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Home

The riddle of the Clutha Bar

Kenneth Roy

I
Later this year – or, given the glacial nature of such proceedings, next year – there must be
a fatal accident inquiry into the Clutha Bar helicopter crash in Glasgow, which killed the pilot
and two observers on board as well as seven people in the pub. 'Must' because in cases such
as this, where some of the victims died in the course of their employment, a fatal accident
inquiry is obligatory.

But will the outcome be any more conclusive than the much-criticised report of the Air
Accidents Investigation Branch into this baffling tragedy? Will the new inquiry be able to
answer perhaps the most tantalising of the many questions surrounding the events of 29
November 2013: why, with the aircraft in severe difficulties for some time before it plunged
into the bar, there was no alert from the cockpit. A possible, wholly plausible, explanation
now emerges for the absence of any signs of panic on board. 

But first, let's remind ourselves what happened that night.

Fuel in the helicopter's main fuel tank was pumped by two transfer pumps into a supply tank,
which was divided into two cells. Each cell fed its respective engine. During a painstaking
examination of the tank, it was found that 76kg of fuel remained in the main tank, yet the
supply tank at the point of impact was empty. The investigators 'deduced' – with the limited
evidence at their disposal, they could do no more than deduce – that both fuel transfer
pumps in the main tank had been selected OFF for 'a sustained period' before the accident,
leaving the fuel in the main tank unusable. They were not at OFF for the entire journey,
otherwise the helicopter would not have flown for as long as it did; they must have been
switched to OFF in the latter stages of the journey.

The investigators believe that the LOW FUEL 1 and LOW FUEL 2 warning captions were
then repeatedly triggered and displayed and that the pilot acknowledged them – it is not
clear from the report what form this acknowledgement took – yet continued to fly in breach
of protocols. They were unable to explain why a pilot rated 'above-average', with 5,500 hours
of flying experience in military and civilian helicopters, who had seen operational service
with the RAF in Afghanistan, Iraq and Northern Ireland, acted in the way he did.

Let's now set the pilot aside and think of the two police observers who accompanied him.
When the warning captions were displayed, the observers should have seen them – especially
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as they were permanently illuminated towards the end of the flight. The report states at one
point that they 'would' have seen them. but even if they had not, they would have heard the
audible warning which accompanied them: an attention-seeking gong.

Despite the proliferation of warnings indicating fuel starvation, the report implicitly invites
us to believe that two experienced observers were unconcerned. Each had a personal set of
radio controls. Each had the ability to call base at any time. Neither did so. The flight
continued with no word from the crew that there was anything amiss. At 10.19pm, when the
pilot informed air traffic control that they had completed their mission and were returning
to the police helipad, still there was no evidence of apprehension. On the contrary there was
a routine feel to the communication. Yet, a mere three minutes later, all three crew members
were fatally injured. 

Why, given their awareness for 'a sustained period' that the flight was in difficulties, did the
observers do nothing to alert ground staff? If we accept the report in its totality, we shall
probably never know what the pilot was doing or thinking in the last half hour of his life. But
the lack of response from the observers is, on the face of it, equally incomprehensible – until
we look at the history of air accidents.

II
On the evening of 28 December 1978, a United Airlines flight was making an approach to
Portland International Airport when the captain detected an abnormality in the landing gear.
He decided to enter a holding pattern so that he could deal with the problem; and for an hour
the captain concentrated on the faulty landing gear, impervious to the dwindling fuel supply.
The first officer and the flight engineer dropped hints – but not wishing to challenge the
authority of the captain they were no more than hints – about the possibility of fuel
starvation. It was only when the engines started to flame out that the captain realised the
gravity of the situation. The aircraft crash landed in a suburb of Portland, Oregon, six miles
short of the runway, killing two of the crew members and eight passengers. 

In an inquiry for the American equivalent of the Air Accidents Investigation Branch, an
aviation psychologist, Dr Alan Diehl, realised that the Oregon crash bore disturbing
similarities to several other major airline accidents, in both the United States and Europe,
and that the common denominator was an extreme reluctance on the part of crew to question
the decisions and actions of their captain.

Eleven years later, in July 1989, a more collaborative approach almost certainly saved many
lives. Captain Al Haynes, pilot of a United Airlines flight which crashed in Iowa, said after the
incident: 'Up until 1980, we kind of worked on the concept that the captain was THE
authority on the aircraft. What he said, went. And we lost a few airplanes because of that.
Sometimes the captain wasn't as smart as we thought he was. And we would listen to him,
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and do what he said, and we wouldn't know what he was talking about. [That night] we had
103 years of flying experience there in the cockpit, trying to get that airplane on the ground,
not one minute of which we had actually practised, any one of us. So why would I know more
about getting that airplane on the ground under those conditions than the other three? If we
had not let everybody have their input, it's a cinch we wouldn't have made it'.

From the mid-1980s, in an attempt to minimise the potentially devastating effects of human
error, airlines began to introduce a set of training procedures known as crew resource
management (CRM). Although it respects the command hierarchy on board, CRM aims to
foster a less authoritarian cockpit culture and to encourage others on board to question
captains if they see them making mistakes. 

But the history of air accidents since the mid-80s informs us that crew resource
management, while admirable in theory, has not completely eliminated poor communication
in the cockpit. The failure to observe CRM has been cited as one of the reasons for the
disastrous fate of Air France flight 447 from Rio de Janeiro to Paris in June 2009, which
plunged into the Atlantic with the loss of 228 lives. One analyst of the disaster wrote that 'the
men utterly failed to engage in CRM. They failed, essentially, to co-operate'. 

If even major airlines can still get it wrong, we are bound to wonder whether anyone on
board the police helicopter which crashed into the Clutha Bar had ever been trained in crew
resource management. As one aviation specialist told the Scottish Review: 'Clutha was a
terrible tragedy and if, as seems likely, the fuel situation was critical, then it's the pilot's job
to notice. Whether the police observers would have been sufficiently trained to monitor the
pilot, I frankly doubt'.

Could this be the solution to the psychological riddle of the Glasgow helicopter crash – the
utter silence of all those on board in the final stages of the flight? It is an important question
worth exploring at the fatal accident inquiry.

16 March 2016
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Home

The line goes dead

Maggie Mellon

Damien is a young man who has been sitting outside a shop near me begging most days of
the week for nearly a year now. I have spoken to him often and given food, money and
clothing and I have tried to offer advice and help. 

He is always polite and grateful, but has become increasingly distressed and depressed.
Before Christmas he told me that he was absolutely hopeless and had decided that if he could
not get off the street in the New Year he would end it all. He had had enough. I thought that
this had a serious intent and asked if he had had been to the homeless health service. He said
that he had been prescribed anti-depressants but that the health service knew he was
depressed because he was homeless, but they could not help him get a home. He does not
appear to have substance abuse or addiction problems and always is lucid. So probably that
reduces his priority for health services. But in any case there seems to be no connection
between diagnosis and priority for housing support.

I found it difficult to believe that Damien could not get the help and support he needs if he
just went to the right place and asked, and I kept advising him to go to the council homeless
services and ask for social work or personal assistance. He said he had been and they were
'no use' and clearly thought that I was a naive and foolish person just like all the other
residents who, like me, stopped to speak to him. Not one of us it seems can quite believe that
there is no service designed to help someone so clearly in need of help. So Damien gets
treated with suspicion.

I understand that his situation might not be as straightforward as he presents and that there
might be all sorts of complications and underlying factors that would explain his helpless
situation. Damien told me it would be no use asking for a social worker, or for anyone to sit
down with him and just listen and help him. He never got beyond the front desk of the
service, he told me.

In January he told me that an offer of a flat from an apparently benevolent stranger had
finally come through, having been promised for some time, and that he had made a housing
benefit claim but they kept refusing, saying that there was something missing. He was trying
to sort it out. But he did not have a phone or a postal service and so he was very frustrated.

On 4 February, I stopped to talk to him and this essay is the sum total of the hopeless muddle
of misinformation, callous indifference and rudeness that I experienced.
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He showed me a letter from City of Edinburgh Council's housing benefits office dated 20
January (addressed to his potential address which he could not move into because no
benefit) saying that his HB claim was unsuccessful because of 'insufficient information'.
Damien told me that he had been up to the HB office and had handed in everything that he
thought was necessary. He did not know what more he could do.

I asked if he wanted me to try to find out what he needed to do. He said yes. Here began my
Kafkaesque experience of the 'services' of the council.

There was a number on the letter to ring if the claimant wanted assistance. I called the
number and was given seven options none of which were to talk to someone. I was surprised
by this as the letter implied that there would be access to specific advice about the refusal of
benefit and what needed to be done. I went round the system again and opted for 'Landlord'
as I suspected that someone might actually speak to someone more important than a tenant,
and after refusing the various options there I was finally redirected to a real person. This is
expensive on a mobile phone. Damien has no phone.

The person in housing benefit who I finally got through to asked to speak to Damien to
confirm that I had his permission to speak about his case. This was duly done. I then carried
on with the call. The HB staff member told me that it looked like he had not signed the
tenancy form, and that needed to be done. I told her that Damien told me that he had been
back to the HB office several times and that he had done all that he had been told he needed
to do. No-one had helped or advised him by checking through all the forms, someone would
just take the form and supporting information and not check it or advise him. Then he had
got another letter saying that it had been refused because it had been filled in wrongly or
something missing.

The HB assistant told me that he should 'get another HB form sent to him' (he is homeless
and has no address other than the one he can not move into) or 'go online somewhere' and
start again. I said that this had not been a successful way of doing things for him and he really
needed some personal assistance as clearly he was not coping with the system. I asked if I
could make an appointment for someone to sit down with him and help him fill in the form
properly once and for all. That would take one homeless person off the street and save him
his health, and it would also save the taxpayer just to get it sorted quickly. This remark
seemed to be taken as an insult and I was warned that I would be cut off.

So I then asked if they did not do this, was there a social work service for homeless clients
that could help him fill in a form? I was told that they no longer made appointments for social
work but he should go to 249 High street at 8.30am and queue for a social worker. I asked
for the phone number of the social work service at 249 High Street and she said she did not
have it but would put me through to reception.
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When I got through to reception I asked to be put through to the social work homeless service
at 249 High Street and was told – by the refreshingly helpful switchboard receptionist – that
there was no such service but that she would try another number in Parliament Square. I got
through to the Homeless Advice Service or something like that who told me that as he had a
HB claim in, he was not homeless and not eligible for help. I explained that he was indeed
homeless as he was on the street but they said that he was not homeless as far as they were
concerned and they could not help with housing benefit. When I tried to make the case that
a little assistance now, a few hours of someone's time sorting out the muddle, would get him
off the street and asked if they were indeed dedicated to helping the homeless, I was cut off
without explanation.

At this point my phone-battery was nearly out and I was very cold. I decided to go home to
pursue the issue in the warmth and with access to the internet, something which is not
available to homeless people.

At home, and online, I found that there was a service called The Access Point which was to
offer advice on housing and homelessness. I phoned and started explaining Damien's
predicament and at the point when I explained that he had an offer of a flat but could not get
the HB claim successfully sorted. She interrupted me and said that if he had a flat he was not
homeless. I said he did not have a flat, but he could have one if he had the housing benefit.
She insisted that he was therefore not eligible for a service as he had a housing benefit claim
in. I explained that the HB office did not offer assistance with forms and that therefore he
was going to remain homeless until someone did offer that assistance. Could they not offer
that assistance? 

I was cut off. I phoned back and the assistant said it was an accident and that she had been
trying to put me through to the social work department.

I was returned to switchboard who then put me on to a social work number. I chose 'adult'
option and explained the story again. I was told that Damien would not be entitled to a social
work service. I asked why someone who appeared to me to be at serious risk, with physical
and mental health compromised by his situation, and being treated for depression and
talking seriously about suicide could not be considered a priority for a social work service?
She consulted a social worker who said he was definitely not eligible for allocation for a social
work service and that he should go to The Access Point. I explained that The Access Point
were refusing to regard him as homeless as he had an address that he wished to claim benefit
for, but which he could not move into until he could successfully claim benefit.

I had found the receptionist at The Access Point and indeed all the other staff I spoke to apart
from switchboard were short to the point of rudeness, and appeared to be lacking in any
empathy or concern for the people for whom they are being paid to provide a service. They
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all seemed to have been allowed to believe that for anyone to advance any disagreement with
their short and rude statements was somehow not tolerable and that person should be cut
off. I am educated, polite and thoroughly aware of rights and entitlements, and I was treated
in a way that I found rude and dismissive. And cut off several times. I can understand that
Damien feels quite hopeless about getting anyone in the council to help him. Impatience,
distress, cold, fear, and desperation are not offences – they are the result of needing
sympathy and understanding.

I find it unbelievable that the council provides all these services, and so many people
apparently working to prevent and end homelessness and housing and social problems, and
that not one of them thought it was at all their job to sort out this situation.

I don't know what I expect by writing this – I hope that someone from the City Chambers will
come down in a council limo or even just a taxi, take this young man up to the right office
and ensure that an official of the council sits down and sorts everything out with him. If he
can't have the tenancy that he thinks he has on offer, he needs to be offered a supported
accommodation service that will help him get back on his feet.

I am literally dumbfounded that not one service could be found that would come and just
take his hand and hold it until he had been helped out of his misery. Instead we have a
warren of services devoted to refusing help and a health service that can prescribe anti-
depressants, and pills to cure the side effects of the anti-depressants, but not a route to a
home.

2 March 2016
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Home

Rangers and the Protestant establishment

Gerry Hassan

A series of illuminating conflicts in the last week – Graham Spiers's resignation from the
Herald and the J K Rowling/Natalie McGarry argument on twitter – show something
revealing about modern Scotland.

Spiers' departure from the paper, along with Angela Haggerty's sacking from the Sunday
Herald, brought up numerous issues. One immediate issue was where power lay in the
newspaper group – with open disagreement emerging between the Herald and Sunday
Herald editors. More fundamentally it touched upon the legacy of the Herald as one of the
traditional bastions of unionist establishment Scotland, and the continued toxic issue of
Rangers FC.

The Rowling/McGarry case saw the SNP MP challenge Rowling to condemn the anonymous
twitter account of 'Brian Spanner’ (who has a track record of online abuse) who the author
had called a 'good man’ for donating to her charity. Rowling stood her ground and asked
McGarry to show where she had ever colluded with or condoned any misogynist or hateful
tweet. No answer came from McGarry who went silent and then apologised.

It is relevant that McGarry, only elected in May 2015, had the SNP parliamentary whip
withdrawn in November, and was named as part of a police investigation into missing funds
from the campaign group Women for Independence she helped set up. The overwhelming
view on social media seemed to be game, set and match to Rowling, but that didn’t stop some
of the more evangelical nationalists from claiming McGarry had humiliated Rowling – which
seemed a judgement from another universe.

Scotland has historically had a problem with debate, and in particular debate which holds
those with power to account. The verbal and mostly male culture of flyting and rumbustious
exchanges has disguised the fact that Scotland’s democratic intellect has never been that
diverse an assembly.

Scotland has been characterised until recently by a hierarchical, controlled society – a place
of unforgiving elders, permissive authority, and rigid rules, regulations and accepted
behaviour. Central to that power was a Protestant establishment. You cannot understand the
Herald story without referencing that the paper – along with most of the mainstream press
– came from and represented the liberal unionist establishment; one that was Protestant,
anti-Catholic, and firmly upholding dominant elites and interest groups (law and other
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professions) in this case in the West of Scotland. The Herald remained part of this society
until some point in the 1960s, maybe even into the early 1970s.

It didn’t investigate religious discrimination and Catholic no-go areas in society. Glasgow
Rangers was never systematically challenged or faced the power of journalistic scrutiny on
its practice of never signing Catholics until Mo Johnston in 1989, or on the wider culture of
Protestant triumphalism. It could equally be said that Celtic FC, which did sign Protestants,
wasn't held to account for a whole host of things either. Instead, the whole arena of West of
Scotland football culture, its aggressiveness, ugly side and related violence around the Old
Firm was left untouched.

The conceit of modern Scotland is that all this has changed. But it hasn’t. The Herald, like the
entire mainstream media, did not investigate the crisis in Rangers that led to the club’s
downfall and liquidation – the malpractice and abuse of a historic club by a succession of
owners.

The opposite is also true. Modern Scotland isn’t, as some claim, going to the dogs. Muriel
Gray last week in the Daily Telegraph commented that politics in Scotland 'used to be
debatable and enthralling. Now it is tribal, identity politics, for us or against us. Tragic'.

When exactly did that 'enthralling’ democratic spirit inhabit and define us? It didn’t when
the Kirk ruled this land, or the Liberal Party in the 19th century, or the Labour Party in the
20th century. Scotland was defined by all sorts of self-preservation societies, networks and
elites, as well as being disfigured by all kinds of taboo subjects – from religion and sex to
politics.

There was widespread anti-Irish Catholic prejudice across society. The Church of Scotland
issued an infamous report into the Irish in Scotland in 1923, which it took them until 2002
to apologise for. Lest we think this was just a West of Scotland problem – in the 1930s in
Glasgow and Edinburgh, anti-Catholic parties promising the banning of Catholics from
public sector jobs and repatriation, won significant support and council representation. In
Glasgow, Scottish Protestant League won 23% support in 1933, splitting the right-wing vote
and aided Labour to power. In Edinburgh, the Protestant Action Society were led by John
Cormack who held his South Leith ward until his retirement in 1962, standing individual
candidates in the ward as late as 1971 and 1972, while polling derisory votes.

Scotland did not have a public debate on homosexuality until the abolition of Section
2a/Clause 28 in 2000. The legalisation of male homosexuality happened in 1980, 13 years
after England and Wales to near total public silence – such was the embarrassment of most
of our leading politicians (Robin Cook, David Steel and Malcolm Rifkind being rare
examples). Until recently the Gordon Wilson-led SNP was as bad as the dinosaur/dead wood
elements of Labour on this issue.
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Let’s start by being honest about the realities of Scotland – where we have come from and
where we are now. No doubt in 18th-century establishment Edinburgh in the midst of the
Scottish Enlightenment it was easy for certain male philosophers to pontificate on all sorts
of worldly affairs. But this was nowhere near the environment described by Andrew Marr
that 'all of Edinburgh was involved in saloon discussions'. There were the small matters of
class and gender.

In the 20th century, gatherings of Scottish writers, poets and thinkers, mostly men, could
indulge their flyting aided by drink and a sense of collective bonhomie. But some seem to
have mistaken these small groups of significant storytellers (for example, Hugh MacDiarmid,
Sorley MacLean, Hamish Henderson) for the voices of society. They were not and never have
been.

Scotland has come far – but it still seems content with the appearance of democratic debate
rather than the practice. Look at the Scottish Parliament. The 'idea’ is ennobling. People
rightly feel proud and attached to that idea. But the reality is rather different. The parliament
has rarely been the democratic assembly and voice of the nation, and real power resides
elsewhere: in the Scottish Government, public bodies, and corporate and big business elites:
i.e.: mostly where it sat pre-parliament. Yet, a significant part of our country does not seem
to mind or show an interest in this.

Take the fact that we don’t seem to do lots of laws very well anymore. The foxhunting act
didn’t actually outlaw foxhunting. The Offensive Behaviour at Football and Threatening
Behaviour Act makes it a crime to sing certain songs at or going to a football match, but you
could sing them as long as you are going to or at a rugby or cricket match. This isn’t even then
about 'hate crime’, but location crime.

Both of these acts came from the need to be seen to do something. Scotland has a problem
with sectarianism and the behaviour of sections of Celtic and Rangers support. Yet, as
historian Tom Devine has pointed out: 'I don’t know of any other country where songs to do
with religion or history are criminalised’ and no country with an Irish Catholic community
has legislation outlawing sectarian songs. That doesn’t say anything positive about
contemporary Scotland.

There is a significant sense of fragility and tension in parts of public life illustrated by the
Graham Spiers/Herald case and Rowling/McGarry exchange and reactions. It could also be
seen in how 'the Glasgow Effect’ stramash around artist Ellie Harrison exploded at an
intersection of arts, culture, class and the uses of public monies. Apart from social media’s
ability to allow controversies to catch fire and act as an amplifier, this touches upon how
substantive conversations and dialogues take place, the power of elites and institutions, and
what happens when and where power begins to move and change and become less certain –
as has happened in the media, football and politics in recent times.
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Scotland has become a more disputatious, messy, contested place – and in the process
become more uncomfortable and unpredictable. Once there were clear and understandable
boundaries in public life; now those boundaries are much less clear-cut and more porous –
which is a positive development, but does mean that not all the voices which emerge are
edifying. We still have a long way to go – embracing more debate not less, and encouraging
more messiness and unpredictability – but we also have to identify new voluntary rules for
how we live and respect one another. These would include how we can more openly look at
ourselves honestly, not accept superficial change and appearance as the real thing, and
identity and hold power and elites of all kinds to account.

There are still too many shibboleths and taboos in our land. Working-class children still get
discriminated against across society. No-go areas and no-entry signs still affect too many
people in a more subtle way than for Catholics and the Irish years ago, but still erect powerful
barriers restricting life chances. The SNP have to, as one observer put it, 'get out of the
mindset of "no bad news"', while at the same time some supporters are content to parade
themselves as 'the new establishment’ and seek patronage and preferment.

Noise matters, but it can also annoy and distract. Equally, the sounds of silence in a society
tells you something profound: about where power sits, who has voice and who does not. The
late Charles Kennedy once said of the adversarial nature of Westminster: 'Too much silence
in politics, it was once said, is much more ominous than too much noise'. The writer Alison
Kennedy (no relation) reflecting on Scottish society wrote about the importance of silence:
'Go into any place where history is stored and listen. Hold your breath. Hear how still it is.
Librarians and archivists will keep their visitors quiet, but this particular silence has nothing
to do with them. It runs through buzzing computer rooms and waits in busy record offices,
it is always there'.

Silence is always present in the most raucous and heated exchanges – political, economic,
religious. It was there in the indyref, in the gaps and exchanges which always mean that the
phrase 'the entire nation is in conversation’ is never true, and as misguided as Andrew Marr’s
take on the Enlightenment.

The numerous communitarian and collectivist accounts of Scotland (from 'Jock Tamson’s
Bairns’ to 'Flower of Scotland’ and 'We are the People’) have seldom noticed this, or the limits
of their appeal and that they don’t speak for the entire nation. There has been an
insider/outsider dynamic to this casting out of dissenters, heretics and people who don’t fit
in, marginalising and stigmatising their views – from the Irish to lesbian and gays to all sorts
of minority groups.

Historically Scots seem to have jumped from one set of stories and elites to the next: the Kirk,
Liberals and Labour, and some fear that the SNP is the next. We have to act and be better
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than that: and having thrown off the old orthodoxies of Labour Scotland not buy into a fixed
mindset of the new nationalist message. The Nigerian writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adiche
observed 'when we reject the single story, when we realise that there is never a single story
about any place, we regain a kind of paradise'. That is the danger of an over-unifying,
monocultural Scotland: 'the danger of a single story'.

Who has voice and status matters, as does how we speak and relate to each other, and how
we examine and hold accountable those with power and in elites. Scotland historically has
not had a great record on the latter, but has a good story of convincing itself that everything
is all right in our inclusive, progressive country and that our limitations are the faults of
others – Westminster, Tories, London Labour.

Perhaps if we were to change one thing – we would recognise that while structures and
institutions matter, so do the cultures and the psychologies of power – and alongside it,
powerlessness. Too many people across our society are diminished and restricted by the
legacies and practices of exclusion and enclosure which have marked our society. Our public
life and politics offer a narrow menu which more often than not fails to counter this, and
instead thrashes about in frustration and anger. We should at least start talking about this,
understanding where we have come from, and then begin a serious programme of changing
public life and democratising Scotland.

3 February 2016
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Home

Inside Cornton Vale

Prisoner 65595

The gate closes, the key turns; you are separated from everyone and everything you have ever
cared about. This is reality. This is prison. You are alone, you are scared and no matter who
you are…you have no idea what is in front of you. My name is 65595. That’s my prison
number but for me that is who I was and in some ways who I still am. I was a prisoner in
HMP Cornton Vale, known as the vale of death, from 2000 until 2002, when I was released
on parole.

In 2012 the Angiolini commission on women offenders concluded that 'Cornton Vale is not
fit for purpose' and recommended that '[it] is replaced with a smaller specialist prison for
those women offenders serving a statutory defined long-term sentence and those who
present a significant risk to the public'. The commission was formed after a report by the
inspector of prisons in 2009 concluded that the prison was in a state of crisis. A follow-on
report in 2011 noted there had been little change. So, seven years from the original report and
four from the Angiolini report, the changes have begun and women prisoners are being
moved from Cornton Vale to other units throughout the country.

If I am hopeful, this is a bid to improve the conditions and treatment of women prisoners and
if I’m a little cynical (which I tend to be), it’s more likely that it allows the Scottish
Government to say it is acting when really the situation will not change. I am not sure that
the issues which have been highlighted will be resolved simply by changing the landscape.

Women in prison have a number of issues: addiction and mental ill-health are prevalent,
their social circumstances make a return to a ‘normal’ life impossible, and they often have a
history of abuse. This abuse may have stemmed from childhood and is repeated over and
over again or it may have been a one-off incidence. None of these issues are resolved with a
short stay in prison and in most cases they are not resolved with a long- term sentence. The
reason is that prison is just that…prison. It is not a mental health ward and it is not equipped
to deal with the situations that arise. That will not change with the landscape or the size of
the cell or the number of prisoners. The Angiolini report made a lot of recommendations
which, if all successfully implemented at the same time, may help, may make a difference,
but let me tell you a little secret, something that only someone who has been there will
know…

You will not change your life until you are ready to change it…
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And that is the problem. Women don’t know how to change it. They cannot walk away from
the little family they have, the friends they have are like family, they know that it's hard, they
know it's what they are supposed to do but I have lived that life. I have been there. There is
an inherent mistrust of all things, especially if things start to look too positive. When you
have lived real life you learn quickly not to dream and sometimes good things just look like
that…they look like dreams.

The majority of the women I met in prison have had a difficult time, they have been in violent
and challenging relationships, they have learned that even those they love the most can hurt
them the deepest, from the mother who drank to the father who sold their body to his friends.
They don’t trust anyone – least of all someone who is there to lock them up every night, when
there's a risk of something being ‘written up’ in medical notes or prisoner notes. They will not
tell them their secrets, their fears…because ‘fear is weakness’ and ‘no one likes a grass’.

You may think I am being dramatic but in reality I am being pragmatic. Talking can get you
killed, your family hurt, or make you live in more fear than you have ever felt; and fear can
drive you crazy and can lead to crime. Alternatively, women prisoners will tell you absolutely
everything…well, everything they want you to know. That can work to their advantage. They
have learned from an early age to use their tears, their bodies, their minds to get out of
situations. Even those with severe mental health issues will do what they can not to take
responsibility, and it’s not just authority figures.

At the time of my incarceration the vale of death had a listening service of which I was part.
This allowed other prisoners to talk to those who were ‘at risk’. It was a valuable service and
was needed but it was not a simple task…it could take many visits for someone to be really,
truly honest about what was happening with them and that was only after they were certain
that what they had told you wasn’t going anywhere else. Trust is a massive issue. I have
talked many times about how I still do not trust and despite my life changing so dramatically
I do not believe that I will ever have a ‘normal’ life, able to trust and believe in others.

The other issue I have with these reports, and indeed with my writing to you, is that when we
talk about women prisoners we talk about them and they. The reality is that not every case is
the same, not every prisoner has a drug problem or a mental health problem. There are those
who just ‘made a mistake’ and there are those that in truth are fully aware of what they are
doing…they want to get the most money the quickest way, they have limited skills and don’t
want to work for the minimum wage, long hours with no money, when they could be selling
drugs or themselves and earning more than your average MP, so why would they? Because
it’s the right thing to do…well, right for who?

When I heard the doors were closing on Cornton Vale can you imagine my relief…my sense
of freedom…my happiness that it was to close. Well, if you can, you would be doing just that
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– imagining. Because I felt none of those things. Instead I felt just one thing. I felt incredibly
sad. So sad that I sat for the best part of 20 minutes and stared at a wall. The other thing that
can’t be captured in reports is that for those two years Cornton Vale was my home and the
home of other prisoners – in some way we were a very large and very dysfunctional family.
The vale was overcrowded, we were locked in our cells sometimes for 23 hours when staff
was short and yes we had to pee in the sink…even when the cells were shared! But ….

When I was in prison I experienced life, not life as many people see it, not the reality that is
shown on TV (the Kardashians wouldn’t last a day), no – this is life in its rawest form, this is
life as many will never see, life at its hardest with people just trying to keep their head above
water and not drown in despair. It’s hard to explain but I will do my best to…

In prison you are surrounded by people who don’t judge. They don’t brand you – with the
exception of women who hurt children (but that is a subject I’m best not writing about). In
prison people take you as they find you and often because your offence is written on the card
on your door, you’re just another person, someone else who's mucked up. I have received
more judgement since my release than I ever did inside.

Yes, there are issues. Not everyone gets along, we don’t sit around holding hands and
clapping, but there is a bond, an understanding. One of my clearest memories is the day that
a woman, dubbed one of the most dangerous women in Scotland, committed suicide. The
women in question was a LTP (long-term prisoner) and was known by almost everyone in the
block, not because they were scared of her or because she was notorious. It was because when
a new LTP came in she’d talk to them, she’d say hello, ask if they were ok and help them out.
On the day she died, she was found by a young LTP (who later committed suicide). The block
was so silent that day that, even when we went for dinner, the food hall was silent. Not a
single noise…people weren’t talking and the queue moved silently…some of those serving
had tears in their eyes. The prison officers were watchful but respectful – they seemed to get
it, everyone did, we had lost one of our own, someone had given up the fight and realistically
there probably wasn’t a person in there who hadn’t felt like that at some point.

Cornton Vale may be filled with the most dangerous women in Scotland, but prison is
alluring – it makes you feel safe, there are no bills, no responsibilities, you live simply as you
have no real money, and there is no expectation for you to have more. Women return time
and time again because when you get out you have to deal with life, people, responsibilities
and sometimes it's easier to return to ‘family’ and a roof over your head.

The key turned, the gate closed, and I learned many lessons. Some good – never judge a book
by its cover. Some bad – trust no-one. But I learned because I decided I wanted to change my
life and I didn’t want to go back to where I was. Do I think this would have been achieved
with all the current proposals? If I didn’t want to do it, the answer is no, because what these
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proposals will take is time and money and that’s not something that is in abundance either
at Scottish Government or Scottish Prison Service level. 

The mentors, the additional support workers, the benefits helpers, the additional training for
staff – it all costs money. Asking prison officers whose starting salary is £17,521 rising to a
maximum of £28,891 to train and deal with the various mental health issues prevalent in
prison is unfair to both staff and prisoners. Just now I only see a change in scenery. What I
don’t see is a real change in attitude.

Soon the gate will close and the key will turn for the final time. Only then will we understand
whether Cornton Vale was the problem or whether in reality the issues which have been
highlighted are just diluted in quantity, spread over a wider area and of less notice because
the reports will be on smaller units.

24 February 2016
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Home

Silence of the sheep

Jean Barr

The SNP’s policy of free university tuition has so powerfully framed the debate on education
in Scotland that it has effectively screened out other concerns, such as the impact on schools,
on lifelong and further education and on poor students. The better-off are the
unacknowledged beneficiaries of the way student support policy has been debated, described
and formulated. Scottish education policy now seems to operate within an affirmative culture
that places itself beyond criticism and other options beyond debate. 

In 2001 the Labour-led government in Edinburgh removed upfront fees for Scottish
university students, replacing them with a one-off graduate endowment of £2,000 (£2,700
at today’s prices) to be paid after graduation. The Graduate Endowment and Student
Support (Scotland) Act of 2001 defines the graduate endowment as 'a fixed amount that
some graduates will be liable to pay, after they have completed their degree’, adding that the
funds raised are to be used to 'provide student support, including bursaries, for future
generations of disadvantaged students’. 

The expectation was that as many as 50% of graduates, including mature students and some
disabled students, could be exempt from paying the endowment. It is worth pausing here to
underline the fact that it was not the SNP who abolished upfront tuition fees but the first
Scottish Executive, a coalition between Labour and Liberal Democrats. What the minority
SNP administration abolished in 2008 was the graduate endowment scheme.

The SNP has been in power now for nearly a decade – since 2007 as a minority government
and since 2011 as a majority government. In 2013, as a result of the rising costs of its
university fees policy, it cut maintenance grants for the poorest by 40%, without any
parliamentary scrutiny. Grants had already been cut in real terms since 2007 when the SNP
came to power. They have now been cut in half. Young students from families earning less
than around £30,000 have lost out because grant cuts have more than outweighed any
benefit to them from the abolition of the graduate endowment scheme.

Lucy Hunter Blackburn, the former civil servant responsible for implementing the graduate
endowment scheme, points to mounting evidence that free university tuition represents a
middle class hand-out by stealth: 'It’s superficially universal, but in fact it benefits the better-
off most and is funded by pushing the poorest students further and further into debt’. Some
of this evidence can be found in 'Higher Education in Scotland and the UK' (2015), a study
of higher education policy across the UK. In the final chapter of the book, Professor Sheila
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Riddell of the University of Edinburgh’s Moray House School of Education concludes that
free university tuition in Scotland hasn’t produced the egalitarian, progressive outcomes
claimed for it. 

A recent critical analysis in the New Statesman is blunt in spelling out the implications of
such research. As a result of prioritising universal free university tuition over targeted grants,
says Tim Wigmore, the worst place for poor students in the UK is Scotland. Students here
now leave university with an average debt of £21,000, more than in Wales and Northern
Ireland, which have tuition fees. When less generous spending on bursaries by Scottish
universities is taken into account (English institutions spend more than three times as much
on bursaries, because of their student fee income), many disadvantaged Scottish students
will graduate with higher debt than equivalent students in England. 

Scotland now has the lowest number of school leavers from the poorest fifth going to
university in the UK. In England the figure is 17%, in Wales 15.5%, in Scotland, just 9.7%.
Free university tuition seems to have blinded government and wider public to the broader
picture. Working-class students traditionally use Further Education (FE) colleges,
sometimes as a route via HNC and HND to university. Cuts to the FE sector have
undermined what was already a poor cousin in our education system. The number of FE
colleges in Scotland has almost halved, from 37 in 2011-12 to 20 in 2014-15, partly because
of Michael Russell’s enthusiasm for amalgamations. 

More importantly, between 2007 and 2014-5 the number of college places fell by 156,000,
from 379,233 to 222,919. Worryingly, 35% of FE students from the most deprived
backgrounds don’t complete their courses. Retention rates on longer courses have worsened
and female enrolments have fallen. In 2014-5 colleges received £114m for student bursaries.
That budget goes down to £107m this year, forcing students into yet more debt. Patrick
Harvie, leader of the Scottish Green Party, voices regret about this in his blog but believes
that once Scotland can set its own welfare policies, a longer-term option would be a citizen’s
income. Well, perhaps, but the maintenance grant system is the only welfare policy that the
Scottish Government directly controls now and so is a reasonable indicator of where its
political priorities lie. 

The Scottish Funding Council (SFC) says the decline in numbers is a result of colleges being
asked to prioritise more 'substantive courses’ by the Scottish Government and to reduce the
number of learners enrolled on leisure programmes and short courses. The EIS says that the
decision to prioritise full-time courses for younger learners, coupled with the change in
government priorities, has a knock-on effect on part-time courses that often attract adults,
carers, disabled learners and others. It has weakened the lifelong learning elements that have
been a long-standing, if small, aspect of Scottish FE provision.

A 'substantive course’ is geared towards accredited qualifications and requires a significant
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amount of study time. A major chunk of lifelong learning used to be called 'second chance
education’, that is, adult education designed specifically for those who didn’t do well at
school. They may be daunted by formal education and need step-by-step commitments or
have little time because of caring or other work commitments. Many participants are women
who weren’t served well by school in the past. The kind of flexible learning opportunities that
are likely to suit them are now regarded as 'not substantive’: the fall in female enrolments is
evidence of that. 

In a climate where local authority funding for adult and community education has all but
dried up and key adult education providers such as the Workers Educational Association
(WEA) and university continuing education departments struggle to stay afloat, the Scottish
Government has received surprisingly little flack for this casual dismissal. Yet cuts in student
grants and reducing FE student places are not the unavoidable results of budget cuts in the
form of the Scottish block grant from Westminster. The Scottish Government has choices.
The most significant choice so far has been the decision to fund a freeze in council tax at a
cost of £560m this year and £630m next. This is a lot of money not available for FE colleges
or student grants (or schools or hospitals) and again it is a freeze that benefits the better off
most. This is a political choice, concerning what to prioritise. 

An option that was not available in 2013, when maintenance grants were so drastically cut,
will become available in 2016-7, namely to use the new income tax raising powers long
sought by the SNP. The Scottish Rate of Income Tax (SRIT) is a progressive tax that hits
harder as income rises because there is a tax-free personal allowance. However, everyone
earning above the personal allowance would still have to pay more tax. This is ostensibly why
the SNP rejects it because they argue against any tax increase for workers who are relatively
low paid. The Scottish Labour Party’s election manifesto’s proposal to increase SRIT by 1p
and to make a £100 payment to any taxpayer earning less than £20,000 is an attempt to
compensate households at the bottom and mitigate the effects of the tax increase for a large
number of households in the middle and upper-middle income range. 

The Scottish Government has had almost a decade in power with no change. The new
Scotland Bill will give it nearly full control over income tax bands and rates. lt will also
devolve a £2.5b welfare budget to Holyrood. At such a pivotal moment there is an urgent
need for a wider debate about priorities.

In the lead up to the election in May, and as local councils face cuts of £350m this year and
£500m next year, Nicola Sturgeon has just announced a 'radical reform’ of local government
finance. Besides a 'more progressive council tax’ (a tiny adjustment to the top bands) there
is the proposal that if councils boost economic growth and income tax receipts, they’ll share
in the benefit. It is clear that any such plan will take several years to implement – too late to
protect local services from the savage cuts to council budgets this year. The tweak in council
tax bands E-H will raise just £100m in 2017-8, when it comes into force.
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Why hasn’t there been deeper questioning of the SNP’s policy record? The Scottish
Government portrays opposition as being 'against Scotland’ because the SNP claims to speak
for Scotland. Opposition is weak, not just in the Labour Party but in the wider polis. Few
thinktanks are providing sources of criticism and new policy ideas, and the institutions that
make up the weft of Scottish civil society such as trade unions, churches, professional
associations, educational bodies, voluntary organisations and businesses, with few
exceptions, seem lacking in the will to speak up. 

The institutions of Scottish civil society were once pivotal in preserving the Scottish nation
within the union. They now fail to hold their government to account. Close-knit institutional
connections and strong social, cultural and intellectual cohesiveness distinguished the 18th-
century Scottish Enlightenment from the Enlightenment in England, which was a looser,
more demotic, affair. The Scottish men of letters were involved in a project to improve the
Scottish nation within the new union and to demonstrate its distinctive worth in relation to
its newish, bigger sibling.

This close-knit nature of civil society may now be acting as a brake on innovative thinking,
the disputatious civility of social life giving way to near silence. Size matters. Scotland is tiny.
Typically, everyone involved in any policy area knows everybody else. Are people scared of
the consequences of criticising the SNP? Are they worried about deepening the divide that
exists in Scotland since the referendum, despite talk of the 'festival of democracy’ that is
supposed to have taken place during the summer and autumn of 2014? 

Recent research on medical students in the UK should give everyone pause for thought. A
study of 33,000 applications to 22 medical schools across the UK found that a
disproportionate number of medical students come from the most affluent homes. So far, so
unsurprising. The sting in the tail is in the differences between the nations of the UK. In
England, 8.7% of medical students were from the poorest 20% of the population by postcode,
against 4.3% in Scotland. In Scotland, where private schooling is far more prevalent in some
areas, particularly Edinburgh, 35% of medical students came from fee-paying schools, as
against a UK average of 27%. This is an uncomfortable finding for anyone who believes in
Scotland’s special concern for social justice, particularly in education.

A recent survey indicates that there will be a landslide victory for the SNP in May this year
despite only modest satisfaction with its performance in government. Only a third of voters
believe that they have done well in four key policy areas. It seems that no matter what they
do in the time left between now and May, the SNP is 100% sure to win. Scotland will soon be
the most powerful devolved country in the world. There is now a need for a creatively critical
and open discussion that can hold government to account.

9 March 2016
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Home

Class distinctions

Dominic Brown

I’d like to address the appeal by the Archbishop of Glasgow, Philip Tartaglia, to Catholic
teachers who are not working in Catholic schools. The Archbishop has requested them to
'please seek an appointment in a Catholic school'.

Now, my daughter attends a non-segregated primary school. Several of her teachers have
been Catholics and are therefore clearly among Archbishop Tartaglia’s target group. What he
proposes is that such teachers leave my daughter’s school, and go to work in the publicly-
funded segregated sector. The effect on my daughter and her classmates doesn’t appear to
figure in Tartaglia’s calculations; his only concern, of course, is RC schools. Non-segregated
schools can lose teachers (indeed, this is what the clergyman hopes will happen, despite the
euphemistic and disingenuous framing of his appeal to 'Catholic teachers not working in
Catholic schools'). Despite the damage to the children in non-segregated schools, their
parents would still be legally compelled to pay towards the schools which enticed their
children’s teachers away.

In other words, children at Catholic schools have more right to the teachers.

Central to Tartaglia’s plea is the fact that there are insufficient numbers of RC teachers. The
causes of this are worth analysing. Of course there are exceptions, but in our day 'Catholic'
has increasingly come to mean someone who attended a segregated Catholic school. From
my front window, I see significant numbers of children heading to the local Catholic primary
each weekday; few, if any, attend mass in the church across the road on Sundays. At
baptisms, weddings and funerals, you can’t help noticing how rare are the 'Catholics' who
actually know the responses, or the words of the hymns. Few appear to consider themselves
bound by teaching on pre-marital living arrangements, or on contraception.

As the Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, Diarmuid Martin, commented after the overwhelming
yes-vote in the recent Irish referendum on same-sex marriage, most of the Yes voters went
to RC schools, and his church 'needs a reality check'. Yes, in the privacy of the voting booth,
just like the privacy of the bedroom, few 'Catholics' accept the church’s teachings.

In short, to be told that someone calls themself a Catholic tells you very little about their
system of values.

The church knows this; it’s one of the main reasons why it is so opposed to giving up its
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schools. The rise of English as a world language can be traced in the increasing prevalence of
non-native speaker accents among Scotland’s priests, while Scottish boys’ interest in the
priesthood has all but dried up. The one thing connecting children today with the church is
segregated schools. To take them away would be to marginalise (even neutralise) the
influence of the Catholic clergy.

Paradoxically, perhaps, those of us opposed to these schools might find it easier to convince
the segregationists if the church was arguing from a position of strength, rather than
weakness; if most 'Catholics' actually lived according to the church’s teaching, said church
would have less to lose by allowing children to be educated together.

The traditional claim that RC schools are open to all children (and hence are non-sectarian)
has been undermined by reports that several councils want to reserve places at
denominational schools for Catholics. Why not just build more Catholic schools, or enlarge
the ones that already exist? Well, because they can’t get the teachers. If the schools really
were successful at inculcating Catholic values, there would be no difficulty in finding true
believers to work as teachers. But most kids at Catholic schools are no more interested than
their parents in these values. They’re living in a place and time where the politics of identity
trump just about everything else, and they’re not going to abandon entirely their
community’s historic distinctiveness (which isn’t necessarily the same thing as believing in
transubstantiation). If we can’t get more teachers, the logic goes (and we can’t, because so
many of them are living with their boyfriends or girlfriends, and/or never go to mass), then
we’ll have to restrict entry.

There were very good historical reasons for RC schools. But it needs to be asked if the schools
have overcome the anti-Catholic discrimination that made segregation necessary. If the
answer is no, then segregation has proved unsuccessful in righting the wrong, so what is the
justification for continuing it? If the answer is yes, if effective discrimination has been
marginalised, then there’s no continuing justification for segregated education. And in fact,
Scotland’s Catholics, according to Professor Tom Devine, achieved occupational parity in the
1990s. So, if I understand correctly, the argument goes 'we needed to segregate children a
hundred years ago to solve certain problems. These problems have now been solved.
Therefore, we still need to segregate children'.

No-one doubts that much of what happens in RC schools is good, wholesome, and beneficial
to the children, but the same claim could be made for fee-charging private schools. A
country’s education system cannot be evaluated solely by what happens inside one
(segregated) type of schools; an educational system has wider societal effects.

Taxpayer-funded segregation will not end this year, or next. However, certain observations
can be made. First, it can be predicted that the word 'predictable' will be used in eloquent
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deconstruction of the arguments advanced here. Secondly, the segregated workplaces of our
grandfathers’ day will be compared negatively with segregated classrooms today. Thirdly, the
declining numbers of authentically practising Catholics will articulate arguments in which
they mistakenly assume themselves to be representative of the parents at their children’s
schools.

In regard to the longer term, however, the church’s desperation is apparent, its selfishness
and arrogance exemplified in Archbishop Tartaglia’s attempt to poach teachers from non-
segregated schools. We’d be a lot more likely to respect each other’s right to hold different
beliefs if Archbishop Tartaglia didn’t try to undermine our kids’ education.

Is there such a thing as society, Your Grace? Clearly you don’t think so. 

10 February 2016
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Home

You've been shamed

Jonathan Tevendale

One mistake. One poorly-judged comment. One regrettable action. Nowadays, that’s all it
takes to wake the internet’s vigilante response unit: always ready to consume its victim, but
not before having had it slowly marinated in the sauce of sweet, sweet justice, and gently
char-grilling any of its remaining dignity to nothing more than a blackened crisp. That’s
correct: we live in a world where it’s no longer the church, the government, or our family’s
job to correct any moral wrongdoing, but that of the internet: the greatest, most destructive
invention in human history.

It’s easy to be hyperbolic about the role the internet plays in hammering each and every one
of us into submission and ruining those who refuse though, isn’t it? And isn’t it great? We
can smile gleefully with the knowledge that, unlike in the times of our ancestors, not a single
person-who’s-made-a-careless-mistake will be able to live it down.

Ever.

Everybody is at risk. Someone with a sex life and a smartphone can become a porn-star; a
casual drinker becomes a drunk; one misclick or lapse of judgement is all it takes for your
private life to fall into the hands of somebody, anybody, else. You are what you post. And a
slightly racist joke or one-off cock-up should definitely result in unemployment, depression
or permanent shame, right?

Unfortunately, this is the semi-sadistic attitude which seems to be fairly common among not
just the youth, but the entire internet-using community. Mathematically: mild anger + mob
mentality = the deserved dismantlement of another human being’s life. However, there is
most definitely a dark evil side to this form of justice.

Take the topic of the reprehensibly racist teenagers whose contribution to the presidential
election of 2012 was calling Obama a monkey. Disgusting? Yeah! In need of re-direction?
Certainly. Well, when the feminist blog Jezebel took it upon itself to expose these teenagers,
they not only published their names but alerted their headmasters too. What these teenagers
did was wrong, but alongside the emotional scars of this incident, they carry digital scars too.
'What would an employer find if they Googled you?' For Ricky, Stehl and a dozen others the
answer is: 'racist teens forced to answer for tweets' accompanied by photographs and, if you
look hard enough, schools attended; hardly a guarantee of future success.
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Examples of the same phenomenon can be found anywhere and everywhere on the internet.
Walter Palmer: the man who killed Cecil the lion. Justine Sacco: the woman who posted that
slightly distasteful AIDS joke. Izabel Laxamana: a 13-year-old girl whose suggestive photos
resulted in her father filming her hair being cut off, something subsequently posted online by
a 'friend’. On the one hand, none of the above committed the same 'wrongdoing' twice. On
the other hand, Walter Palmer’s office’s exterior walls have been plastered with messages
such as 'rot in hell' – many calling for the removal of his skin. Justine Sacco lost her job, pride
and the respect of many. Izabel Laxamana is dead. She jumped off a bridge a few days after
the video surfaced online. Whilst the two events cannot be definitively linked, did the public
shame contribute to the death of a 13-year-old girl?

It’s not fair. It’s as if the collective energy of the entire 'connected' planet has been channelled
into punishing these unfortunate individuals; even the despicable ones clearly don’t deserve
the violence of the reaction against them. There’s something primordial about it. Out of the
swamp emerges man: hungry for vengeance, iPhone chord twisted into a noose, Apps at the
ready, fingers poised, scanning for social injustice or a crime onto which he can jump and
devour. Internet shaming is the modern equivalent of a public whipping: the former became
acceptable in the last decade; the latter was deemed barbaric over a hundred years ago. And
you can hide physical scars.

The internet was initially liberating. We were given power over companies and people in
authority. If enough fuss was made, we had the ability to have stuff removed, changed,
apologised for. The underdogs had more control than ever; justice was thrust into the hands
of anybody who wished to have control of it. But this liberation was also a form of
enslavement; it was only a matter of time before the tables would turn. Peoples’ natural
desire to lash out at others became outrage, then abuse, then destruction of those who, for a
single moment, have shown poor judgement. Journalists, living examples of the freedom and
righteousness the internet wishes to champion, have their careers destroyed for silly
decisions and moments of stupidity. And your digital history doesn’t go away – your online
shadow grows and grows until it overwhelms you, becoming more noticeable than the reality
of the person it represents.

This form of so-called 'justice' is a phenomenon best consigned to the deep, dark corners of
the web. One mistake. One poorly judged comment. One regrettable action. That’s all it takes
to wake them so they can snatch away our dignity and drop us into a black hole of shame. It’s
dangerous because it doesn’t go away. For hundreds of years we have acknowledged that the
worst forms of punishment are those of a public nature: whipping, mob abuse, and the
stocks. Of course, they fell out of common usage in the 19th century. We’re much too civilised
for that. But what’s the difference? Aside from the obvious logistical difference, public
whipping and internet shaming are basically the same thing – and yet only one is still
practised today. Only one causes the loss of jobs, loss of friends and loss of reputation. This
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vigilante 'justice' is the difference between the worldwide web being a place of modernity,
and one of Middle Ages brutality.

This article by Jonathan Tevendale, aged 15, of Mallaig High School, earned him the title
Scottish Schools' Young Writer of the Year in a competition organised by SR's publisher, the
Institute of Contemporary Scotland. 

10 February 2016
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Diary

Walter Humes

How would you describe a country which, over many years, has awarded some of its highest
honours to the following groups: discredited politicians and their accomplices (advisers,
publicists, donors); senior public servants with a track record of delay, evasion and
bureaucratic obstruction; establishment lackeys in the churches, law, medicine and
academia; business spivs, driven by greed and a lust for power, who are held up as models of
entrepreneurial flair; narcissistic luvvies from the world of entertainment; well-connected
products of the public schools and Oxbridge? 

Against this background, how is the latest Honours List to be regarded? Many of the
recipients are no doubt deserving and it is unfortunate that their achievements should be
sullied by the unmerited bestowal of some of the most prestigious awards. Even the right-
wing press is vocal in its criticism. The Times says that recognition should be for 'exceptional
achievement’ and complains that too many awards are for 'time servers’, adding that 'Our
honours system is acutely vulnerable to ridicule and the charge of cronyism’.

At the peak of this rotten edifice is the House of Lords, that comfortable rest-home for the
privileged. Why doesn’t the UK government put its 'democratic’ credentials to the test by
holding a referendum on the simple question: 'Should the House of Lords be abolished?’ Of
course this is highly unlikely to happen since those taking any decision to consult the
electorate would, in the main, be actual or potential beneficiaries of the present system. But
it might still be worth floating the proposal, if only to hear the squeals of protest from the
well-padded benches at Westminster.

1 January 2016

Since its introduction in 2005 the Freedom of Information (FoI) Act has allowed increased
access to data held by government and other public bodies. The current legislation is under
review and many organisations would find it convenient if the rules were tightened to make
it more difficult for members of the public to find out what is going on. It might be thought
that universities, which are concerned with the generation of knowledge and the pursuit of
truth, would be stout defenders of the right to know. After all, many research projects depend
on university staff being able to gain access to information held by other bodies.

It seems, however, that the leaders of the Russell Group of 24 elite universities have no
qualms about operating double standards. They are seeking exemption from the FoI
legislation on the grounds that they are private institutions, not public bodies – this despite
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the fact that UK universities receive four billion pounds each year from taxpayers. Perhaps
the desire for secrecy can be explained, in part at least, by the fact that the existing legislation
has allowed for some embarrassing revelations, such as the size of vice-chancellors’ salaries,
the amount of money received by some institutions from arms manufacturers, and the scale
of cheating among students.

Keen observers of the direction of higher education will be disappointed, but not surprised,
by the Russell Group’s stance. For some decades now there has been an alarming 'corporate’
drift in the way universities are run. This is evident in the proliferation of senior managers,
in commercial agreements with businesses (sometimes with oppressive contractual
constraints on the publication of research findings), and in the devaluation of the work of
front-line teaching staff.

14 January 2016

For just a moment, the first minister loses her usual composure in front of the camera when
questioned about the shocking state of the Govanhill area of Glasgow. The neighbourhood
has become associated with crumbling buildings, piles of rubbish, high levels of crime and
tensions between locals and migrants. We see the squalid conditions in which some residents
live and hear of the failure of landlords to carry out repairs. As two local women are being
interviewed, a large rat jumps out of a decaying heap in the background – hardly the image
of the brave new Scotland that Ms Sturgeon would wish to promote. She recovers quickly,
dismissing critics and saying that the focus should be on the joint efforts of the Scottish
Government, Glasgow City Council and the police to improve the situation. The only trouble
with that defence is that the problem is not new. What have the authorities been doing for
the last decade?

21 January 2016

It is always a pleasure to hear an interview in which the interviewee gives straight answers
and provides clear information which may be useful to listeners. That was the case in this
morning’s Today programme on Radio 4 when Dr Steven Jones of Manchester University
was asked about his research on the personal statements which students have to include in
their applications for a university place. These statements can make the difference between
acceptance and rejection. Dr Jones had found that the well-intentioned advice given by
teachers did not always accord with what university admissions tutors were looking for. My
own experience confirms that many personal statements are formulaic, lacking any sense of
individuality and containing predictable attempts by applicants to ‘sell’ themselves. The
same words and phrases appear again and again: 'positive’, 'enthusiastic’, 'enjoy a challenge’,
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‘a team player’. Quite often, they come across as simply boastful, which may not be a fair
reflection of the applicant’s personality. 

What is needed, suggests Dr Jones, is more evidence of engagement with the demands of
academic courses, such as reflections on relevant reading. He also draws attention to class
differences. First generation university students cannot draw on the 'social capital’ of their
more advantaged peers, whose parents know how to navigate the admissions system. One
practical way of trying to create a more even playing field is for the application form to
contain 'prompts’ about what to include in a personal statement: at present that section
simply offers a blank space. Parents, teachers and students who heard the item could follow
up the recommendations by looking at Dr Jones’s full report which is available on the website
of the Sutton Trust, a think-tank designed to improve social mobility through education.

28 January 2016

Earlier this week the Labour MSP, Neil Findlay, got himself into a spot of bother when he
called the first minister a 'liar’. This was regarded as 'unparliamentary language’. Findlay
eventually retracted the word but refused to apologise. He has been warned by the presiding
officer that any repetition of the offence will be referred to the standards, procedures and
public appointments committee.

The concept of unparliamentary language is rather interesting. It could be seen as just
another layer of protection for those who are already privileged, preventing them from being
subject to robust exchanges of the kind ordinary citizens often have to encounter. But it
might be defended on the grounds that parliament should be an arena for serious debate in
which personal abuse should not feature. There are, however, variations between countries.
In Belgium, there is no such thing as unparliamentary language, the justification being that
in a democracy politicians have a constitutional right to speak freely in parliament. There are
also national differences in what is regarded as unacceptable. 'Hypocrite’, 'rat’ and 'scumbag’
are widely condemned. In the Republic of Ireland, 'chancer’, 'corner boy’ and 'guttersnipe’
have been ruled out of order.

'Blackguard’, 'pipsqueak’ and 'hooligan’ have received the red card at Westminster. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, Australia has an extensive list of words considered highly offensive. In
Canada, the newly-elected prime minister, Justin Trudeau, was once reprimanded for calling
another member 'a piece of shit’. 

MPs with a good command of language can usually find ways of getting their message across
without straying into dangerous territory. Thus 'tired and emotional’, meaning drunk, and
‘economical with the truth’, meaning lying, have escaped censure. And when the veteran
Labour MP Dennis Skinner was pulled up for saying that 'half of the Tory party are crooks’,
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he replied, 'all right then...half of the Tory party are not crooks’. Wit and linguistic subtlety
are more effective than a verbal sledgehammer.

13 February 2016

What do you think is the biggest cause of deaths among men under the age of 50? Road
accidents? Cancer? The surprising answer is suicide. Some groups, such as farmers, are
especially vulnerable, with one self-inflicted death in the UK every day. Particularly for those
running small farms, the relentless pressures of long hours and social isolation, combined
with the fall in dairy prices, delays in subsidy payments, and the effects of sustained bad
weather, can push some men over the edge. Ready access to firearms means that it is easy to
take that final step. Suicide rates are also much higher among the most deprived sections of
the population compared to the least deprived.

The BBC is currently broadcasting a series of programmes, called 'In the Mind’, which focus
on various psychiatric conditions, ranging from post-natal depression to bipolar disorder. It
is estimated that one in four people will experience some form of mental illness over the next
year. The NHS cannot cope with the demand for treatment. Most GPs don’t have the time to
do more than prescribe drugs or refer patients to more specialist services. In some parts of
the country there are long waiting lists, particularly for young people. For those who are
desperate and facing an immediate crisis, this is inadequate, and there have been a number
of tragic incidents resulting from the psychotic behaviour of people who have not received
timely help. Some deaths in police custody have arisen from a failure to identify the serious
mental health problems of individuals who have been detained.

One of the admirable aims of the BBC series is to reduce the stigma attached to psychiatric
conditions. As part of this, I think it would be helpful to pay more attention to the wider
social context which may help to trigger the visible symptoms. We need to pay heed not only
to the individual stories and family dynamics of sufferers, but also to the ways in which
society exerts pressures which some find intolerable. The fast pace of modern living, with its
high (sometimes unreasonable) expectations and obsession with material success, can
intensify feelings of personal inadequacy. From certain perspectives, withdrawal from the
competition to achieve 'success’ can be regarded as a sane response. That leaves us with the
uncomfortable thought that it may be those who conform, who join in the rat race and accept
its values unquestioningly, who are mentally disturbed. Maybe our society is as much in need
of ‘treatment’ as those individuals who are identified as requiring psychiatric help.

19 February 2016

At this week’s Scottish Conservative Party conference, Ruth Davidson expressed the hope
that her party can replace Labour as the main opposition to the SNP, following the Holyrood
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elections in May. It’s an ambitious target and, if achieved, would represent a seismic shift in
Scottish politics.

Ms Davidson is personally quite popular, even among those who would not regard
themselves as sympathetic to the Tories. She is regarded as lively and competent, with an
engaging sense of humour. It is questionable, however, whether these qualities will be
enough to overcome the negative image of the Conservative Party held by many Scots. They
see it as representing the interests of financial spivs and the landed gentry more than those
of ordinary folk. And there are still some Tory relics from the past who pop up from time to
time reminding voters of the Thatcher era.

Norman (now Lord) Lamont – not exactly the most distinguished ex-chancellor of the
exchequer – recently joined the EU referendum debate supporting the 'Out’ campaign.
Another throwback to the 1980s is Michael (now Lord) Forsyth who, in a competitive field,
would be strong contender for the title of the most unpopular secretary of state for Scotland
of all time. If Ruth Davidson can overcome these disadvantages and see her party make
significant progress, if not overtake Labour, she will certainly enhance her reputation and
perhaps stimulate some much-needed movement in the Scottish political scene.

5 March 2016

Watching the Oscar-winning movie, 'Spotlight’, which portrays the failure of the hierarchy of
the Catholic church in Boston to deal honestly and compassionately with the many case of
child sexual abuse by priests, I was particularly struck by one part of the story. The editor of
the Boston Globe, the paper which investigated the scandal and reported its shocking
findings, was described as an 'outsider’, someone who didn’t really understand the powerful
networks which operated in the city – and which had given the Catholic church its previously
unchallenged authority. But it was that very quality of being an outsider that enabled him to
stand back from a cosy and collusive culture, in which a quiet word was normally sufficient
to suppress anything that might be awkward or embarrassing. Anyone who wished to get on
in Boston society quickly learned the rules of the game.

I have often thought that Scottish society would benefit from having more outsiders, people
who were prepared to question the orthodoxies of politics, the professions and the academic
world. As Scots, we like to think we are frank and forthright. In my experience this is largely
an illusion – Scottish public life is full of conformists, men and women who are only too
anxious to give those at the top 'their place’, whatever private reservations they may harbour.
It is not a desirable state of affairs, either in relation to the psychology of individuals or, more
importantly, in relation to the health of the nation.

6 March 2016
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What’s in a name? I found myself asking this question after hearing a report on foreign policy
which mentioned both Hilary Benn, the shadow foreign secretary, and Crispin Blunt, chair
of the UK foreign affairs committee. This prompted the thought that there can’t be many
Crispins or (male) Hilarys in the west of Scotland, so I decided to do a quick check of other
'posh’ first names among MPs at Westminster. I found five Julians, four Olivers, three
Damiens and two Dominics (all Conservative). The Tory cohort also featured Hugo, Tobias,
Byron, Guy and Royston, while Labour managed only Tristram, Christian and Fabian. It
would appear that, despite periodic claims, class is no longer an issue in Britain, it is alive
and well in parliament, maintained from the moment of birth. I was relieved to discover that
no current MP is called Walter, though dismayed to find that it does appear on some internet
lists of 'posh’ names.

16 March 2016
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World

The hand on a plate

Alan McIntyre

When 15-year-old Anwar Ali raised his hand in January at his local mosque in Pakistan, he
made a mistake that we’ve all made at some point. Maybe he was thinking about what was
for dinner, maybe he was daydreaming about playing cricket, but whatever the reason, he
clearly wasn’t giving his full attention to the present.

When the Iman asked who didn’t love the Prophet, Anwar’s was the solitary hand that shot
up from the crowd; a crowd that immediately turned on him and accused him of blasphemy.
What followed may have been a pre-emptive act to escape a death sentence, or maybe it did
arise spontaneously from pure religious devotion, but whatever the motivation, Anwar went
home and hacked off his offending hand with a scythe. He then returned to the mosque with
his bloody hand on a plate and presented it to the Iman in an extravagant act of contrition.

Instead of being appalled by this remorseful self-mutilation, Anwar was lauded by both his
Iman and his parents as a shining example of a young man truly devoted to Allah. While
Anwar briefly grabbed the headlines, he’s hardly an isolated case of self-harm in the dark
shadow of strict Sharia law. In an equally extreme example of religious masochism, an
Egyptian Muslim self-amputated both his hands in 2013 by placing his wrists across a train
track, believing that an absence of fingers would once and for all control his impulse to steal.
Back in Pakistan, when 19-year-old Saba Qaiser snuck off to marry her boyfriend in 2014, her
father and uncle tracked her down, beat her senseless, shot her in the head, and threw her
into a river. Amazingly she survived this ordeal, and a documentary about her experience
may well win an Oscar this year. Saba’s story has been captured for posterity, but she is just
one of over a thousand honour killings a year in Pakistan and maybe five or six times that
number in the broader Muslim world. Behind each of these statistics is a close relative who
felt compelled by a toxic combination of scripture and tradition to kill a family member in
order to remove a stain on their collective honour.

When Saba had the bravery to pursue her father through the Pakistani courts, his defence
was simply that 'he did the right thing’ and 'was now much more respected in the
community’. Often these family honour vigilantes are not prosecuted, because the families of
the victims close ranks, forgive the culprit, and refuse to press charges. Despite the brutality
she endured at his hands, even Saba was convinced by her new husband’s family to drop the
case against her father. 

These two teenage tragedies are appalling in their own right, but they also highlight how the
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ongoing religious radicalisation of Muslims is undermining what in the West has been a long
journey towards greater tolerance and inclusion. When we read about the crowds of young
Muslim men surrounding and sexually assaulting woman at Cologne train station, we don’t
equate it to the misogyny that takes over many British High Streets on a Friday night after
the pubs close.

Instead we project onto these crowds of immigrants a radicalism that, when left
unrestrained, morphs into self-righteous acts of mutilation, filicide and martyrdom. We’ve
become used to looking around Scotland or the US and seeing Muslims integrate into
Western society as generations of immigrants have done before them, and we’re no longer
shocked when a second or third generation Muslim Pakistani opens his mouth and a
reassuringly broad Glaswegian accent emerges. But when we look at the penitent Anwar and
at the savagery of Saba’s father, we see something very different, and something that the vast
majority of Western Europeans truly don’t understand. Masked to some degree by the
strident voices of raw xenophobia and tribalism, this strong sense of otherness and the deep
unease that comes with it, is what will ultimately undermine the efforts of Angel Merkel and
others who are trying to respond to the European migrant crisis with humanity and a
generosity of spirit. 

Ironically, it’s easier for many of us to understand the motivation of Muslim terrorists than
it is to put ourselves in the heads of self-mutilators and child killers. We’ve been conditioned
by decades of political terrorism to accept that strongly held beliefs often manifest
themselves in violence against innocent strangers. So while the self-proclaimed martyrs of
9/11 are justifiably condemned and vilified, conceptually their actions aren’t that far away
from every IRA car bomb that went off in a crowded Belfast shopping centre or Birmingham
pub.

The barbarism of ISIS burning a Jordanian pilot alive in a cage horrified us all, but it doesn’t
take a comparative historian to point an accusing finger at Auschwitz and see similar evil at
work. But in all of these cases we seek to find solace in them as the isolated acts of zealots
and fanatics. What is truly scary about the stories of Anwar and Saba is the creeping
radicalisation of the Muslim majority and with it the normalisation of what we would
consider extreme behaviour.

The further irony is that despite the crusader propaganda of ISIS and Al Qaeda, this
radicalisation has been nurtured and propagated from within the Muslim world itself for
very familiar political and secular reasons. While Islam has always had a history of brutal
punishment for moral infractions, until recently these punishments were largely a deterrent
and convictions were rare.

In the first 38 years of Pakistan’s existence as an Islamic state, the courts only prosecuted 14
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cases of blasphemy, whereas in the last 30 years there have well over 1,500. In 2015, Saudi
Arabia executed 158 people, which was a 20-year record, but a record that 2016 is on track
to beat. What started as a convenient way for the House of Saud, the Mullahs in Tehran, and
the Pakistani generals to settle scores, cow the population, and whip up animosity against the
Great Satan of America has now spun out of control.

The relentless propaganda, the suppression of religious dissent, and the skewing of Islamic
scripture to emphasise both jihad and strict Sharia law has created a psychological feedback
loop. A feedback loop that is now causing large portions of the population to truly internalise
the message. The result has been to take what had been minority fanaticism and bring it into
the mainstream of Islam in a way that not only gives birth to the terrorists of Paris, but also
to daily barbarous acts in the name of Allah within the Muslim community itself.

The challenge that Western politicians need to grapple with is that many otherwise moderate
voters recognise that this is not about Muslims being different in the superficial sense of
being allowed to wear a hijab in public, speaking the same language, or even having a
tradition of slitting the throats of live animals. It’s about the deeper cultural norms of
behaviour that underpin the social contract and that allow a pluralistic and diverse society to
also be a tolerant society.

As Adam Smith so eloquently pointed out in his 'Theory of Moral Sentiments', a moral
society requires us to be able to walk a mile in another man’s shoes and to understand their
motives, even when we don’t agree with them. The enemy of that empathy is the chasm that
separates my world-view from one that would motivate me to hack off my own hand or
brutally kill my own daughter for the sake of family honour.

As human beings, our psychology of revulsion and rejection spans a wide spectrum. At one
end is the intellectualised fake outrage of extreme political correctness. At the other end of
the spectrum you have the stuff that happens deep down in our reptilian brains – the
instinctive reactions to rotting food and incestuous sexual relationships that have been hard-
wired by evolutionary biology to protect us from real harm. Sitting between these two
extremes is a layer of behavioural conditioning that comes not from evolution, but from our
upbringing and our societal norms.

Despite being socially conditioned, many of these reactions feel just as instinctive and hard-
wired as some of our baser reflexes. Having journeyed a long way to build more tolerant and
inclusive societies that override those reflexes, the danger is that the rise of radical Islam is
now triggering a conditioned response over which many of us have little control. I would
argue that it is this deep-seated rejection of behaviour that we truly don’t comprehend that
is being harnessed by populists like Donald Trump and Marine Le Pen for their own political
benefit.
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Yes, the history of Christianity is filled with the burning of heretics and bloody self-
flagellation, and the occasional maniac in the US will still kill an abortion doctor in the name
of Jesus, but despite the rise of Ted Cruz, the US is not sliding towards a violent theocracy.
The truth is that for all its flaws, the recent social and moral trajectory of the US and Western
Europe has been positive, while for many the high watermark of Muslim tolerance was when
the Moors welcomed displaced Jews to Spain a millennium ago.

There are hundreds of thousands of desperate migrants clawing at the borders of Europe
who would love for their children to have the opportunity to develop broad Glaswegian
accents. But without some sort of true religious reformation in Islam, I’m afraid the
prospects for a resolution of the short-term European migrant crisis and a return to medium-
term political stability in the Middle East seem remote. While we are waiting for that
reformation to occur, the Anwars and Sabas of the Muslim world will continue to suffer, and
the danger is that the West will increasingly reject the belief system that promotes that
suffering and will build walls in response.

17 February 2016
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World

The branding of everything

Ronnie Smith

Everywhere one seeks to produce meaning, to make the world signify, to render it visible.
We are not, however, in danger of lacking meaning; quite the contrary, we are gorged with
meaning and it is killing us. – Jean Baudrillard

It took around five minutes after learning of the 13 November attacks in Paris for me to see
my first image of Jean Jullien’s 'iconic’ conflation of the 'iconic’ Eiffel Tower and the 'iconic’
ban-the-bomb logo. 'Iconic’ is an over-used word but it seemed quite appropriate that two
older icons should be combined to give birth to a third. Almost immediately I started to see
people adopting the new icon as a changed profile picture on their endless and increasingly
ill-informed comments across social media. It became clear that everyone had something,
indeed many somethings to say, about this shocking event and yet and yet, ultimately it
became clear that they had nothing of substance to contribute. How could they?

Commenting on social media satisfies our need to emit, for that is what 'commenting’ and
'sharing’ is. We fire signals out into the void, like the probes we send beyond the solar system
containing coke cans telling the universe that we are imbeciles. We do it in order to feel that
we are part of and connected to significant human events, to help us believe that we ourselves
are significant.

Jean Jullien’s work, for example, is now firmly embedded in the events of 13 November. He,
or rather his simple drawing, has become part of millions of personal but very public
responses to a murderous act of terrorism in a city that many of us know so well. With one
simple click or tap, from the safety of our own keyboards or touchscreens, we can become
'Charlie’ whenever we choose. It seems that a Jean Jullien will always be on hand to supply
us with the logo around which we can gather online to emote and find security by emitting
together.

However commendably social this may at first appear, Jean Jullien’s spontaneous and clever
little icon immediately and significantly reduced the scope of our thinking about the event.
He literally gave expression to the binary idea of 'Ban the bomb in Paris’. It is a visual slogan
designed, like every other slogan, to simplify and encapsulate a limited understanding of
complex issues and events for the benefit of large numbers of people.

In effect, Jean Jullien branded the event and channelled all of our shock and outrage in a
particular and almost gratifying direction. His logo presented us with an off-the-shelf
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response that huge numbers of us grasped with both hands and remember, in the virtual
world there is no shortage of stock. The intellectual brand is only a click away. Supply will
always match demand and just as the Apple, Nike and Mercedes logos are universally
recognised and trigger a deliberate and narrow set of intellectual and emotional responses,
so too will the Eiffel ban the bomb. 

We can expect to see T-shirts and fridge magnets in the shops on the Rue de Rivoli, as the
grotesque dynamic of our all-important market takes hold, at a decent interval of course.

The reduction of our understanding of complex issues to simple formulae has become
increasingly necessary for our shallow social media discourse. We also seem to depend more
on what are referred to as 'memes’, 'tropes’ and 'info-grams’ (note American spelling) in
order to both transmit and receive digestible information. We have become so used to
communicating through the use of branding symbols that it is becoming perfectly normal,
over time, for our thinking to shrink to the same level. For example we are far more likely
now to copy, paste and share a headline with an appropriate comment without ever stopping
to think of it in terms other than those which the original editor intended. It just takes a few
seconds. Actually it’s a bad habit that I have to stop.

It is often said that we now have far more information available to us than ever before. Those
younger than me have grown up with this 'advantage’ and so have not experienced the
enforced periods of reflection between TV and radio bulletins that were only transmitted
during lunch and dinner. They never got to see 'Panorama' once each week. I know a number
of people who spent all of 14 November connected to 24-hour news channels of one kind or
another. They received, rapidly digested and breathlessly regurgitated information through
social media all day long with almost everyone following the simple tone set by Jean Jullien.

The events in Paris consumed them and countless others and frankly, they collectively
contributed to the vast ocean of hysteria that accumulated throughout the days that followed.
The information they received was necessarily shallow because it was immediate. They could
therefore not consider that information in any depth and so their subsequent emissions on
social media were equally shallow, inaccurate, self-regarding and pointless. There was a
deafening stampede of empty comment across the world, unified in loyalty to Jean Jullien’s
brand logo.

But how many of those sharing and empathising possess a genuine understanding of the
astoundingly complex matrix of interests, actions and reactions over many years leading to
the Paris atrocity? Going back to the Charlie Hebdo attack, how many of those claiming
membership of that cult of solidarity had any previous knowledge of Charlie Hebdo
whatsoever? Furthermore, how many of them, had they known about it beforehand, would
have condemned the magazine for being politically incorrect and 'racist’?
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The concepts of meaning and consequence are becoming confused. In TV studios, the pages
of newspapers and the outpouring of bloggers the question, 'but what do the Paris attacks
mean…?’ was constantly asked. The answers usually included the phrases, 'greater airport
security, increased surveillance, closed borders and the de-facto suspension of the Schengen
Treaty’. But these are consequences, not elements of meaning. Consequences that personally
affect us, causing us greater inconvenience but not enhancing our understanding. For
meaning, deep and substantial meaning in this case, you probably have to start with T E
Lawrence. 

For example: 'The people of England have been led in Mesopotamia into a trap from which
it will be hard to escape with dignity and honour'. As it has turned out, he was guilty of gross
understatement.

I suggest we hurry up as it seems that the corporate world, with its tightly structured
discourse, is in the process of commandeering how we think about and communicate our
ideas on politics, society and morality. Thus we will become unable to consider the meaning
of our lives and events as anything other than an expression of interests, informing our
perceived need to meet pre-set intellectual targets.

Logos, brands, icons and slogans are representations of ideas, concepts, responses and
values. They are at best two-dimensional and are not an indication of a deeper understanding
of anything. They are mere signposts intended to point followers and customers in a
direction pre-ordained by their creators on behalf, in turn, of their sponsors. Executive
summaries rather than comprehensive reports.

9 March 2016
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World

The vanishing swallows

Michael Elcock

It is certainly a curious and a useful Thing to understand the Nature of the Weather, and to
know how the Changes that happen in it come to pass. The Business is to find out the true
Way of coming at this kind of Knowledge, and upon the Principles that I have advanced, it
is very evident that the only certain Way of coming at it is by Observation. – The Shepherd
of Banbury

My grandmother lived at Fairmilehead, at the southern edge of Edinburgh in a house which
looked out at the Pentland Hills. She was a gardener. She might not have known what to
make of what we now call climate change, but she had a keen eye for Edinburgh’s uncertain
weathers, and a constant desire to know what was coming.

Every so often she would drive her little Austin Seven down to the beach at Longniddry and
collect a bag of seaweed. She would hose the seaweed down to remove the salt, and then she
would spread it on her vegetable garden. All except for one piece of the big, flat
Phaeophyceae, which she would hang in the open, stucco porch outside her front door. The
brown algae Phaeophyceae was the best seaweed of all for foretelling the next day’s weather
she said, even sometimes for forecasting two or three days beyond that.

Granny probably didn’t know that there was money in her seaweed too; that it could be found
in her toothpaste, her bath soap, in her ice cream and tinned meats, even in some of the
printed fabrics that she wore. The Rhodophytas, or red seaweeds, can be worth even more.
The Japanese passion for Nori, which is cultivated and eaten, nets their economy more than
$1bn a year. The carrageen moss, packed as it is with iodine and sulphur, is an important
ingredient in many beers. It is also found in yoghurt and puddings – and in the Caribbean
it’s made into a concoction that’s believed to have aphrodisiac qualities.

Near Clifden on the Connemara coast, I once met an Englishman called Smith who lived in
a cottage by a long, curved beach. The carrageen moss had made him a rich man, although
not a happy one, since he had taken to drinking his profits. As a result his wife had left him
and he lived alone, and spent his days supervising – when he was fit enough – the activities
of the small group of seaweed gatherers he employed on his picturesque beach.

'It is one thing to observe, and another to reason upon observations, and it very rarely
happens that both can be taken into the compass of one man’s life.'

Best of the Scottish Review: January–March 2016

43



So begins 'The Shepherd of Banbury’s Rules’ – a treatise on the natural order of things
compiled in the latter part of the 17th and early years of the 18th centuries. This small, and
all-but-forgotten, book is full of the kind of worthy insights that might have been compiled
by Chance, the simple gardener who wound-up becoming an influential advisor to the
president of the United States in the 1970s Peter Sellers’ film 'Being There’.

Men of great Reading are as apt to fall into a...mistake, that of taking the Knowledge of
Words for the Knowledge of Things.

The Shepherd...spends all his Days and many of his Nights in the open Air, and under the
wide spread Canopy of Heaven, is...obliged to take particular Notice of the Alterations of
the Weather...

The Shepherd compares signs to events, and relates this knowledge to just about everything
that falls beneath his gaze, or enters his mind – the sun, the moon, the stars, the clouds, the
winds, the mists, the trees, the flowers, the herbs...and almost every animal with which he
is acquainted. These observations, the effects of one on another ...become to such a person
Instruments of real Knowledge.

The Shepherd of Banbury pointed out that the ancients – thinkers and writers like Pliny,
Aristotle and Virgil – who took the time to observe these things, understood well that the
cawing of ravens, the chattering of swallows, and something as simple as a cat washing her
face were not mere superstitious signs. They saw that they could be natural tokens of changes
in weather; that they were behaviours of beings more sensitive than man to the subtleties of
pressure and humidity.

On Vancouver Island, the house we built stands at the edge of the forest, far from city lights.
An ocean inlet lies in front of it, and beyond that, the Straits of Juan de Fuca and the
mountains of the Olympic Peninsula in the United States. When we built the house we gave
our bedroom two big skylights, so we could lie in bed at night and watch the boreal rotation
of the stars, the movements of the spheres, the passage of satellites. We could tell the time at
night from the way the stars sat in the skylight overhead.

With 25 square feet of skylight over our heads, we were conscious of varied wind patterns,
changing weathers, disappearing migratory birds, the altered behaviours of resident animals,
of late – and then accelerated – growth on our tall Douglas Fir trees, and of other elemental
things. Two years ago there were no swallows; the first summer that we hadn’t seen them
since we’d built the house 30 years ago. Climate change was a subject of deep interest to us
there, on the edge of the western world.
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A swarm of bees in May
Is worth a load of hay;
A swarm of bees in June
Is worth a silver spoon;
A swarm of bees in July
Is not worth a fly.

Last year there were hardly any bumble bees at all. 

For nearly two decades now satellite photographs have shown blue patches scattered across
the Greenland ice surface. It took scientists a while to figure out that they represent
meltwater; ice liquefying at the surface of the ice cap and funnelling down thousands of
metres in cascades of millions of gallons per minute to the bedrock that lies deep beneath the
ice. From there the meltwater makes its way to the ocean, all the while eroding the ice at the
base of the ice cap; accelerating the flow of Greenland’s glaciers to the sea.

If the southern ice dome melts on Greenland, the level of the North Atlantic will rise, some
say as much as three feet. The implications of this (and, according to the intergovernmental
panel on climate change, many scientists consider this estimate conservative) are bad
enough. Apart from anything else it will make low-lying cities like Stockholm, Amsterdam,
New York, and even London and Liverpool, extremely vulnerable to tidal and storm surges.
But far worse would be in the offing. Scientists say that if Greenland’s southern ice cap goes,
then the northern ice dome will then be at risk, and it is much larger and deeper than the
southern one.

Basic science tells us that the ocean cools when the ice melts, setting up what can be dramatic
changes in the movement of currents and wind patterns. In other words, an initial cooling,
followed by the real warming of the planet. Newspaper cartoons in recent poor summers
have shown people wrapped in scarves and overcoats, saying that they could use some of this
'so-called "global warming" about now'. These cooler summers we've noticed are probably
signifying that it’s well underway – and once the ice has gone things will warm up soon
enough.

So what to do? Scotland has a bigger stake in all this than most places. Because if the Gulf
Stream alters direction, Scotland’s climate will change, big time.

In Turkey, Greece and some North African countries, they build hot water tanks on the roofs
of their houses. Each tank is attached to a simple photovoltaic panel. It’s not a matter of
economics or cost; the poorest houses have them. On the island of Paros in the Cyclades, I
was told that you can’t get a building permit if you’re not prepared to put a photovoltaic panel
on your roof.
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In more northerly climes we can use a slightly different technology to similar effect. An
evacuated tube system works with infra-red light rather than direct solar heat. It can absorb
energy even through cloud. Such a system works well in a city like Edmonton Alberta, which
has a mean winter temperature well below that of any city in Scotland. We installed one to
pre-heat our own hot water, and it knocked at least 20% off our electricity bills. A small step,
but it wasn’t hard to take. Add it up for a neighbourhood, a town or a city, and cumulatively
it would have an enormous impact.

And more cooperative initiatives are not hard to find. A few miles down the road the T'Souk
native band generates more than enough electricity for its whole village from photovoltaic
panels. The T'Souk village is about the size of Carrbridge, or Evanton, which lies by the
Cromarty Firth. The electricity the band generates is free – and it brings income, since the
band sells its surplus electricity back to the power company.

If we are to change the ways we live our lives and utilise energy, the initiatives have to come
not just from our national governments. They have to come from people; from you and me.
They have to come as well from local politicians far down the political totem pole; from town
councils and regional authorities. The Japanese fable about the hummingbird and the
boundless forest fire puts it quite well:

One day a terrible fire broke out in the forest. Frightened, the animals fled their homes and
ran out of the forest. They stopped at a stream to watch the fire, feeling discouraged and
powerless, and bemoaning the destruction of their homes. None of them thought they could
do anything about the fire, except for one little hummingbird.

The hummingbird swooped into the stream, collected a drop of water in its beak, then flew
into the forest and dropped it on the fire. It flew back to the stream and did it again, and it
kept going back, again and again and again. 

The other animals watched. Some of them said, 'Why bother? The fire is far too big. You are
too small. Your wings will burn. Your beak is tiny, it’s only a drop. You can’t put out the
fire'. Another called out in a mocking voice: 'You’re wasting your time. What you’re doing
is pointless'. Without missing a beat of its tiny wings, the hummingbird looked back and
said: 'I just do what I can'.

Observing without taking the next step is what most of us, and far too many of our
governments, do. That next step is the first, perhaps the biggest, change we need to make. So,
what wisdom does the Shepherd of Banbury have for us? We have to dig deep to find it, and
when we do, it sounds perilously close to lines from the Book of Ecclesiastes.

There remains nothing more for me to do in order to recommend these Observations, but
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to say...that they are governed in every Respect by the same unerring Wisdom that at first
framed and constantly preserves the Universe.

How’s the conversation going in Westminster, or at Holyrood?

23 March 2016
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Arts and Life

The ruthless Scots

Kenneth Roy

It must have felt like a good idea at the time. Many years ago, I was one of the organisers of
an event held in honour of Scottish luminaries, in each case the award being made in the
name of someone recently dead. The award for literature, named after Iain Crichton Smith,
went to his fellow novelist William McIlvanney, himself now recently dead. The patrons of
the scheme asked no more of its recipients than that they brought along a short piece for
delivery and subsequent publication: a sort of acceptance speech including a few kind words
about – in this case – Iain Crichton Smith. 

Out of a fairly large group, the only award-winner who didn't bring along a script was the one
professional writer. At the door of the hotel afterwards, where McIlvanney was having a
smoke, he said with a smile: 'So you'll still be expecting me to write something?' It was the
last I ever heard from him. 

I forgave, though never quite forgot, this minor breach of faith. You had to forgive anyone
who wrote as well as he did. But the unanimity of the posthumous adulation is astonishing.
There seems to be a ritual of modern lament which starts with the early morning Tweet from
the first minister, in or out of her wellington boots, and is then dutifully followed by a stream
of hagiography testifying to the near-sainthood of this national treasure or that. Consensus
has become a vital part – maybe even a weapon – of romantic nationalism; any dissent from
that consensus bad form if not actually treacherous.

An alternative view of McIlvanney, however, feels almost like a civic duty – if only in the
interests of critical discussion. He was a terrific essayist, especially in his influential political
commentaries for the (Glasgow) Herald in the 1980s and 90s, and as a chronicler of our hard
man culture he had many fans. But the claim, routinely made, never more eloquently than in
this magazine last week, that he faithfully represented in his novels the Scottish working
class, and its flipside the criminal underclass, bears only an approximate resemblance to the
reality of either.

While McIlvanney, a decade older than myself, was a school-teacher and facing nothing more
menacing than the first years at Kilmarnock Academy, I was watching the hairs grow on the
backs of the necks of the real hard men in late 1960s Glasgow. The press box in the High
Court – my daily habitat – was located immediately behind the dock, so the reporters were
in the closest physical proximity to a succession of the most notorious criminals in Scotland.
It may disappoint the readers of Tartan Noir, the sub-genre credited to William McIlvanney,
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to learn that the accused were almost without exception extremely boring people. Their
violence made them no more interesting, simply more repellent. Nor was there anything
fascinating about their opposite numbers, the police witnesses, from whom, as professional
liars, they were barely distinguishable.

I found the lawyers more intriguing. Nicholas Fairbairn, who defended the worst of the
villains, exuded a sleaziness almost visceral in its impact, while the more brutish judges
derived an obvious and unwholesome pleasure from the power they wielded. I imagine a few
must have privately regretted the passing of the death penalty. Satirical novels based on such
grotesqueries as Fairbairn and the judicial sadists might have told us things about this small
society that we needed to know and didn't know already. But the Scottish middle class
escaped – then as now – the detailed scrutiny of the literati, who went for easier, more
familiar targets.

McIlvanney's fictionalising of the working class, though insightful and sympathetic as far as
it went, was not wholly reliable either. It told us half a story – essentially that of the Scottish
male and Scottish maleness, the sort he so handsomely personified. It told us far less about
the story of Scottish women, many of whom were victims of abuse, mental or physical or
both, at the hands of that noble savage, the Scottish male. Much of the story of post-war
Scotland – the story of its women – has never been told. Male novelists are the last people
who would wish to tell it. The results might be all too self-revealing. 

As it happens, the only Scottish-born creative writers I have known socially were two women
who struggled for acceptance in our aggressively male culture. Joan Ure (Elizabeth Clark was
her real name) wrote short plays and stories which are out of print, if indeed they survive in
any form. She was starved by the neglect of the men who ran the show. She wondered
whether, in Scotland, there was anything in it for Ophelia and converted this thought into the
title of a play; but, of course, she knew the answer. There was nothing in it for Ophelia. And
even if a Scottish Ophelia wanted to share the story of her life, the tough guys down the pub
– the ones immortalised in our literature – were unlikely to want to hear it. When Billy
Connolly jokes on stage that 'I know a Scottish guy who loved his wife so much he actually
told her one day', he goes beyond humorous observation into darker territory. It is territory
we prefer not to explore too deeply.

My second writer friend, Ena Lamont Stewart, viewed Scottish malehood with cold-eyed
detachment, producing from her experiences as a young woman working in a Glasgow
hospital a painful critique of the male-female relationship in a working-class household. She
called her play 'Men Should Weep'. Although written 70 years ago its themes are universal;
and the injunction in the title, from a Scottish perspective, is as pertinent as ever. The fact
that the play looks likely to live on is a miracle; the Scots had buried it until an Englishman,
John McGrath, rediscovered it and Ena was rescued from obscurity late in life, an Ophelia
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for whom there was ultimately something in it – one of the very few.

The sub-text of the critical acclaim for William McIlvanney was once encapsulated by the
critic Philip French in a single phrase. French lavished high praise on modern Scottish
literature for its quality of 'unsentimental ruthlessness'. This must have referred to
McIlvanney among others. It certainly would not have referred to the work of Joan Ure or
Ena Lamont Stewart (or, for that matter, Iain Crichton Smith, whose memory was
commemorated in the award to McIlvanney).

Unsentimental ruthlessness...I remember how much I loathed the phrase. It described a
Scotland whose existence I longed to be able to deny because it evoked so chillingly the
nature of our culture, yet I sensed that it was no longer possible to deny it and that the
gentler, more sceptical Scotland of my imagination had gone, if it ever existed. So I have the
ruthless literary Scots to thank – for the shattering of personal illusions, if for precious little
else.

13 January 2016
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Arts and Life

Malaise at Pacific Quay

Gerry Hassan

These are turbulent times for the BBC. The patrician age of benign liberal paternalism and
enlightened elites knowing what is best for us, unquestioned and unchallenged, has long
since passed. We have now swung to the other end of the spectrum. Not a day seems to go by
without the BBC being criticised from somewhere. The Daily Mail, Daily Telegraph and
Murdoch press conduct a never-ending war undermining the Beeb's status – questioning the
legitimacy of the licence fee and what they see as its dominant market position.

The toxic right want to destroy the BBC, but the left stopped being enamoured decades ago,
and in Scotland all of this is added to by the experience of the indyref. Many respected voices
feel that the BBC is short-changing Scotland, and offering up an inferior service.

BBC Scotland’s problems have historical and cultural roots. The origins of a specific Scottish
service were found in an age long disappeared. When the BBC high heid yins decided to allow
a Broadcasting Council for Scotland in 1953 it was stacked with the great and good and
chaired by Lord Clydesmuir, formerly John Colville, Unionist secretary of state for Scotland
from 1938 to 1940.

When the BBC began broadcasting TV coverage made in Scotland on 14 March 1952, initial
public response wasn’t positive. The Scotsman commented at the time that when Scots
complain, 'London announces that the Scottish regional controller has full control and can
choose whatever he presents', and yet, 'London appoints the staff in Scotland and pays it'
(Scotsman, 8 May 1952).

It isn’t surprising, fast-forwarding to today, that even on the BBC’s own figures there is a
democratic deficit. In England, 61% of the public are satisfied with the quality of BBC
programmes, while in Wales this falls to 55%, and in Scotland to 48%. This is exacerbated by
the financial picture which sees £323 million raised in Scotland from the licence fee, but a
mere £35 million spent on TV. When Radio Scotland, digital and common services are
added, this figure rises substantially but still leaves a sizeable gap.

BBC Scotland's travails are deeper than these figures suggest. Where does power sit in BBC
Scotland, who is it facing towards, and to whom is it accountable? The answer isn’t to
external audiences or Scotland, but internally upwards to London bosses. This literally
means that BBC Scotland bosses spend a large part of their time and effort not on satisfying
Scottish audiences, but serving London. They answer and report to the BBC down south as
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the first priority of their work. That doesn’t make for a good BBC Scotland, and nor is it
efficient or helpful.

This state of affairs leads to a related problem. Which, if any, part of Scotland does the BBC
here address? Which constituencies and communities does it represent and serve with
distinction? Leave aside the Gaelic communities and BBC Alba – a rare success, having
created small triumphs on a miniscule budget.

The answer is telling, because it can be argued that BBC Scotland doesn’t serve any part of
Scotland well, whether geographically or socially. Its football coverage is, despite its wall-to-
wall nature on radio, often driven by merely getting audiences. Its comedy is mostly
cringeworthy with the odd exception, drama next to non-existent, arts and culture thin in the
extreme, apart from at Edinburgh Festival time.

Some of these concerns are historic. In 1944 the Saltire Society called for an end to the BBC’s
'timidity neurosis' and issued a questionnaire asking: 'Were there enough Scottish items?'.
More than 30 years later Radio Scotland was born with the expectation of a Scottish
Assembly the following year. It met with near-universal panning, Neal Ascherson calling it
the equivalent of 'Radio Kailyard'.

With all these problems the BBC sometimes still has managed to do good things. The first act
of Alasdair Milne as controller in 1968 was to rebrand the BBC as BBC Scotland; while
Alastair Hetherington in the 1970s pushed hard against the micro-scale of London control,
to the extent that he was pushed overboard. Today, though, there is an absence of real
leadership at the heart of the BBC – both internally and externally. Ken MacQuarrie is
managing a safety-first, minimalist agenda of getting the organisation from one day to the
next, and surviving. There is no higher purpose or vision.

This vacuum is acutely felt by many staff inside the BBC. The organisation, despite numerous
retrenchments, still has many talented journalists and people who pride themselves on
working for an organisation known and respected throughout the world. Yet, quality
journalism, programming and commissioning, are not what BBC Scotland’s leadership is
about. The only thing which seems to drive them is having a quiet life and being surrounded
by acolytes who will do their bidding for them. Thus, last year, the long-running saga of John
Boothman’s unhappy tenure as head of news and current affairs came to a head. Boothman
was moved from his job, but to this day is still drawing his six-figure, publicly-funded salary
while notionally contributing to the charter review process.

Last week BBC London bigwigs Tony Hall and Anne Bulford gave evidence to the Scottish
Parliament, along with Ken MacQuarrie. Hall said lots of nice things to the parliamentarians
about digital innovation and media platforms, but couldn’t disguise the fact that neither he
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or any part of the Beeb down south has any intention of doing anything far-reaching about
Scotland unless they have to. It isn’t an accident that Hall’s long-promised big speech on a
Scottish vision and agenda has been continually postponed, and as yet has no final date.

MacQuarrie was quizzed on the leaked BBC Scotland plans for a new digital channel and
radio station. These were, he said, 'plans that were not a plan', amounting to little more than
creative brainstorming and a series of emails. These 'non-plans’ for a new Scottish settlement
– covering the same ground as Nicola Sturgeon did in her MacTaggart Lecture at last year’s
Edinburgh International Television Festival – now look stuck. The Scottish Government’s
thinking in the form of culture minister Fiona Hyslop isn’t exactly bold or imaginative, but
instead, via its recent and ongoing 'stakeholder sessions’, about the interests of the producer
community.

The Scottish Government has signed a memorandum of understanding with the UK
government on the BBC charter review. As a result of this, its consultation on the future of
the BBC has seen a huge response. The scale of this interest has surprised the government
here who are now struggling with how to analyse and manage the public outpouring. This
indicates that there is a widespread public interest about the future of the BBC and
broadcasting that the BBC, north and south of the border, are struggling to respond to. In
1997-98 the solution which emerged was for a 'Scottish Six’ – an integrated news and current
affairs covering Scotland, the UK and world. It nearly happened, but was actively stopped by
persistent lobbying by Tony Blair and then BBC head John Birt (the latter viewing that the
next stop was an English Broadcasting Corporation).

Many years later, Hall has returned to a 'Scottish Six’. But what would have worked then is
nothing more than a sop now. The BBC has traditionally been behind the curve of British
political and constitutional change, but the advent of devolution and the Scottish Parliament
has left it struggling.

The pace of change in these areas is glacial. At the high point of Britishness – 1945 – Robert
Hurd, president of the Saltire Society asked: 'Will the new daily news bulletins continue to
be a kind of appendage following London instead of a proper integration of Scottish news
with world news?'. Despite the dramatic scale of Scottish and global change over the
intervening 61 years, this is the same terrain of Tony Hall’s deliberations and proposals
today.

Indeed, the BBC is one of the last centralising features of British public life, but one which
doesn’t understand the different cultures outside London and the south-east. Senior BBC
figures down south just don’t get the scale of this problem. Scotland is something to be
bought off by a 'Scottish Six’: end of story. They don’t see their partial, increasingly insular
version of Britain as the problem.
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BBC Scotland is an anomaly. Its non-accountability to the Scottish public has similarities to
that other struggling institution now fallen on hard times – the Labour Party. In fact it is
actually worse, because while Labour has been in former leader Johann Lamont’s words 'a
branch office’, voters could turf out their MSPs and MPs. Both organisations became
dysfunctional and atrophied by focusing southward in decision-making to their ultimate
detriment.

Change is coming. It will necessitate a Scottish-based broadcaster, based on the skills and
resources of the BBC. However, there has to be change on a number of levels. First, there has
to be internal transformation inside the BBC based on bold, courageous, communicative
management that sees staff, ideas and ambition as something to be supported. Second, any
focus should not be solely or mainly on the needs of producers and building a media
infrastructure, but outward-facing on the needs and interests of the audience and content.
Third, it has to embrace the democratic spirit of the age and the new world of media, from
DIY culture and makers of micro-media, to the fragmentation of the public. Finally, this
shouldn’t be an insular set of concerns, but is about how Scotland represents and
understands itself, and projects and portrays itself on the global stage.

These are the last days of the old BBC Scotland. Change is coming whether BBC bosses in
Glasgow and London embrace it or not. It would be more creative and helpful if they could
choose to become part of the forces of the new media landscape, rather than being forced by events.

3 February 2016
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Arts and Life

A neglected talent

Andrew Hook reviews 'Josephine Tey, A Life' by Jennifer Morag Henderson

This is an important book. Not because it is unusually well-written or edited, and not because
its author emerges as a scholar or critic of exceptional ability. The story it tells of a Scottish
writer, however, is a hugely significant one. Why? Because the subject of this book remains,
to an extraordinary and quite shameful degree, a neglected, unrecognised and unsung figure.
All the more extraordinary and all the more shameful given that there has never been a time
when those involved in Scotland’s literary culture have been more eager both to insist on its
continuing strengths and proudly celebrate its past achievements.

Let me be the first to hold up my hand. A professor of English literature, but with a strong
interest in Scottish literature from the 18th century on, I was vaguely aware that someone
called Josephine Tey was the author of crime novels (which I hadn’t read) – but I had no idea
she lived and wrote in Inverness. Gordon Daviot was also a name I’d heard of as someone
connected with the theatre – but I was totally ignorant of the fact that Josephine Tey and
Gordon Daviot were the same person. And of course it goes without saying that I had no idea
that both these names were pseudonyms of Elizabeth MacKintosh of Inverness. 

Beth, as she was known as a child, born in 1896, died in London as long ago as 1952. But a
glance at the bibliography at the end of Jennifer Henderson’s lengthy biography confirms
just how little attention has been paid to the writer’s literary career by critics and scholars.
Her name (Josephine Tey, that is) does crop up in a few studies of crime writers –
particularly female ones – but only a single book published in 1980 by an American academic
has attempted to cover her writing career. Again, despite the recent and continuing boom in
postgraduate research on Scottish literature, only one doctoral dissertation has been written
on her work. And this Strathclyde University thesis remains unpublished.

More telling still, however, is her failure to appear in the most authoritative contemporary
histories of Scottish literature. In Aberdeen University Press’s 'History of Scottish Literature,
Volume Four, Twentieth Century’ (1987), neither Gordon Daviot nor Josephine Tey make an
appearance. In the much more recent 'The Edinburgh History of Scottish Literature: Modern
Transformations – New Identities (from 1918)’, Vol. 3 (2006), promising the reader 'a major
reinterpretation, re-evaluation and repositioning of the scope, nature and importance of
Scottish Literature’, nothing has changed. The volume’s scope does not go so far as to include
either name – despite the fact that Scottish 'crime noir’ (or 'tartan noir’ as it has now become)
is addressed, with Ian Rankin getting full coverage, William McIlvanney mentioned, and
Scottish women crime writers Val McDermid and Denise Mina being cited. Josephine Tey
once again goes unnoted.
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Reading this biography has convinced me that this neglect of Gordon Daviot and Josephine
Tey is totally unwarranted. The early chapters of Jennifer Henderson’s book cover Elizabeth
MacKintosh’s family background and her early life and education in Inverness. However,
little emerges that throws light on her future career as a writer. Her father Colin, who owned
a fruit shop in Inverness, had grown up in a Gaelic-speaking family and enjoyed reading. Her
mother Josephine, a former teacher, was an Inverness native with some English ancestors.
Both parents saw a good education as the key to a successful life. Hence Beth attended
Inverness Royal Academy where she did well without, as her biographer puts it, 'standing
out’.

Leaving school in the middle of the first world war, she opted to become a physical training
teacher and left for a well-known PT college in Birmingham. After graduation she taught in
various schools in England (and briefly at Oban High School), but this period in her life
ended abruptly in 1923 when her mother Josephine died of cancer. Beth had two younger
sisters, but it was she who took on the responsibility of returning to Inverness to look after
her father’s household and help him in the running of his business. This was to remain her
situation for the next 27 years. Her 87-year-old father Colin MacKintosh died in 1950 – only
two years before the death, at the early age of 52, of the well-known writer Josephine Tey.

Elizabeth MacKintosh’s writing career, then, began in the mid-1920s. In Inverness she had
met an ex-soldier Hugh McIntosh (no relation) who shared her interest in books and writing.
They became close friends and soon were sending examples of their own writing to literary
magazines and newspapers. (A small collection of Hugh’s poems – 'A Soldier Looks at
Beauty' – was published in London in 1928, but by then Hugh was dead from the
tuberculosis that had led to his being invalided out of the army.)

Gordon Daviot’s first publications (she had chosen a masculine pen name probably because
she recognised that work by a male author was more likely to be accepted) were in such well-
respected magazines as the Saturday Review and the Weekly Westminster Gazette, and soon
afterwards several short stories appeared in the Glasgow Herald. This promising start did not
fail to deliver. Gordon Daviot and Josephine Tey’s output as writers was both astonishingly
prolific and astonishingly successful. Between 1925 and 1952 only two years passed (1935
and 1943) in which nothing by Daviot/Tey was published, staged, broadcast or filmed. And
in nearly all of these years we are talking not of a single book or play but rather of anything
between one and six separate items.

Gordon Daviot wrote two 'literary’ novels: 'Kif: an Unvarnished History' (1929), set in the
first world war, and 'The Expensive Halo: a Fable without Moral' (1931), a London-set family
story. However, in between these, she wrote what proved to be her first mystery novel: 'The
Man in the Queue' (also 1929). All three of these books, published in the US as well as the
UK, were well-received and reviewed, but, quickly translated and published in French, the
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mystery novel was much the most popular. Given this fact, one might ask why Gordon Daviot
did not merge immediately into Josephine Tey and go on exploiting this success. The answer
is simple.

Always a keen theatregoer, Gordon Daviot’s own first play opened in the New Theatre in
London’s West End in February 1933. Directed by and starring John Gielgud and the leading
actress Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies (the two had previously starred as Romeo and Juliet),
'Richard of Bordeaux' was a huge success. In London it ran for 14 months and over 400
performances; it transferred to Broadway in New York City, and toured regionally across the
UK. Praised to the skies by the critics, the play made its author famous and a recognised
figure in terms of the British theatre for the rest of her life. Her follow-up play was 'Queen of
Scots', once again starring Ffrangcon-Davies (as Mary) and Gielgud, with Laurence Olivier
also in the cast. This play too did well – but not on the scale of 'Richard of Bordeaux'. From
this point on, playwriting remained central to Daviot’s literary career, and most of her plays
were regularly staged, broadcast and published. James Bridie, for example, invited her to
write a play for his newly opened Citizens Theatre.

Nonetheless, in the second half of Elizabeth MacKintosh’s literary life, Gordon Daviot came
to be overshadowed by the enduring success of Josephine Tey. Having been invited by
Hollywood to work on the script of a film based on a popular romantic novel, the Inverness
author decided to write for a popular audience herself. The result was 'A Shilling for Candles'
(1936), a crime thriller whose success was such that a year later it became an Alfred
Hitchcock film entitled 'Young and Innocent'.

In the following years, Tey went on to write six more crime novels, the last of which – 'The
Singing Sands' – was published posthumously in 1953. These books have never been out of
print. In 1990 the Crime Writers’ Association voted one of them – 'The Daughter of Time' –
the best crime novel ever written. Of these books I have read only one: 'The Franchise Affair
'(1949) – also made into a Hollywood film. I found it intriguing and entertaining and
distinguished by a refreshing authorial acerbity. Josephine Tey comes across as something of
a small 'c’ conservative. She admires a traditional 'English’ way of life – while simultaneously
gently mocking its limitations. But she has no time at all for the 'modern’ world that is
replacing it. Here perhaps is a clue as to why Daviot/Tey has not been allowed a place in the
history of 20th-century Scottish literature. She does not tick the right boxes.

This biography makes it clear that she loved London much more than Inverness. A regular
on the overnight sleeper to King’s Cross or Euston, she enjoyed the round of meetings with
agents, impresarios, actors and directors – and the opportunity to attend performances and
exhibitions. She had her own club in London and her closest women friends – all of them
involved in the contemporary theatre – lived in the city or in the countryside nearby – a
setting and landscape that she also came to admire and love. 
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More significantly perhaps, she had no sympathy with the political ideologies embraced by
contemporary Scottish writers such as MacDiarmid or Neil Gunn (who for a time also lived
in Inverness). Writing a biography of the Tory and Episcopalian Claverhouse or 'Bonnie
Dundee’, as well as a play about Mary Queen of Scots, she had a serious interest in Scottish
history. But she was clearly on the side of those who thought that too much Scottish history
had been distorted and romanticised in the telling. Then, despite her family background, she
had no interest in any kind of Gaelic revival, and inevitably Scottish nationalism she rejected
out of hand.

In her will, she left most of her considerable fortune to the National Trust in England. Given
all this, she probably would not mind not being recognised as a 'Scottish’ writer. However,
those of us interested in the complex issues raised here – and still very alive today – will, I
learn, find them addressed and explored in that final Pym novel 'The Singing Sands'. It is at
the top of my reading list.

Jennifer Henderson’s book is sometimes overloaded with detail; tighter editing would have
removed a fair amount of repetition; and the author’s commentary on her subject’s writing
occasionally becomes somewhat pedestrian. But this is a book which, by foregrounding the
life and work of a writer who should never have been neglected, deserves the widest of
readership.

6 January 2016
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Arts and Life

The four seasons

Bob Cant reviews a film version of 'Sunset Song'

The land is the central element in 'Sunset Song', seemingly timeless and arguably more
significant than any of the human characters who struggle to engage with it. Right from the
12th century when some Norman childe made his mark on Kinraddie through to the travails
of the Guthrie family just before the first world war, the land was a force that had to be
reckoned with. It shaped individuals and the way that they formed relationships. Anyone
making a film of Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s novel has to be able to portray the land as well as
the human beings who depend on it. Terence Davies has a reputation for bringing a loving
painterly eye to his films and we expect to see that quality in his depiction of this story set in
the Mearns.

'Sunset Song' was first published in 1932 and is structured around the four farming seasons
– ploughing, drilling, seed time and harvest. The main character is Chris Guthrie, the strong-
minded daughter of a family of tenant farmers, and we follow her relationships with her
family, her school, her neighbours and her lovers in Kinraddie until such time as the
community is transformed by the tragedy of the first world war. While the village comes
together in times of crisis, its everyday patterns of living are marked by class barriers,
ideological disagreements and personal suspicions; the process of war generated upheaval
and uncertainty but there was no clean sheet after 1918. The sunset of the title was not so
much the end of an era as the prelude to another unpredictable day in the same setting.

The fact that Grassic Gibbon wrote about sexual desire and sexual experience from a
woman’s point of view was unprecedented; there was some speculation that he might be a
woman. Many women had lost their male partners in the first world war and it was
exceptional to portray these women as more than just widows; their sexuality was deemed to
have died with the men on the Front. His portrayal of sexual violence within relationships
was harrowing, as well as credible, and that was possibly why the book was banned by
Aberdeen public library.

Grassic Gibbon wanted 'Sunset Song' to be comprehensible to both Scottish and non-Scottish
readers and its language is a combination of Scottish words, English words and Scots words
cloaked in an English spelling. His aim was, he said, 'to mould the English language into the
rhythms and cadences of Scots spoken speech'. The syntax of his long sentences emerges,
unmistakably, from the language of that part of north-east Scotland. 'But then the upward
road would swerve, right or left, into this steep ledge or that, and the wind would be at them
again and they'd gasp, climbing back to the shelvins, Will with freezing feet and hands and
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the batter of the sleet like needles in his face, Chris in worse case, colder and colder at every
turn, her body numb and unhappy, knees and thighs and stomach and breast, her breasts
ached and ached so that nearly she wept.’

Nowadays, it seems to be compulsory for every Scottish secondary school student to read
'Sunset Song' but it wasn’t always thus. I grew up in the 50s, the son of tenant farmers just
down the road from the Mearns, but I never heard of it until I left home. The BBC TV
production in the early 70s brought it out of obscurity into the centre of popular Scottish
culture. (I watched one episode with my parents, both of whom were born before the first
world war, and while they enjoyed it, they thought the sets were 'too clean’.) In 2005, it was
voted the best Scottish novel of all time.

Lewis Grassic Gibbon was a pseudonym used by James Leslie Mitchell who was born in Echt
in 1901 and grew up near Arbuthnott. After a brief foray with the Aberdeen Soviet and an
unhappy time with the Scottish Farmer, he joined the Royal Air Force and travelled widely
outwith Scotland. He became a prolific writer and though he died at the age of only 33, he
had written 17 full-length books. His politics were of the Left but, while he was part of the
Scots Renaissance of the time, he did not identify as a nationalist in the way that his friend
and close collaborator, Hugh MacDiarmid, did. He wrote in 1932: 'For the cleansing of that
horror [of the Glasgow slums], if cleanse it they could, I would welcome the English in
suzerainty over Scotland till the end of time'. Such sentiments are of his time but they help
explain why Grassic Gibbon was notably absent from any of the cultural propaganda before
the 2014 referendum.

Terence Davies first encountered 'Sunset Song' through the serialisation on BBC TV. His
struggle to get funding has taken 18 years and seems to have been arduous and draining. The
production company is Hurricane Films but the major part of the funding has come from
Luxembourg; the recent contributions from Creative Scotland and BBC Scotland are to be
welcomed. The bulk of the filming took place in Luxembourg and New Zealand, which must
have been good news for film technicians in these small countries. Two weeks of filming were
done in Aberdeenshire. While Davies claims not to be part of the mainstream, he is a
distinguished film-maker with an international reputation; it is hard to imagine how any less
well-known film maker would have acquired funding in today’s circumstances.

The film has been shot in 65mm and that gives greater depth and clarity to the landscape;
the film-makers wanted the landscape to feature as a character in its own right. The opening
shot is of a wheatfield and the camera lingers over it before we see any human character; we
are then drawn into a landscape that is sometimes beautiful, sometimes terrifying,
sometimes bleak but never comforting. The camera cherishes the woods, the mountains, the
blossom, the clouds and leaves us overawed by their grandeur. Working that land, however,
was hard, relentless and dependent on the vagaries of the weather and while there was
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occasional relief in the companionship of others it could be no more than temporary. The
film portrays a land that could never be conquered and might well enslave and destroy the
people who worked on it.

The interior scenes are, on the other hand, inescapably claustrophobic and reflect the
domestic reality of the time. Before the arrival of electricity, most houses were cold, dark and
lit with oil lamps. Love was expressed as possession in this context; the tension of living with
people whom you might love but from whom the only escape was through death or
emigration is convincingly portrayed here.

Davis’s films, such as 'Distant Voices, Still Lives', are often more memorable for the scenes
which represent a collective community consciousness rather than for the individual
characters. That said, there are strong performances in this film from Agyness Deyn (Chris
Guthrie) and Kevin Guthrie (Ewan Tavendale) as young people becoming adults with too
many responsibilities too quickly. But the communal scenes, such as the church service or
the threshing dinner, where the camera pans slowly and deliberately across the well-worn
faces of the participants, are powerfully evocative. The most striking such scene is the
wedding of Chris and Ewan; the stiff collars of the women guests bring a Rembrandt portrait
to mind. Davis often draws on popular music and this scene ends with Chris singing 'The
Flowers of the Forest'; the lament for the dead of Flodden is prescient of the war which was
to engulf Kinraddie, and every other community in Europe, just a few months later.

At the end of the Scots Quair trilogy, Chris returns as a tenant farmer to Echt, where she had
been born. There she would daydream about her childhood and the family members who
had, by then, all gone. 'She’d open her eyes and see only the land, enduring, encompassing,
the summer hills gurling in the summer heat, unceasing the wail of the peesies far off.’ There
are, sadly, no peesies in the film, but there is a powerful sense of the land that has shaped so
much of Chris’s story. However challenging and significant human struggles may be, they
are, in contrast with the sheer presence of the land, fleeting and temporal. The world that
Davis shows us is one where the land is indeed enduring and encompassing.

6 January 2016
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Arts and Life

The Glass Bucket

Bob Cant

I discovered the Glass Bucket by chance. I had just missed a bus and I didn't fancy hanging
around in Dundee bus station for an hour. So I walked up St Andrews Street and within a few
hundred yards I found a pub: no music; no pictures on the walls; lots of small tables with
uncomfortable stools; a subdued atmosphere.

Because it was so close to a bus station, the Glass Bucket, unlike most pubs in the 70s, lacked
any regular local clientele. What the customers here had in common was a desire to catch a
bus to their own small town. Or so I thought. Once I had been in there a few minutes, I
realised that some of the men there did seem to know each other; some of them displayed
considerable curiosity about other male customers as they walked through the door;
sometimes conversations were struck up between men who had previously given every
indication of being strangers. There was a steady choreographic flow of men as they moved
around the pub to position themselves next to other men with whom they imagined they
might have something in common. Surely discussion of the intricacies of the timetables of
buses to Alyth or Carnoustie was not worthy of such precision, such finesse?

Gradually, I realised that I had stumbled into a place that was the nearest to what could be
described as a gay pub in Dundee. If you had asked the bar staff if this was a gay pub, they
would have denied it; all the unaccompanied men could have told you a different story, but
many of them would have denied it as well. The very concept of coming out had not yet
reached this part of Scotland. It was rather different from the louder, more ostentatious bars
and politically contentious meeting places that I was becoming used to in London. But, in
Dundee, in 1972 this was the place for gay men to go to if they wanted to meet other gay men.
Quietly!

The law criminalising all male homosexual activity was, of course, a factor in intimidating
gay men. Some years after my first visit to the Glass Bucket two men in Dundee were
sentenced to a year's imprisonment for committing sodomy in a cubicle in a public
convenience but that was an isolated incident. While a handful of men knew about legal
persecution, everybody who experienced any desire for other people of the same sex knew
about shame; there was the inner shame that you might feel about having an inferior
sexuality; there was the more public shame that would pursue you and your family if your
sexuality became public knowledge. Shame was found in other countries but Scotland was
particularly noted for the unforgiving nature of its Presbyterian shame.

At first, I thought the silent, ultra-cautious behaviour of the men in the pub was indicative of
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their shame but over the years I changed my mind about that; there were no helplines in
those days and, if you had got through the door of the pub, you had, somehow or other, come
to terms with the implications of shame; you might find the atmosphere rather more
constrained than you would like but you would accept it because you didn't want to rock the
boat; you didn't want to be barred from going there. Far clearer examples of unresolved
shame were to be found on the street outside, among the men who were too terrified to cross
the threshold; the proximity of the pub to the bus station could provide a good excuse as to
why they might be going in there. But so overwhelming was the guilt about the nature of their
sexual desires that they couldn't even lie convincingly about their reasons for visiting the
Glass Bucket. A lot of ashamed isolated men tramped up and down St Andrews Street, again
and again, night after night, torn between desire and terror.

Later on in the 70s, a pub called The Gauger opened on the Seagate, about the same distance
away from the bus station as The Glass Bucket. Another world! The music was deafening –
you could probably hear it on the Perth Road. It let itself be known as a pub that welcomed
both gay men and lesbians. In fact, the pub was divided into two areas, so that there was a
kind of sexual segregation. The area with the pool tables seemed to be entirely occupied by
short, eh'm-no'takin-nae-shite-frae-naebody lesbians; the area nearer the bar was the
preferred area of the gay men, many of whom were drinking at a speed that suggested they
were in a competition; Neddy Scrymgeour's heart would have been broken. The Gauger
seemed to represent the future of gay venues. Shouting and limited physical contact became
the norm. And, like it or not, more people went in there than ever went into the Glass Bucket;
so, that was a bit of a setback for the prevailing climate of shame.

It was easy to have quiet conversations in the Glass Bucket and easy for your neighbours to
overhear them. I recall hearing a conversation one night between two Dundonian men about
the same age as myself. They had clearly known each other well in the past. One of them was
explaining that they wouldn't be able to spend time with each other, now that he had a wife
and bairn. No identifying words like 'gay' or even 'homosexual' were used but this was clearly
a conversation between two men who had once been close; they might even have been lovers.
There was no anger; no tears; no recriminations; just an air of sadness. The unmarried one
appeared to accept the situation; they continued sitting quietly with each other and they were
still doing so when I left to catch the bus to Kirkbuddo.

The Glass Bucket pub is no more; there is now a cafe on the site. I went to look for a
photographic image of the pub as it was back in the 70s because I thought it might be of
interest to the organisers of LGBT History Month. But image there was none. Back in the 70s
the Glass Bucket had succeeded in being invisible, except for those who needed to know
about its inner life, and the invisibility continues today. I hope that some of the former
customers are able to share their memories of the times when they put shame behind them
and walked into a pub to meet people like themselves. 

24 February 2016
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Arts and Life

Spirit of adventure

Barbara Millar

Simon Davidson was killed in an accident in Glencoe on 16 January 2016. He was 34 years
old. He, with his fellow climber and member of Glencoe Mountain Rescue Team, Joe Smith,
were brought back from Stob Coire nam Beith by 16 members of the team, who went out in
dreadful weather that night, up to 2,300 feet, to bring the men home.

Simon was born on 25 September 1981 in Middlesex, where he spent his early years living in
a houseboat on the Grand Union Canal with his parents – Esther and Conrad – and older
sister by one year, Jessica. He was an adventurous spirit from the start and, once the family
had moved into a house in Uxbridge, close to where Conrad was based with the Central Band
of the RAF, in which he played, Simon would use skipping ropes to ascend to the upper
landing of their home, and cushions from the sofa would become sledges to descend the
stairs. He also permanently had a small brown leather case packed with essentials for an
adventure – a little blanket, an alarm clock, a torch, and his precious Teddy.

His sister has described their childhood as 'idyllic, full of fun and adventure, play and
sunshine’. There were weekend walks in the countryside with their parents, looking at
wildlife and climbing trees and, much later in life, Simon would often send his mum a photo
of some obscure plant or insect and ask: what is this?

In 1989, when he was eight, Esther and Conrad separated, and Esther brought the children
back to her native Scotland, initially living in North Berwick, before moving into Edinburgh.
Simon attended Law primary school, where he quickly ditched his London twang, adopting
such a convincing Scottish accent that he was asked to read a Burns's poem at a school event.
He also joined a Gaelic choir and sang in the Mod. His mother would come across him
practising his Gaelic and confessing that he had not a clue what any of it meant.

He also took up the trombone and played with the Scottish National Youth Jazz Orchestra,
and was lucky enough to attend the Montreux Jazz Festival with the orchestra when he was
in his teens. He also got a taste for heavy metal and rock music and, with friends, he formed
several bands with memorable names – Redeem the Dissentery (sic), Degenerate Youth and
Hemloc (sic). His mother recalls attending some of his gigs and having to stuff tissue paper
into her ears to get some relief. A friend describes his playing – Simon was on drums – as
'talented but unconventional’. More than once, when the band was playing live, Simon would
not know what song was being played but would drum on regardless.
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Simon left school with Highers, including maths, and decided to complete a maths degree at
Heriot-Watt University. He spent most of his first year absolutely loathing his course and
only later realised he had been attending the wrong maths lectures. His mother persuaded
him to give up the course and enrol at Telford College, to study other courses which would,
incrementally, give him a tertiary qualification. He later went to study at Napier University
where he received a first-class honours degree in digital media.

After completing his degree, his mum took him on holiday to Spain but found it most odd
that, despite the incredible heat, Simon seemed prepared to risk heat stroke rather than
remove his T-shirt. He wouldn’t swim, or sunbathe or do anything that might risk exposing
his arms and torso. Much later she discovered he had had an enormous tattoo of a Chinese
water dragon and he knew his mum would be horrified when she found out – so he intended
to delay the discovery as long as he could.

He went out to Greece with a friend when he was 19. His father was living on the Greek island
of Thassos, so the pair had six months working out there, earning their board and lodging by
washing up in a restaurant in the evening and hiring out sunbeds by day. They also spent a
month helping Simon’s father to renovate a house. When they came back, they both realised
that no office job, no 9-5, would ever suit them.

Simon started climbing in his early 20s, when the Ratho Adventure Centre (now the
Edinburgh International Climbing Arena) first opened, with the biggest indoor climbing wall
in the world. Very quickly this turned into a serious hobby, and something Simon focused on.
He had always spent weekends in the hills with friends, camping, drinking beer and listening
to rock music. Climbing added a new dimension and he relished the challenges and
opportunities it offered.

In order to fund it, Simon had to work. During his university years, he had spent the
summers working at the Edinburgh International Film Festival, something he loved.
Although on one occasion, when he was meant to be supervising the projection of a film, he
managed to miss the fact that it was being shown upside-down.

When he graduated, he secured a job with Metro, a technical production company based at
the Gyle, where he was able to use his digital media skills to great effect. But, after five very
happy and productive years there, he decided his heart was in climbing and he made the
decision to leave. He also rented out his flat in Winchburgh in favour of a more peripatetic
life, living in his van.

He had a few temporary jobs, cleaning windows and also as an ambulance driver. He liked
the job but hated hanging about, drinking tea and eating cake, and waiting for the next call.
He did some freelance work with Span Access, a Kinross-based company involved with rope
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access and rigging, and this enabled him to get some work helping to erect wind turbines.
So where did he climb? He did a wonderful walking and climbing trip in the Pyrenees in
2009, he climbed in the Andes and explored the South American jungle. But his heart
belonged to Scotland. He climbed Ben Nevis, always by the most difficult routes, he climbed
in Glencoe and Cairngorm. But his favourite place was the Cuillin mountain range on Skye.
He was thrilled by the excitement of climbing and delighted by the camaraderie he
encountered from his fellow climbers. It is a tight-knit community where trust is paramount
as, so very often, your life is in someone else’s hands, and their life is in yours. Friendships
are built and valued. Simon had worked for many years with young people undertaking the
Duke of Edinburgh’s Award Scheme and he planned to develop his fledgling business –
Garbh Mountain Adventures – to offer instruction and family holidays in the mountains.

Simon had completed more climbs in his 34 years than most people do in a lifetime. He loved
being out in the winter – ice-climbing had become his speciality. He was experienced, he was
meticulous, he was very careful. He understood the mountains, and he respected them. He
had climbed with young Joe Smith before. He had climbed Stob Coire nam Beith before. 16
January was a beautiful day – cold and clear – but then a front came over and it began to get
dark, much earlier than anticipated.

No-one knows how the accident which killed Simon and Joe occurred. But that Simon died
doing something he adored is of comfort to the family and friends who mourn his untimely
death.

Last year, he took his mother up Ben Nevis for her first time. When they were on the Ben, he
pointed out some snow buntings. Esther, his mum, urges his friends, when they see the snow
buntings, to remember Simon. 'Carry on climbing, and carry his memory to the highest
places’.

3 February 2016
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Arts and Life

I propose to worry less

Katie Grant

After decades of New Year’s Resolution failure, I’ve suddenly realised my mistake. If you
want to stick to your resolve, you need to start your new regime the day after Boxing Day so
that by New Year’s Day you've already achieved more than you want lightly to toss away. Like
most good advice, this comes too late, though if you begin your 2017 resolutions now, you
should have enough time to form an unbreakable habit. I’ve got some suggestions for myself
and for others. Prepare to be irritated.

Actually, irritation is my first resolution. So many things irritate me these days – perhaps a
sign of getting old – that I waste hours internally fulminating. People who block escalators
with their stationary bulk, for example, or who insist on claiming their booked seat in trains
when identical seats all around are empty boil my brain. This year, I’ve decided to stop
holding back. On the escalator, I shall release my fulminations in the form of very very loud
singing whilst smiling broadly. People always let you through if they think you’re a bit
unhinged. Over train seats, I’ll pretend to be Russian and angry. Not sure why Russian,
except that 'War and Peace' is on the telly, and at the New Year that seems as good a reason
as any.

My second resolution is to worry less and drink more. Thankfully, the two are directly related
so that’s really only one resolution. However, even with regular doses of King’s Ginger (if
you’ve never tried it, you’re missing 40% proof heaven), worrying less will be hard. I worry
permanently about the heating bills, for example, and as the end-of-the-month reading of the
meters approaches, my worry turns into high level anxiety. Is this normal?

I know it’s sensible to be concerned about power bills but since I’m already in contention for
the Gold Medal of Heating Frugality, high anxiety seems a bit over the top. I’d go so far as to
say that if everybody was like me, global freezing would be the danger, not global warming.
There’d be no coal pits, no oil platforms, no need for fracking. Instead, we’d need more bears
for bearskins and anybody with working fingers would knit like crazy since snoods and
mittens would be the fourth emergency service. Some fresh-faced entrepreneur might
helpfully invent a little nose-muff (the end of my nose perishes) and houses would be
designed with a winter-room, in which everybody lived together from November to April.
There’d be a lot of murder, of course, but hey, you can’t have everything and in some cases it
might be an advantage.

In pursuit of honesty, I’d better come clean. Despite my carbon-free fantasy, my heating
frugality is nothing to do with saving the planet. When it comes to heating bills, I think I’m
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just mean (of which I’m not proud). I also harbour a deep mistrust of boilers and am only
really happy when our contraption is off. This leads to a conundrum. The best New Year’s
resolution for my family would be if I decided the boiler was a good thing, and since my third
resolution involves attempting to increase family happiness, it’s clear what I should do. But
oh dear. Tis a resolution too far. New Year or no New Year, the boiler and I remain enemies.

My fourth resolution is to resist those fashionable adult colouring books. I’m quite tempted
– I mean, why not pass time pointlessly? But despite claims for the almost medicinal anti-
anxiety qualities apparently generated by picking up a crayon and colouring carefully
between pre-existing lines, I’m not so sure. Colouring may be a distraction; it’s not a cure.
Nor will it coax out your inner creativity. Indeed, being all about conformity – careful of
those lines! – colouring in is expressly designed to inhibit creativity.

Every time I pass an attractive display, I remind myself that colouring books are just what
they sound like: a regression to childhood days of obedience and gold stars for being a good
girl or boy and not crossing, or even smudging over, boundaries. During childhood, colouring
books did at least have a purpose in that they afforded a pleasurable way for childish fingers
to master the art of pen and pencil manipulation. Be wary of them now. As Umberto Eco
pointed out, 'you have to be challenged to grow up’. Colouring books for adults may be fun,
but they’re not a challenge, which is why they’re so tempting. Resist. Resist.

Resistance is easier when I remember my fifth resolution, which is to be more of a pain in the
neck to our dear leaders. The conformity generated by the colouring-between-the-lines
mentality is just what governments long for. Accept what you’re told. Do as you’re told.
Believe what you’re told. I think SNP spokesmen may all have been given colouring books for
Christmas. How else to explain, for example, the dutiful, conformist, response-by-numbers
answer to Stuart Paton, former chief executive of Dana Petroleum, when Paton suggested
that the major beneficiaries of the Scottish Government’s 'fixation on windpower’ are
wealthy landowners who rake in subsidies paid for by the rest of us? We were treated to
irrelevancies about Scotland’s ‘abundant energy resources’ and the tired old statistic about
the percentage of Scots who support the 'continued development of windpower’. And they get
away with it!

In 2016, let’s not be the nodding dogs on the backshelf of the SNP juggernaut. Let’s be brave
and a bit devilish. To hell with sticking between the lines. Let’s use the Holyrood election to
turn this year into the year of challenge. If the SNP are half the party they claim to be, they’ll
relish the prospect.

By the way, after Abigail, Barney, Clodagh (whom nobody remembers), Desmond, Eva,
Frank, Gertrude, Henry, Imogen and Jake (the last four still keeping their powder dry, unlike
the rest of us), storm Katie is coming. At last I'll create a splash.

13 January 2016
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Fiction

Distance

A short story by David McAlpine Cunningham

It’s funny the things you remember... I was sitting cross-legged on the living room floor,
playing with model airplanes. I couldn’t have been more than nine. Absorbed in what I was
doing, I missed the exact moment when my father came in and switched on the TV. But I was
startled, a few seconds later, by a loud snort. I looked up. Wreathed in cigarette smoke, he
was glaring at the screen as if it contained a threatening message addressed to him
personally. But it didn’t. All it contained was the opening items of the Scottish news bulletin.
'Ice cream wars in Cartnyne. Football fan stabbed in Dennistoun,' he muttered.

'What’s that, dad?' I asked.

'Nothing, son, nothing,' he replied. He rose from his chair to switch channels. 'Let’s get some
proper news on.'

Looking back on it, I feel that this event somehow defined my parents’ feelings about
Scotland. It wasn’t that they disliked it; they just weren’t very interested in it. They had, for
example, given me as neutrally Anglophone a name as possible: a 'John’ could be from
anywhere in the UK, or the US, or Canada, or Australasia. And when they cooked lunch or
dinner, the kitchen was always filled with the limpid tones of Radio 2. Though our home was
far from grand, its tiny attic window offered a glimpse of Jura across the Firth of Clyde. But
the view might as well have been of the Chilterns or the Cotswolds.

Was this attitude typical? I had no idea. There was nothing in my parents’ backgrounds that
explained their indifference to their native country. It just seemed to be the way they felt.
Such was the poverty of Scottish influence in my upbringing that by my late teens I didn’t
even know how to pronounce the word 'ceilidh’ when I saw it written down. Needless to say,
I’d never been to one.

No… it wasn’t really a Scottish childhood at all; it was more of a standard Western European
childhood, saturated by the steady drizzle of American pop culture that swept in across the
Atlantic. And by the time I reached my early 20s, I had, without really meaning to, developed
an unreflecting resistance to many aspects of Scottish life. Not only that, I’d also begun to
fear that my background somehow limited my horizons.

Harbouring dreams of being an author, I browsed the fiction shelves in the classic aspirant’s
style, paying as much attention to career trajectories as to the novels themselves. Doing so
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proved to be an uncomfortable experience. Whenever I picked up some current literary
bestseller, the blurb about its author often described a lifestyle completely alien to me.
Phrases like 'spent part of his childhood in Fiji' or 'divides her time between New York and
Tuscany' abounded. Few of the people in the town where I grew up divided their time; those
who did divided it between home and the pub.

I was intelligent enough – just about – not to delude myself that a privileged upbringing
made you more talented. But it did seem to grant you a far more exotic, and therefore
valuable, cache of material. This wasn’t the case in all the arts: a song about an eventless
childhood on a council estate could still soar around the world by virtue of its melody alone.
But in literature, where you started from seemed to count for an awful lot. So, too apt to be
discouraged perhaps, I abandoned dreams of authorship and trained as a journalist instead.
Neutral, factual writing – devoid of texture, devoid of ornament – seemed the one most
appropriate to my origins.

Talking to my fellow students at college, I was often surprised by the intensity of their
patriotism, which they unfurled without the slightest self-consciousness. Once, in the pub, I
heard one of them describe Scotland as 'colonised' and blinked at him.

'But we were bankrupt after Darien. Our parliament voted for the union,' I said.

'It wasn’t what the people wanted though. We basically became subjects of the British
Empire.'

'But we prospered abroad as much as anyone.'

'Middle class folk did well, for sure. Merchants made fortunes back home. But the workers
were basically slaves, just like anywhere else.'

I nodded and took another sip of beer. I understood these arguments, even felt some
sympathy towards them. But it was hard not to feel that this kind of orthodoxy could absorb
any number of inconvenient facts and reprocess them into evidence of victimhood. Was
reality ever so clear cut as that?

After graduating, I tried to get a job in some branch of the arts or media, but the sole criterion
for employment seemed to be having a family member already on the payroll. It was almost
as if Scotland wasn’t the beacon of egalitarianism it so often praised itself for being. And
perhaps also… well, I’d begun to feel, more and more, that I didn’t really fit in. I wasn’t posh
by any means, but I’d been brought up pretty strictly. And I had a measured, reticent way
about me that I’d begun to realise, to my private mortification, struck others as a bit prim. I
never felt as if I aroused actual hostility, but there was a sense of distance, for sure – of being
ill-matched to my native heath.
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So, in the time-honoured tradition, I started to look for work down south. London offered the
most opportunities, but it was far too expensive, even then. Eventually I found a job as a
press officer with the Forestry Commission in Somerset. Though lonely at first, I gradually
became fond of my new environment: the landscape was softer, more fertile and summer
evenings stayed warm in a way they never did back home.

Years passed and I barely thought of Scotland. I was divorced from its more frustrating
aspects, yet not far enough away to start sentimentalising it. Was I straining to leave it or
clinging to its periphery? It was hard to tell.

Marriage only added to my confusion. I met Claire at my local book group. She was an
English teacher at a Bristol comprehensive. I liked her hazel eyes and the trace of West
Country languor in her voice. We went for drinks each Tuesday night with a few other
members of the group. One week the others failed to turn up for various reasons and we
realised we were, effectively, on a date. Yet this development felt perfectly natural.

'So, where did you grow up?' she asked.

'Ayrshire.'

'Ah, my Mum’s from Argyll. But I was born in Edinburgh.'

'You were?'

'Yes. We moved to Bristol when I was three. I’m Scottish too.'

'Scottish?'

'Yes.' Seeing the look on my face, she burst out laughing.

We married a few years later, after the long rehearsal of living together that had become the
norm. Both of us wanted to go to the Caribbean on our honeymoon. We couldn’t afford it
immediately after the wedding, but a year of saving later we booked a holiday to Tobago.
Driving to Gatwick on the first day of Claire’s Easter break, we chatted about the impending
journey in voices raised nearly an octave by excitement, as if the car were full of helium. Even
the interminable security checks couldn’t dampen our spirits. When we stepped aboard the
plane, we responded to the greeting of the steward so wholeheartedly that he looked a little
suspicious, as if we might be mocking him.

The passenger in the seat next to us was slender and fine-boned, with long grey hair worn up.
Her complexion bespoke affluence: she had neither the pallid look of someone who didn’t get

Best of the Scottish Review: January–March 2016

71



enough sun, nor the deep tan of someone who binged on it during a two-week holiday.
Instead her skin bore a faint brown hue and was covered in a delicate tracery of lines

'Have you been to Tobago before?' Claire asked her.

Sensing our excitement – and perhaps eager to partake of it – the woman laid aside her
magazine with a smile.

'I have,' she said. 'Actually I’m going there to visit some old friends. My husband used to work
in the tropics.'

'Really. What did he do?'

'Landscape gardening.'

'How wonderful! It must have been amazing to live there.'

'Yeees,' the woman replied, lengthening the vowel to convey uncertainty. 'It sometimes feels
a bit out of the way, though – a bit parochial. It’s only 11 degrees off the equator, you know,
so you can get a bit sun-struck. The constant heat does tend to sap your energy rather. Lovely
for a holiday, of course, but maybe not for the long-term.'

As the woman talked on, I grew puzzled. To me, the idea of the Caribbean being parochial
was a new and surprising one. How could Indian almond trees, cassia vines and frangipani
– all of which I’d learned about during my devoted reading of the guide book – be considered
anything other than exotic? And how could the exotic be parochial?

To me, the word 'parochial’ was indivisibly bound up with the sights, sounds and smells of
my Ayrshire childhood: empty, rain-soaked promenades; the ever present tang of the ocean
with its acrid top note of rotting seaweed; the dissonant tinkling of an ice-cream van; bored
kids hanging around outside a chip shop, tossing half-hearted threats at passers-by; derelict
buildings with boards like coffin lids nailed over the windows. Above all things, 'parochial’,
to me, meant lack of light for much of the year: the submarine winter of a northern latitude.
Surely tropical sunlight banished ‘parochial’, made it shrivel up and disappear?

Though preoccupied with these thoughts, I heard Claire, in response to the woman’s latest
question, saying, 'No, this is our first long-haul trip actually. We’ve mainly been to Europe
before. You know – Majorca, the Algarve, places like that. Package holidays, half-board'.

I felt a pang of mortification at this. Yet it was perfectly true; I was, by most modern
standards, ill-travelled. Dad had died just as I started college and as a student I’d had two
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jobs: a weekday one in a golf shop and a weekend one in a hotel bar. In the part of Scotland
I came from – ravaged in the 80s and now criticised for looking so dishevelled – gap years
were little heard of, even though I’d recently read a columnist in a London newspaper
declaring that 'all young people' now took one.

And yet…and yet…I loved to get away. Whenever I went abroad, it seemed as if each mile that
imposed itself between my plane and home quickened my senses. At take-off, I felt bonds of
pessimism and self-effacement loosening themselves around my torso, even as the seat belt
held me in place. I was a different person abroad: lighter, more limber.

The rest of the flight was full of ceremony: drinks, meals, tea and coffee, then more drinks.
To the habitual long-haul flier, these events were barely noticeable – and as ill-attended to
as the safety briefing. But Claire and I found all the finely grooved routine fascinating. And
once things had quietened down, the simple novelty of heading somewhere so distant was
enough to keep us entertained. Claire became a keen student of the little headrest screen that
showed the plane’s route and gave its altitude and airspeed, while I gazed out of the window,
entranced by the pattern of ice crystals – like a colony of crisply etched starfish – that had
formed on its outer surface in the thin, freezing air.

'I bet you feel as if you’re flying into a novel, don’t you?' she said to me at one point.

I smiled. How well she knew me. Throughout my non-travelling youth, I’d been drawn to
books and authors for their settings. Maugham’s 'Far East', all gin slings and creased linen
suits. Greene’s equatorial trouble spots, with their perspiring whisky priests. I knew that
fiction was meant to be read as more than just travelogue, but sometimes I couldn’t help it.
In the Caribbean of my mind, there lay a whole cluster of islands: Crusoe’s, Jim Hawkins’,
even Dr No’s. Now that I was heading towards the real place, I felt a pang at the idea that it
would erase the imagined one that had gained such a hold on me.

At last the plane began to descend. The sea beneath us changed colour as it grew shallower.
Then the portside wing dipped and our destination pivoted into view. I was struck by how
narrow the beaches were – the palm trees thronged almost to the water’s edge. There was
little time to notice anything else before we were on the ground.

When the door of the plane opened, the inrush of humid heat was so intense that we
practically waded down the steps, as if immersing ourselves in a new and unfamiliar element.
We remained stunned by it for a couple of days. Eventually, however, the regime of an island
holiday asserted itself: the early breakfast, the thorough application of suntan lotion, the trek
to the beach before it got too hot, the trek back to the hotel, the cooling shower… and finally,
the swift, emphatic sunset.
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On the fourth afternoon, we went on a tour of an old sugar plantation, discomforted but
unsurprised by the evidence of brutality chronicled in its little museum. At one point Claire
called me over and pointed to a glass display case. It contained a parchment list of overseers.

'So many Scottish names,' she said.

I nodded. 'Yes.'

Towards the end of our stay, I made one of my frequent trips across the immaculately raked
sand to the little thatched beach hut that specialised in shark and swordfish bake, but also
sold Styrofoam cups of Tetley tea. Conscious of looking like the classic, unreconstructed Brit
abroad, I tried to inject as much irony into these journeys a possible, but I still felt awkward
about them. I therefore valued the absence of mockery in the cheery greeting ('Another cup
of tea, love?') from the lady who served behind the counter. Seeing me approach each time,
she started bustling around her limited work space, switching on the kettle and seeking out
the condensed milk.

Today, however, she was engrossed in a book. Drawing closer, I saw, to my surprise, that it
was a crime novel by a Scottish author.

'Enjoying it?' I asked, gesturing to the dog-eared paperback as she laid it aside.

'Oh yes,' she replied. 'This is the fourth one of hers I’ve read.'

'Really? What is it you like about them?'

'Well…I read a lot of detective books, you know? American ones mostly. My daughter gets
them in Nassau for me. They’re all a bit the same after a while. But I love these ones for the
setting.'

'Scotland?'

'Yes!' she said. 'I love reading about Scotland, especially Edinburgh… Like, the fog you get
there?'

'Haar.'

'Haar, that’s right. And the cobbled streets and the narrow passageways with the steps.'

'Wynds?'
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'Wynds, yes… Such an amazing place! I just can’t imagine what it must be like to live in a city
with a castle in the middle of it. Must be like a fairytale.'

'Well, of course, Prague has…'

'And then sometimes the detective drives up to the Highlands to investigate a case there, with
the mountains all misty and the snow.' She smiled. 'I’ve never seen snow, you see. That’s why
I love reading about it. It’s so…so…'

'Atmospheric?'

'Yes, but more than that, it’s so…exotic.'

'Exotic?'

'Yes, exotic. And all the independence stuff that’s going on. I don’t know that much about it,
but it seems wonderful, so inspiring.'

'Hmm.'

'After all, why would you want to be ruled by the English?'

'Well, I’m not sure it’s quite a simple as…'

'We get a lot of English here. So patronising they are.'

'Well, I wouldn’t say they’re all...'

'Sorry, dear, I’ve got to serve this next person.'

I paid, thanked her, then made a rather thoughtful journey back to my deckchair, clutching
my cup of tea. The sun, at its zenith, seemed to pulse away above me with uncommon vigour,
like a gong being repeatedly struck. My skin prickled in the heat as I settled down again
beside Claire.

'It’s so beautiful,' she said, gesturing to the view.

'It is.'

'You couldn’t imagine being anywhere else, could you?'

'No… I suppose not.'
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I gazed at the water for a while, as the Soca music blasting from the sightseeing boats on their
way out to the reef came ashore in the form of a relentless, monotonous thud.

'What was that poem?' I asked. 'The one we read with the group the other week. It wasn’t very
good, but it had a bit in it I liked, about azure views and stuff.'

'Lochiel’s Warning? ... Wait a minute.'

She closed her eyes briefly.

'Tis distance lends enchantment to the view,' she said. 'And robes the mountain in its azure
hue.'

I nodded. 'Yes. That’s it.'

23 March 2016
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At Loch of Harray, Orkney

James Aitchison

On the morning of the second day
the hotel was an island in the mist 
and the loch was lost.

By noon the October sun was warm enough 
to uncover the water
where mute swans browsed in separate families.

On Sunday morning gusts of wind and rain
thrashed ripples into breaking waves:
the scattered swans assembled near the shore.

Whooper swans would soon be coming south
from Iceland and Arctic Scandinavia
to the lesser winter of the Northern Isles.

The primordial sextant in a whooper’s brain
is as sure as satnav.

* * * 
Two offset crosses, blue girdled by gold on a red ground – 
I thought the hotel was flying the Norwegian flag.
'No,’ the barman said. 'It’s the Orkney flag.’

I should have known.
The flag is a twenty-first century design
but Orkney islanders were Norse for centuries.

Their new flag widens the gulf of the Pentland Firth;
the white St Andrew’s cross on a blue ground
is the X of a foreign country.

I fly no flags.
I’m at ease here, where the North sea
becomes migrating swans’ Norwegian Sea.

* * * 
At Ness of Brodgar, 
the isthmus between Loch of Harray and Loch of Stenness,
a metropolis rises from our lost millennia.

2 March 2016
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My Mother's Days

Gerard Rochford

She hand-washed the bedding and all the clothes for eight,
mangled out the water, dried them in the wind and cursed the rain,
bought pegs from gypsies and a sprig of heather.
In a wicker basket bigger than a cradle,
she bore the laundry into the house, 
ironed with an iron heated on the range,
put socks aside for darning on a wooden mushroom.

She cooked, cleaned, did the shopping,
acted in the village play, 
venial confession once a month,
Mass and Benediction on a Sunday.
Smoked Goldflake, read The Woman’s Journal,
cared for an aunt, the dog, the cats, the chickens,
and for me, sleeping in fresh, smooth sheets.

When she died, at eighty-three, her tiny body
was returned as ash to lie again with her husband.

16 March 2016
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