralist. The populist claims that he and he alone represents the 
homogenous and always admirable 'real people' in their fight against corrupt elites. 

In Trump's convention speech he even used the phrase 'I alone can fix it'. Any 
opposition from other politicians or the press is therefore illegitimate, because it is by 
definition undermining the will of 'the people'. In contrast, true democracies are 
pluralist and founded on an ongoing debate between contrasting viewpoints. Policy 
choices are settled at the ballot box, but then relitigated at the next election. 
Disagreements get heated and personal, but they’re legitimised by a system that 
protects dissenting views and within which there is a reasonable expectation of 
rotation of power.

On this definition, although Bernie Sanders was clearly anti-elitist and anti-
establishment, he wasn't a true populist, in that he wasn't looking to subvert the 
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democratic process. Trump on the other hand has wasted no time in resorting to 
'enemy of the people' rhetoric to try and marginalise the mainstream press. He even 
had one of his top aides Stephen Miller claim that 'the president's power is not to be 
questioned'. Quite a contrast to President Teddy Roosevelt who said that 'to announce 
that there must be no criticism of the president is not only unpatriotic and servile, but 
morally treasonable to the American public'.

By criticising the judiciary and targeting the administrative state for dismantling, 
Trump is also rejecting any bureaucratic or procedural barrier to implementing his 
change mandate. To burnish his populist credentials he's also brazenly claimed a 
majority mandate, tweeting in November that he had 'won the popular vote if you 
deduct the millions of people who voted illegally'. When challenged on these lies, his 
response is simply to invoke popular support, not facts: 'Let me just tell you what's 
important, it's that millions of people agree with me'. That is how populist power 
subverts truth.

In Britain, Brexit supporters also drew on all three sources of fear and anger, and then 
cloaked the result in populist rhetoric, with Nigel Farage calling it 'a victory for real 
people'. As Kenneth Roy has pointed out on these pages, we now have a situation 
where a relatively small minority of the British population has appropriated a 
mandate that can't be challenged by the courts, the press, or politicians, because doing 
so would constitute a subversion of the popular will.

In continental Europe, the most worrying example of rising populism is Hungary, a 
country that has been sliding towards a one-party state since 2010. Prime minister 
Viktor Orbán now refuses to debate other politicians based on the logic that 'the 
alternatives in front of us are obvious. We all know what needs to be done'. He has 
also crafted an overtly racist constitution that talks about 'proper Christian 
Hungarians', yet felt no obligation to put that constitution to a referendum, because he 
alone embodies national sentiment. 

Elections are still held in Hungary, but the apparatus of democracy has been 
compromised, with the cowed media adopting an obsequious tone and barely 
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concealed graft buying off those who might have the power to resist. Unfortunately, 
Hungary is not an isolated case. A similar trend is emerging in Poland, where the Law 
and Justice party has been targeting the judiciary as 'enemies of the people' and 
talking about opposition politicians having 'treason in their genes'.

It's important to clarify that populists are not the same as authoritarians, who dispense 
completely with the trappings of democracy like a constitution and elections. Instead 
populists hijack and corrupt the machinery of democracy to suppress dissent. Often 
they don't even try to hide it. Trump's embrace of alternative facts, his brass neck 
regarding his tax returns, and his obvious conflicts of interest are tolerated by his 
supporters because he is 'one of us' working against 'them'. Ultimately, the risk is that 
this type of democratic erosion gradually leads to the real authoritarianism we see in 
Putin's Russia and increasingly Erdogan's Turkey. Countries where populist rhetoric 
is combined with a concentration of all political, economic and cultural power and 
the violent suppression of any opposition. 

So what's to be done? The upside of Trump and Brexit may be that they force the 
traditional political establishments to think hard about why broad swathes of the 
population think politics is broken and as a consequence politicians might stop 
treating the disaffected as a bunch of angry nutters to be scolded and patronised. 

One implication is that all three sources of anger need to be taken seriously. Income 
inequality is at historic highs and social mobility is declining in almost all developed 
countries, so we need to figure out whether the post-war economic consensus around 
things like free trade should in fact continue, and whether we need to start thinking 
seriously about redistributive mechanisms like a guaranteed minimum income for all 
citizens. It also means grappling with tough social issues like what it actually means 
to be British, American, Hungarian or even Scottish. Even left-wing utopians don't 
believe that the entire global population should be a single political entity, so lines do 
need to be drawn.

The hard question is whether those lines should have an ethnic or cultural dimension 
and touch on things like Islamic dress code or bilingual teaching in schools. Unless 
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we are going to just dismiss the fears and anxieties that have characterised the last 18 
months, ultimately many countries in the West are going to need to rethink their 
social and economic contracts in a way that can attract true majority support again.

Another clear lesson from the recent political earthquakes is that the 'basket of 
deplorables' demonisation doesn't work, instead it just stokes the anger and reinforces 
the sense that political elites are out of touch. Legitimate leaders like Trump with 
populist tendencies need to be replaced through traditional means before the system 
decays to the point where that becomes impossible. Resisting populism means hard 
work, inclusive representation, and a respect for ideas, even those ideas you find 
offensive and wrong. It also means being vigilant about protecting the machinery of 
democracy, such as voting rights, press freedom, and judicial review. 

It may seem alarmist to conjure the ghost of a political Christmas future in which the 
US, France and the UK look like Hungary or even Russia, but the signs are worrying. 
Recent research published in the Journal of Democracy showed that in America 
support for the statement that it would be good or very good for 'the Army to rule' 
rose from one-in-16 in 1995 to one-in-six in 2014. The uncomfortable truth is that 
true democracies around the world appear to be on a slippery slope, and that we may 
in fact be in danger of losing our footing.  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Harry Potter and the peace of Jerusalem  
Maxwell MacLeod 

Last week I was in some of the nastier 
parts of Jerusalem, and in case such a 
claim sounds like a self-serving boast 
let me quickly clarify that I was only 
there to do a bit of admin work for a 
nurse who had just been awarded a 
scholarship to study in Scotland by a 
client of mine and she needed a hand 
getting a visa. My trip was more about 
darg than danger or journalism, and 

let's face it, I also partly went there because it was snowing in my home in Edinburgh 
and the sun was shining in Jerusalem. Sometimes temptation is irresistible.

However, whilst I was there I tripped over a rather charming story about how Harry 
Potter had helped reduce tension between the Jews and Palestinians which I would 
like to share. But first a little context. The philanthropist who was paying for the 
nurse's trip to Scotland had also asked me to investigate whether the number of 
Christians in Bethlehem was in rapid decline. Now such research may seem like a 
waste of time until you evaluate a hopefully influential element of how Donald 
Trump's policy in Jerusalem will unfold – which is partly a reflection of public 
opinion in America. 

At present my impression is that much of uniformed America, and possibly Trump 
himself, regards the frozen peace in Jerusalem as pretty much being a black and white 
issue with the wicked Muslims, in the shape of the Palestinians, determined to 
overthrow the noble Jews. His pre-election suggestion that one of the ways he was 
going to implement his foreign policy was to 'bomb the shit' out of certain of his 
enemies was particularly worrying.
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You may believe that such a new American foreign policy rather gives support to the 
facetious sign recently seen outside a London restaurant: 'Americans only allowed in 
if accompanied by an adult'. That despicable joke is almost as ludicrous as the liberal 
evaluation so often proffered in Britain these days that all the Palestinians are sweet 
innocents who wouldn't dream of doing any harm, and that if only the wicked Jews 
were chased mercilessly into the sea by men with big sticks justice would be served 
and all would be peace thereafter. Trust me, anybody who makes a glib evaluation of 
the problems in the Middle East clearly hasn't been there.

My sponsor's position, which I endorse, is that if the fragile peace is to be upheld it 
would do no harm in publicising to evangelical America that there is a considerable 
Christian community in Palestine under threat and that if Trump does take a more 
aggressive attitude to the Palestinians then he is also attacking a partly Christian 
community. Just to expand on my sponsor's question, my four days in Jerusalem, 
where my research was largely undertaken through chatting up taxi drivers, revealed 
that there is indeed a drop in the number of Christians in Bethlehem, particularly 
from a cultural, as opposed to intellectual, perspective and particularly if you place 
the figures in line with the rapid expansion of other cultural groups in the years since 
1948. The real issue is that they have declined as a percentage of the whole. 

One source I spoke to (in this case a professor, not a taxi driver) projected that if you 
took an annual increase of 2.4% as being in line with other increases in population 
from other groups then the number of Christians in the broad geographical area of 
Israel and the West Bank since 1948 would be four times their present number, but I 
wasn't entirely convinced. The reasons for the decline of Christians in Bethlehem are 
complex, but should be seen in the light of the ancient tradition of the folk from 
Bethlehem migrating to family members living in places like Brazil and Chile, a 
tradition that might have started when they were under pressure from the Turks to 
enlist.

The Jews will tell you that the persecution of the Christians is all the Muslims' fault, 
the Muslims that it's the fault of the Jews, and the economists that the decline in 
tourism and other industries in Bethlehem is the real reason for the downturn, and 
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that this latter influence has been very much as a result of the building of the security 
wall – and they are all to a certain extent correct. 

Let me not for a second imply that any of the fanciful scenarios and broad 
perceptions that I define are closely related to the complex reality on the ground. All I 
wish to illustrate is that much of the problem in Jerusalem is supported by false news, 
the inability of the various opposing sides to mix, and intentional hype and lies from 
all sides. I'm just here to tell a few stories, and don't worry – we'll get to Harry Potter 
eventually.

Let me give you a couple of vignettes of how much false news there is in circulation 
in Jerusalem, albeit in polemics, to explore the issue. First example: On my flight 
over I was sitting next to a trainee Rabbi, aged early-20s, who came from New York 
where he was spending most of his time with his head down in religious study. He 
was called Miller, reasonably bright, and very well-mannered. He wore the uniform 
and radical hair style of the Orthodox Jew. I liked him. Over the four-hour flight he 
confessed that he had never heard of Scotland, England or even France, though he 
had heard of Germany. This from a man who might reasonably be seen as having had 
a postgraduate education. 

He was delighted at Trump's election and even more delighted at the news that 
Trump's son-in-law was Jewish. When I told him that most of my visit would be 
spent in Bethlehem he was horrified that I should be so foolish as to risk my life 
associating with dangerous Muslims and when I told him that I would be largely 
working with very delightful Christians in one of the most peaceful universities I 
have ever visited, he seemed mystified. This from someone who now lives in 
Jerusalem. I imagine such a conversation must seem implausible to the reader, but let 
me assure you that my report of that conversation was verbatim, and that extreme 
ignorance of those living in the neighbouring bubbles in Jerusalem is not confined to 
the Jews.

Here's another polemic illustrating that point. Eight years ago I was asked to engineer 
a camping trip to Iona, a Hebridean island long-known as a place of reconciliation. 
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The plan was that six Palestinian girls, all university graduates, would come over 
with six Jewish boys of much the same age and background and we would all sit 
around bonfires as the sun went down singing, perhaps, the wild rover and seeking 
our shared commonality. Probably a complete waste of time and money, possibly not. 
The risk was worth it. 

Anyhow so I'm sitting with the girls in a coffee shop in Ramallah nailing down the 
travel details when one of them observes, with much giggling from the others, that it's 
just as well the boys on our proposed camp were not going to be Palestinian as they 
would just be spending all their energy on seducing them. When I observed that such 
was the human condition that I was sure the Jewish boys would have similar 
intentions a massive roar of animalistic repulsion went up from every girl present. 
Such was the suspicion of the Jews that they had dehumanised and desexualised the 
enemy. Understandably so as they seldom came in contact with them, even though 
they only lived a matter of minutes away from Jewish settlements.

Incidentally the trip never came off as the problems of them getting visas proved 
insuperable. Many of the politically-innocent girls in that group were quite literally 
imprisoned in the West Bank as they had arrived as children in the area without 
papers and were finding it impossible to get any kind of citizenship let alone the 
paperwork needed to get to Iona for the type of reconciliatory holiday that many in 
the Jewish, or indeed Palestinian, communities would find abhorrent. 

So there's a few polemics, and this lack of hard truth is a reality that is reflected 
wherever you go in Jerusalem. Last week for further example I spent half an hour 
with a young former butcher from Golders Green, now working as a security guard at 
the Wailing Wall, who assured me that every single claim of injustice made by the 
Jews regarding the settlements was entirely without substance and that all the UN 
resolutions on the issue were driven by anti-Semitism. He was no fool, but again only 
party to the most ludicrously prejudiced and inaccurate sources of information. 

Perhaps one of the most bizarre elements to the visiting Westerner of domestic life in 
Jerusalem is how so many of the Jewish community still adhere to the religious rule 
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of not using any money on the Sabbath. Anxious to get a balanced perspective on the 
problems in Jerusalem I spent several hours in the King David Hotel on their 
Sabbath, a delightful experience involving such entertainments as groups of young 
men singing in harmony whilst holding hands and fat women in fur coats squabbling 
like cats in a sack. Sometimes spending time with the Jewish community in 
Jerusalem can be absolutely wonderful. Whilst freeloading on the luxurious sofas I 
was fed grape juice given to me by friendly Jews staying in the hotel, but was unable 
to reciprocate their kindness as the staff wouldn't accept my money on a Saturday. 
Which brings me at last to Harry Potter. 

On my last night in Jerusalem I ended up in a radical pro-Palestinian bookshop that 
served very good coffee. There was radical conversation amongst the many young 
liberal American students that used the cafe for socialising which centred on whether 
the current divisions in America might be of benefit to the Palestinian cause as about 
half of America (those against Trump) would now be thinking that if Trump was now 
supporting Israel, the Palestinians should be supported. This, incidentally, is a belief 
which is also being held by some senior Israeli academics.

It was half-way through conversations on such speculations with the students when I 
noticed the framed piece of Jerusalem Post newsprint on the wall. It was from July 
2007 and concerned an incident that had taken place in that very book shop. It 
seemed that the son of the house, then a book-consuming 16-year-old, had begged his 
book-selling father to get hold of a crate of the soon-to-be released novels in the 
Harry Potter series so that he could be the first to lay his hands on a copy. Dad had 
obliged and very soon the word was circulating over security walls, down dusty 
vennels and in and out of synagogues and mosques in Jerusalem that one of the few 
places Harry Potter fans could get their hands on a hot-off-the-press copy was at the 
most radical of bookshops in the terrorist-plagued streets of East Jerusalem.

But the Jews had an even greater problem. The wretched book was due to be released 
on a Saturday, their Sabbath, the day they couldn't hand over any money, and so the 
poor souls had no option but to make two trips into enemy country. The first on the 
Friday, to exchange their money for a chit and then, at 5am, to return to the shop and 
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mix, may God help us, with folk from all kinds of backgrounds in the queues to 
exchange their chit for the volumes.

My visit to the shop was 10 years later, but the memory of that day still brought 
laughter from the staff, particularly when I admitted that I not only lived down the 
road from J K Rowling and could assure the soon-laughing mob that she was a decent 
soul, and would be happy to post their private messages through her post box. Later 
on Googling the incident I came across an old posting that J K Rowling had refused 
to go along with a campaign to culturally isolate the Jewish community because of 
their treatment of the Palestinians. Full marks to her. Art can be the bridge for 
constructive change. 

Just before I left the shop I asked the 26-year-old assistant manager, who turned out 
to be the boy in the story, what he would do if he was president of America: 'Stop 
providing the money to support the settlements' was his immediate reply. 'And what if 
private money from Jews all over the world continued to pour in?' was my response. 
'That money would soon run out!' he replied. I took issue with the 'soon'. The thing 
that I found most intriguing was that he had obviously never been asked the question 
before. So many minds are fixed in Jerusalem. As I left the shop he called after me, 
'Do you know the crazier it gets the more fiction we sell, and ever since Donald 
Trump was elected our sales of fiction have rocketed!'

Let me end my stories with a word of hope. Every one of those young and 
misinformed young people I spoke to had one thing in common, they all
possessed smart phones that were seldom out of their hands. Maybe, just
maybe, the ability of those folk to communicate around the world, circumventing 
borders, lies and hype will allow a little truth to come through and the horrific 
stalemate that has gripped Jerusalem for so many years will one day loosen.

The truth is that we humans are all a little lost and lonely and in need of tribes and 
comforting stories, and we have to learn that unthinking loyalty to causes and creeds 
that belittle others can be a bit daft. Mind you the internationalism of Jerusalem is a 
very old story. I once had a friend who wrote something that almost made me weep 
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one night in Jerusalem. It was very late and I was eating my nightly camel kebab just 
beside Herod's Gate, just beside the bus station that some believe marks the place 
where Jesus was crucified when his words drifted into my head. I think they define 
the reason why my client, a Christian, had bothered to send me to Jerusalem, and why 
he was giving that nurse a break: 

'I am recovering the claim that Jesus was not crucified in a cathedral between two 
candles but on a cross between two thieves, on a town's garbage heap, at a crossroads 
so cosmopolitan that they had to write his title in Hebrew, Latin and Greek. It was the 
kind of place where cynics talk smut and curse and soldiers gamble, because it is 
what he died about and that is where Christians ought to be'. 

Maybe my client is right. Maybe it is a pity that the numbers of those Christians are 
now declining so radically. Pray for the peace of Jerusalem.  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A visit to the world’s second newest country  
David Torrance 

'Welcome', said the neighbouring 
passenger on my flight from Darwin, 
'to one of the 10 least-visited countries 
in the world'.
 
She meant East Timor or, more 
accurately, Timor-Leste, which also 
happens to be the world's second-
newest country – a mere 15 years old. 

The plane was carrying about a dozen 
people, which rather underscored her point.

'She' was also an Australian diplomat, and thus welcomed the opportunity to brief a 
visiting journalist on her country's activity in the former Portuguese colony. 
Unmentioned was a feeling of guilt, for in 1975 the nine-day Timorese republic came 
to an end when, with tacit consent from Canberra and Washington DC, Indonesia 
invaded.

I was there partly out of curiosity at how a newly-independent nation was faring after 
decades of conflict, but also in order to remove another country from my global 
bucket list. We touched down in Dili, the capital, about an hour after leaving 
Australia's northern territory (itself only 'self-governing' since 1978), and the heat 
was baking.

Everything, however, seemed in reasonably good order, while a useful first-stop was 
the well-appointed Resistance Museum, which coolly set out the post-1975 
chronology, culminating in the New York Accord of May 1999 (just as Scotland was 
electing its newly-devolved parliament) and the creation of the second East Timorese 
republic in 2002. The information panels were admirably free of rancour or 
mythmaking.
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They included photographs of the Santa Cruz cemetery, a short walk north-west of 
the museum. There, in the early 1990s, Indonesian soldiers surrounded and massacred 
at least 250 East Timorese supporters of independence, their only provocation having 
been a largely peaceful and orderly protest against the Indonesian occupation. A sun-
faded placard indicated plans for a memorial but, remarkably, across the road I found 
a second well-attended cemetery, this time for Indonesian soldiers killed on duty in 
Timor-Leste.

This might seem surprising, but there appears to be very little bitterness between 
post-independence Timor-Leste and its former oppressors (who, after all, did some 
terrible things, including the murder of five Australian journalists in 1975). Of 
colonial Portugal, meanwhile, there's very little trace. In the afternoon I spent 
exploring Dili I could find only a few (relatively new) Catholic churches and one 
basic memorial to a former Portuguese 'administrator' near my hotel.

The Hotel Timor was Indonesian built and run with brisk efficiency. At its cafe you 
could digest a Portuguese tart while eavesdropping on Aussies, international aid types 
and upwardly-mobile Timorese. It felt a bit like being in Lisbon, which perhaps was 
the point. In Gordon Peake's engaging book, 'Beloved Land: stories, struggles, and 
secrets from Timor-Leste', he returns again and again to the hotel lobby to illustrate 
the contrast between pre- and post-independence.

One former revolutionary interviewed by Peake admitted that his freedom movement 
had moved too quickly back in 1975; that, on reflection, some sort of transitional 
autonomy under Portuguese rule would have better served East Timorese economy 
and democracy, not to mention guard against Indonesian expansion.

There are, of course, problems which are virtually inevitable when nations transition 
from civil war and colonial occupation: corruption, high prices and over-dependence 
on international aid, yet at the same time the government of Timor-Leste has 
established a sovereign wealth fund (there is oil between it and Darwin), considered 
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international best practice. On the streets and faces, meanwhile, there was a palpable 
sense of a nation that wants to improve and develop.

It was reflected, too, at Timor-Leste's only airport and main hotel. The former was 
dark and dingy but generally functional. A single check-in desk dealt with all flights 
regardless of airline (and why not?), while immigration and security were swift, 
friendly and tokenistic. By boarding time there was no sign of my flight to Bali, but 
then suddenly it roared into sight and within 10 minutes it had been emptied of 
passengers and refilled with me and a few dozen others, a process that would have 
taken three times as long at any western terminal. At the hotel, meanwhile, I was 
charged nothing extra for airport transfers, wifi and wine refills in its Portuguese 
restaurant.

Somehow I doubt such a pleasing lack of officiousness will last very long. At the 
moment Timor-Leste, just a decade-and-a-half old, is eager to please, but it has 
grandiose plans for economic growth and development, much of which may be 
quixotic. Still, in circumstances profoundly and tragically different from similarly 
aspirant nations in Western Europe, it struck me as a good advert for independence: 
nimble, friendly, forward-looking and intent on close relations with neighbouring 
nations it could easily spurn.  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Diary  
Walter Humes  

 
Monday 30 January 
I attend the annual Stow lecture at 
Strathclyde University. David Stow 
(1793-1864) was an important figure in 
the history of Scottish education, 
remembered particularly for his 
pioneering work in the slums of Glasgow 
and for his innovative thinking and 
practice in teacher training. One of my 
former doctoral students, Glenda White, 

has developed a website based on her research, which provides a very informative 
resource for anyone wanting to find out more about Stow’s life and achievements.  

This year’s lecture is given by David Istance, a senior analyst with the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) based in Paris. He is familiar 
with the Scottish educational system having been involved in the OECD review of 
Curriculum for Excellence published in 2015. His principal theme tonight is the need 
for educational innovation and he offers a concise account of current OECD thinking 
on learning, leadership and school systems. He refers to various critiques of 
schooling (economic, social, educational) and the persistence of high levels of 
underachievement. A number of key principles are identified: learning should be 
social and collaborative; engagement requires recognition of the emotional dimension 
of learning; individual differences need to be recognised and respected; the 
connections between learning activities should be highlighted. 

There is an opportunity for questions. I decide to inject a little controversy into the 
discussion. I suggest that the OECD is one of a number of powerful trans-national 
organisations, such the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, which are 
pushing countries in a particular direction that suits the interests of multinational 
companies. In the case of education, the current emphasis on skills, flexibility and 
teamwork is aimed at producing a compliant workforce. Rather provocatively, I say 
that the influence the OECD has over national educational policies could be regarded 
as part of 'the dark side of globalisation'. Mr Istance gives a measured answer, 
acknowledging that reforms can have both positive and negative effects, and stating 
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that the OECD will always look carefully at the evidence. It is a polished 
performance. 

I had hoped to catch the end of the anti-Trump rally in the city centre after the lecture 
but the timing did not work out. No doubt there will be other opportunities. 

Tuesday 7 February 
One of the problems of generalising about the NHS is that the service is extremely 
variable and people’s experiences can range from deeply frustrating to highly 
positive. A few months ago, I decided to change my medical practice. I had become 
dissatisfied for several reasons. The surgery was understaffed and obtaining 
appointments was often difficult. On-site resources were limited and treatment 
frequently involved referrals and delays. The one doctor that I particularly liked 
decided to move to another post. And the premises were bleak and depressing, with 
the receptionists required to work in a coffin-shaped space with no natural light. 

I moved to a large practice in a splendid new building with many facilities on-site, a 
great advantage for older patients with mobility problems. Today I used the online 
booking facility for the first time. I logged on at 7.30am and, much to my surprise, 
found that I could get an appointment with the doctor of my choice at 10.10am the 
same day. On arrival, I confirmed my presence by registering on a touch screen, 
which I managed to negotiate without difficulty. There was no need to speak to a 
receptionist. Although the waiting area was busy, I was called at 10.15 and my 
consultation, for a minor ailment, took less than the 10 minutes allotted. I left with a 
spring in my step, already feeling better before I had even collected my prescription. 
Wouldn’t it be wonderful if that level of service could be assured across the NHS as a 
whole?  

Thursday 9 February 
Rosemary Agnew has been nominated as the new Scottish Public Services 
Ombudsman (SPSO) and will take over from Jim Martin in May. She is currently the 
Scottish Information Commissioner and, before that, served as chief executive of the 
Scottish Legal Complaints Commission. She can, therefore, be regarded as an 
experienced 'insider', familiar with existing structures designed to ensure public 
accountability. Insiders have certain advantages. They know how the system works 
and are likely to have an extensive list of contacts within government circles. But 
insiders can become too comfortable with established practices and disinclined to 
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make changes which may be necessary. Sometimes a 'bold' rather than a 'safe' 
appointment is what is needed. 

The role of the SPSO is to investigate complaints against public service organisations 
in Scotland, where people may feel they have been victims of maladministration and 
have suffered injustice. Councils, the NHS, housing associations, universities, water 
providers, prisons, and the Scottish government and its agencies are all subject to the 
relevant legislation. Many people, however, feel that current arrangements are not 
working effectively, or fairly, and that too often delays, poor procedures and difficulty 
in gaining access to information, leave complainants frustrated and angry. Some have 
suffered serious health problems as a result of their experience. 

In important respects, Scotland does not function as a mature democracy. It is perhaps 
better described as a protectionist bureaucracy. The protectionism manifests itself in 
various ways. Faced with complaints, senior officials adopt a back-covering 
mentality. They regard complainants as irritants, rather than potential sources of 
knowledge which might help to improve services. Procedural hurdles are erected to 
deflect and misdirect enquiries. Internal reports, where they are produced, are 
perceived as a whitewash. There is little understanding of the deep sense of injustice 
which complainants feel when they are not treated seriously or dismissed as 
'vexatious'. 

Ms Agnew will have her work cut out if she is to persuade the public that the SPSO is 
fulfilling its remit adequately. She needs to listen to people outside those official 
networks which consist of senior staff who tell each other that they are doing a good 
job. At the same time, MSPs need to discharge their responsibilities by holding the 
SPSO to account more effectively. Past experience suggests that they cannot rely on 
briefing notes prepared by parliamentary officials. The Holyrood committee system 
has been shown to be weak and ineffective in its monitoring of the work of the SPSO 
and too inclined to accept self-reporting accounts of its record. To overcome the 
diseased bureaucratic mindset which controls so much of Scottish public life will take 
courage and determination. Ms Agnew has eight years to demonstrate that she is fit 
for the task. 

Wednesday 1 March 
One place where Scottish teachers can express their views, without fear of 
recrimination, is on the community forums of the magazine Times Educational 
Supplement (TES). Here, using anonymous screen names and commenting on 
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subjects of their choice, they can draw on their personal experience of work in 
schools to ask questions and raise concerns. I decided to visit a forum which had the 
topical title, 'The Scottish education system – what's wrong with it?' Over a period of 
six months, there were 88 posts by 28 teachers. Most contributions were thoughtful 
and serious, with none of the unpleasantness associated with some social networking 
sites. 

It was not surprising to discover that many of the entries related to Curriculum for 
Excellence and the new examinations associated with that reform. There were 
complaints about the complexity of assessment processes and the amount of 
bureaucracy involved. Both Education Scotland and the Scottish Qualifications 
Authority came in for harsh criticism. The latter was accused of presiding over 
declining standards and the language of official documents was said to be replete 
with 'impenetrable jargon'. 

Several posts came from teachers nearing retirement. They had clearly enjoyed 
working with youngsters and contributing to their development, but were looking 
forward to escaping from what they saw as an oppressive culture. One said that he 
had advised his own children not to consider teaching as a career option. 

It might be tempting to conclude that these posts confirmed portrayals of teachers as 
constantly moaning and resisting change. But there was self-criticism too. A few 
contributors felt that they had been too compliant in the face of unreasonable 
demands and that they had failed to challenge ill-judged management directives. One 
said, 'We are a bunch of sheep. We are our own worst enemy'. Teacher unions were 
perceived as ineffective. 

Politicians and senior officials in education often claim that they are keen to listen to 
the 'voices' of teachers. Instead of the usual questionnaires, interviews and focus 
groups – often sanitised in summary reports – they would do well to visit a few of the 
TES online forums.  

Tuesday 7 March 
A listener to the early morning radio programme 'Farming Today' makes a plea for a 
'Brexit-free' week of reporting, a sentiment that might have wider appeal. It made me 
think of other topics on which listeners and viewers might appreciate a period of 
media silence. A 'Trump-free' week sounds very attractive. The space could be 
devoted to serious coverage of mental health issues rather than the dangerous 
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delusions of one man. A 'celebrity-free' week would also be appreciated by many. The 
antics of attention-seeking people, whose talents do not match their egos, have 
limited appeal, except for those who prefer fantasy to reality. 

In Scotland, an 'Indyref2-free' week would provide a welcome break for large 
sections of the population. It would free up time for members of the Scottish 
government to focus on those issues of most immediate concern to people: jobs, the 
economy, health, housing and education. It might also encourage that incestuous band 
of political commentators in Scotland to attempt some original thinking, instead of 
simply repeating the same old clichés and threadbare arguments. That, however, is 
unlikely to happen. If the public were to be spared the penetrating insights of the 
nation's journalistic elite, even for just a week, they might conclude that they could 
do without them permanently.  

Wednesday 15 March 
While munching my breakfast cereal, I was surprised by a phrase used in a radio 
report on the embarrassment of the Bank of England following the resignation of 
Charlotte Hogg, deputy director, brought about by her failure to declare that her 
brother held a senior position at Barclays. The reporter referred, without irony, to 'the 
great and the good of the financial services industry'. That is not a group of people I 
would normally associate with either greatness or goodness. In fact, the phrase made 
me think of other forms of words that might elicit a similar reaction: 'the reputation of 
politicians for honesty and integrity'; 'the wit and wisdom of accountants'; 'the modest 
and self-effacing character of football managers'; 'the enlightened membership of 
Muirfield golf club'.  

It is quite difficult to convey irony on radio. On television, there are clues other than 
intonation which can be used to indicate that statements should not necessarily be 
taken at face value – a hand gesture, a sardonic smile, a raised eyebrow. Despite this, 
I increasingly prefer radio. The seeming obsession of TV producers with 'celebrity' 
presenters and unnecessary visual effects detracts from the substance of many 
programmes. 

Monday 27 March 
A report by PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) suggests that a third of British jobs could 
be lost over the next 15 years because of advances in robotics. As might be expected, 
manual and routine jobs are most at risk while those involving social skills are least 
susceptible to being taken over by robots. This means that people employed in 
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manufacturing, transport and retail could find themselves under threat, while the 
future of health staff, social workers and teachers is more secure. 

This is undoubtedly a serious issue but the distinction between 'routine' and 'social' 
occupations is perhaps not as clear-cut as it might at first appear. Many people 
currently working in social fields often feel that they are treated as robots by their 
employers – expected to carry out orders from above without question, discouraged 
from thinking for themselves. Local government employees tell me that if they show 
initiative, rather than simply apply the rules, they are liable to get into trouble. Even 
in universities, where critical thinking is part of the rationale for the institution, staff 
sometimes feel that management prefers a machine-like, rather than a human, 
response to the avalanche of policy documents which descend from above. 

Some years ago, I had the opportunity to visit Victoria Quay in Leith, the 
headquarters of many government departments, on a number of occasions. In my 
defence, my job at the time sometimes required me to keep bad company. When it 
opened in 1996, the building was praised for its energy efficiency. Lights only came 
on in offices when there was some sign of life. It became a standing joke that often 
lights automatically switched off even when there were people in the room, 
suggesting that civil servants were more like robots than human beings. Bureaucratic 
culture tends to deprive people of their distinctive identity. As the central character in 
John Kennedy Toole's marvellous novel, 'A Confederacy of Dunces', remarks: 'You 
can always tell someone who works for the government by the total vacancy which 
occupies the space where most other people have faces.'  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Diary  
Nannie Sköld  

 
Saturday 11 February 
Whenever I have been asked how the 
UK’s decision to leave the EU affects me 
personally as an EU national, I have said 
that it doesn’t really. At least not yet. Last 
week I was made to doubt that. 

As a relatively recent Edinburgh-to-
Glasgow migrant, it's about time for me to 
register with a local GP. For the past four 

years I have been registered at Edinburgh University’s health clinic and, frankly, 
never thought that registering with a GP would be an issue for me. 

Having finally got around to going to the local GP, I was asked to fill in a general 
NHS registration form, a registration form for the particular branch, and to hand them 
in at the counter together with my ID. The receptionist looked over my papers, looked 
up at me, and left, saying she would come back in a few minutes. 

She came back with many papers, and many more questions. Was I living in the area? 
Yes. Had I been registered with a GP in the UK before? Yes. Was I currently in full-
time education? No. Had I been employed for three months or more and could show 
proof of that? No, and no. 

She double-checked something with a colleague and then told me 'sorry. I am afraid 
you can’t register with a GP unless you are in full-time education or employment'. I 
said thank you anyway, have a good day, see you later, goodbye. I thought, if I get a 
full-time job now, the next time I can get sick is in May. 

Sunday 19 February 
The family with whom I spent my last day in La Linière refugee camp is an Iraqi 
Kurdish family with three young daughters. We drank sugary tea, sang 'Let It Go', 
and practised writing the names of different body parts in English. The oldest 
daughter, nine years old, translated between me and her parents, and was also 
teaching her younger sisters how to count in French. She told me that she is also the  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one who translates when they are caught in the back of a lorry by police and asked 
questions about where they are from, where they are going, and which smugglers 
they know. 

Two days after I had left the camp, I was told that the family had made it across the 
channel. Fast-forward a few weeks, and they are living in Hull. On Sunday, I went to 
Hull together with a fellow camp volunteer and close friend of mine to visit the 
family. Instead of knocking on the thin wooden walls of their shelter, we rang their 
doorbell, and instead of them opening up to a crowded space serving as storage room 
as well as entrance and kitchen, we are welcomed into their warm house. 

We are all a little shy at first. We hug for a long time, scared to let go, but then don’t 
know what to say to each other. We keep saying how happy we are. Zor zor zor 
dlxoshm. (Dlxoshm literally means 'heart good', and it is one of the most beautiful 
words I have learnt in Kurdish.) Zor dlxoshm that you are finally in the UK. Zor 
dlxoshm to see you again. 

My friend and I bring out the gifts that we’d brought for the family – among other 
things, a cuddly hairy cow for the youngest girl. Everyone in the family is a bit 
confused about what animal it is meant to resemble, but after some googling we reach 
consensus that it is a cow, albeit of a strange Scottish sort. 

We ask the girls questions: Do they like Hull? Is the house good? Do they share a 
room? Breaking into smiles, they beckon us to follow them upstairs, and they will 
show us. They share a bedroom and a bed surrounded by toy cars. On the walls, they 
have hung up the same photographs that they used to show me in their shelter. They 
are photographs of them dressed up, together with friends in Germany, where they 
were prior to France. 

'You want to play?' They ask us eagerly. We play hide-and-seek, and end up having 
seen the inside of every cupboard, the beds from underneath, and the bathtub from 
within. Their parents call us downstairs – they have prepared platters of biryani and 
it’s time for us to eat. Sitting around the table, we ask the oldest daughter if she is 
practising her English, French and German – languages she learnt whilst on the 
journey between Iraq and Hull. She tells us that she and her younger sister will start 
school next week, and shows us the date marked on the calendar on the wall.  
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They are still in the process of seeking asylum, and there is much more waiting and 
interrogation to go through before (hopefully) being granted protection and the right 
to remain. Yet, life is slowly somehow becoming normal again. They live in a house. 
They are not scared to go outside. The youngest daughter can do potty training. The 
oldest daughters can go to school. For now, we are zor dlxoshin. 

Saturday 25 February 
I spoke to a friend who is a few months away from finishing her undergraduate 
degree in Edinburgh. Along with nearly everyone else in her position, she is not 
completely sure of what to do next. During the last few months, she has been thinking 
about going into teaching, and has since applied and been accepted into a teaching 
programme in Scotland. However, when we spoke on Saturday, she told me that she 
is starting to doubt her decision, mostly because of Brexit. 

My friend considers Scotland her home, but her citizenship is German. Although she 
may be more confident teaching in English than in German, in the UK she is required 
to prove her fluency in English through a long range of expensive tests. She is scared 
to invest in a Scottish teaching degree without any guarantee that she will be able to 
stay in the country. What if her right to remain will in the future depend on her 
income? What if a teacher's salary doesn't reach the minimum requirement? 

She also tells me that, although right-wing extremism and nationalism are growing in 
Germany, the political climate at the moment is more healthy and humane than in the 
UK. She tells me that it would seem a bit silly to choose to live in a country where 
there is more hate. 

Wednesday 8 March 
Browsing the Guardian this morning, I came across more frightening news 
concerning homelessness. It has been brought to light that several homelessness 
charities have been collaborating with the Home Office to identify individuals 
without the right to remain in the country. On several occasions, this has led to the 
identified individual being deported. 

Although this may be an aim for the Home Office, it should not be the job of 
homelessness charities to collaborate with the government in its attempt to fulfil its 
targets of net migration. Rather than contributing to the UK's 'everyday bordering' – 
landlords, NHS, and schools required to collaborate with the Home Office in policing 

!59



the immigration status of individuals in the country – homelessness charities should 
be working to mitigate the consequences of such policies. 

According to a spokesperson from one homelessness charity, '[the charity] has no 
powers to compel rough sleepers to return home but when we believe that individuals 
are at risk from living on the streets, where people are in extreme destitution, we will 
work with the Home Office to plan a way for them to return home'. It seems as if the 
underlying assumption of the homelessness charities which collaborate with the 
Home Office is that homelessness is the very worst circumstance that can befall a 
person, and that any alternative solution would be an improvement. Not only is this 
highly paternalistic, but it is in many cases simply not true. 

There are rough sleepers on the streets of major UK cities who have fled extreme 
poverty, war and persecution. They should not have to live as destitute individuals on 
the streets – there should be support available for them. However, where this does not 
exist, the extreme destitution of UK streets may still be better than the situation they 
would face upon being deported.  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Why the right film won  
Jean Barr 

What a relief that despite all the fanfare and 
fiasco at this year's Academy Awards 
ceremony, 'La La Land' did not win best 
picture. Instead the award went to the 
beautifully paced, almost totally unsentimental 
and nearly all-black movie 'Moonlight' about 
the coming-of-age of a poor, gay, black boy in 
Miami. Writer-director Barry Jenkins loosely 
based his film on an unproduced play by Tarell 

Alvin McCraney called 'In Moonlight Black Boys Look Blue' which is itself partly 
based on the author's own experience of growing up in Miami. 

How wonderful, too, that Casey Affleck was named best actor for his role as the 
emotionally frozen handyman in 'Manchester by the Sea' and that the writer-director 
of the film, Kenneth Lonergin, was awarded the Oscar for best original screenplay. 
Both 'Moonlight' and 'Manchester By the Sea' offer profound meditations on what 
makes people become who they are. More specifically, they are extraordinarily 
sensitive portrayals of the pain and struggle sometimes involved in 'being a man'. 
They are also graced with exceptional performances, believable, spare dialogue and a 
rarely imaginative use of original and borrowed music. 

Perhaps even more significantly, both films subvert Hollywood conventions in their 
unflinching focus on masculinity and the trouble men have in expressing their 
feelings – whilst managing to avoid easy cliché and stereotypes in favour of nuance 
and contradiction. Such scrutiny of masculinity – so often taken for granted as a mere 
given – is rare enough in itself. How much more so when the characters are working-
class and, in the case of 'Moonlight', black as well as gay. 

Writer-director Barry Jenkin's drama 'Moonlight' tracks a young African American 
man, Chiron, over three stages of his life, showing the shaping role of time, memory 
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and trauma in his development in a manner reminiscent of 'Manchester by the Sea'. 
The film's address is so direct that we almost feel that we are being drip-fed Chiron's 
thoughts and feelings. Through visually hypnotic dream sequences, daring close-ups 
and gorgeous surges of music over scenes of children playing, we are given access 
into the person he will become. Jenkins is assisted by cinematographer James Laxton, 
whose judicious use of tight framing and wide shots – saturated in midnight blues and 
purples – accentuates Chiron's loneliness and isolation. 

Mahershala Ali, best known for his supporting role in 'House of Cards', gives a lovely 
performance, justly warranting his Oscar as best supporting actor, the first acting 
Oscar won by a Muslim. He plays Juan, a kind of father figure for the film's main 
character. Although Ali features only in the first third of the film – the chapter 
covering Chiron's childhood – his role in the structure of the film is critical. 

Juan protects Chiron when he is chased by other kids, lets him sleep over with him 
and his girlfriend, gives him swimming lessons (occasioning the film's most tender 
scene) and generally provides the affection, shelter and support Chiron needs. When 
Chiron asks Juan what a faggot is Juan pauses before saying 'a word used to make 
gay people feel bad', adding that nobody should be ashamed of being gay. 

But – and this is the key to his role in the structure of the film – Juan is also the local 
drugs baron who supplies Chiron's crack-addicted mother Paula (Naomi Harris, 
ferociously good as the damaged, neglectful mother who mocks her son's love of 
dance but becomes a more contained presence in the course of the film when she 
receives care herself). From little kid nicknamed 'Little' (Alex Hibbert), always 
picked on and constantly worrying about his mum, through vicious bullying as a 
teenager – and now known by his given name (played by Ashton Sanders) – Chiron 
finally emerges as 'Black' (Trevante Rhodes) dealing drugs on Atlanta street corners, 
far from his hometown of Miami. 

Now unrecognisable as the sweet boy he once was, Black is macho, all flashing gold 
teeth, muscle-bound and almost totally silent. He keeps his gayness secret from 
everyone, including, most importantly, himself. Jackson shows how the painful and 
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ambiguous relationship between Chiron, his mother and Juan, as his only caring yet 
hugely contradictory role model, lies behind Black's own conflicted identity. He is 
following the example laid down long ago by Juan. 

Then Chiron receives a phone call from his past. It is from old classmate and friend 
Kevin (Andre Holland), just out of prison, now himself an estranged father and 
working as a chef. It is with Kevin – who is played by Jaden Piner as a kid and 
Jharrel Jerome as a teenager – that Chiron had the only intimate/sexual encounter of 
his life. They meet again. 'Black' removes his gold teeth, revealing an oddly 
vulnerable looking set of lovely white ones. 

'I cry so much sometimes I might turn to drops', Black/Chiron tells Kevin, confessing 
too that this is the first time anyone has touched him since his one and only encounter 
with his friend over a decade ago. Despite the hardness of his body and the harshness 
of his work, Chiron's deepest self is fragile, full of longing and lasting hurt. As a film 
about the complexity of masculinity, more specifically black masculinity, 'Moonlight' 
is also about the universal human desire for connection. 

The way 'Moonlight' explores the intersecting of race, gender, sexuality and class is 
challenging and surprising. Jenkins subverts clichés about addiction, poverty, 
violence and homophobia in black America. By infusing stock images of the drug-
addicted mother, bullied queer kid and drug-dealing hustler with careful detail and 
texture, 'Moonlight' makes us rethink and reimagine familiar situations and 
archetypes. And it does so in ways that reveal the essential strangeness, 
unpredictability and mystery that reside in the most unexpected places. 

This is exhilarating – as are the visual and dramatic rhythms and interlacing motifs 
with which 'Moonlight' is replete. For example, it is not just in his work that Chiron 
follows the path of his mentor. Even the way he drives his car through the streets of 
Atlanta mirrors Juan's relaxed style at the steering wheel years before when he drove 
Chiron back to his house. There is also a deeply satisfying symmetry between the 
early lovely scene where Juan teaches Little how to swim by holding him up in the 
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surf of a sunlit sea, and a later scene when teenage Chiron kisses his friend Kevin on 
a dark sandy beach. 

'Moonlight' has been hailed movie of the moment for its valedictory status in relation 
to Obama-era identity politics. This is a lot for any film to bear. Better to view it in its 
own terms, as a modest film of great formal beauty and tenderness.  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Minding my mouth  
Rachel Sharp  

I was in the car with my parents recently 
listening to Clyde 1 when a caller swore 
live on air. 'Language!' my mother 
exclaimed, but the show’s presenters 
barely noticed. Eventually they registered 
what had happened and abruptly 
apologised to listeners who may have been 
offended. 

'Oh come on', I said to myself. It wasn’t as 
if he’d sworn at anyone directly or even 

aggressively. The 's' word slipped so effortlessly into the conversation it was as 
though it belonged there. 

According to James V O’Connor in 'Cuss Control', 'people who swear often tend to 
be disagreeable, critical, cynical, angry, argumentative, and unhappy complainers'. 
Not only is there no empirical evidence to support this claim, but as someone who 
swears on a daily basis – predominantly at my computer screen – I find O’Connor’s 
statement just as offensive as if he’d called people who swear nasty little shits. Both 
statements mean the same thing, so why not cut out the superfluous adjectives and get 
to the point?

Some argue that swearing is inherently aggressive. But when you begin to dissect 
some of today’s most popular profanities, there isn’t much in their etymology to 
denote aggression. Take, for instance, the Clyde 1 caller’s favourite word – 'shit'. 
Deriving from the Old English word scitte, it literally means 'diarrhoea', and was 
originally used without any vulgar connotations.

'Fuck', which has a slightly more violent inception, is Indo-European in root and 
means 'strike'. Only in the last few hundred years has society assigned vulgar and 
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hostile undertones to the word. Even the most appalling word in the English 
language, the 'c' word, was originally just a general descriptive term for the vagina. 
Yet language is constantly evolving with the peoples who employ it, and is therefore 
subject to every generation’s interpretation of social acceptability. Those who are 
offended by swear words are so because they were raised to; there is no etymological 
justification for this response. 

Surely any word can be employed to project aggression, not just swear words? A 
couple of months ago I had an argument in the park with a woman whose dog 
attacked my own. Neither of us swore, but the exchange was no less heated, ending 
only when she dismissed me as 'a silly wee cow'. Taken in isolation, none of these 
words could cause offence, but their combination incensed me as much as, if not 
more than, any swear word. 

Some might argue that swearing is a sign of limited vocabulary or a lack of 
intelligence, but when I arrived at university we read books that employed profanity 
like it was going out of fashion. Not because their authors were uneducated – it was 
simply a means by which they expressed their ideas more emphatically. In my first 
university exam, I was presented with 'The Imperfect Enjoyment' by John Wilmot, 
Earl of Rochester, a poem which uses the 'c' word no fewer than four times. I barely 
noticed. I had an exam to complete; I didn’t have time to be offended; so I wasn’t. 

Studies have shown that swearing makes us more tolerant to pain, can increase heart 
rate and is an emotional language of its own that aids self-expression. I sincerely 
believe that in a century or two the 'f' word and the 'c' word won’t retain the 
'offensive' connotations they have today. Their meanings will continue to evolve 
along with the rest of us and the English language. Until such a time, though, I’ll 
have to mind my mouth in front of my mother.  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Why are atheists always so superior?  
Catherine Czerkawska 

For me, the last few weeks have 
been full of Burns (or more likely 
Jean Armour) suppers. As a 
speaker, I’m invariably sober. Even 
when not driving, I’m aware that 
I’m going to have to stand up and 
make sense, but sobriety is not a 
universal feature of these occasions 
and there have been some 
interesting conversations along the 
way.

Last week’s was about religion. Three of us had been brought up Catholic while the 
fourth at our end of the table was an atheist of fairly dogmatic persuasion. The 
Catholics – among whom I number myself – were lapsed, although we all agreed that 
Catholicism is the Hotel California of religions. Checking out is remarkably easy. 
Leaving, on the other hand... Our atheist friend clearly found this disturbing.

I have friends of all beliefs and none. I once went to a Scottish pagan handfasting 
ceremony complete with flowery bower and a broomstick over which the bride and 
groom jumped: it was memorable, moving, friendly and above all fun. My late dad 
contrived to have a Catholic priest, along with a Baptist and an Episcopalian minister 
conducting his funeral, covering his bases as people said afterwards. 

We rub along together, hardly ever discussing religion at all. If pushed, I’d say that 
the Celtic form of Christianity, pragmatic, simple and imaginative, is probably the 
one that appeals to me most. There are times – especially when I’m trying to write – 
that the life of an anchorite seems quite attractive.
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It has always struck me that the least tolerant people are just as likely to be atheists as 
subscribers to the more extreme manifestations of faith. Peculiarly irritating are those 
who imply – hell, they state it with uncompromising certainty – that any belief 
system at all is a crutch, invented to comfort the intellectually challenged. When one 
or two people in the company diffidently suggest that they do have a faith, and the 
inevitable response is 'of course people can’t bear reality so they just have to make up 
the notion of God!' then even the most polite among us find ourselves aware of a 
slight raising of hackles. They have every right to believe it, but the inescapable 
implication is that they are so much less deluded, so much more sensible and 
intelligent than you are. 

On this occasion, we acknowledged our differences and moved on, but the facile 
quality of the dismissal has stayed with me. Many may still believe in a simple white-
robed God, sending 'ane to heaven and ten to hell' but many of us don’t. That being 
the case, unless the religious beliefs in question challenge the civil rights of others, 
we are probably wise to adopt Father Jack’s useful 'that would be an ecumenical 
matter' dictum, extending it to other world religions and non-religions as well. Or 
maintain a discreet silence. We’re all Jock Tamson’s bairns, after all.
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Fake news 18th-century style 
Maggie Craig  

 
When Charles Edward Stuart led his 
Jacobite army through England in 
November and December 1745, one 
senior member of his staff noted that 
they seldom saw any children. The 
reason for this soon became clear. Their 
parents were hiding them away for fear 
that they might be eaten by the wild 
Highlanders. Anti-Jacobite propaganda, 
spread by the gutter press of the day, had 
told them the men from North Britain 

were murderers, rapists and cannibals, particularly partial to babies and young 
children.  

Cameron of Lochiel reassured one woman that he was not going to eat her children 
before she dared bring them out of the cupboard where she had hidden them. Charles 
himself did the same for a Quaker woman living near Carlisle, in whose house he was 
going to spend the night. When he asked about the groaning coming from underneath 
the bed, the woman burst into hysterical tears. She’d borne seven children, the one 
under the bed being the only survivor. She didn’t have much food in the house and 
she was terrified the prince and his companions were going to roast her five-year-old 
daughter on the spit over the fire for their supper. 

I’ve read a lot of contemporary reports on the Jacobites of 1745. I can’t conclusively 
state that there were no rapes carried out by Jacobite soldiers, although I’ve found no 
reports of any. I feel I can confidently say that no babies or small children were 
roasted and eaten. A special edition of the London Gazette also allowed that 'the 
rebels behaved tolerably well in the march southward'. 

People continued to hide their children, though. The Jacobites were a real danger, so 
they had to be demonised, presented as monsters, other, not people like everyone 
else. They were also frequently shown in propaganda prints as being in the pocket of 
the Catholic church and the pope in Rome, a time-honoured bogeyman. You also get 
the impression that, as has been known in today’s tabloid press, some hacks of the  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time were simply taking a malicious pleasure in scaring the lieges witless and 
whipping up a good old panic. 'Strange', mused one Jacobite officer, 'to see the lies 
spread about us in the English and Scots papers'.  

On the other hand, then as now, some clear-eyed folk had no trouble recognising spin 
when they saw it. One indiscreet or very naive young lady in Edinburgh wrote up a 
list of other young women she knew and whether they supported the Jacobites or the 
Hanoverians. One in the former camp was Miss Craig, 'who laughs at the London 
newspapers for being all lies'. I’ve always rather hoped that the sceptical Miss Craig 
was a forebear.  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Let’s kick the bucket list 
Katie Grant  

 
Bucket lists, those lists of 'things 
to do before I die' have been on 
my mind. I'm not dying, at least 
not in an acute sense, so far as I 
know; I've just become more 
conscious of minutes ticking 
away. So when, the other day, 
somebody mentioned bucket 

lists, I actually listened to their 
fancied travel destinations, adventures, experiences, sights, sounds, buttressed 
inevitably by the chorus 'you only live once'. Afterwards it struck me: where in this 
long list of impersonal stimuli was the actual person? 

The obvious answer is 'in the photograph'. Here's mother paragliding; barrel-racing; 
taking a selfie with George Clooney; Morris dancing whilst eating a truffle. That's her 
up Mont Blanc, or is it the Matterhorn? And there she is in India? Thailand? 
Christmas? Easter? Doesn't matter. The important thing is that she completed her 
bucket list before kicking the bucket. What happens if, after bucket list completion, 
you don't kick the bucket, is the question that dare not speak its name. A second 
bucket list seems unfair on potential legatees. Mother at Dignitas, perhaps?

But although, barring Dignitas, ticking off external experiences before you die is 
perfectly jolly, the experience we really need is the deep, internal experience of being 
truly happy in ourselves. Why is that experience never on a bucket list? Is it because 
we don't value anything that can't be bought or photographed? Or is it because living, 
as we do, in the age of pointless noise and permanent interruption, being happy in 
yourself, with yourself, and not needing an umbilical connection with anybody but 
yourself, is considered more failure than achievement? 
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Yet we'll die alone, and in those final lonely moments, though our best beloveds may 
comfort themselves with Instagram pictures – mother at Naples! – I doubt whether 
we, the actual kickers of the bucket, will be fortified by memories of expensive 
truffles, George Clooney or even Morris dancing. Surely, in extremis, we'll long to 
feel ourselves blessed – not in the religious sense, though for some that is important – 
but personally blessed to have lived, and to have had moments of being truly happy 
with, or at least having some understanding of, ourselves. Being yourself is hard. 
Being happy being yourself harder still. Understanding yourself virtually impossible. 
Practice is necessary, so, whilst you've still time, isn't it more important to hug the 
internal you than hug a dolphin?

The real purpose of a bucket list is to outwit death, to bury it in the guddle of ticket 
stubs and visas. But a good bucket list should be a bit of death-prep. It's true that once 
we're dead, undertakers can make us look serene, complete and at one with ourselves. 
Yet wouldn't it be grand if, instead of depending on a mortician's skill with the slap, 
our deathly serenity was real? Bin the trad bucket list. Sign out of Instagram. When 
you kick the bucket, don't end up, too late, kicking the self you suddenly, regretfully, 
never really knew at all.   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Bridge 44  
Alasdair McKillop  

 
I
My section of the Union Canal has 
been refilled. It had been drained 
away almost to nothing so its 
embankments could be exposed and 
studied by maintenance engineers for 
a few weeks in late January and early 
February. If anything, it now looks to 
have been overfilled, like a mug of 

tea to which the addition of milk has been misjudged. 

I call it my section only because I so often experience it alone. On my way to the 
railway station every weekday morning, I cross from one side to the other using 
bridge 44. I know of no more romantic title for the structure therefore it exists as 
though someone meant to give it a name but never got around to doing so. From the 
bridge to the point at which I leave the tow-path is a distance of no more than a 
meandering 200 metres. The short distance I travel and the time of day largely 
account for the solitude, not that I’m complaining.

With the canal to my right, it doesn’t take long for Linlithgow Palace to come cleanly 
into view on the left while the loch sneaks between and above the buildings on the 
High Street. A little further out there are fields and some buildings on the hills. 
Between the loch and the hills there is a motorway but it can’t be seen, allowing me 
to pretend that the concrete and even time itself have been swallowed up by the folds 
of the land. These are the main features of the view travelling in one direction. 
Heading the other way, usually in the early evening, it is possible to see as far as the 
petrochemical facility at Grangemouth. Sometimes huge columns of steam are clearly 
visible like the muscled arms of some Earth-bound God trying to grab the sky and 
pull into a terrible collision with the land. If the conditions are right and one of the 
pillars is emitting a high flame, the scene can take on an infernal quality.
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II
Every now and then, I wonder what would have happened if the canal had been 
frozen on the day it was meant to be drained. It was January, after all. Reluctantly, it 
seemed only fair to conclude that if a team of people had the ability to drain part of a 
waterway, they could probably have dealt with some ice if it had come to that. The 
canal hasn’t frozen much or severely this year anyway. As was the case for a time 
when I was younger, the extent of freezing on the canal is my chief, albeit informal, 
indicator of a winter’s severity and the evidence suggests this has been a mild one. 
There have been days when the top of the water assumed a greasy sheen which I took 
to mean it was thinking about freezing. Rarely, however, has it managed to form a 
solid sheet. 

Not that long ago, according to memory, it was common for the canal’s face to 
become so hard and thick that it was possible for people – never me – to walk on it. 
Some of my friends would cross the ice to get to the golf course where the 17th 
sloped down from tee to hole. Naturally, this made it one of the prime sledging spots 
in town. If you were in control of your sledge, you could take it down almost to the 
ice so that you were among whatever was left growing at the edge. But where was the 
danger, really, when you knew fine well people had been sauntering on it before you 
finished your run?

III
While most of the water was made to disappear, some remained behind to serve as a 
reminder to put back what was taken. There was always a little sitting in the bottom 
of the trench like a zip that might be pulled down to allow the missing contents to 
bubble up to the surface. One evening, I spotted three mallards standing in the 
dribble. There were two males and a female, and I imagined them to be the same trio 
who had taken up residence in my section last year. Whether this was likely or not I 
don’t know, but it was fun to believe it was so. I imagined them exchanging puzzled 
looks as if to say, 'it wasn’t like this when we left, was it?' If it was the same ménage 
à trois of mallards, I knew they had survived worse. One night last summer, travelling 
over 44 by car, I saw a cat pounce at them. I only saw a split second of frenzied 
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activity before the road dipped away from the scene. For several days afterwards, I 
saw only the two drakes and assumed the worst. Their heads, on which the colours 
move as they do in splashed petrol, were properly bowed in shame at their failure of 
feathery chivalry, or so I thought. But then, the female duck reappeared as if by 
magic, a bit like the water.

IV 
I could know a lot more about some of the things I’ve described. It would be easy 
enough to know if it’s common for mallard ducks to live in sets of three or to return 
to the same place every year. Similarly, it would be easy to learn more about the 
engineering feat that removed the water and then returned it weeks later. In all 
likelihood, the reality would be far more impressive than anything I could imagine. 
Finding out more would be easy when information is everywhere, jostling us and 
getting under our fingernails. Maybe that’s why I gently resist it in this case: 
information can stifle the imagination as surely as it can cure ignorance and 
sometimes it’s good to let your mind go with the breeze. Soon, the disappearance of 
the water will be forgotten anyway as the benevolent seasons draw life out of the 
trees bordering the canal. A protective green canopy will come down while new life is 
summoned up along the edges. For a while, the growth will be so vigorous that my 
children will need to be lifted off the ground when the ducks are spotted making their 
way through the water.  

!75



A question of trust: life at Gordonstoun  
Allan Shiach 

In 1956 Gordonstoun 
School was in transition 
between the founding spirit 
of Kurt Hahn, an 
educational genius who ran 
the school by force of his 
(warm, eccentric) 
personality and a more 
traditional headmaster and 
his colleagues. It is not 

widely appreciated today, perhaps because of the distraction of the royal connection 
to the school, that Hahn was a unique and highly influential educational polymath. He 
had previously founded Schule Schloss Salem in Germany in the 1920s until driven 
to Britain by the nazi regime. He founded Gordonstoun originally in Wales in the 30s 
and eventually in Scotland. 

It was Kurt Hahn who inspired and helped to found the Duke of Edinburgh Award 
scheme as well as the United World College of the Atlantic, an affiliate of United 
World Colleges, which also derive their inspiration from his work and ideas. The 
liberal and progressive education of the Atlantic schools has spread across the world 
with centres in China, Africa, the USA, Singapore and elsewhere. His ideas and 
assistance created half a dozen other schools: Anavryta in Greece, Louisenlund in 
Germany, Boxhill and Rannoch in the UK, Ibadan in Nigeria and the Athenian School 
in the USA.

As if this were not enough, Hahn was the inspiration, origination and guiding hand in 
the Outward Bound movement, which has flourished over 50 years with some 40 
schools and 200,000 pupils each year seeking to develop inter-personal growth and 
leadership skills through the use of challenging outdoor activities. 
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Gordonstoun’s school motto was a simple one: Plus est en vous. In 1956, just three 
years after Hahn had retired, a handful of the teachers were still left over from the 
ancien régime, one or two of them among the best teachers I was ever to experience. 
Especially in English, which some spoke with a heavy German accent but with a 
passion and freshness unparalleled in mere English schools. Their pastoral interest in 
the boys was undoubted. Gordonstoun was, in those days, a boys only school. The 
prep school, also boys only, was situated a dozen miles away in a valley of the river 
Spey. The pre-prep, which no longer exists, was – curiously – a mixed boarding 
school, though at ages up to 11 the boys had a limited interest in what girls might 
contribute to their social lives.

Gordonstoun itself consisted then of about eight large buildings, sprawled across a 
fairly bleak landscape in what was once called the Laich of Moray. The school was 
wedged in its sprawl between the end of a very active runway and some fairly 
spectacular sea cliffs which plunged down to and overlooked the coldest sea in the 
British Isles. Pilots from the royal naval airbase adjoining the school grounds were 
told that landing in the Moray Firth without protective equipment gave one a life 
expectancy of about 20 minutes. This was in July or August, so the temperature of the 
sea was a significant factor in the weather patterns of the school’s micro-climate.

During my time there in the mid to late 50s, fighter planes had only recently been 
developed to fly at speeds in excess of the sound barrier. This resulted in sonic booms 
– a kind of explosive crash of sound – interrupting classes several times during the 
day. The airbase hadn’t been told that a plane flying faster than the sound barrier was 
environmentally unwelcome and the flights over school and aerodrome occurred 
regularly each week for two or three years.

I managed to appoint myself as roving reporter for the school 'newspaper' which I had 
founded along with the rather senior and superior Anthony Haden-Guest. But while 
Anthony stayed in his study and wrote think pieces (for the rest of his productive and 
colourful life) I was permitted to accompany our various rescue services on their call 
outs. The fire service was once summoned to the site of a crashed plane at the naval 
airbase. Your rugged reporter accompanied them as they arrived, somewhat late, at 
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the site where there was little to do but gaze at the twisted wreckage and the burned 
broom surrounding it. The pilot’s body had been removed. But the rugged reporter 
was nonetheless able to take a fairly grisly photograph of the late pilot’s helmet lying 
on the ground with just a few stains of ash inside its metal curves.

The photo was pulled down from the early edition and replaced with a general scene 
of the crash site alongside an anodyne report of the event. But it haunts me to this 
day.

My housemaster was one of Hahn’s friends from Salem. Erich Meissner looked like 
an animated cartoon of an absent-minded professor with his shock of white hair, his 
large black-rimmed glasses, his wayward duffle coat and his full-sized poodle, Ponto, 
ever at his side. No child who lived in the Round Square house was ever in doubt 
about Meissner’s genuine pastoral interest in each of us. Sudden impulsive gestures 
of kindness or praise were interspersed with curious distancing or apparent 
disinterest. He was a brilliant teacher. English and ancient history were his main 
subjects, certainly his main enthusiasms. It is hard now to recall the ways in which 
passion for a subject communicates to a child studying the subject, but Meissner’s 
interest, knowledge and love for literature and history were his teaching methods of 
genius.

I was once paying little heed as he read something aloud to the class from a Churchill 
biography. It was dull and he was rarely dull. At the end of the reading he asked the 
class to write a precis of what he had just read to us. My inattention led to my daring 
to write a single sentence because I knew no more. Fearing a severe dressing down, I 
wrote what I knew and that was little enough: 'War does not always solve political 
problems nor does victory always go to the most just cause'. It was obviously going 
to receive a very poor mark and would identify the boy in the class who cared least 
about the topic. 

'A brilliant precis', said Meissner, flourishing my essay. 'Concise, accurate and brief. 
This receives an alpha plus and the class is dismissed to enjoy some free time'. 
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The only other time when my unwillingness to be involved resulted in a happy 
outcome for everyone was when playing cricket for the Round Square against Duffus 
House during a summer term. I loathed cricket but my friend Henry Head was 
keeping score that day so I contrived to be placed on the boundary, close to the 
pavilion and far enough away from the cricketing activity to enjoy a natter with the 
scorer on a pleasant afternoon. A shout of warning was the first I knew that a hard, 
spherical object was heading straight for me. I raised my hands in self defence and 
prevented the ball from breaking my nose. The headmaster, Henry Brereton, 
happened to be walking past at this moment and declared it the best catch he had ever 
seen on the front lawn. So good, indeed, that to celebrate it he cancelled all classes 
for the rest of the day.

The school uniform at that time was dark blue shorts, grey shirt and dark blue sweater 
in the mornings. After sports activities and a shower, a light grey uniform in the 
afternoons. Only new boys wore the dark blue uniform all day long to denote their 
status. The ultimate punishment was the shame of being reduced to the status of dark 
blue all day long. I saw it happen only twice and in both cases witnessed the boys 
earn their way back to the light grey uniform. It seems so curious that a sanction like 
that really worked but Gordonstoun had peculiar institutional rules and regulations, 
many of them based on a so-called trust system.

One major item of the trust system was called the training plan. This was a small 
diary which each pupil kept and filled out on a daily basis. It required the pupil to 
fulfil a number of simple activities and mark whether these had been carried out or 
not with a tick or a cross. Any prize for best boarding school trivia would surely have 
been led by the questions on a training plan. Eating between meals? Brush teeth twice 
daily? Twenty press-ups? Ten rope climbs? A dozen specified activities were recorded 
by the pupil (more usually once a week in a hurry than the daily observance sought) 
and the boys were told that no punishment would follow if they had not carried out 
these tasks; it was merely to provide a record for the child himself to monitor his own 
behaviour. 
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Dr Meissner would ask for your training plan from time to time and scowl over it 
before returning it without comment. The only omission which might lead to 
punishment was failure to fill the diary in on a daily basis.

I was a middling student, content within the school yet fairly miserable at the 
separation from family. Despite my home being less than five miles away, I was not 
permitted visits and only made contact by one or two telephone calls and several 
letters per term, as was common to all the residents. ('The Boarding School 
Syndrome', by Joy Schaverien, brilliantly demonstrates how these unique British 
institutions turn healthy young men into lifelong emotionally closed and crippled 
ones.)

My father had died in a car crash one wintry morning when I was eight years old, 
during the Christmas holiday. Nevertheless I was returned to boarding at the pre-prep 
school barely five days after his funeral. This might nowadays be thought too early 
after such a shattering event in a family, but in the 50s, after a war which had elevated 
hardship to heroism, it was simply thought the best way for life to carry on.

In some ways Gordonstoun was linked exceptionally into my home life since, after 
my father’s death, my mother turned to Kurt Hahn for occasional counsel and advice. 
Impressive and distant as he was – and an unlikely person in my mother’s life who 
saw her, I suspect, out of sympathy rather than friendship – it was curiously consoling 
to know that I would be going to the school where Hahn still loomed on the horizon. 

My mother’s counsellor, when not in Germany or elsewhere in the world, resided 
with his sister in a charming house called Burnside, adjoining the grounds of the 
school and a short walk from the dramatic cliffs of the Moray Firth.

Although occasionally deployed in later life as a boast, there is no humiliation greater 
than to be expelled from a boarding school. Expulsion is not merely separation from 
lessons but from friends, colleagues and routines. It is a public statement of revulsion 
at your presence in a community, a statement that you are no longer tolerable in that 
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society. Expulsion was both rare and devastating. During my time at Gordonstoun 
only one pupil was expelled and that for a crime of adolescent urges.

During the summer holidays, when I was 15 or 16 and a senior boy in the school with 
responsibilities and exams at every turn, my mother had invited two old men friends 
to dinner with their families. Both the men had been at Gordonstoun though neither 
was close to the faculty nor had any lingering association with the school. But they 
were curious and I was voluble. I told them how the so-called trust system seemed to 
me not to be working any longer. The training plan was barely taken seriously, the 
daily exercises only fulfilled by the most punctilious or junior. I noted that it was a 
significant additional burden upon children to describe these essentially trivial things 
as part of a trust system. To break trust is a serious matter. To neglect your rope 
skipping was a minor misdemeanour, yet was to be taken as a breach of trust.

I went on to explain that the punishment system – which mainly consisted of being 
given formal country walks of between two and five miles depending on the gravity 
of the offence, was also carried out on the basis of trust. Nobody checked you in or 
out of your punishment, but you were trusted to carry it out yourself. And everyone 
knew somebody who had been punished and had made a great show of only the first 
500 yards of their punishment.

The following term, immediately after breakfast, I was summoned to Dr Meissner’s 
suite, consisting of a large living room in which he executed his impressive paintings 
at a permanent easel. Off some dark recess beyond were his private study, his 
bedroom and bath room. 

I had come to know the room when, as a younger student, he had asked me to pose 
for him, to be a model for a painting. This required me to stand naked while he 
sketched. I was not the first subject of this flattery, others had done the same without 
incident. But there is a certain compulsion to comply when the man in charge of your 
life and school career suggests you attend as a nude model. Pupils were well aware of 
their housemaster’s frequent presence at shower or bath time. He did absolutely 
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nothing except paint, nor was there any hint of impropriety, yet by today’s standards 
it was both risky and dishonourable. Ars gratia artist, I think.

On this occasion my arrival in his study was less than warm and did not include 
nudity. Dr Meissner accused me of an expellable offence. The charge was 'profound 
disloyalty to the school'. He reported that an unnamed old boy had detailed how I had 
libelled the school, claimed the honour system wasn’t working and in general 
denigrated everything Meissner and his colleagues had done to sustain the great work 
of our great founder. There was no latitude if I admitted to these charges. But first and 
in fairness I was asked if his was an accurate description of what I had been saying.

I promptly admitted I had said more or less the words attributed to me but not out of 
disloyalty. I claimed the defence of truth. Nothing I had alleged was untrue no matter 
how it might have offended him and his colleagues to hear it.

As one allegation was made and rebutted, as one claim was made and discounted, as 
the day wore on and Meissner’s classes were cancelled so that he might give all his 
time and concentration to this sudden, shocking set of charges, I sat in my dark blue 
uniform in his study and defended myself. 

I gradually began to realise that while my defence – that the trust system was lightly 
and carelessly abused on a frequent basis was a simple truth – to Dr Meissner and the 
headmaster, Henry Brereton, this assertion, if indeed it were true, then demolished the 
very foundation of all that Kurt Hahn and the Gordonstoun ethos were about. This 
was, in effect, the end of their most profound beliefs.

From time to time Meissner left me in his study while he consulted with Brereton. He 
seemed oddly disinterested each time he returned as if he had been charged with a 
simple task and now needed to carry it out. We broke for lunch. I was instructed to 
return immediately afterwards and not to discuss the matter with anyone. As I entered 
the dining room, Meissner gave a grand wave over the seated pupils in the dining 
room.

!82



'You cast aspersions on them. All of them. Your darken them with your allegations'.

He went off to dine elsewhere and left me to avoid ways of explaining my absences 
from class and common room.

The pause in the interrogation is now a memory blur. It was a day of which, 60 years 
later, I have both the most vivid recall and no recall at all. Bright, enduring images 
and foggy interstices. On going back to the study, I was again instructed to attend 
afternoon activities – athletics – after which the older boys showered and changed 
into their evening clothes, the distinctive light grey uniform of all but new boys. Or 
those humiliated by being demoted to the lowest rank. 

I was instructed not to change into the evening uniform. Was this likely to be my 
punishment? Desperately unfair though I felt it to be, I was prepared to endure it. 
Because by then I had glimpsed that I was in the midst of a bigger, more important 
battle. Like the Winslow Boy I would eventually have to depend upon the only 
defence available, that of the simple truth.

By the evening, with the interrogation resumed in Meissner’s study, I now had two 
interlocutors, not one. Headmaster Brereton’s brisk Anglo-Saxon scepticism allied to 
Meissner’s dark anger over the very possibility that the trust system was failing or 
being exploited. My own position was invidious since I couldn’t name names. But, 
did boys fill out their training plans during study periods and complete answers for 
two or three weeks in a few minutes? Yes. So every answer in their training plan was 
either untrue or merely guessed? Yes. Because the questions were considered trivial. 

Did I know of boys who had been set punishment walks who did not actually carry 
these out? Yes, several, in fact the majority unless the punishments were given by 
school prefects (known as colour bearers) in which case the risk of being supervised 
was too great. Was I being so foolish and so extreme as to be charging the whole 
school with dishonesty?
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I didn’t think dishonesty was the issue. The boys I knew who laughed at the so-called 
system were not so much being dishonest as merely seeking to placate the fools who 
had instituted these 'trust' systems.

The afternoon had lengthened into evening. I was not offered a break for the evening 
meal and indeed was surprised to realise how late it was when eventually Meissner 
summoned two of the senior boys from my house, the house of which he was house 
master, the wonderfully named Round Square. (An entirely circular building, like a 
bicyle tyre laid flat on the ground, rising two storeys and each filled with dormitories, 
classrooms, libraries or work spaces. The centre of the circle was filled with a bright 
green lawn upon which only senior masters were entitled to tread. Ah, the wonderful 
complexity of scholastic hierarchies.)

The senior boys were asked if it was now past 'lights out'. It was. Nonetheless, said 
Meissner, only recently? The boys nodded. 'Then summon everyone to this study. The 
headmaster and I have a question or two to put to everyone. Slippers and dressing 
gowns'. 

While the senior boys went off to gather all the pupils from their dormitories, 
Meissner with his instinctive eye for drama dragged a desk chair into the centre of the 
room and sat me upon it, facing the door. He stood behind his desk, behind me, and 
together we waited in uncompanionable silence as all the Round Square boys entered 
and formed, as directed, a three-line semi-circle in front of me.

I was barely three feet from all the boys I knew well. Sixty of them, wrapped in 
dressing gowns, looking about with interest and apprehension. What could this mean? 
And why was this person, whom all knew well, still in morning uniform? Had he 
been reduced to the ranks? What was conceivably his offence?

Meissner began with an iteration of the charges. I had been profoundly disloyal to the 
school. My principal allegation of disloyalty was that I had claimed that the trust 
system, upon which the school was based, was a mere charade and was not properly 
observed.
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'There will be no individual punishment', said Meissner, 'for anyone who admits to 
having abused or otherwise failed to comply in any way. I will not be taking names. I 
merely wish to demonstrate that this boy’s allegations are wholly false'.

I shifted uncomfortably because I could see the inevitable path this was taking – and I 
didn’t entirely trust the serried rows of friends and acquaintances to admit to the 
truth.

'Will you please raise your hand', Meissner’s voice had dropped an octave, 'if you 
have abused the training plan, ignored a punishment or otherwise failed to honour an 
obligation under our system of trust'.

He paused. The moment for action was delayed.

'Raise your hand if you have ever been less than observant of any of the trusts we 
place in you'.

He stood back. I stared at my friend Pitro Zafiropulo. I stared at the older boys, my 
immediate colleagues and at the younger ones whose names I barely knew.

Not a single hand was raised.

Meissner seemed to choke. And then Pitro’s hand went up. And James’s, too. And 
another, and another and another. Until among the 60 boys there were at least 45 with 
their hands raised in the air.

Everyone was dismissed. Meissner could hardly speak as he sent me back to my bed 
without a further word. He was crushed. The boys themselves – the boys whose lives 
he cherished and taught and knew – had, by simply raising their hands, utterly 
devastated him.

!85



So, I was not expelled nor sanctioned in any way. Over the years which followed, the 
masters of my day were replaced and the Hahn ethos gradually adapted to modern 
thinking. Girls were admitted – long a Hahn priority – and the nature of the school 
gradually changed. Short trousers were eliminated, cold showers and other elements 
of the so-called Spartan regime are gone and the training plan (did you brush your 
teeth twice?) may or may not still exist to taunt children or staff.

Meissner to his credit never said another word about the incident nor against me. 
Only Brereton sought perhaps some small consolation by writing on my leaving 
report – the document upon which I would hope to enter a university – 'this is not an 
academic boy'. The two universities to which I applied appeared to ignore the 
comment and admitted me anyway.

Kurt Hahn, Henry Brereton and Erich Meissner are dead – their lives fulfilled by their 
accomplishments and genuine passion for education and belief in the potential for 
improvement of every child. Plus est en vous.
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