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Home

Death in the park
Kenneth Roy

I
Two months ago today, in the early hours of 8 July, Megan Bell and Peter MacCallum, both
aged 17, died in the grounds of Strathallan Castle at the T in the Park music festival. Their
names floated briefly across the media’s radar and were soon gone, leaving many questions
unanswered. It is how Scotland chooses to deal with such deaths – with a scandalous
disregard for transparency. For that reason alone, Megan and Peter should be remembered
this week.
Megan, who came from a well-known political family in the north-east of England, had
attended T in the Park in 2015, its first year at Strathallan. Before she left home for her
second visit, she confided to her father Chris that drugs had been freely available. 'Dad’, she
said, 'last year they were walking about in raincoats with drugs inside them. They opened the
coats when you were pitching your tent, asking what do you want, do you want this or that?’.
Chris Bell 'knew’ that his daughter didn’t take drugs. It had not been part of her life. He was
left to speculate that she may have experimented on her first evening at T in the Park (before
the festival had begun), or that her drink had been spiked. 'It’s heartbreaking’, he said
afterwards, 'not knowing what happened or what she went through’. He accused the Scottish
authorities of keeping the family in the dark. From the grieving, it has been a familiar
complaint over the years.
This much – or little – we do know: Megan Bell was reported to have collapsed in a dance
venue known as the Slam and to have died in a makeshift hospital attached to the festival
site, while Peter MacCallum, in an unrelated incident on the same night, died in his tent. The
media coverage, though intense for 24 hours, was inconclusive. The police mantra, 'There are
no suspicious circumstances’, was dutifully trotted out – meaning only that Megan and Peter
had not been murdered. So how did they die? All we got – all we have ever had – was
innuendo.
The Slam was the location of a second serious incident on the same night, Thursday 7 July.
The police confirmed that they were investigating the rape of an 18-year-old girl. Nothing
more has been heard of this.
A number of other incidents have prompted criminal proceedings. One youth faces a charge
of sinking his teeth into a police officer in the Slam on Saturday 9 July; another is accused of
possession of cannabis and intent to supply ecstasy; another of serious assault and offensive
4
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behaviour on a bus; another of threatening a police officer; another – a person employed by
the organisers – of stealing a credit card and attempting to use it. One young man – Marius
Bauba from Ayr – has already gone to prison (for 13 months) for smashing a bottle over a
man’s head; there is mobile phone footage of this apparently unprovoked attack. These are
the proceedings which have come to our notice; there may be others which have not.
There is also the unresolved case of Jim Richardson, 29, a father of three from Wishaw, who,
having spent the weekend at T in the Park, boarded a bus on Monday 11 July, intending to go
home. The bus stopped on the A9 near Auchterarder and Mr Richardson got off for a
cigarette while the bus continued on its way. He texted his wife to say that he had been left
at the roadside and that he was now without his belongings.
Mr Richardson was reported missing. But there seems to have been an unexplained delay in
mounting an official search. His body was finally discovered two days later in a field 11 miles
away. The police were baffled by the absence of discernible injuries and erected a cordon
around the site, which briefly aroused speculation of foul play. Meanwhile, the Police
Investigations and Review Commissioner has launched an inquiry into the police’s initial
response 'following a report of concern about the man’s welfare’.
Three weeks later, when media interest in Jim Richardson, Megan Bell and Peter MacCallum
seemed to have evaporated, there was an unexpected development: a report in the Dundee
Courier, which claimed to have obtained access to the results of post-mortems. According to
the newspaper, the pathologists had confirmed that all three deaths were 'presumed drugrelated’ but that further laboratory tests were pending. If these took place, their findings have
not been published.
The Scottish way of dealing with unexplained or suspicious deaths, which has been the
subject of several critical articles in this magazine, remains as unsatisfactory as ever. In
contrast to the more open system of inquests and coroner hearings south of the border, there
is no obligation on the part of the authorities in Scotland to account for such incidents once
they have been referred to the procurator fiscal. At that point a heavy curtain comes down –
and usually stays down.
II
There are two reasons why the lack of transparency over events at Strathallan Castle is
particularly unacceptable. The first scarcely needs to be stated: three deaths, an alleged rape,
the smashing of a bottle over a man’s head, a queue of pending criminal trials, together with
a mass of anecdotal evidence pointing to the sale and consumption of class A drugs, all within
the space of 72 hours at an event licensed by the local authority – there was surely never a
clearer case of a public interest obligation to know what went on at Strathallan that July
weekend and how it was allowed.
5
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There was a time when the Crown Office would have ordered a fatal accident inquiry into
such a serious failure of public order. This was indeed the response to a succession of drugrelated deaths at a rave venue known as Hanger 13, at Ayr in the mid-1990s, a hearing which
revealed so much damning information that it eventually led to the closure of the venue.
There is no suggestion so far that the Lord Advocate feels a similar obligation in the case of
T in the Park. Why not? The argument for an inquiry is just as compelling.
The second reason for condemning the lack of transparency is broadly connected to the first.
But it is more overtly political.
In 2015, Alex Salmond’s former 'special adviser’, Jennifer Dempsie, arranged a meeting
between Geoff Ellis, CEO of DF Concerts and Events (the company which is responsible for
T in the Park), and the culture secretary Fiona Hyslop, at a time when Ms Dempsie was
employed on contract by the company. The purpose of the meeting was to negotiate a grant
of £150,000 from the Scottish Government to assist with the relocation of the festival from
its former site to Strathallan. By the time the grant was approved, Ms Dempsie had moved
on.
Nevertheless, a certain amount of ordure lingered. The SNP’s former leader, Gordon Wilson,
called for a 'toughening up’ of the relationship between ministers and lobbyists, adding that
Ms Dempsie had lost credibility. She withdrew as a prospective SNP candidate for the
Holyrood elections, but popped up again recently as the new wife of the party’s group leader
at Westminster, Angus Robertson.
Audit Scotland, which conducted an inquiry into the affair, cleared Ms Hyslop of
wrongdoing, confirming that she had the legal authority to make the grant – but added that
there had been flaws in the process and that in future there had to be more clarity and a
stronger evidence base for such decisions. The call for clarity has not exactly been enhanced
by the subsequent admission that the public will never know how the £150,000 was spent:
that is to remain a private matter between the company and the Scottish Government.
Ms Hyslop continued to defend the public subsidy, asserting that it protected the future of
an event with 'large economic, cultural and reputational benefits for Scotland’ – the clear
implication being that, had it not been for the grant, the festival might have been lost to
Scotland.
The culture secretary has been remarkably silent about the 'reputational benefits’ of what
occurred at Strathallan two months ago this week. From Jennifer Dempsie, likewise, there
has been no public response. And I have found only one reaction from DF Concerts and
Events: 'We are devastated by these deaths, however, we believe the families should be
allowed to grieve in peace’. Megan Bell’s father disagrees. Far from grieving in peace, he is
calling for a full inquiry – a request that seems unlikely to be granted.
6
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Unless it is granted, there will be a suspicion that such an inquiry would be inconvenient to
the interests of a ruling party so closely connected to DF Concerts and Events.
III
Apart from the hint of cronyism (justified or otherwise), opponents of the grant indignantly
cited the recipient’s handsome cash reserve and its £6m a year profit. But for a more
complete picture of the mega-bucks behind DF Concerts and Events, it is necessary to
consult the Irish rather than the Scottish press. The entrepreneur behind the company, Denis
Desmond, is based in the republic and is routinely described as Ireland’s biggest
entertainment producer.
When Mr Desmond was asked by the Irish Times what he thought of the grant from the
Scottish Government, he replied that the SNP administration had offered a 'helping hand’.
Had the company ever considered moving? Mr Desmond implied that it had not, describing
the festival as 'part of Scotland’s heritage’. Where this leaves Ms Hyslop’s justification for the
largesse only Ms Hyslop can say, and she isn’t saying much.
How much of a helping hand did T in the Park need in any case? Mr Desmond and his
estranged wife Caroline, former company secretary of DF Concerts and Events, are reported
in Ireland to have a net worth of around £200m. Meanwhile, Mr Desmond’s representative
on earth, Geoff Ellis, continues to 'spend a lot of time on T in the Park, making it one of the
largest and most innovative festivals in the world with huge international recognition’ (my
italics). The irony of these words, taken from the company’s website, may be lost on Mr Ellis
– but it will not be lost today on three bereft families.
8 September 2016

7

Best of the Scottish Review: July–September 2016

Home

Poor reception
Brian Wilson

When you live on the edge of Europe, communications are everything. I was due to take part
in a radio discussion from my home in Lewis on Sunday morning. The internet connection
was down so no Skype; there is no mobile signal and the BT landline was so awful that the
nation was deprived of my wisdom after 10 seconds.
I had recently stumbled upon an article from the Spectator archive published 70 years ago
and written by Malcolm K Macmillan, Labour MP for the Western Isles. It was an overview
of the post-war state of his constituency and the priorities to be addressed in order to stem
the flow of emigration as an escape from unemployment.
The word 'communications' had then a more basic meaning but was still top of Macmillan’s
list. 'While sea transport is poor and expensive,' he wrote, 'the islands will remain poor, and
economic development will be expensive and discouraged. And because of lack of work and
wages and modern social amenities, disenchanted youth is attracted to the mainland towns
and to the Dominions. Thus depopulation goes on… and those who emigrate are the most
virile, adventurous, reproductive stock'.
Macmillan went on to list a whole series of possibilities for improving the economic life of the
islands and thus stemming emigration. Over the intervening decades, many of them have
come to pass – but never at a rate which negated the basic problem which is that if people do
not have work in peripheral places, then many of them will leave. Communications, of all
sorts, can either exacerbate or redress the challenges of peripherality.
By far the most important initiative since Macmillan offered his prescriptions was the
establishment of the Highlands and Islands Development Board by the Labour government
in 1965. It was an act of radical interventionism which certainly dwarves any legislative
minnow to have emerged from Holyrood over the past 16 years. In a more generous society,
it would be held up to every student of Scottish politics as the kind of thing governments can
do for good where the will exists.
Willie Ross, the Secretary of State for Scotland, spoke of the Highlander as the 'man on
Scotland’s conscience' and gave the new HIDB exceptional powers – not replicated when the
Scottish Development Agency was brought into existence a decade later – to address the
social needs of the region as well economic ones. From the outset, however, there was a
conflict inherent in the approach which the board adopted.
8
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Its first chairman, Sir Robert Grieve, was a distinguished planner who firmly believed, as a
1960s planner would, in a growth point strategy. In other words, the plan was to create
industrial centres around Inverness and the Cromarty Firth, as well as Lochaber with its preexisting aluminium works, as the hubs of Highland regeneration. The problem in this was
obvious. Far from halting the migration which appalled Macmillan and troubled Ross’s
conscience, it hastened it since the primary source of labour was those parts of the Highlands
and Islands which were already economically weakest.
The 'growth centre' rhetoric abated but the conflict has never gone away. The peripheral
places which were losing population in the 1940s and 1960s are, on the whole, still losing
them today. The pace has slowed because there are not many left and even fewer who have
their roots in them. Of course, there are far more people coming in and without them many
communities, such as the one I live in, would be dead or dying.
But it could all have been approached (and still could be) so much more creatively, to the
benefit not only of these communities but also the cultural diversity they represented. For all
its successes, a failure of the HIDB (and its successor, HIE) has been the absence of any
coherent solution to the most challenging part of its remit: sustaining a healthy periphery
where populations are counted in hundreds rather than thousands. To be fair, the lead has
to come from government, rather than any agency.
Social planners should pay attention because what is currently affecting small numbers of
people will soon spread to larger ones. It is easy to close a school and bus the handful of kids
to another one five or 10 miles away. But what happens when age imbalance reaches the
point where there are no longer enough of the economically active to look after the ageing
population? What meaning do childcare guarantees have when there is nobody to provide it?
How vast do medical practice areas have to become, to maintain at least the theory of
adequate cover?
My own longstanding view is that Scotland’s economic development map should be redrawn.
It’s a long time since anyone could say with a straight face that the Invernessian is the 'man
on Scotland’s conscience' yet vast quantities of public money continue to flow into that city
and its environs as a result of 'Highland' status. Are its 21st-century needs really greater than
those of other Scottish towns and cities? And how much does it have in common with the true
periphery, from which it continues to suck resources and people?
The other elephant in the room is the centralising mentality of the Scottish Government.
Until 2010, there was a good organisation called the Highlands and Islands Partnership
Programme which managed European Structural Funds. It had clear priorities and a welldeveloped understanding of relative needs, with a strong bias towards peripheral
infrastructure. That is how the great programme of bridges, causeways and ferries linking the
Western Isles in the preceding two decades was funded.
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There is now absolutely no transparency about how structural funds are allocated because it
is all done in Edinburgh and branded as Scottish Government largesse. As part of the Brexit
discussions, they will presumably shout loud and long for Scotland to retain some equivalent
to EU structural funding. However, the quid pro quo must be that the money goes to the
places for which it is intended and that there is complete transparency about how it is
allocated.
To get back to my lost broadcast, there is a serious point. A couple of years back, the UK
Government allocated a large chunk of money to upgrade the broadband network in the
Highlands and Islands. Predictably, the places already most vulnerable to depopulation were
put to the back of the queue. The headlines boasted of 80% coverage while the other 20%
were, by implication, deemed statistically insignificant.
No communications-dependent business is going to set up in these places which are excluded
while families might be deterred from moving into them. So the process continues and once
again, remoteness is a barrier to be punished rather than compensated for through improved
communications.
This is one area of policy in which we could learn a lot from Norway where the maintenance
of population in the most peripheral places has long been integral to their whole philosophy
of government. Instead of selectively using (non-EU) Norway as a shining example when it
suits, it would be more useful to actually learn something from them about matters which are
wholly within Holyrood’s remit. But that would involve effort and imagination.
Where are such issues even discussed? For example, the crofting system is integral to any
forensic approach to the challenges faced by the Highlands and Islands periphery.
Westminster legislated on it rather a lot, from the 1880s onwards. One of Malcolm K
Macmillan’s claims to fame was that, until quite recently, he held the record for the longest
House of Commons speech – and it was on the subject of crofting.
At present, the Crofting Commission quango is in a state of meltdown, held in universal
contempt throughout the areas it is supposed to regulate. In a leaked letter, its minister,
Fergus Ewing, stated that its interpretation of crofting law is 'diamtretically opposed' to the
Scottish Government’s own legal advice. Yet he has done nothing publicly, Holyrood will
certainly not debate the subject and even if it did, speeches would be limited to five minutes.
Macmillan would hardly have got into his stride.
Like many complex matters which are of importance to significant minorities within
Scotland, the wellbeing of crofting communities goes virtually undiscussed – and certainly
less so than when it was the preserve of a parliament which had responsibility for 12 times as
many people. How can this be so? As far as influencing policy is concerned, Edinburgh seems
10
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just as remote from Scotland’s periphery – and certainly less interested – than London or
Brussels ever was.
22 September 2016

11

Best of the Scottish Review: July–September 2016

Home

After truth
Eileen Reid

Every party fighting the 2016 Scottish election had at least one policy I supported. Even the
Tories had one. I would have loved to have been able to select a la carte from the
smorgasbord of different political views from income tax increases to the legalisation of
medicinal cannabis. Alas, our party political system does not allow this.
Just as perturbing was the realisation that it’s best to keep politically ecumenical attitudes to
yourself: don’t for god’s sake even think about expressing them on social media lest the
accusation of treachery be dumped on your disloyal noggin. No one trusts those who are
neither fish nor fowl.
There is something fundamentally amiss with the idea that one political party can contain
your emotional, doctrinal and intellectual accretions developed and honed over a lifetime.
And, I’d wager, if we were honest, many would confess to having doubts about at least some
aspects of our party’s policies. Such doubts – in our own political judgement and in others –
are partly assuaged by employing circumstantial ad hominems. Arguing ad hominem is
always logically fallacious, but its psychological and rhetorical effectiveness is undeniable
and often satisfying.
Ad hominem arguments come in two forms: the more famous abusive ad hominem, and the
less well known but more subtle circumstantial ad hominem. In both cases attention is
distracted from the truth or falsity of a proposition, or from the merits or demerits of a
particular policy, and redirected onto features of those proposing it. Put simply, ad hom
argues not about the merits of the case, but about the merits of the person or party making
the case, which leads to all kinds of bizarre hypocrisies.
For example, if I say that 'so-and-so’ is a shifty, scurrilous wag and should not be believed or
his advice followed, then I have offered up an abusive ad hominem; this is a fallacious
argument because the character of, let’s call him 'Donald’, is logically unrelated to the truth
or falsity of his pronouncements. If what he says is false, it is not because Donald is shifty,
but because reality is not as he describes it, and the world is not organised in a way that his
advice is likely to lead to effective action.
The circumstantial ad hominem is more subtle than the abusive version, but more
pernicious. Say in the course of a discussion I claim that renewing Trident is wrong. You then
say you aren’t so sure. If I respond by claiming that you ought to believe that renewing
Trident is a mistake because that is SNP policy and you are a member of the SNP, then I have
12
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offered up a circumstantial ad hominem. This is a fallacious argument because the wisdom
or folly of the policy is logically unrelated to your political persuasion. Presumably the
prudence or folly of the policy depends on geopolitical states of affairs which having nothing
to do with a person’s political affiliations. But since it is always embarrassing to be accused
of not supporting party policy, you are likely to back down.
That ad hominem arguments are fallacious is well known. 'Don’t play the man’ is a common
refrain or admonition. Why, then, do they pervade political commentary, amplified perfectly
by social media? Perhaps this is because political discussions in this so-called 'post-truth’ era
are rarely about establishing the truth of a belief or even the wisdom of a policy. Political
claims, discussions and 'debates' are about getting someone to behave as though a belief were
true or a policy prudent, and that means convincing people by whatever means available.
And in this context, actual truth or prudence is only tendentiously related to the arguments
employed. Boris Johnson’s claim that £350m per week would be allocated to the NHS
following Brexit is an egregious recent example: a downright lie, but rhetorical dynamite.
In a conspiratorial and suspicious age we know only too well that arguments are usually tools
of rhetorical manipulation. Strong arguments rarely change minds these days because no one
wants to be 'duped’. In fact things have gone so far that we no longer expect our politicians
to say things they actually believe to be true. But because of the suspicion that speakers have
ulterior motives and hidden agendas, there is every reason to believe that the character of a
speaker may well be more important that what they actually say.
In such cases we can avoid being duped if we are careful enough to identify the source of the
belief or policy recommendation. If the belief comes from a reliable source, namely, one
whose interests align with mine, then I can safely consider it. If the source lies in someone
whose interests are not aligned with mine, then I consider his proposals at my peril. Let’s
assume 'Donald’ is Donald Trump. I loathe this politician to the point that I cannot bear to
listen to him talk at all. I know this refusal to believe a single word that emanates from his
tiny, huge mouth is a failing – in me. This is an extreme example, but it is of the essence of
so-called 'post-truth' politics.
In the context of post-truth politics – and, really, we’ve been here since Thucydides – ad
hominem arguments make perfect sense. When trust has broken down and interests are in
play, ad hominem arguments are particularly effective. It was only a few years ago that Onora
O’Neil was insisting on the importance of trust in the political life of a nation ('A Question of
Trust', 2002 Reith Lectures). The current season of post-truth politics and the prevalence of
ad hominem arguments only underline how right she was. Expect more of the same until
some measure of trust is restored in political discourse. Pessimistically, I don’t see that
happening any time soon, so I’ll need to keep my ecumenical views to myself and try harder,
much harder, to avoid the ad hom.
15 September 2016
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Home

What should I do?
Bill Paterson

I've always liked Jeremy Corbyn. He's been my MP for the 32 years I've lived in Islington
North. For 10 of those years he lived just a few doors away in a Victorian street on the very
northern edge of his constituency. On many a morning we chatted on the pavement as I came
back from taking the kids to school and he headed down to the tube and to Westminster.
I occasionally marched behind him on local campaigns against cuts at the Whittington
Hospital and transport issues, and I was a minor supporting act in events for CND and
against the Iraq war, sometimes marching as far as the plinth beneath Nelson's Column.
Not once have I ever considered voting for anyone other than this conscientious and
dedicated MP, and our pavement chats were all about fighting the Tory government's
assaults on everything that the Labour Party had put in place since our childhoods. I claimed
to be better qualified in this field as I was seven weeks old when Clem Attlee came to power
in 1945, whereas Jeremy had missed the first four years.
We talked of the unbridled power of capital then running amok through the City of London
just a few tube stops away. We talked of the poll tax and the struggle against the privatisation
of public services that was then in full swing under John Major. On every subject I tended to
agree with him. Especially that the radical gains of the Attlee government that had given us
both so much were being dismantled ruthlessly on a daily basis. He saw it in the Commons
at horrifyingly close range, even if always from the very back of the backbenches.
Nevertheless, there was one issue we tended to skip over. It was the then vexed issue of
residents parking in our own streets.
I would apologise for bringing up the subject and say that, whilst it wasn't as important as
the plight of the Sandinistas or support for the PLO, it mattered a great deal locally. At this,
Jeremy tended to glaze over. He was not a car person. He rode a bike, he used public
transport and he walked. I too did all of these things, but I also drove a car and that, I think,
made me suspect in Jeremy's eyes. He seemed to regard residents parking as a bourgeois
issue far removed from the concerns of working people. In this, of course, he was wrong.
At that time our streets were almost the last available free parking in Islington for commuters
to leave cars for days, sometimes weeks, at a stretch, and head to the tube or the hospital. We
were clogged with double parking and cars parked across corners and junctions. There was
even a local Arthur Daley who used the streets as free storage place for his wrecks.
14
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Far from it being purely a car owners's problem, the issue of residents parking had a direct
bearing on the wellbeing of everyone who stepped over their front doorstep. From toddlers
in their buggies to the elderly, it blighted lives and it took years of divisive campaigning to
eventually clear the streets of unrestricted commuter parking. We even improved life for shift
workers at the hospital by fighting for sympathetic controlled hours. However, as it didn't
tick one of his boxes, I don't recall our MP taking any part in the campaign. It was a small
thing but it gave the first niggling indication that while Jeremy was very good at being a thorn
in the flesh, he tended to avoid being the actual flesh.
He had strong principles and favoured a seamless set of received positions unchanged by
time and the compromise of office, but what did it matter? He was a much admired
campaigning MP. He was never going to be invited into office. He was certainly never going
to be leader of the Labour Party.
He would never need to ponder what Clem Attlee would have done, whereas I got the chance
to do just that in 2009 when I played the great man alongside Brendan Gleeson's Churchill
in 'Into The Storm' on ITV. Then, last year, it happened. Suddenly Jeremy Corbyn's name
was on the ballot paper for Labour Party leader. I was stunned, and at the same time,
delighted. I found myself encouraging my sceptical friends to support this breath of fresh air
from the left, though deep down I wondered if Jeremy really wanted the job. After all, as far
as I knew, he had studiously avoided any position in government during all of his 30-odd
years in parliament.
So when the chips were down, could he be like my hero Clem? Could he be a man, bold
enough to nationalise the coal, steel and rail industries yet willing to deal evenhandedly with
a local issue that didn't interest him? Could he, like Major Attlee, see no contradiction in
serving with distinction throughout the first world war, secretly setting up Britain's nuclear
arsenal in the 1940s, yet confronting the private ownership of major industries and setting
up the NHS?
Could he sing the words of the national anthem as gustily as he sang 'The Red Flag' and 'The
Internationale'? Clem Attlee did all these contradictory things. He was a man for all seasons
but in this social media driven age, contradictions are no longer permitted.
So far, the signs haven't been encouraging. Locally, Jeremy fell at the first hurdle when he
slept his way through the consultation for a major road upheaval likely to marinate our area
in extra pollution and rat-runs simply because the buzzwords 'cycle lanes' and 'affordable
housing' allowed him to overlook the scheme's glaring faults. The consultation for this
scheme, which led all the way to the courts, has made Jeremy's phrase 'democratic deficit'
echo emptily round our streets.
We gave him the benefit of the doubt that understandably his attention was elsewhere, but
15
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that wee niggle resurfaced and came back with a vengeance over the EU referendum
campaign. Nothing in Jeremy's history would have made you expect him to support Britain
remaining in the EU and the Remain campaign must have been miserable for him. It
certainly looked that way.
The 75% remain vote in Islington was one of the highest in the UK but you wouldn't have
guessed that from Jeremy's reaction on the 24 June when he called for Article 50 to be
immediately invoked. On that memorable Friday he managed to look much more at ease
than his Islington neighbour Boris (Johnson). Jeremy was now speaking to a constituency far
away from north London and today the burning question is whether that constituency is big
enough to put a Labour government back into power.
So this week I have my £25 vote for the leader. Do I give it to my long-term diligent MP
whose aims I admire but whose delivery sometimes disappoints or do I vote for an even more
untested apparatchik simply because his colleagues think he might save their necks, along
with the Labour Party's? It's a dilemma that might even have taxed Clem Attlee.
Jeremy Corbyn was re-elected, with or without the support of Bill Paterson
22 September 2016
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Home

Dead end kids?
Kenneth Roy

I
The Scottish Government has what it calls a 'vision’ for the education of our children. Word
for word, this is it: 'Scotland should be the best place to learn. We want each child to enjoy
an education that encourages them to be the most successful they can be and provides them
with a full passport to future opportunity’.
As a piece of prose, it is clumsy; as a statement of intent, vacuous. Let me count the ways.
The best place to learn. The best in the UK, the best in Europe, the best in the world? Or just
the best in Auchenshuggle? And best in what way? Does anyone in the Scottish Government
have the least idea what is meant by this fatuous aspiration?
Grammatically, too, there are problems. The sloppy clash between singular (each child) and
plural (the ugly repetition of them as well as the appearance of they) could have been avoided
with the use of the word children rather than each child at the start. If you want to instruct
others in literacy, mind your own.
The authors of the vision want children to be the most successful they can be. How do they
measure success? Why, anyway, is the achievement of success, with its connotations of
wordly advancement, judged to be the purpose of education?
Thirty words in, the vision collapses under the weight of its own platitudes with a full
passport to future opportunity. What are we to do with a half passport? Could there be a
passport to past opportunity? And what is the nature of this opportunity? An opportunity to
be or do what, exactly?
One supposes that a committee of reasonably bright people composed this meaningless guff
and may have spent many hours poring over draft after draft of it. The result – the vision –
has only one merit. It informs us that the Scottish Government has no vision.
In February 2015, Nicola Sturgeon launched the Scottish Attainment Challenge with the aim
of 'achieving equity in educational outcomes’. In plain language – the sort that Scotland’s
policy writers try to avoid – this is an attempt to narrow the widening gap in exam results
between under-performing schools in poor areas and high-achieving schools in more
prosperous ones. In August of that year, the first minister made 'a key note [sic] speech on
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the first day of the new school term’ (I’m quoting from the SG press release) in which she said
that 'Scotland must deliver a world-class education system for every child in the country,
where what matters will be what works’.
What matters will be what works is another masterpiece of official obfuscation. It could
mean just about anything. The grandiloquent ambition that Scotland will be the best place to
learn seems to have been abandoned; it is now enough that it should be world-class. Note,
however, that the Scotland of Ms Sturgeon’s dreams should not only deliver (favourite word
of the bureaucrat) this world-class education; it must do so in the form of a system. The use
of that dead word – together with the belief that what matters will be what works – points
to an underlying assumption that Scottish education is a utilitarian process serving such
unreliable gods as success and opportunity. It would be helpful if this were frankly
acknowledged. We could then dispose of any remaining illusion that school might be a place
of restless intellectual curiosity, where everything is questioned.
Instead, in pursuit of the utilitarian objective, we have the Scottish Attainment Challenge –
a piece of feeble gesture politics wrapped up in a fancy title, which seems to involve the hiring
of a few more specialist teachers in deprived areas. The cabinet secretary for education, John
Swinney, announced in June that this mysterious scheme was being extended from primary
schools to 133 secondaries 'across Scotland’. The press release declared that ‘more than
£20m will be allocated to challenge authorities during the second year of the initiative’. It is
unclear whether the Scottish Government is issuing a challenge to local authorities or
whether there is a new breed of council known as a challenge authority. The language is as
impenetrable as ever.
But if the Scottish Government is not outstandingly literate, it is approximately numerate. It
has been able to count to 20. Mr Swinney seemed to regard this petty cash as worth shouting
about. How far does he expect it to go in closing the notorious attainment gap?
II
How far would it go in Easterhouse alone? If you threw every penny of the £20m at this
Glasgow estate, and gave nothing to the rest of Scotland, would anyone notice the difference?
The secondary school in Easterhouse is called Lochend Community High School. This year,
in the annual measurement of Highers results, it ranked lowest of all the city’s schools.
Education Scotland predicted that 23% of those sitting the exam at Lochend would gain three
or more Highers; in the event, only 9% did so. Seven miles away, in prosperous Newton
Mearns, 84% of senior pupils in the state secondary – Mearns Castle – achieved three or
more Highers. This is the attainment gap at its most extreme.
For a clearer understanding of why it exists, or why politicians think it exists, the experts
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invite us to consider the socio-economic profile of places like Easterhouse.
The figures are certainly impressive. Only 52% of the population have a job; a third are
claiming out of work benefits; 27% are 'limited’ by disability of some kind; less than a third
own their own homes; more than half belong to social class D or E; four out of every 10 adults
are cohabiting; more than half of the households are single parent; four out of every 10
children are officially classified as living in poverty. If you are a man in Easterhouse you can
expect to die at 69; just down the road, your counterpart in Newton Mearns is still above
ground at nearly 80. Such stark contrasts are said to establish a clear link between poverty
and relatively low academic achievement.
But it may not be as simple as that; it rarely is. There is, for example, a baffling disconnection
between the general perception of schools in areas of multiple deprivation and the upbeat
tone of the last inspection report on Lochend Community High School by Education
Scotland. The inspector praised the 'key strengths’ of the school: ‘friendly, polite young
people who contribute well to the school and the community’; ‘senior students achieving well
in a broad range of settings’. There was scarcely a word of criticism and none of rebuke. How
does one square this glowing testimony with the school’s position at the bottom of the
Glasgow heap? The beacon of enlightenment described in the report reads like a different
school.
Perhaps the inspector lowered her expectations to reflect the nature of the community. It
does seem to be how Education Scotland operates. In arriving at the benchmark for each
school’s Highers results, it estimates (by a method known as the virtual comparitor) how the
school should be performing against the socio-economic background of its pupils. If the
young people of Easterhouse knew they were being judged in this way, by a government
which claims to be dedicated to the eradication of social inequality yet chooses to entrench it
in the presentation of results, they would be entitled to feel humiliated. But no-one seems to
want to know what the young people of Easterhouse – the consumers of the product – think
about this or anything else; it seems no-one has thought to ask them.
There is, however, another possibility: that the inspection report for Lochend Community
High was an honest appraisal of the school’s qualities. In that case, the policy decisions being
driven by examination results look more grossly simplistic than ever. Here is a subversive
alternative that might be worth considering: relatively free of parental and peer pressure, the
pupils of Easterhouse, unlike the conventional achievers of Newton Mearns, may have
rejected the competitive ethos of formal education – its 'intense individualism’ as R F
Mackenzie once nicely put it – and concluded that Ms Sturgeon’s obsession with testing and
performance is not for them. Maybe, unobserved, they have been delivering a damning
verdict on a colossal national failure to retain their interest.
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I wouldn’t blame them. Look what 3+ Highers passes and a university degree have done for
the authors of the Scottish Government’s vision for education. In adult life they were
prepared without shame to commit to paper the words a full passport to future opportunity.
15 September 2016
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Brexit

Is independence the new normal?
Gerry Hassan

These are unprecedented times. The Tories, UKIP and English and Welsh Greens are all in
the middle of leadership elections, while Jeremy Corbyn is holding on by his fingertips in a
stand-off with his own parliamentary party. There is a lot of bewilderment, frustration and
resentment – not just amongst Remain voters in the EU referendum, but also in the bitterly
divided Leave camp.
In the midst of this maelstrom Scottish independence looks like the new normal: less risky
and the safer option than the Brexiteer fantasy of Britain. Whereas before the vote Leave was
left as an open offer, now the uber right-wing plans are being dusted down with the aim of
ripping up every economic and social regulation possible. Some are portraying independence
as a potential new 'Scottish Renaissance’, but for what version of Scotland? In many respects,
one suspects this is a Scotland which is a mini-me version of 'the great British economic
miracle’ – our very own 'Celtic Tiger’ reflated post-crash with little learnt from that
implosion.
The 'idea’ of Britain might now be exhausted as an uplifting project, but difficult questions
about how progressive and enlightened Scotland is cannot forever be avoided. On the week
of the long overdue publication of the Chilcot report, it is easy to pose a Scottish/UK binary,
where the UK is seen as completely broken and amoral, and Scotland morally superior. Such
'othering’ of the UK isn’t helpful, for many reasons, one of which is that it precludes Scotland
from having some of the difficult debates and reflections it urgently needs to.
There is an appetite for exploration of these issues in Scotland, and earlier this week – under
the auspices of Scotland’s Festival of Ideas – I ran a 'Scotland after Brexit’ event – which
attracted a packed house at the Glad Café, Glasgow. Beyond the personality focus of
mainstream politics and media, and search for certainty in all the confusion, something is
shifting in public opinion. In Scotland, a new sentiment is emerging looking more favourably
towards independence – but one still in flux and transition.
With events moving fast and furious, here are some thoughts on where 'we’ are and where
'we’ might be going:
A simple statement of fact: Leave won and the UK will leave the EU. Some (Tony Blair being
a good example) can’t seem to accept that.
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What Leave means isn’t very clear to anyone beyond the above. But that’s the ideal way to
win a referendum – campaign on the principle, and leave the detail until after. The Leave
campaign, with all its contradictions and ugly side, ran a perfect campaign on this ground.
Large sections of Leave and Remain look like two separate tribes, which don’t understand
each other, speak different languages, and for most of the referendum, spoke past each other.
This, we know from the experience of the indyref, is a superficial appearance, and deep down
the vast majority of people weren’t part of these two closed tribes, but shifting back and
forward in the middle. Yet, even more than in the indyref, the loudest voices seemed to
dominate too much.
All or most Leave voters aren’t racists, stupid, uneducated, duped by a duplicitous campaign,
or just motivated about immigration. Part of liberal-left Britain seems to have learnt little
from the defeats of the last 30 years. Insulting voters because they don’t recognise the
superiority of your arguments may make you feel good, but wins few friends. One day, in a
parallel universe, left-wingers will stop citing 'false consciousness’ as the reason voters reject
left-wing arguments.
There is a chasm of perception between core, liberal, elite (mostly) England, based in the
London opinion formers and media (and with its own smaller Scottish version) and the rest
of the country. Peter Geoghegan pointed out that 'Post-Brexit liberal broadsheets – especially
the Guardian and the FT – seem to find ever harder to imagine a reader not living in a global
city'. Much broadcast media comment cannot really fathom that 'people in the sticks’, from
Boston to Burnley, do not share their cosmopolitan, pro-globalisation perspective.
There is no British politics left (beyond Westminster). Any nationwide British political
competition and contest looks like it is in the past. Instead, as the 2015 election illustrated,
this is the world of a divided kingdom, and in particular, a fragmented England.
This raises one of the big questions: who speaks for England? There is a sharp distinction
between England’s lack of a national voice, and the divided state of English opinion – with
London, Brighton, Bristol, Manchester and Liverpool all voting Remain, and most of the rest
of the country, including what is still the Labour north backing Leave. Would either an
English (with Welsh) independence or rUK contribute to changing this mood?
Indyref2 looks more than likely to be on the cards. We can now confidently talk of 'the first
independence referendum’ and indyref1. It will, however, not be a simple path to a second
vote, with significant hurdles in front of the Scottish Government – the most important of
which will be the terms of Brexit which the UK negotiates.
So much is going to have to be different in any indyref2. For one, the question could be
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different. Instead, of offering the detailed, flawed indy package of last time which set up a
host of issues to be shot down, better to learn from your mistakes and the Brexiteers. One
possibility is to ask a question on the principle. What this does is park independence on the
side of ‘the Scottish interest’. This does have the downside of making it more likely there
would have to be two Scottish votes, which is pushing it a bit.
The content of any indy offer has to be very different. It has to offer not a Big Book of Answers
which tries to reassure us that everything would be all right. Instead, we need some honesty
on the huge questions which sank the indy offer last time: currency, Bank of England and
Treasury, difficult trade-offs, and the possible degree of autonomy for a small country.
The SNP are assuming that the swathe of Yessers mobilised in indyref1 are banked. They
think that they are so alienated from the union and the 'idea’ of Britain as a political unit, that
they have nowhere to go. This is the sort of calculation all parties make at their peak. New
Labour made the same judgement about working-class voters – paving the way for the rise
of UKIP.
The SNP look set to pivot centre-rightwards, trying to reassure business, banking and
finance. This can be seen in Nicola Sturgeon’s words of calmness to business post-Brexit
vote. Noteworthy was Andrew Wilson, ex-SNP MSP and now lobbyist at Charlotte Street
Partners, writing that there was a need to focus 'laser-like’ on the economy 'demonstrating in
word and deed that Scotland is open for business and trade …’ Whenever those words 'open
for business’ are cited, people should be sceptical, as it usually means open for the rigged,
crony, crooked capitalism of recent times. Not coincidently, the entire Scottish political
classes (Greens apart) used this exact language when they lay down in the path of Donald
Trump over his Menie estate development.
Scotland has friends in Europe. It also certainly has more friends than the UK government.
While the Spanish government currently isn’t well disposed to Scottish independence, this
could move with events. There are EU splits between the French and Germans, as well as
between the founding six and the rest, on Brexit. Scotland has an advocate for its
membership of the EU in the shape of the Irish government, along with others such as the
vice-chancellor of Germany, Sigmar Gabriel.
The mainstream media have a problem with how they cover referendums. The EU
referendum was the 11th UK or sub-national (meaning Scottish, Welsh and Northern Irish)
vote, and it won’t be the last. No matter how much some of the political classes bemoan the
experience of referendums, they are here to stay.
That being the case, the media are going to have to start thinking better how to cover them.
All broadcasters had a poor indyref, and while the BBC got most of the brickbats, STV were
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little better. Somehow, in the indyref, despite the mainstream media presenting their view of
politics as a set of closed shop discussions and a surrogate general election, the mass majority
of voters managed to see past this and recognise the importance of the occasion.
The EU referendum followed an even worse pattern. Not surprisingly, considering the
Londoncentric media, none of the broadcasters seem to have undertaken any detailed
analysis of indyref coverage. It showed. The award for the worst broadcasting has to go to the
Channel Four Jeremy Paxman special the night before polling day, stacked out with Z list
celebrities.
All of the above points illustrate different ways in which the British political establishment is
in turmoil. A caveat is that the Tories know how to handle and use a crisis, and already are
finding structure and a prospective conclusion to their travails. Labour historically have
never had the same killer understanding of the importance of crises, how to stage proper
coups, or get rid of inept leaderships.
Labour seem to have managed to get the worst of all worlds: of posing Jeremy Corbyn’s
future in opposition to the Labour Party’s future. A running thread of the last few days, for
all the number of times ‘Labour movement’ has been cited, is the sad, shrunken state it is in.
One example is the diminished quality of Britain’s trade union movement, reflecting its
declining status in members and resources. Once upon a time, union leadership was filled
with people such as Hugh Scanlon, Jack Jones and Frank Cousins who spoke with gravitas
and weren’t just sectional, short-term leaders. One of the tragedies of Corbyn’s Labour is that
union leadership is now reduced to the likes of Len McCluskey, head of Unite, trying to
defend the Corbyn bunker to the last.
Britain looks like it is dead as we have known it. But that raises important questions. What
will be the qualities and priorities of any rump rUK and an independent Scotland? In what
way will either begin to understand the need to break with the failed economic thinking and
models of the last 30 years? And, whatever happens, the future trajectory of rUK will matter
fundamentally and impact on what goes on in Scotland.
Sadly, the Scotland/Britain ‘open for business’ line of crony capitalism isn’t over. George
Osborne might be a member of the walking dead politically, but is tapping into Tory Brexit
priorities when he talks of slashing corporation tax. Nicola Sturgeon may have chucked the
corporation tax proposals of Salmondnomics, but Scotland isn’t going to be immune from
the dynamics of zombie capitalism, or the future path of rUK.
A final observation. At the ‘Scotland after Brexit’ debate, one member of the audience gently
questioned the assumptions of our Remain vote by observing that Scotland has twice in a row
(indyref1 and EU vote) chosen ‘the safety first option’. It is possible that Scotland will vote in
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any indyref2 for independence as the next safety first position – meaning that three times in
a row Scotland voted for the least disruptive, risk-taking option. Independence wouldn’t
quite be completely safe and risk-free, but it would be a very Scottish way of navigating
change, and have consequences for the sort of future we aspire to. That is both the upside and
downside of independence as the new normal, but part of Scotland is yearning for safety and
security, just at the point when across the world they have never been in shorter supply.
6 July 2016
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Brexit

How is the vacuum to be filled?
Carol Craig

Day after day explanations for the Brexit vote multiply. I agree that many Leave voters
rejected globalisation. I accept that what united many disillusioned working class voters in
the north with older, backward-looking, shire Tories were socially conservative views. But
that apparent consensus masks quite different motivations people had for voting Leave.
Some Leave voters were rejecting the materialist, market-driven values which have overrun
our lives since the 1980s. This value system elevates money, stuff, appearances and fame.
These things crowd out other values. Commitment to community, family, friends or work
colleagues. Feelings of personal fulfillment such as job satisfaction. The sense of personal
integrity which flows from living according to principles or values.
Modern-day economists are the high priests of materialism. They see human beings simply
as economic actors motivated by their own self-interest. For them growth is God. Nothing,
neither tradition nor the damage to people’s current lives, should stand in the way of what
Joseph Schumpeter called 'creative destruction’: capitalism’s constant need to innovate.
The hand of market economics is everywhere. It subtly affects our language. We are
consumers even of public services rather than citizens. Decades of psychological research has
shown that people are intrinsically motivated. Yet our materialist perspective assumes that
top managers will only do a good job if they are awarded bigger and bigger bonuses. We used
to think education was about more than a route to career success and higher earnings.
Religious organisations and the labour movement once challenged materialism by
emphasising alternative values such as solidarity. In today’s media-dominated world these
voices have been reduced to a whisper. In every aspect of life money doesn’t just talk. It roars.
The casualty of rampant materialism is not just the public realm. Individuals too suffer.
Countless studies have shown that the more people pursue materialist values the worse their
well-being and mental health. This is true for both children and adults.
As a result of my book 'The Great Takeover: How materialism, the media and markets now
dominate our lives', I’ve talked to thousands of people about these issues. There is a deep and
widespread disenchantment with these values. Yet that disenchantment rarely finds
expression in politics or the media. Unless they are involved in the environmental movement
or some religious groups there is little opportunity for people to talk about the negative
effects wrought by materialist values.
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A few years ago I ran a workshop for people training to be care workers, mainly working-class
men in their 30s, 40s and 50s. As I outlined the essence of materialist values, one said:
'Welcome to our lives and it’s shite'. They described lives increasingly dominated by getting
the latest mobile phone or pair of trainers. When asked to discuss and report back on why
materialist values undermine well-being they filled four pages of flipchart paper. One line
read: 'You never have enough, you’re never good enough and you never get there’. They felt
they lived in a moral vacuum. They worried about the impact it was having on their children.
They are right to do so.
Despite growing prosperity, children in the UK have very poor well-being. A few years ago
Professor Agnes Nairn undertook a comparative study of children and family life in the UK
with Spain and with Sweden – two countries with high child well-being. The study paints a
picture of parents in the UK (but not Spain and Sweden) spending long hours working and
commuting so they can buy their children lots of stuff. This is in part to assuage their guilt as
absent parents. It’s also because they think their kids will lose out and be bullied if they don’t
have the right gear. Young people sitting alone in their bedroom with all the latest technology
is a peculiarly UK experience. Many people from elsewhere in Europe who have settled here
tell me of their surprise at what passes for family life in the UK and how we treat our
children. Ironically, given Brexit, we have much to learn from our European neighbours
about how to raise healthy children. Inevitably it involves putting materialist values in their
place.
Most of the commentary in the UK on Brexit assumes that many traditional working-class
folk voted Leave because they weren’t getting enough of the cake. This is simplistic. Many
want more and better jobs for themselves and their children. They want access to better
housing and public services. They quite rightly want higher wages so they don’t have to
struggle to get by. But many are suspicious of the cake itself. They think it’s simply more of
the same unhealthy fare.
Some commentators focus on the idea that Leave voters were not prepared to believe experts.
But many voted Leave despite the possibility of financial loss. Not because they had nothing
left to lose. But because they wanted to reject a value system totally based on money. They
didn’t agree with the idea that only money matters. I suspect most of the men in my
workshop contributed to the one million Scottish votes for Leave.
If they were rejecting the narrow, financial calculations of the experts and giving two fingers
to money, what alternative values were they asserting? For many working-class Brexit voters
their alternative value was loyalty – loyalty to their community and way of life which they
believe is threatened by globalisation. Of course, some Leave voters are bigots and racists.
But they are the minority. Rightly or wrongly many Leave voters consciously put their
Britishness, and spurious 'national sovereignty’, ahead of their own self-interest. How else
can we explain Nissan car workers in Sunderland voting, en masse, for Brexit?
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Older Conservative voters in the shires are also harking back to another time – a world they
liked better. One more predictable, slower moving and based on what they remember as
better values. Much has been made of the selfishness of older voters who didn’t think about
the effects Brexit would have on their children. Since their personal finances could buffer
them in uncertain times they could also afford an 'I’m all right Jack’ mentality. I’ve little
doubt there was real thoughtlessness and naivety in their actions. But I also believe many
genuinely wanted to get back to a world which they thought would be better for their
offspring.
Much has been made of the fact that one of the main divides in this referendum campaign
was that Leave voters were on average less educated than Remain voters. We all suffer from
the negative effects of materialism. However, the better-educated can mitigate its effects
more easily through access to the arts and exotic travel and less exposure to materialism’s
junk culture.
Arron Banks, the funder of UKIP, asserts that one reason the Remain campaign failed is
because it kept talking about facts rather than emotional reasons for staying in the EU. But
we need to reframe this: Remain didn’t just talk facts, it fought an economic campaign. For
example, when it talked about the uncertainty Brexit would create it focused on financial
markets, trade deals and how business doesn’t like uncertainty. It didn’t point out how
stressful and psychologically damaging this uncertainty would be for individuals and
communities. In the big debates Remain hardly mentioned the peace dividend Europe has
enjoyed since European collaboration and solidarity first crystallised in the 1950s.
Of course, Leave argued that in the long run Britons would be economically better off by
leaving the EU. It also fought a very nasty campaign, using foreigners and immigration to
play on people’s fears. But there was something novel about its continual emphasis on
sovereignty and repeated calls to 'take back control’. This control is illusory – ordinary
people have at best a chance every five years to exert minimal control over our political
system. But that mantra had a freshness about it because it wasn’t economic. It wasn’t
politics as usual.
While I think that some voted Leave in part to reject our money-oriented way of life, and
agree with that sentiment, I don’t think it was a wise move. I voted Remain.
The huge boost to materialistic values in contemporary times resulted from the 'market
triumphalism’ unleashed by Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan in the 1980s. Britain and
the USA consequently embarked on what Edward Luttwak calls 'turbo-capitalism’. This gets
its charge from privatisation, financial deregulation, low taxes for the rich, poor wage rates
for workers and deregulation of the labour market. As the philosopher Michael Sandel points
out, this market philosophy has not been bounded by notions of right and wrong. As a result
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it 'has exacted a heavy price: it has drained public discourse of moral and civic energy, and
contributed to the technocratic, managerial politics that afflicts many societies today'. As
we’ve seen these ideas are particularly toxic as we all vie with one another for money, power
and fame.
Far from putting a break on the rise of a materialist, market-driven culture, Brexit looks set
to usher in even more of the same. It has put the right-wing – the very people who unleashed
these forces – into the ascendancy. Times columnist and Remain supporter, Danny
Finkelstein, argued on the eve of the referendum that any post-Brexit shock to the UK
economy was likely to result in policies favourable to business, including lower wages.
Within a week of the referendum George Osborne proposed further cuts to an already
shrinking rate of tax on company profits. Lord Lawson told the House of Lords that Brexit
meant the government could 'finish the job which Margaret Thatcher started'.
Steadying the economy, negotiating our way out of the EU and into different trade deals, and
repealing EU laws will dominate our political landscape for at least a decade. This will make
it even less likely that the political class will engage with the type of issues I’ve raised here.
There is a desperate need to talk about the toxic values which underpin our market-driven
society and undermine our individual and collective well-being. For some a Leave vote was a
crie de coeur on this very issue. Sadly I suspect the Brexit they have secured will make
matters worse.
12 July 2016
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Brexit

The illusion that we can 'have our country back'
Ronnie Smith

'Fog in the Channel, Europe Cut Off': This is a headline from a London newspaper in the late
Victorian era that I was told about at school. I can’t remember which newspaper, it may have
been the Times, but I regard my source as impeccable being – my much admired secondary
history teacher.
It spoke to a nation in its absolute prime, leading a global empire comprising the most
powerful economy the world had ever seen. It was a nation that ruled the world’s oceans with
a navy created to protect the long commercial lines of communication to Africa, Asia and the
Americas. A navy whose policy was to be twice as big as those of its two most powerful
competitors combined and an army designed to be professional enough to deal with native
uprisings but too small to compete with the huge but irrelevant land forces of Germany,
France and Russia.
Britain did not have to care about Europe in the late 19th century because her economic
interests – the markets for her manufactured goods and sources of raw materials – lay
elsewhere. Britain was the trading nation supreme. With fog in the Channel, Europe really
was cut off and thankfully unseen.
Today, after a brief affair, Britain has turned her rudder to continental Europe once more,
currently the world’s largest trading block. We have our country back and from behind her
newly-controlled borders and at the behest of a majority who appear to have little
understanding of economics, she will seek, so we are told, to re-establish direct trade
agreements in the wider world. What are the prospects of this actually happening, what does
Britain have to trade?
One of my clearest memories from the time of Harold Wilson’ government in the 1960s was
the almost biblical credibility given to the monthly balance of trade figures. Breaths were
held and cigarettes were nervously lit as the BBC News pronounced on the health of the
economy using export/import results and the mysterious imponderable of 'invisible
earnings’. The information seemed quite simple to understand: did Britain earn more or less
than she spent by trade with the rest of the world? Yes, good. No, bad.
The BBC stopped giving us the monthly balance of trade figures a long time ago. Instead we
receive nightly bulletins from the City of London on the valuation of companies on the
various stock markets in Britain and elsewhere. This information is meaningless to most
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people and only useful to shareholders, their brokers and investment bankers. The FTSE
induces hysterical panic one evening and worshipful reassurance the next and holds the
nation in its thrall as we watch the line on the graph rise and fall at the end of each day. It is
a slice of drama for a largely ignorant audience.
The population are no longer shown Britain’s monthly balance of trade figures because, as
www.tradingeconomics.com helpfully informs us, Britain has continuously run a massive
trading deficit since 1989. Even with what are now called financial services and capital
movement earnings, Britain runs at a trading loss. She is no longer the trading nation
supreme.
Now, the factors that combine to create the monthly balance of trade snapshot of the
economy are too varied and complex for me to attempt to explain here, but let’s take a quick
look at industrial manufacturing as an example.
The next time you are sitting in a jam on the M25 or on the M6 near Birmingham or on the
Edinburgh ring-road take a look around you and consider how many vehicles you see that are
manufactured by British-owned companies. Next time you are close to a major British river
see try to find a shipyard. Next time you are at a British airport take some time to find a
wholly British-made aircraft. When you go to buy your next phone see if you can find that
world class British-designed and assembled smart phone. We do not make never mind
export mass-market manufactured goods any more and that is not the fault of the EU.
The British economy is now structured around property, retail and financial services. We buy
and sell houses to each other and care passionately about the property market. We buy vast
amounts of food and other goods from supermarkets and malls but much of the produce is
imported and the shops are owned by foreign shareholders. The City of London is the one
economic constant remaining from the days of the British empire, second only in power and
influence to Wall Street. Without the profits made by the City, Britain’s trading position
would be spectacularly worse. Yet how much of its total investment capital is used to benefit
the UK economy?
The City uses its money to make money and its importance is reflected in its daily results
being posted on the BBC. But to be honest the BBC has nothing else to show. Britain’s
balance of trade results are so poor that they actually drag all of the country’s other economic
indicators down with them. It might be better if Britain stopped engaging in trade altogether.
But if we didn’t import on such a massive scale our shops would have very little to sell to us
and the important retail sector, a major pillar of the economy, would collapse. Britain is
certainly a large economy but it is fundamentally internal in nature and neither dynamic nor
particularly stable, as we saw during the most recent 'financial crisis’.
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Britain is no longer a profitable exporter in the world market: we run at a loss and have done
for almost 30 years with no sign of that trend being reversed. Britain, in terms of trade, is
now a branch economy. My question therefore is simply this: what kind of beneficial trading
deals can Britain make beyond the European Union?
Before I finish, a brief note on Scotland whose 'government’ is very keen to remain in the EU
at all costs. Statistics issued by the Scottish Government show that in Scotland new business
start-ups consistently lag behind the UK average by 15-20%. Even with oil and the export of
specific products, the underlying trend in Scotland is fundamentally stagnant because fewer
people in Scotland even consider starting a business. They prefer to wait for someone to
employ them, including the state. Scotland remains a branch economy within what is now a
branch economy.
Overall, the simplistic nationalist idea that countries can be 'taken back’ depends entirely on
the health of their economies and on who now owns them. Without taking that into
consideration, all thoughts of independence are simply fog-bound political theatre. Oh, and
I haven’t even mentioned the onrushing Trans-Atlantic Trade and Investment Partnership
treaty.
12 July 2016
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Brexit

The absurd idea that Scottish values are different
Andrew Hook

What brought about the Brexit own goal? Increasingly clearly much more than a protest
against the EU. We've all seen the analysis of the vote that reveals a very real gap between
remainers and leavers in terms of age, education, income, geography and nationality. But to
my mind the outcome was the result of an even wider, more all-encompassing divide –
between what, in shorthand, can be called the haves and the have-nots.
That is why I agree with the Observer’s editorial of 26 June which argued that towards the
end of the campaign it was almost not about the EU at all: 'it was about alienated voters,
fractured communities…and the seething, hitherto repressed anger of so many people who
felt they have been left behind'.
Let me try to defend this view by charting aspects of my own personal history. In 1970 I left
Edinburgh for Aberdeen – arriving just at the time when the North Sea oil boom was, as it
were, picking up steam. Having sold a quite large, top-floor flat in Edinburgh’s new town for
under £5,000, I was shocked by rocketing house prices in Aberdeen. (It was then that I made
the unforgettably stupidest remark of my life – announcing angrily that I’d never pay over
five figures for a house…) But at this time Aberdeen was still largely a complacently
provincial city. It was impossible to find a greengrocer stocking courgettes, aubergines, or
globe artichokes, and when I complained that a local shop was out of cream I was told that
was because there was little call for it. All this was about to change. And by 1980 when I left
for Glasgow, the influx of newcomers had transformed Aberdeen into the prosperous
international city that until recently it remained.
Glasgow in 1980 was very different. With two of us in permanent, full-time academic jobs, I
was able to buy quite a large house in the West End – and send our children to Glasgow High
School. But it was obvious that Glasgow was less prosperous than Aberdeen. I remember
being particularly struck by the number of old cars that were on the roads – old bangers we
used to call them.
That recollection has come to mind frequently in recent times because of the sharp contrast
it provides with the situation today. Now the streets of the West End often seem crowded
with BMWs, Mercedes, Volvos, Audis, Porsches, and other expensive cars. In a residential
area near St Bride’s church, where I sometimes park, I frequently see no fewer than three
Bentleys. Then Byres Road, the West End’s main shopping street, apparently has along its
length as many as 26 locations where one can have one’s morning coffee. The street’s
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supermarkets now include the up-market Waitrose as well as Marks and Spencer’s and
Tesco. There are many boutique-style shops – including one selling balsamic vinegar that
costs more than champagne. A branch of the major bookstore Waterstone’s has recently
opened. In other words there is plenty of evidence that in and around Glasgow’s West End
there are plenty of people who are doing well and have money to spend.
But – and it’s a very big but – that is only part of the story. Byres Road also has a surprising
number of charity shops selling cut-price clothes and so much more. Waitrose and Tesco
invite us to buy items to be sent on to the food banks across the city. Big Issue sellers are
much in evidence – and then every day, more troublingly, one passes on the pavement all too
many of the destitute, with signs saying things like 'I am hungry please help me’. In other
words, the evidence of wealth I’ve been providing co-exists with evidence of extreme poverty
and deprivation.
Perhaps I’m over-dramatising the gulf between the two, but the point remains that across the
UK from at least the financial crash of 2008 – some would say from the time of Mrs Thatcher
– the gap between those in our society doing reasonably well, and the huge number whose
standard of living has been declining, has widened alarmingly. Given this situation, it is
hardly surprising that millions of people – having read in their newspapers, and been told
repeatedly by the leaders of the leave campaign, that we’d all be better off if we took back
control and escaped the clutches of the unelected, faceless bureaucrats of Brussels – decided
to give it a try. After all what had they to lose?
How then, I’ll be asked, did a substantial majority of Scots decide not to give it a try? The
answer I believe is the success of the SNP. Particularly in the most recent general election the
SNP persuaded vast numbers of former Labour supporters that it, not Labour, was the party
that recognised their plight and knew how to resolve it. Escape from the clutches of
Westminster and all will be well. Westminster was the problem – certainly not Brussels. This
was why in the referendum our SNP government supported the remain campaign and
persuaded most of its supporters to do the same. To my mind, however, this success leaves
the party with a problem that remains unresolved and could in the future turn out to be
damaging.
The Scottish National Party’s defining mission has always been the breaking of the union
between Scotland and England. At the same time the party remains committed to the
maintenance of Scotland’s position within the European Union. I have never understood
how these two goals are intellectually compatible with each other. If it is perfectly acceptable
for Scotland to cede a substantial degree of sovereignty over its economy, its environment,
its human rights legislation, its fishing rights, and other areas, to the 27 states in the 40-yearold European Union, why is it unacceptable for Scotland and its devolved parliament to cede
similar powers to the government of a union which has endured for over 300 years? What is
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it about the rest of the UK that makes a continuing union with it less attractive than entering
into a union with 27 states some of which have some links with Scotland but many others do
not?
Writing in favour of Scottish independence now, in a recent contribution to the Scottish
Review, Bill Mitchell argues that the answer is a basic clash of values. 'The events of the last
fortnight,’ he tells us, 'represent tangible evidence that our societies have different values'.
This strikes me as a quite extraordinary assertion. No doubt there are individuals in Scotland
and England who have different values, but to suggest that Scottish society as a whole
espouses a set of values alien to those of England as a whole, is absurd.
Are we seriously being asked to believe that the thousands of Scots who live in England – and
the thousands of English people who live in Scotland – have different values from those of
their next-door neighbours? And in the context of breaking up one union while embracing
another, I wonder whether these alleged 'Scottish' values – rejected by England – are shared
by all 27 states of the European Union?
Having been in power now for nearly a decade the SNP government has done little to
improve the living standard of our country’s have nots. It has chosen rather to enhance its
appeal to middle-class supporters. And one of its ways of doing so is by embracing Europe.
In the longer term, however, will its increasingly disillusioned radical supporters be
impressed by a decision to maintain a union with an unreformed Europe? Somehow I doubt
it.
14 July 2016
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Diary

Walter Humes

A sports commentator on the Today programme on Radio 4 states that there is now so much
money to be made from the English premier league that football clubs are no longer
purchased as 'trophies’ or 'vanity projects’ by the super-rich but as sound business
investments. The remark made me think of other ways in which multi-millionaires proclaim
their success to the world: expensive cars with personalised number plates; yachts and
private jets; country estates and luxury apartments; much younger partners who just happen
to be blessed with good looks. It is true that some also make substantial contributions to
worthwhile charities and social projects, but few do so without accompanying publicity. The
need for recognition, for public visibility, is a common feature of the vastly wealthy.
Many people are impressed by all this and envy the achievements of those on the rich list,
even if the source of some of the money does not bear close inspection (e.g. goods produced
by cheap labour in poor parts of the world). There is, moreover, never any shortage of
followers who are prepared to flatter inflated egos and occupy subordinate roles in the
retinue which invariably accompanies the super-rich. It never crosses their mind that there
is something rather vulgar and tasteless about the whole ostentatious display.
The psychology of those who seem to have an insatiable need to acquire 'trophies’ to
demonstrate their wealth and reinforce their 'vanity’ would make an interesting study. Do
they ever reflect that, to many observers, they seem unattractively boastful and needy,
constantly seeking confirmation that they really have made it to the top of the financial tree?
But I suppose any such thought would be quickly dismissed as mere jealousy on the part of
'losers’. The rich and powerful are well practised in reassuring themselves that they really do
deserve what they have achieved.
Thursday 2 June
A report in yesterday’s Herald reveals that 20% of the newly-elected MSPs attended
independent schools. This compares with around 4% of the general population and
represents an increase from the previous parliament. Although the proportion of privatelyeducated MPs at Westminster is higher, the Scottish figures still raise questions about how
genuinely 'democratic’ and 'egalitarian’ politics north of the border can claim to be.
Part of the increase, not surprisingly, arises from the relative success of the Conservatives: 13
out their 31 MSPs attended private schools, including one each from Eton and Harrow. But
five Labour and six SNP members were also educated outside the state system, suggesting
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that the pattern cannot be explained exclusively in terms of traditional class divisions.
Moreover, the leader of the Scottish Conservatives, Ruth Davidson, attended a state
comprehensive school (Buckhaven High in Fife).
The Herald article argues that, in order to get a fuller picture, it is necessary to examine
which type of state school the majority of MSPs attended. It is well known that there are
marked divisions within the state system, with some schools regularly achieving aboveaverage results while others struggle to reach benchmarks set by government. A superficial
survey tends to indicate that most (but not all) MSPs were fortunate enough to attend state
schools that regularly do well in league tables of exam passes. The analysis could be extended
by looking at the number of university graduates in the parliament and the universities they
attended: as with schools, there is a 'pecking order’ of institutions. Once again, the results
could cast doubt on some aspects of our national self-image.
As a footnote, I was relieved to see that no MSP attended my own old school (Eastwood High
in East Renfrewshire). I would not like to think that my former classmates were keeping bad
company.
Wednesday 8 June
This week I have had two rather unnerving experiences. The first occurred when a woman
mistook me for her husband. I was at the checkout in M&S packing my items after they had
passed through the scanner, when she sidled up to me in a manner that I thought rather
intimate for a stranger. She put her hand on my arm and presented me with a pack of sausage
rolls to add to my shopping. The checkout assistant clearly thought we were a couple. My
puzzled look caused the woman to inspect me more closely and she concluded – much to my
relief – that I didn’t fully match the attractions of her partner. With a brief apology she
retreated before I had the chance to suggest that a visit to Specsavers might be in order.
The second incident took place at the University of Stirling. I had to attend a meeting in an
unfamiliar building and was not certain if I was heading in the right direction. A female
student, whose advice I sought, assured me that I was not too far from my destination. Then
she asked: 'Is it the dementia unit you are looking for?’ I know I’m not as sharp as I used to
be but this seemed rather a harsh assessment of my condition. I replied: 'Not yet, but I expect
I will be before long'. Fortunately, we both saw the funny side of the exchange.
I decided not to dwell on whether it was worse to be taken for a random husband, so lacking
in distinctive qualities as to be wrongly identified, or a person on the verge of losing his few
remaining marbles.
Wednesday 29 June
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In a passing exchange with a journalist, Ruth Davidson appears less than distressed at the
departure of Boris Johnson from the contest for the Conservative leadership. Johnson’s
appointment as prime minister would have been very badly received in Scotland and would
have damaged the advances Scottish Tories made at the Holyrood election. He is perceived
here as a bombastic clown, an arrogant caricature of the typical Tory toff from the south of
England. Moreover, anyone who takes the trouble to check his record – so damningly
exposed some time ago by Eddie Mair on the PM radio programme – would quickly conclude
that he simply cannot be trusted.
Nevertheless, both Ruth Davidson and Kezia Dugdale face difficult tactical challenges in the
months ahead, depending on the outcome of the convulsions within their respective UK
parties, as well as the manoeuvres of Nicola Sturgeon. The first minister is making the most
of the disparity between the Scottish result in the EU referendum and the overall UK vote.
Once again the 'democratic will of the Scottish people’ seems to have been frustrated.
Although the chances of securing a separate deal for Scotland, as the UK decouples from
Europe, are remote on legal and constitutional grounds, Ms Sturgeon can certainly create
powerful waves of discontent as the process gets under way.
Imagine a scenario in which continuing chaos in London produces consistently proindependence polls in Scotland and the prospect of a second referendum looms large. How
should the Labour and Conservative parties in Scotland position themselves? They need to
think in terms of the implications for the next Scottish parliamentary election. An
unqualified unionist stance would almost certainly guarantee another SNP victory. But if
both Conservatives and Labour in Scotland formally separated themselves from London,
their chances of bringing about a more balanced parliament might be increased.
Unlikely, you might think? Well, not entirely. After all, when Ruth Davidson was elected as
Tory leader, her opponent, Murdo Fraser, argued for precisely that. And Kezia Dugdale has
expressed her dismay at the shambles surrounding the Corbyn camp. Politicians are adept at
performing policy U-turns as circumstances change. The advisers of the two main opposition
parties in Scotland should be considering all the options. Otherwise, they may simply be
ensuring that an endless succession of SNP governments is the most likely outcome.
Thursday 30 June
Nowadays, when government ministers take on a new area of responsibility, they feel obliged
to make their presence felt quickly by announcing a raft of initiatives. Thus John Swinney,
now in charge of Scottish education, last week launched his 'delivery plan’, designed to
promote 'excellence and equity’ and reduce the attainment gap between advantaged and
disadvantaged pupils. The document is well-intentioned and contains some sensible ideas,
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such as reducing bureaucracy and developing policies on the basis of reliable data. But the
manner in which it is written suggests that managerial imperatives are regarded as more
important than educational thinking.
At the outset it is stated that education is 'the defining mission of the government’ and the
text proceeds in a brisk, no-nonsense style to assert how the plans will be 'delivered’. It talks
of 'drivers of improvement’, ‘transformational expansion’, 'empowered teachers’ and 'strong
and decisive action’. Everything is expected to show 'clarity and focus’ (the word 'clear’ is
over-used throughout the document). There is no appreciation that debates about
educational provision in a democracy are inevitably contested, that they are informed by
alternative visions of the good life and the good society. Nor is there recognition that
youngsters can learn in many different ways and that there is no single right method that
works for all. Beneath the tone of confidence and certainty which characterises the whole
document lies a rather authoritarian agenda.
One recommendation in particular has attracted a fair amount of press attention – the plan
to devolve direct responsibility to schools rather than local authorities for the education of
pupils. Both councils and teachers’ organisations have expressed concern about this and the
details have yet to be explained. While some head teachers are likely to welcome increased
freedom to make decisions, others may wonder if they will simply be required to replace one
form of (local) accountability with a more centralised version. Devolving responsibility may
not be accompanied by a similar devolution of power.
Saturday 2 July
Towards the end of the last parliamentary session at Holyrood, Nicola Sturgeon stopped
using the tired formula, 'I will not take any lessons from Labour/the Tories/the Lib Dems',
whenever she was faced with critical comments from opposition parties. Unfortunately, she
then replaced it with a technique that was equally unattractive. In response to questions
which she was unable or unwilling to answer, she opted for real or mock indignation, with
much head shaking and body language designed to be dismissive. It was not a good look.
The arrogance of power takes many forms. One common sign is the ease with which values
that were previously held up for approval are abandoned. The current row over membership
of parliamentary committees is a case in point. In a system that lacks a second chamber to
scrutinise legislation, robust committees are important instruments for holding the
government to account. When Holyrood first met, this worked tolerably well. I can
remember the minister for education and senior civil servants being given a well-deserved
roasting over the examinations crisis of 2000, when a significant number of pupils did not
receive their results in an accurate and timely manner.
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Since then, the committee system has become less and less effective. In 2002, when Labour
was in power, the SNP criticised the practice of appointing ministerial aides to committees
which were expected to scrutinise the work of the very department to which the aides were
assigned. This was contrary to the (then) Scottish ministerial code. When the SNP came to
power in 2007 that rule was quietly scrapped.
Nicola Sturgeon has now approved the appointment of parliamentary liaison officers (junior
MSPs) to committee roles directly tied to the policy area for which the minister they assist is
responsible. Critics state that this must involve a serious conflict of interest, given the
subordinate relationship between parliamentary liaison officers and ministers. That
objection has been brushed aside in assertive SNP statements, unsupported by any
argument. Clearly Ms Sturgeon’s dismissive style is regarded as a model to be followed.
Cronyism with a Scottish accent is no more acceptable than Oxbridge/public school
cronyism at Westminster. As the Scottish government adopts increasingly centralist and
authoritarian measures, with no sense of embarrassment, the truth that power corrupts is
becoming daily more apparent.
Wednesday 17 August
I have been enjoying the television coverage of the Olympics and greatly admire the skill,
dedication and achievements of the competitors. As I watched, I made a special effort to set
aside my usual irritation with some of the presenters who adopt a gushing, over-enthusiastic
style in their commentary. The performances themselves provide quite enough excitement
for me.
But while I admire the success of those who win medals, I cannot help but reflect on some of
the less attractive aspects of elite sport. I am not thinking only of recent reports about the use
of banned substances to enhance performance, or of the scandals surrounding certain
international sporting federations, which seem to appoint some rather dodgy characters to
the top jobs. Nor is it simply a matter of deploring the way in which political leaders use
sporting achievement for jingoistic purposes or to deflect attention from their own poor
record. It is notable that some highly oppressive regimes now attract sporting talent from
poor African countries: the beneficiaries are prepared to give up their nationality for the sake
of the opportunities they are offered.
At the very highest levels, sport is a full-time job, not simply a leisure activity. It has also
become a global commodity, in which vast sums of money are at stake. The involvement of
sponsors, agents, promoters and advertisers has created a market, driven as much by the
profit motive as by a love of sport. It is no wonder that at every major event there are
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concerns about the award of contracts and the price and availability of tickets. Some of the
top athletes are very well rewarded for their efforts but others can struggle to secure the
sustained support that is necessary to train to international standard. Wherever there is
talent, there will not only be people who want to nurture and develop it, but also those who
want to exploit it.
Health education programmes rightly emphasise the value of sport and exercise as part of a
balanced lifestyle. But it should be noted that elite sport involves pushing the body to its
limits and often competitors sustain serious injuries, which can put them out of action for
months or even years. There are psychological as well as physical dimensions to this process.
I sometimes think of those sportsmen and women who don't quite make it to the top, who
nearly reach Olympic standard but just fall short. They tend to be written out of the narrative
of sporting history, treated as collateral damage in the pursuit of excellence. Their coaches
might say that they lacked the drive and commitment that would have enabled them to
achieve their ambition. But maybe they were just unlucky, or decided that they had other
interests in life and that submission to a punishing training regime was not for them. As for
the high achievers, the confidence they acquire as their record of success develops can
sometimes tip over into boastfulness and arrogance.
Overall, then, my feelings about the Olympics are somewhat ambivalent. The abiding
memory I shall take from Rio is not of the superstars – such as Usain Bolt or Mo Farah – but
of 16-year-old Amy Tinkler, who achieved an unexpected bronze medal for a stunning
performance in the floor exercise of the gymnastics event. She gave a delightful, modest
interview after receiving her award and we learned that she would be returning home to find
out how she had got on in her GCSE exams. For me, that represents the spirit and appeal of
sport at the highest level, much more than the advance publicity, the media overkill or the
nationalistic posturing.
Saturday 20 August
I fire off a message to the Department for Education in London. This was prompted by a
radio interview given this morning by the secretary of state for education, Justine Greening,
in which she referred to the 'British educational system’. In my message, I asked that she
should be advised that there is no such thing. There are separate educational systems for
England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. I suggested that by referring to the 'British
educational system', she not only revealed ignorance of the extent of her remit, but also
risked fuelling discontent in non-English parts of the UK.
What are the chances of my advice actually reaching Ms Greening? I would say remote to
non-existent. It may get through the first vetting stage, designed to filter abusive or deranged
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messages. It might then land on the desk of some smarty-pants Oxbridge graduate hoping to
aspire to a career as a future Sir Humphrey. Conveying a message correcting the secretary of
state would be unlikely to advance his prospects, so he will set it aside with a patronising
smile and a disparaging remark about chippy provincials.
If that is the probable outcome, what was the point of sending the message?
For one thing, I felt better for doing so. Accuracy is important and there is now a message
trail pointing out Ms Greening’s error (reinforced by this diary entry). More significantly, the
cumulative effect of citizen engagement with the political process makes a valuable
contribution to democracy, even if individual submissions fail to have an impact. As soon as
we stop challenging governments, their tendency to abuse power increases.
Friday 9 September
Have you been 'phubbed’ recently? The word is a conflation of 'phone’ and 'snubbed’ and
refers to a situation in which you are having a conversation when the other person suddenly
becomes much more interested in their mobile phone than anything you are saying. Mobile
phones have served as the catalyst for many instances of social rudeness – on public
transport, in the streets, at the cinema or theatre. The perpetrators seem quite impervious to
the offence they cause.
If you haven’t been 'phubbed’, maybe you have suffered an 'anticipointment’. This refers to
the experience of eagerly anticipating some event, only to find that it turns out to be a serious
disappointment. Looking forward to a football match which fails to live up to advance billing
and ends in a goal-less draw, or a music event with big-name bands where the sound system
doesn’t work properly, would qualify as examples of 'anticipointment’.
New words are being coined all the time. Some will have a short life and be quickly forgotten.
Others may last for a while before being superseded by more apt, or simply more fashionable,
terms. 'Brainstorming’ used to be a favourite concept in management courses, involving
efforts to encourage participants to come up with innovative ideas. I believe it has now been
replaced by 'blamestorming’, a cynical attempt to find a scapegoat when things go wrong in
the boardroom. The corporate world is a rich resource for examples of the abuse of language.
Monday 12 September

42

Best of the Scottish Review: July–September 2016

World

Refugee kids
Nannie Sköld

Nannie Sköld, who works for LIVED (www.livedprojects.org/) and is a former delegate of
our International Young Scotland Programme, is responsible with a colleague for running
the school for children over the age of eight at France's first-ever internationally recognised
refugee camp at Grande-Synthe.
11 September
Living in the camp (as a refugee and, to some extent, as a volunteer) the few hundred-square
meters of the camp becomes your reality. Staying in the camp, extreme changes happen
regularly – whether it is your best friend leaving, the French interior minister arriving
together with a dozen armed police officers, or shelters being taken away overnight – and you
learn to, in some absurd way, expect it. Routine is scarce in the camp, and days are long
enough for much to change between when you wake up and when you go to bed.
Alex and I were gone for one week, to take a break and rest before beginning our last month
in the camp (what a luxury to have a time-frame). Coming back after six days, it was as if we
had been gone for weeks.
The first day back in the school, half of the children were new arrivals. We kept hearing of
children who had made it to the UK, or whose families had decided to stay in France. And we
met new children who had just come from Germany, or Italy, or Greece. We keep hearing
that people are trying to cross to the UK even more frequently than in the past, but this is
always difficult to know.
It is difficult to know how to react when a family has gone from the camp. Maybe they are in
police custody again, or maybe the family made it to the UK. In the UK, they might have
family to stay with and get help from, or they might be detained or struggling with money.
For some of the children, we have ways to contact their families. For others, we can only hope
that they are safe.
A few weeks ago, two friends and I Skyped a family we had got to know when we were in the
camp a few months ago and who are now in the UK. They had sent us a picture of the children
smiling and riding double-decker buses, but they had also told us about how they were
struggling. We are trying to get more information and to get in touch with anyone who can
help.
As we were speaking with the children, a boy of roughly the same age as them passed us. We
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handed over the phone and for a few minutes the three children – the two in the UK and the
boy in the camp – were speaking to each other about the camp, the school, and the friends,
just as they had done a few months ago. Just as they had done when they weren’t separated
by a channel.
13 September
At 10 o’clock in the morning, the camp is asleep, save for the scattering of individuals who
are coming back after a night of trying to get to the UK. This morning, the police had come
into the camp before we arrived and had fired tear gas, and everyone was up and about.
I bumped into three kids from the children’s centre, and they gestured for me to follow. A
young girl pointed towards a plot of gravel outside her family’s shelter. Another one of the
children – a boy less than two years of age – bent down to pick up what they were all pointing
at: the black remains of a tear gas canister. Outside the family’s shelter, there were four. A
girl imitated the firing of tear gas. Another picked up a long stick and pretended to be hitting
someone, explaining with few words what they had witnessed the police doing less than an
hour earlier. The first girl put her wrists together and said, 'Like this, like this'. Someone had
been arrested.
2.30pm. Lunch time. We had just got our plates of noodles and lentil soup from the food
truck when other volunteers started coming to us, saying that the police were coming back
and that we should make sure that the children were either with their parents or with us. We
gathered the children who were in sight and walked away from the main path leading
through the camp. Two other volunteers and I sat down beneath some sheltered trees and
watched as a squad of roughly 50 police officers, with helmets down, shields up, and armed
with tear gas guns, marched into the camp and past where we were sitting. Throughout the
next hour, we kept seeing groups of police officers leading men and women out of the camp.
Everything was relatively quiet.
We decided that we had to open the school again after the police had left. Although we didn’t
expect many of the children to leave their shelters, many came. They watched 'Pink Panther'.
They played football. They solved a 3D puzzle of the Eiffel Tower. They could be children.
18 September
The list of things the children and adults and families in the camp have gone through this
week is extensive. The spectrum of emotions is widening every day.
A very good friend of mine in the camp, who has spent over a year in the current camp and
in the pre-existing tent camp in Grande-Synthe, finally, finally, finally made it to the UK. For
a year, he has got to know friend after friend, and friend after friend has left. On Tuesday,
when we hadn’t seen him in the camp for a few hours, we texted him. At 4.14pm, he said that
was in the lorry. He said that he was in Calais. At 4.19pm, we received the next text: UK.
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A young boy in the camp, who arrived a fortnight ago, has been coming to the children’s
centre regularly. Although most children start dropping in after 11 or 12 in the morning, he
is often standing outside the centre, waiting as we arrive at 10am. He is excited to pick his
own notebook and write his name on it. When we copy down the alphabet on a whiteboard
and erase a few of the letters, he sings the alphabet song over and over and he has found all
the missing letters. At lunch break, or after we have closed the centre, he runs up to the
volunteers and hugs us. He is getting better at remembering all our names, even the difficult
ones.
A few days ago, we spoke to his dad. He told us thank you. He said that his son loves learning.
He is excited to go to the children’s centre. He told us that, in Iran, the boy isn’t allowed to
go to school, because they are Kurdish.
There is a young brother and a young, but older, sister at the children’s centre. The boy loves
playing a baby dinosaur. He is very quiet, and keeps his eyes wide open to take in what is
happening around him. The sister climbs on everything and everyone and never runs out of
energy. During lunch break, she tries on volunteers’ sunglasses, shouts 'Ali Baba!', runs
around the gravel plot in front of the food truck, but always comes back a minute later to give
back the glasses and to sit in the sunglass owner’s lap. They have a younger sister, who turns
one year old next month.
On the day of the tear gas and police raids, their mother was arrested. Everyone has a slightly
different version of what happened that day, but we witnessed police officers leading her
away, and the children and their father following them a few minutes later, devastated and
confused. On Friday, under France’s emergency laws, the mother of the children was
sentenced to 30 months in jail. For two and a half years, the young boy, the young but older
sister, and their baby sister, will live without their mother.
It’s been a tumultuous week, and everyone’s emotions are all over.
22 September 2016
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World

Bare as midwinter, the petrified Tree of Death
Michael Elcock

In all of Canada, July the First is a national holiday. It’s called Canada Day. In
Newfoundland, which is part of Canada, July the First is called Memorial Day. That’s because
in 1916 Newfoundland was not part of Canada. As the Dominion of Newfoundland its troops
came under the authority of the British Army. July the First in Newfoundland is the day
everyone remembers the awful Battle at Beaumont Hamel, in the Somme.
I went to Beaumont Hamel one July day a few short years ago. Here is what I wrote:
Wounded at Beaumont Hamel
Canadian shrubbery is planted all around the car park at Beaumont Hamel in the valley of
the Somme – salal, maple, some pine. A deep-chested caribou, cast in blackened bronze,
stands on top of a mound at the crest of the slope, surrounded by neat, sub-alpine rockery
plants. The sun is fierce.
The Newfoundland Regiment was destroyed here on 1 July 1916.
The killing field falls gently away to a small copse. Sheep are grazing. The sun beats down and
the air is thick with flies, and no-see-ums which bite like tiny piranhas.
When the soldiers were here the air buzzed with bullets. The Newfoundland Regiment was
wiped out in less than 30 minutes.
The field is open. There is no cover. Two ravines fork into its base from a single stem at the
foot of the slope. This was called 'Y’ Ravine. Even an amateur soldier would see little profit
in sending men over such ground to attack machine guns dug into the sides of the ravine.
It is hot. I take off my shoes and socks and listen to the gentle, tearing noise of sheep
cropping the grass. It is peaceful, dreamy; on this high summer day, 70 years on, this place
presents no dangers. Everything is forgiven, most of it forgotten. I walk down the hill to a
lone tree. It is a skeleton, bare as midwinter, stuck with red poppies centred on small crosses
made of lollipop sticks. Some of them carry messages.
'Never Forget'
'I’ll always remember you Johnnie'
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'I wish I’d known you Grandad. With love...'
This is the Tree of Death. Once it was an apple tree and bore fruit. Then this whole area was
pulverised by shellfire and machine gun bullets. The tree died, and became petrified.
A sharp lick of pain stabs through my foot: blood soaks onto the grass, my blood. I drop onto
my knees and feel the wound with my fingers. The blood makes them sticky. Slowly,
carefully, I pull out a piece of ragged metal no bigger than a shirt button, but sharp around
its edges like a scalpel. It is such a tiny piece to have caused so much pain, spilled so much
blood.
All over this field thick, intertwined grasses cover old shell holes and disguise detritus,
expired ordnance; the garbage of war. Shrapnel and barbed wire hide in the undergrowth.
Screw pickets lie at angles, pitted and rusting. Once they held coils of impenetrable barbed
wire, and funnelled the Newfies into the muzzles of the guns.
My shoes are up at the caribou monument. I make my way gingerly back across the field,
checking each footfall. The Newfie boys who crossed this place had no such latitude, forced
to maintain a steady, prescribed military walk when their wits screamed at them to run,
through flying razor shrapnel the size of dinner plates; red hot, jagged metal as big as roof
slates, window panes, kitchen scales. More than anything else, the men who fought here
needed generals who could read maps, understand the most elementary aspects of terrain,
cover, camouflage, stealth.
It’s said that 100 men died for every yard of ground in the Somme valley, which would mean
that a mile cost roughly 176,000 men. The field at Beaumont Hamel is about a hundred yards
across. Seven hundred and thirty-three men were lost here in half an hour – less than that
demented average – and they failed to take the objective, a ravine with no military value, in
the Valley of the River Ancre. It was detached, careless slaughter engineered by generals who
were decorated after the war with baronetcies and estates and medals; no mistakes admitted
and no inquiries into the heedless carnage. Endless death was the accepted face of war.
My shoes are sitting between the hooves of the Newfoundlanders’ caribou, which continues
to gaze nobly across the battlefield. The handkerchief I tied round my foot is red with blood.
There are band-aids (elastoplast) in my bag but it seems churlish to apply them to my little
wound. I fold the handkerchief and tie it on again.
The Newfoundland Regiment was under British command in the great war. Newfoundland
didn’t become part of Canada until 1948. Ironically Remembrance Day is observed in
Newfoundland each year on 1 July in recognition of the slaughter at Beaumont Hamel. The
rest of Canada celebrates Canada Day on that date – with fireworks and street parties.
14 July 2016
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A celebration of Europe

Magnus Linklater
Europe means more to my generation, I believe, than it does to my children, and even my
grandchildren. When, as a student, I went to live in Paris, squatting in the seediest of hotels
on the Boulevard St Michel, in love with everything that city stood for, and possibly in love
too with Juliette, the girl I met on a pilgrimage to Chartres (there's nothing like singing
hymns together to encourage romance), it never occurred to me that my country, Scotland,
was anything other than bonded with Europe – culturally, historically, and by blood. I met,
at his very posh club on the Champs Elysées, one Colonel Monro, with the légion d'honneur
in his buttonhole, and an impeccable French pedigree, accent, and outlook. But his face was
pure Scotch – pink of complexion, bulbous of nose, the kind you might meet on a ramble in
Perthshire, who would shout at you: 'Get off my land!'. I felt umbilically connected then to
France, to Europe, to everything about our shared heritage. It is a connection that, for me,
has never been broken.
Catherine Czerkawska
In the late 1960s, I visited my Great Uncle Karol (Charles) Kossak and my great aunt Wanda,
in a small Polish spa town called Ciechocinek. I went by train across Europe, an exhausting
journey through West and East Germany. At Marienborn, guards came aboard with guns and
dogs and terrorised the passengers.
I remember Ciechocinek in late summer sunshine. I don’t know how Karol and Wanda had
washed up there after the war that changed everything, but Karol, an artist from a family of
celebrated Polish painters, was a man of some consequence in the town. He must have been
80 by then, tall, still handsome and charming. Wanda was small as a chaffinch, obviously in
love with him.
Their belongings, including a large piano and a small fortune in pictures by Karol’s illustrious
forebears, were crammed into a shabby apartment on the ground floor of what must once
have been a comfortable town house. She fed me home-made soft cheese and plums from the
overgrown garden. He took me round the town, kissed my hand, bought me coffee and
cognac in a succession of cafes, sketched caricatures of ghouls and goblins on paper napkins
for me.
The town had horse-drawn droshkis instead of taxis and all the droshki drivers would salute
him as he passed by. He would examine the horses and offer advice or criticism. Wanda’s
brother was my grandfather, killed by Stalin during the war. He had been one of the last of
the Polish lancers and both families, Czerkawskis and Kossaks, had been expert horsemen
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and women, the Kossaks known for their equine studies. Somewhere, there’s a beautiful
sketch of a young Aunt Wanda astride a horse, no side-saddle for her.
Even then, young as I was, I could see that they were a relic of a world that had long gone.
Preserved in the amber sunshine of rural Poland. When, years later, I saw a production of the
'Merry Widow' in Vienna, I wondered why Count Danilo seemed so familiar. He reminded
me of Karol. I still miss him.
Michael Elcock
The Rossfeldstrasse is the highest road in Germany. It offers tremendous views down to
Salzburg and Berchtesgarten. Across a valley, perched on a shoulder of mountain, stands the
Kehlstein, Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest.
The path along the Kehlstein’s knife-ridge was crawling with visitors, and colourful
umbrellas on its café terrace sheltered tourists from the hot sun. There was hardly anyone on
the Rossfeldstrasse where we were. The mountains stretched to infinity, and paths promised
high country walks in bright sunshine. We took one to a small Gasthof that looked down on
Berchtesgarten. On the Gasthof’s terrace, an elderly man came up and began talking to us.
He looked fit, with deep blue eyes and crow’s-foot lines on his face from squinting in the sun.
He lived near Karlsruhe, he said. He and his wife would come to the Obersalzburg on their
motorbike several times a year. They had a sidecar he could attach to it if the weather was
bad, and his wife could travel in comfort. They climbed most of the mountains we could see,
hiked the trails, and explored the high alpine passes. But she died six years ago, he said, and
he missed her terribly. He had sat around for two years feeling sad.
Now he comes back by himself to those places where they had such special times; where
they’d lived out their love for one another.
'These are the places where I can touch her soul,' he said. 'Places we can be together again.'
He no longer comes here on his motorbike, he explained. He has a small caravan instead, so
he can live cheaply. He finished his glass of beer, stood up, shook our hands and said
goodbye.
A falcon flew past and lit in a nearby tree. Behind it the land fell away to the beautiful valley
and its rim of mountains; the old man part of it all. The strange thing about the encounter
was that the man from Karlsruhe had no English, and after 'Ich spreche nicht Deutsch' our
German was non-existent. But he’d added gestures and mime when he’d needed to, and we’d
understood virtually every word he’d said.
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Morelle Smith
Several years ago I worked for an aid organisation in Albania. My work colleagues came from
various parts of the globe – USA, UK, Australia, France – but the bulk of the work force were
local staff, Albanians. These people were well-educated and highly-qualified, but there was a
desperate lack of jobs for them, one of the reasons so many young people go abroad to study
and work.
I had a particularly bright and talented young Albanian working in my office. He was
studying for a law degree, his English was excellent, and he was also fluent in French and
Italian. After finishing his first degree, he went on to do his masters and succeeded in getting
work in Bruges, Belgium. When his contract was up he returned to Albania and found a job
with another non-government organisation. But his great ambition was to work as a lawyer
in the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg. There were various hurdles he had to
clear, including securing a visa, never a simple or assured process for Albanians. But a few
years later, he succeeded.
I visited him in Strasbourg about three years ago and he showed me round the Council of
Europe and the Court of Human Rights. I liked the décor of the buildings, their grand glass
frontages, the way they are bordered by the river, the flags of all the European countries
flying in front of them and most of all, the ideals that they incorporate. And I am proud of
my friend for not giving up on his ambition, to play a part in putting the ideals of human
rights into practice. His name is Ylli, which in Albanian, means 'star'.
These were among the contributions on the theme 'A celebration of Europe' which appeared
in the Summer edition 2016
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Arts and Life

Freeze-framed
Alasdair McKillop

The number of photographers to achieve a level fame beyond the ranks of their colleagues is
small. Annie Leibovitz, recently commissioned to photograph the royal family to mark the
Queen’s 90th birthday, might be one. Don McCullin will inevitably become even better
known after he is played by Tom Hardy in a forthcoming film and Bill Cunningham was the
subject of a superb tribute by Alice Florence Orr following his death in June. Harry Benson,
Knightswood-born and once of the Hamilton Advertiser, has also received something more
than just professional recognition.
A retrospective of his work, 'Seeing America', is currently putting Holyrood to good use.
Benson, now 86, was back in Scotland to mark its opening and deal with the related media
duties. He also attended a showing of 'Shoot First', a documentary about his life and work,
shown at the Filmhouse in Edinburgh. Benson cites no influences save Lord Beaverbrook
and only then because he gave him a job at the Daily Express in 1958.
While working for the paper he was tasked with travelling to Paris to photograph the Beatles
for the first time. It was an assignment he initially protested, preferring to head to Uganda
as originally planned, but he quickly came to realise the significance of the opportunity he
had been given. His favourite photograph is the image of the Beatles having a late-night
pillow fight in their Paris hotel after Brian Epstein told them they were number one in
America.
Benson travelled with the band to America for that first momentous tour in early 1964. At the
start of 'Shoot First' the footage of the band’s arrival at JFK airport is shown. It’s footage any
fan of the Beatles has seen countless times but it was the first time I’d properly paid attention
to the photographer at their back as they descended from the plane. The adulation of the
crowd was sucking them down to the tarmac and the future, but they turned on the command
of Benson. One photograph in the exhibition shows them looking towards the camera with a
collection of American cameramen on the ground below. This image, capturing the Beatles
view as they arrived in America and thus a significant cultural moment, also felt new. How
had that happened?
Perhaps the most famous photograph Benson took on that tour was of the Beatles meeting
Muhammad Ali – Cassius Clay as he was then – at the Fifth Street Gym in Miami. Ali,
standing at least a head taller than any of Liverpudlians, is shown with his right arm
extended as if delivering a jab. George Harrison is directly on the receiving end but the other
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members are posed with heads inclined like collapsed dominoes or as if demonstrating the
principle of Newton’s Cradle. The band was in Florida to film the second of its three
appearances on the Ed Sullivan Show and Ali was training as the contender ahead of his
championship fight with Sonny Liston. The Beatles wanted to meet Liston but the feeling
wasn’t mutual. He had attended the Ed Sullivan recording in the company of the fight
promoter, Harold Conrad, and was reported to have said: 'My dog plays better drums than
that kid with the big nose'.
David Remnick credited Conrad with arranging the fall-back meeting with Ali but other
accounts, including Benson’s, suggest that the Scottish photographer was the instigator.
Robert Lipsyte, who opened his Time magazine cover story on the death of Ali by recounting
his meeting with the Beatles, claimed 'the photographer' had come up with the idea after the
rebuff by Liston who, in any case, had the personality of a graveyard in the gloaming. When
the Beatles arrived at the Fifth Street Gym they were annoyed at having to wait for Ali. They
made to leave and were only prevented from doing so by a couple of state troopers.
Apparently recognising none of their iconoclasm reflected in Ali, they told a young Lipsyte
that Liston would win easily but this surliness was flattened by the arrival of Ali’s charisma.
They took to discussing financial matters and posing for pictures. Ringo Starr, who had
earlier stomped about the place demanding to know where Ali was, ended up in his arms
being cradled like a baby.
Most accounts have it that Clay tamed the Beatles. It’s an episode that’s incongruous with the
popular memory of that visit but John Lennon testified to its veracity when he told Benson
they had been made to look like fools. The band didn’t speak to him for a time afterwards.
But images of the encounter, shorn of niggles, are justly famous for capturing perhaps the
five personalities who would become emblematic of the decade’s sharpest cultural changes.
As Remnick put it, they were 'parallel players in the great social and generational shift in
American society'. Crucially, Benson managed to capture them in close proximity to key
events that would help them to instigate this shift. The Beatles had just hit America like a
cymbal and within a week of the encounter Ali would defeat Liston to become heavyweight
champion of the world for the first time.
The Beatles turned Benson around and sent him off in a different direction but the distance
travelled from that point was a matter to be negotiated by his talents. He worked out of New
York for a time, covering British interest stories for the Express before being taken under
contract by Life. He was able to capture America’s dark spasms during the 1960s, notably the
civil rights movement, racial unrest, domestic protests against the Vietnam war, and the
assassinations of Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy.
Photographs in the exhibition at the Scottish Parliament include a hooded and robbed
mother with her baby at a rally of the United Klans of America in Beaufort, South Carolina;
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an African-American with legs spread being searched against a church noticeboard during
the Watts riots; and a lonely African-American father in an airport holding a folded flag
slightly away from his body, as though it might be contaminated, after attending his son’s
burial at Arlington.
Perhaps the most harrowing photograph on display was taken as Bobby Kennedy lay, fatally
shot, on the floor of the Ambassador Hotel. The true and abrupt horror of the moment is
captured in a photograph of his wife Ethel, caught as though looking directly at Benson. Her
face is partially obscured by her outstretched hand and it’s hard to tell if she was trying to
create a pocket of air for her wounded husband or if she was trying to prevent Benson from
documenting the awful moment. Regardless, it’s the look of desperation on her face that
leaves the longest impression. In another photograph from the scene a campaign boater hat
lies on the floor, a puddle of blood lapping at the brim.
Working for Life and other magazines, Benson photographed celebrities and public figures
for years, always encouraging the spontaneous approach that might give a glimpse into
something of the private. Among the best displayed part of the exhibition are Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn in the Vermont snow, face upturned and beseeching; Jack Nicholson,
photographed in 1975, with a number of facial expressions you would be pleased to carve on
a pumpkin; Bobby Fischer in Reykjavik, scene of his famous victory over Boris Spassky, with
his eyes closed and faced bowed against a horse as though willing an exchange between
whatever it was that so troubled him and the animal’s serenity; and Frank Sinatra wearing a
cat mask, complete with whiskers, as he accompanied Mia Farrow to Truman Capote’s Black
and White Ball.
An important element of Benson’s renown is the fact he has photographed every American
president of the post-war era with the exception of Harry Truman. He photographed Ronald
and Nancy Reagan in the spring of 1985. She was wearing a long black dress, his attire was
finished with a black bow tie and they are pictured in a dancing pose.
The picture appeared on the front cover of Vanity Fair in June 1985 and the accompanying
article was written by William F Buckley Jr, a close friend of the Reagans and a figure often
credited with altering the political atmosphere in a way conducive to their capture of the
White House. He likened them to 'Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, romancing and kicking
up their heels'. This was not, he continued, 'an easy thing to do, never mind the authentic
high temperature of mutual devotion: there is in the west a tradition against chiefs of state
engaging in visible, let alone ostentatious shows of biological informality'. If the photograph
has an outlaw quality, perhaps that explained the impressive sales of the issue, which has
been credited with helping to save Vanity Fair after several difficult years.
Susan Sontag was, among other things, the partner of Annie Leibovitz, and she once wrote
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that 'memory freeze-frames; its basic unit is the single image'. If it’s true that something of
the power of photography lies in its close accordance with the functioning of memory, then
it’s also only a partial explanation: An awareness of context, artistry and composition are also
important factors in determining any image’s longevity. The best of Benson’s pictures
combine all these qualities. They are like the folded page corners of a long book you’ve read
before, inviting you to recall key moments and go a little deeper into their specifics.
8 September 2016
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Arts and Life

The essential kindness of a newspaper office
Morelle Smith

'Life Begins on Friday', Ioana Pârvulescu, translated by Alistair Ian Blyth (Istros Books)
I really did not want this book to end. All these fascinating characters with their different
lives in Bucharest intertwining in various ways, are greatly sympathetic. The story centres
around a Budapest newspaper, Universul, near the end of the 19th century. Two strange
events happen, involving one badly-wounded young man and the sudden appearance of
another, who seems to have lost his memory. These events touch all the characters, the
newspapermen, the chief of police, the doctor, and a couple of young people full of the
trepidation and excitement that accompanies the possibility of love.
So there are mysteries here, some solved, some not, and perhaps one of the biggest mysteries
of all involves our beliefs and experience regarding time and our relationship with it. There
is certainly the sense of another dimension pervading this book, a benevolent sense of
presence. The title suggests a definite, clearly-defined time and this is how we can pinpoint
beginnings and endings, which is important for us in our scheduled world. But there is also
our 'sense of time'. And maybe hinted at, in the way of the best stories, beyond our sense or
perception of time, there is time itself?
We might even feel a little envious of the characters, as they go about their daily routines.
There does not seem to be a sense of urgency; there's time for example in the newspaper
office for conversations and jokes. In the doctor's surgery, he has time to talk to his patients
at length and discusses the latest news, the marvels of the new rays that can see inside
people's bodies, and he is so interested in one particular patient, Dan Kretzu, that he invites
him to his home for dinner, where he is liked by all the family. But then everyone is curious
about this newcomer, this stranger who appears to have lost his memory or at any rate is
unwilling, if not unable, to answer personal questions about himself or his past.
Speculation becomes rife. Some think he could be a criminal with something to hide, a
foreigner (but he speaks the language well), others that he suffers from a psychological
infirmity. In Dan's words: 'It was as if I were under a protective wing. A good feeling, one of
love for all that I saw tightened my throat...Might I be dreaming?...I did not need to pinch
myself to be sure that all I was seeing was real. Reality has an unmistakable consistency'. And
later he asks Dr Margulis: 'Doctor, is it possible for a healthy man to have the feeling that he
is living in two different worlds at the same time?'.
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But whatever they might have speculated, all the characters feel a fondness for him, once
they meet this person with his detached, almost lost air, his gauche manners, his peculiar,
rather shabby clothes. But offsetting his generally awkward demeanour, there is his clear
ability as a journalist and his rare, but winning, smiles. As Iulia, the doctor's daughter,
writes: 'Dan Cretzu smiled for the first time and...I saw a face more luminous and sweeter
than I could ever remember seeing before'.
And though we might also admire the characters' good manners and smile at their touching
wonder at new technology, in other ways this past world is less appealing – the rigidity of the
social structure, the few possibilities for women in the working world, the poverty, for some.
But the most delightful character, Nicu, the messenger boy, shows a clarity of mind and a
keenness of spirit, despite his difficult home situation, so you know that he will thrive and
probably shine, in his trajectory through life. He personifies Mercury, the impish messenger,
the youthful and inventive spirit that links and communicates with all the characters.
Then there's the weather – the cold, the deep snowfalls, the thick mist – which envelopes the
story. The characters, though sometimes affected by it, take it in their stride, a hazard to be
overcome, uncomplaining.
What is striking is the kindness of all the main characters. While they all have their own
individual characteristics, weaknesses as well as strengths, they all seem capable of love for
someone or something – even if it's for a dead wife (General Ion Algiu, former prefect of
police) who misses his wife, spoils his dog, and hides his fondness for his friend, Costache.
There are some peripheral no-gooders, like Fane (alias the Ringster) and Sandu (known as
the Muzzle) who robs young Nicu, the newspaper boy, but mostly, people genuinely care for
others, wish each other well. There's gossip, but it comes more from curiosity, not malice.
And there is humour too. Dan Kretzu's first job at Universul is to send out a questionnaire to
readers, 'Why do people fast?', and to list their responses.
Ioana Pârvulescu is also a writer of non-fiction, specialising in cultural history, so she is wellacquainted through her research, into the way people lived a century ago, the latest advances
in science, the details of what people wore, how they travelled, their manners and customs,
those delicate stitches in the social fabric, the correct way to kiss a lady's hand, when to wear
a hat and when to doff it. This latter omission caused consternation in the Universul office,
when Dan Kretzu forgot to take his hat off. The others were too polite to mention it, until one
of them diplomatically offered to hang his hat up for him.
Grounded in solid knowledge of the history and culture of the time, this novel, told from the
point of view of different characters, has a luxurious feel to it, the images unrolling like a film,
it floats a little above the hard-edged solidity of the world we know. Yet we experience the
same feelings as the characters – amazement, delight, curiosity, anticipation, dread, loss and
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love. We may live in more pressured times with more technology, but we too have our
thoughts and imaginations, we too find time to think, reflect, contemplate and daydream.
One of the characters, Iulia Margulis (whose journal gives the novel its title) reflects on a
morning of thick fog. She imagines what it would be like if foggy days were the norm and
clear days the exception. 'What joy people would feel just to be able to see, what a miracle the
transparent, colourless air would seem to them. As it is, nobody delights in the air and they
do not even realise what an extraordinary thing it is to be able to see far into the distance, all
the way to the horizon.'
'Life Begins on Friday', which won the European Union Prize for Literature, is a beautifullycrafted, clever, intriguing and warm-hearted novel. And the good news is that Ioana
Pârvulescu has written a sequel to this book. Now I just have to wait impatiently until it is
translated into English.
14 July 2016
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Arts and Life

Playing with time
Jean Barr

'Julieta', directed by Pedro Almodovar
'Julieta' is Pedro Almodovar’s third translation from literature into film. His first, 'Live Flesh'
(1997) was adapted from a Ruth Rendell novel. This time Almodovar’s source is three
consecutive, inter-related short stories from Canadian author Alice Munro’s 2004 collection
'Runaway': 'Chance', 'Soon’ and 'Silence’. A self-confessed fan of the author, Almodovar
initially intended this to be his first English-speaking feature.
In the event he transplants the story from its original Canadian settings to places such as
Madrid and Andalucia, enabling him to import his signature Spanish flourishes into
apartments steeped in gorgeous reds, retro wallpaper (even a Klimt-style dressing gown)
and, with a nod to the film’s sombre subject, one of Frank Stella’s black drawings and a
Lucien Freud self-portrait.
Translation interests me – between languages or between forms such as novel to film. A good
translation does not detract from the source and can even add new meaning or nuance.
Jonathan Glazer’s 2014 film 'Under the Skin' is a great translation – a stunning filmic version
of the equally accomplished 2000 novel by Michel Faber which never loses sight of the book’s
essential strangeness whilst paring the plot down to the bone. A bad translation simply
detracts and reduces.
On the face of it, Nobel Prize winning Canadian author Alice Munro and Oscar-winning
Spanish film director Pedro Almodovar are miles apart culturally, emotionally and
stylistically. With Munro, it is often the gaps between the words that signify most, leaving
room, too, for the reader’s own interpretations. Almodovar, in contrast, is not renowned for
his rhetorical restraint but adored by his fans for his melodramatic exuberance. His best
films, including 'Women on the Edge of a Nervous Breakdown', 'All About My Mother' and
'Talk to Her', are justly celebrated for their vivacity, rich emotional texture and narrative
complexity.
Munro’s work is widely recognised as having revolutionised the form of short stories through
its tendency to move forward and backward in time. In this at least it chimes with
Almodovar’s characteristically light-footed way of playing with memory and time. He begins
his film with Munro’s final story of the trio, 'Silence’, and like her, uses letters and diaries to
circle back in time around themes of yearning, memory and bereavement. Thus the film
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opens with the older Julieta about to leave Spain for Portugal with her new partner Lorenzo
(Dario Grandinetti). A chance meeting changes her plans.
We discover that Julieta has a daughter, Antia, from whom she has been estranged for almost
two decades, a fact she has not shared with Lorenzo. She learns from the encounter that
Antia is alive, lives up north and has three children. An anguished Julieta abandons her plan
to start a new life. Instead she returns to the house she shared with her husband Xoan and
Antia, and sits down to write a letter/diary to her daughter about her father Xoan and his
death at sea. These memories lead us through the film: We meet Julieta as a punky classics
teacher in the 1980s and accompany her on a fateful train journey that leads to a death and
introduces her to her future husband.
In her elegant, mature years Julieta is played by Emma Suarez and as a young woman by
Adriana Uguarte. Through many close-ups of the two leads Almodovar prompts us to read
Julieta as an emotional mystery although the main mystery of the film is Antia whom we last
see as an 18 year old. Antia’s subsequent total absence from the screen mirrors the film’s
structure to convey Julieta’s terrible sense of loss, and the mystery at the film’s heart is
brilliantly conveyed through a mood of intrigue and withholding. Such withholding attaches
to Julieta herself, evidenced by her current failure to tell her boyfriend about her daughter
and her earlier withholding from her teenage daughter of the full circumstances surrounding
her father’s death and cremation.
We sense – but hope it is not so – that we are being led up the garden path.
We eventually find out at second-, even third-hand, why Antia abandoned her mother. But
such dispelling of the mystery is Almodovar’s biggest mistake. Less at ease with ambiguity
than Munro, he cannot resist adding plot elements to the author’s stories, spelling things out,
turning what should remain hidden into a clue or partial explanation, suggesting motivations
for Antia’s disappearance. A respectful silence in this regard would have been far more
powerful. The actual ending is almost laughably abrupt and inconsequential in its teasing
promise of reconciliation.
Unlike Almodovar, Munro is fastidiously unsentimental in her portrayals of motherhood. By
making his film too explicitly about maternal guilt, the director renders it oddly flat-footed,
lacking in texture and rushed in its final stages. Munro once told an interviewer: 'The
complexity of things – the things within things – just seem to be endless. I mean nothing is
easy, nothing is simple’. Her stories are remarkable precisely for their emotional reticence,
pared back style and open-ended narratives; yet in each of her life-portraits she achieves a
miraculous almost gestalt-like completeness.
The same cannot be said of Almodovar’s 'Julieta'. Despite Alberto Iglesias’s lovely score,
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Jean-Claude Larrieu’s sinuous cinematography, Anton Gomez’s deftly realised colour
scheme and Sonia Grande’s period-appropriate costume design, it never settles into a
satisfactorily unified whole. There are nevertheless some gorgeous moments that only
Almodovar could achieve. One such moment occurs when the transition between the two
actresses takes place mid-scene: As Antia is drying her distraught recently widowed mother’s
hair she covers her face for a few seconds with a towel. The face that emerges is that of the
older, transformed Julieta, played by Emma Suarez.
It is a lovely image for the complex relationship between mother and daughter, captured
even more strikingly in the poster for the film. In the poster, the daughter Alvia who is
washing her mother’s hair is replaced by the young Julieta as played by Adriana Ugarte.
Jonathan Romney in Sight and Sound thinks this scene highlights the lesson of 'Julieta',
namely, that the child is mother to the woman. Perhaps. But Munro does not go in for such
'lessons’. Whilst she frequently depict moments of epiphany, these are not sudden
revelations but moments of what Franzen describes as 'fateful, irrevocable, dramatic action’.
What this means for the reader is that you can’t even guess at a Munro story’s meaning until
you’ve followed every twist and turn; 'it’s always the last page or two that switches all the
lights on’. And so it is with this story. In the final pages of 'Silence’, the last story of the trio
(but the first part of the film) Munro has her main character Juliet (Julieta in the film)
imagining a conversation she might have had with her current boyfriend Gary (Lorenzo in
the film), had they not both realised they could never live together:
‘She might have told him: "My daughter went away without telling me goodbye and in fact
she probably did not know then that she was going for good…You know, we always have the
idea that there is this reason or that reason and we keep trying to find out reasons….But I
think the reason may be something not so easily dug out. Something like purity in her nature.
Yes. Some fineness and strictness and purity, some rock-hard honesty in her. My father used
to say of someone he disliked, that he had no use for that person. Couldn’t those words mean
simply what they say? Penelope (Antia) does not have a use for me. Maybe she can’t stand
me. It’s possible".'
That 'It’s possible’ is devastating. In continuing to hope that she will see her daughter again,
Julieta hopes ‘as people who know better hope for undeserved blessings, spontaneous
remissions, things of that sort’. This is how the story ends. It doesn’t.
22 September 2016
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Arts and Life

Football crazies

Jonathan Tevendale
There are few stereotypes so universally negative as that of the football fan: fat, gaudy and
hyper-aggressive. The only thing which overpowers the borderline offensive scent of hair gel
and cheap lager is that of Gregg’s corn beef pasties, dripping grease on to their hands. I
embody none of these characteristics: I’m gay, somewhat lanky and the last time I ate Greggs
I ensured an inch of napkin separated me from the oil, before finding a knife and fork. It is
surprising, therefore, that I should find myself on the tranquil, cultured streets of Lyon not
just distantly observing those who adhere to this boisterous 'cult of football', but actively
participating in it myself.
When my mother and I chose Lyon as the location of our mini-break we expected many
things, many of which turned out to be true. The cuisine was just as garlic-studded, winefilled and utterly delicious as the title 'French capital of food' would suggest, though their
devout use of tripe (which I accidentally ordered twice – it wasn’t a word I had needed to pass
any exams) was a tad disturbing. We swanned from Louis XIV pomp to rustic Renaissance
elegance, stopping only for coffee and death by over-consumption. The Saône snaked
through le centre-ville, its perfect shimmer ruined only by the oil slick or shopping trolley;
but hey, that’s modern Europe for you. The beret-donning youth, stinking of 'l’artistique',
meandered through the Lyonnais streets without a care in the world; the fervently Catholic
old-guard sang glorious Latin verse in the decadent cathedral. Lyon was a beautiful, idyllic
microcosm of a perfect France, one without any of the worries of contemporary living.
And yet, by night, this perfect image melted into a hot, soupy puddle of testosterone and
patriotism. My mother and I, in our naivety, had booked this trip in the middle of the Euros.
Of course, we’d been warned. A concerned member of my Highland community advised me
to spend game nights 'away from public areas'; others had laughed, having heard of the
brawls between England and Russia and recognising my impending fate: to be crushed to
death by a rabid fan who 'didn’t like the look on my face'. And yet, not wanting the suffering
endured during our Easyjet flight to have been in vain, we set off into the Lyonnais streets,
not knowing what to expect. Whilst the game itself was in Marseille, we knew the French
would be out supporting leur Patrie.
We were right. The beret-wearing artistiques had shed their hats and clothes, dressing
themselves in nothing but well-wrapped Tricolores, with the occasional plastic chicken
perched upon a head. The elderly had dumped their prayer books and walking sticks, opting
for an aggressive, guttural French tongue over the insular Latin of that afternoon. Who needs
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knitting needles when you’re armed with a vuvuzela and diverse array of profanities? And so
we sat, and drank, and ate in a street-side 'bouchon' (as we’d been doing all day), yet it was
no longer the patter of feet which echoed off the walls of the narrow 15th-century alley, but
the glory and screaming of a French crowd, making up for centuries of military defeat by
slaughtering the hopes and dreams of little Iceland.
It was brutal; it was brilliant. Each goal scored created a sense of ecstasy, seeming to embody
the spirit of national unity. My mother and I were both surprised at the quantity of
enjoyment we were deriving from football, a game neither of us could, would, or will ever
play. And so when the game ended in French victory, when people started waving flags out
of windows, chanting in shared elation and tooting their car horns ceremoniously, we were
both hungry for more.
Stereotypes are funny things. Being in Lyon, verified almost all of the preconceptions I had
about 'the French'. They take their food seriously, smoke a lot, and have an endearing
tendency to ignore the American dictum that the 'customer is always right'. Customers can
be, and very often are, opportunistic, entitled fools, and the French know it. Yet in spite of
this, almost all my ideas about football were shattered, a trend which was both continued and
amplified. The fans were loud and gaudy, sure, but they didn’t quite fulfil the hooligan role
so often attributed to them by hysterical snobs.
When both the Welsh and the Portuguese descended upon the town a few days later, it was
no surprise to find the Welsh guzzling Carling from plastic cups in whichever pub had a
vaguely Anglo-Saxon ring to it: the Elephant and Castle, Shamrock’s Irish Pub, Winston’s bar
and restaurant. A particularly ballsy (or drunk) Welsh pensioner removed his top to reveal a
red dragon tattoo stretched across his entire back, the only thing keeping him from
stumbling into a gutter being his stubborn patriotism. The Portuguese, conversely, locked
themselves in wine bars, perhaps because they like wine, probably because they were
intimidated by the infinitely more energetic Welsh.
Yet again, my national stereotypes had been verified and my ones about football shattered.
Here were two rival teams, one of which was British and thus considerably more prone to
violent outbursts, and I witnessed nothing other than joviality and mild alcohol poisoning.
I went to France expecting to enjoy the food, culture and history, but find myself most
attached to the memories concerning football. I’m not sure I could ever bring myself to
actually touch the ball with my own hands, but I’d certainly consider exchanging two hours
in an amphitheatre for 90 minutes of high-excitement, testosterone-powered sporting
action. What’s worrying is that you can never really know, well, anything. Discovering that
football fans aren’t universally thuggish is surprising enough, never mind my spontaneous
outburst of sporting fanaticism.
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As my mother and I drove home through Highland glens, we were not thinking about the
buildings and the art, but about how to tune the radio so we could listen to the final. I may
have shattered preconceptions I had about myself and football fans, a group I came to
consider myself part of, but one thing will always remain true: the signal’s terrible in the
Highlands.
1 September 2016
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Fiction

McManus

David McAlpine Cunningham
I
Here a little child I stand
Heaving up my either hand; – 'Another Grace for a Child', Robert Herrick (1647)
During the early years of his life McManus paid little attention to his hands. As a new-born
baby, lying in his cot, he thrashed the air with his tiny fists, as if struggling to comprehend
the immensity that was resolving itself before him. Slightly later, still a baby, he reached up
to grasp at objects dangled above him: rattles, slender mobiles of farm animals, stuffed toys.
As a toddler, his hands grew restless and incautious. He was seized with an irresistible desire
to touch everything, especially those things he’d been told not to touch. Balanced perilously
on a stool, he turned on all the taps and flooded the bathroom. His mother was only alerted
by his squeals when hot water scalded his hand. Crossing the bathroom in a series of rapid
squelches, she lifted him up and ran his hand − red as a lobster’s claw − under the cold tap.
While he struggled in her arms, she watched the dark stain still spreading across the carpet
and must have wondered where all this would end. She was a single mother − through
desertion not carelessness, as she ruefully pointed out to anyone who would listen − and
lived in a council flat on the Ayrshire coast.
To her relief, McManus’s obsession with water soon abated. One Christmas morning, when
he was four, she gave him a box of paints. Almost as soon as he opened it he dipped his plump
fingers straight into the pots and began to daub garish fresci secci over the living room walls,
drawn by the pristine canvas they offered. Tired of wiping down the walls, then moving her
sparse furniture around to conceal the ghostly rainbows that remained, his mother tried to
gently discourage him. She bought large artist’s pads which she could ill afford. Though he
started to use the pads, he continued for a while to delight in daubing his own body with
paint. This she also discouraged − not so gently − by administering a series of sharp slaps
and dragging him off for a shower.
'Dirty little Pict,' her latest boyfriend would laugh, leaning against the doorframe while she,
hurt, scrubbed her son down. Hanging his head, thighs stinging, McManus watched the paint
run off his pale torso and vanish, in a diluted swirl, between his toes.
Once he’d emerged from the layers of cuteness in which all babies are swaddled, it became
clear that he was not an attractive boy. Even she, in spite of the distorting layers of devotion,
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pride and guilt through which a mother – and a single mother in particular – sees her child,
could recognise that. He was stocky, with plump, over-moist lips and a vaguely simian brow,
as if he were not fully evolved.
At school he was unpopular and poor academically. Dyslexic, he inverted his letters into
strange hieroglyphs; all but the simplest sums baffled him; historical dates made only the
most fleeting impression upon his mind. Unable, due to his gift for drawing, to dismiss him
as a mere dunce, his teachers treated him as a kind of savant. But his mother, hoping to
develop his gift into something that might improve the hand he’d been dealt in life, bought
him children’s encyclopaedias of fine art. She sat with him on long summer nights, when the
phone didn’t ring, telling him the name of each painting and who painted it.
'That’s The Creation of Man,' she would say. 'By Michelangelo.'
'Michael Angelo,' he would repeat, tracing the outline of each reproduction with his
fingertips.
Though they had no view to speak of, sometimes they would stop to watch the light changing
colour as it crept across the walls.
II
nobody, not even the rain, has such small
hands. – 'Somewhere I have never travelled', E E Cummings (1931)
It was in late childhood that McManus began to pay attention to the actual appearance of his
hands. When he drew or sketched he noticed how different they were from the rest of him:
small and slender, with perfectly proportioned fingers, the nails wafer-thin, almost
translucent, the skin soft, with a delicate tracery of arteries visible beneath it. They seemed
to belong to someone else: someone taller, slimmer, more refined. Occasionally, sitting
breathless on the end of his bed, having run home from school to escape a stoning, he would
gaze at them, mesmerised. Only when he drew did he feel that they were part of him − his
whole self was invested for a few blissful moments in their wordless eloquence.
With this one gift to cling on to, he somehow made it through his teenage years. Inevitably,
a new eroticism began to inform his painting. He produced extravagantly voluptuous nudes
− Rubinesque scarcely did them justice. They bore scant relation to reality and much to his
fevered imaginings, unmediated by the slightest experience. Though he never showed them
to anyone and destroyed most of them, he felt that they were his first true work, their
obsessive sensuality an expression of his inmost self, distinct from the lumpen flesh in which
he was imprisoned.
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Otherwise life was difficult. He was afflicted by periodic bouts of psoriasis, which scared him
to death when they covered his hands with scaly lesions and stopped him from painting. He
was conscious of his mother’s unhappiness too. Her encouragement of his gift was tempered
by the knowledge of where it came from: his father, the first in a long line of departees who
shrugged roughly into coats or jackets and left her in tears. After they’d gone she would seek
out McManus for comfort, knowing that she shouldn’t place such a burden on him but
unsure where else to turn.
'What am I going to do?' she would wail, while he held her awkwardly and patted her back.
He hated it when her relationships ended. But he hated it even more when they were going
well: premonitions of disaster made the atmosphere in the flat unbearably tense. At such
times he walked for miles along the beach. Perhaps because he went there to escape the
principal loci of his unhappy existence − home and school − the tumult of the ocean and the
crowded enormity of the sky made an indelible impression upon him. When he gazed out at
them he was overwhelmed by the impression that nothing in his life really mattered; that he
didn’t really matter. Yet this thought was a consolation rather than a curse. It lit a glow of
serenity inside him. So he began to draw on the beach, in a chaotic, expressionistic style that
owed much to his mood but something also to the wind flipping restlessly through the pages
of his pad.
III
Licence my roving hands, and let me go
Behind, before, above, between, below.
– Elegies: 'To His Mistress Going To Bed', John Donne (c 1595)
Somehow he made it through high school. But his grades weren’t good enough to get him
into art school. Conscious of his mother’s dismay, he pretended to be disappointed. But he
visualised art school as being just like high school, except full of potential tormentors who
could paint as well as he. And being able to paint was the only thing that made him feel
worthwhile.
Anyway, the local art store, Nugent’s, needed a sales assistant. Though McManus was noone’s idea of an enticing presence behind the counter, his knowledge of the materials and
skill in handling them impressed the owner, so he got the job. The shop’s clientele were
mainly the wives of local lawyers and accountants who liked to dabble in charcoal and
watercolours. An admirer of Courbet, Dubuffet and de Kooning, McManus had little to say to
them, but his innate diffidence enabled him to tolerate their occasional disdain. And though
he was normally loathe to show anyone his work, he persuaded the owner – at his mother’s
prompting − to sell some of his paintings: the tamer depictions of sea and sky and female
figures sufficiently clad so as not to offend provincial decency.
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He was now in his early 20s, still living with his mother, both of them resigned to the fact
that she would never remarry and he would never mature − as she had once promised − into
a swan, but would remain an ugly duck forever. They were regarded in the town with
bemused tolerance: the reserved, perennially apologetic single mother and her weird,
hulking son. In his wilder moments, McManus dreamed of selling his paintings for a fortune
and becoming famous: an artistic Robert Burns, native genius of Ayrshire, scourge of its
nubile young women, local hero. But such moments didn’t last for long; the world, he knew,
wasn’t that obliging.
Then, one blustery spring morning, a woman called Linda Howie, who lived in a mock-Tudor
villa in the woods on the edge of town, came into the shop and asked him to paint her
portrait.
'It’s a birthday present for my husband', she explained. 'I’ve heard you’re good.'
'But I’ve never painted a portrait before', he protested.
'Well I’ve never sat for one before.'
With her pale skin and superfluous abundance of glossy black hair, she looked to McManus
like an unusually prosperous witch. When she left, having set a date, time and fee, he half
expected her to be swept up into the air.
He’d already opened his pad to make some preliminary sketches when she announced that it
would be a nude. He tried to demur but she waved aside his objections, her many bracelets
rattling together.
'Nonsense. I’m the subject and you’re the artist. It’s been going on for thousands of years.'
With that she undressed right in front of him and lay back on a chaise longue. The window
behind her framed a gently sloping lawn with a Cedar of Lebanon at its foot. The pencil still
tremulous between his fingers, McManus began to sketch. Glancing from her to his pad, he
grew less fearful and more aware of her beauty: the round shoulders, long waist and girlish
hips, the gently tapering legs. By the second sitting his vision was speckled with desire. By
the third he was in love.
Spring yielded to summer and Linda Howie’s portrait progressed. Because she didn’t want
her husband to know about it, the sittings took place in secret. They bore all the minor
characteristics of an affair without any of the major ones. McManus approached the house
through the woods from the beach, slipping in a side door that was left unlocked. Linda
Howie undressed and lay naked before him. Not once was there even the most fleeting
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physical contact. To him it scarcely mattered. For years he had languished on a pyre of
unignited passion. The moment she entered his life, with her careless sensuality, she began
flicking matches at it.
Eventually her portrait was finished. Standing beside her while she, still unclothed, studied
it, McManus felt proud and confident in a way he never had before. Emboldened, he reached
for her. She blocked his outstretched hand without taking her eyes off the canvas.
'Careful,' she said.
The note of unalarmed tolerance in her voice appalled him.
'I’m sorry, I just…'
'Don’t worry, it’s excellent. My husband will love it. Just wait a second, I’ll get your money.'
IV
Yet a little sleep, a little slumber, a little
Folding of the hands to sleep. – Psalms, v6, ch10
At first the shock turned him into a somnambulist. He bumped against doorframes and
tripped over chairs, stumbled about in a daze.
'You’re unusually clumsy today,' Mr Nugent observed. 'Anything wrong?'
He couldn’t believe it. There was no simile to adequately describe how he felt: it wasn’t like
a door being opened on a new set of possibilities then swiftly closed; it wasn’t like the sun
coming out after years of rain then vanishing again. His pain was inexpressible. Nor did it
lessen to a dull ache. It remained keen and penetrating.
The worst of it was that she didn’t even try to avoid him. She walked right into the shop a few
days later and bought paints from him as if nothing had happened. But then nothing had
happened – except that she’d stripped him of his protective fantasies. At last he was forced
to acknowledge what his future would be like. It would be like his past, because he would be
the same. Frustration twisted back on itself and writhed within him. The joints in his wrists
ached and his vision was blurred by an attack of conjunctivitis.
Then he woke one morning in excruciating pain to find his fingers swollen and inflamed,
weeping on to the sheet, the nails scarlet.
'Psoriatic arthropthy,' the doctor said. 'I’ll put you on Methotrexate to start with. Of course
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you won’t be as deft as you were. But you’ll manage.'
McManus couldn’t bring himself to explain. When the doctor left he gazed at his fat, bunched
fingers and sobbed. His mother visited and he could see, from the expression on her face
when she looked at his hands, that she, ever his champion, at least understood.
Home from hospital, nauseated and fatigued by the medication, he put off trying to paint for
several weeks. Then, fearfully, he picked up a brush. But it was no good. The control, the
precision, the delicacy of touch − it had all gone. And what was he without that? For a while
he persevered anyway. He reverted to dipping his swollen fingers into pots of paint and
produced swirling abstracts, bled of colour or light. Some years later − too late for McManus
− they would change hands for large sums of money. But to him they served merely as proof
that he had come full circle.
Late one summer night he walked down to the beach. He stood for hours at the water’s edge,
staring at the sea and the sky, no longer able to comprehend either. At dawn, ignoring the
light brimming up over the hills behind him, he filled his pockets and walked over the rocks
into the sea. He felt better instantly, as if he were immersing himself in serenity. When the
water closed over his head, his body began to flail and reach back instinctively for the ledge
of rock. But his mind felt no corresponding fear, just relief. And anyway, his hands couldn’t
find a grip.
Summer edition
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