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Introduction
In late 2020, on saying goodbye to four decades of work in 

academia, I resolved to devote time to something that had been 
bubbling up in my thinking for quite a while: the desire to continue 
writing, but to do so in a more creative and inventive manner. 
True, I’d recently written a biography which allowed some scope 
for imaginative interpretation, and in my academic blogging I 
was finding the confidence to tentatively move out of the formal 
conventions of social science writing. But now I wanted to bring 
about what Karl Marx called an epistemological break, a visible 
shift in my writing. In this case from the scientific, data-driven and 
rational orientation of the scholar, to an approach organised around 
personal reflection, imagination and careful observation of things 
around me.

I decided to give some context to this by focussing on the 
universe of possibilities that exists in our day to day preoccupations. 
I created a personal blog, named it Quotidian, and embarked on a 
series of new prose pieces. Some of these were reflections on aspects 
of my own life, in certain instances quite explicitly biographical. In 
time, and encouraged by like-minded friends, I tried my hand at 
short fiction, finding inspiration in my personal experience and then 
increasingly in my own imagination. I also realised a growing wish 
to write about the natural world, inspired by some of my reading 
into the new wave of nature writing. 

Without travelling beyond my home parish or the parameters of 
my internal world, I found I had much to motivate me. In this small 
volume, you will find the results of these endeavours, composed 
over the two calendar years 2021 and 2022. Thirty compositions in 
all, I have divided them into three sections.
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First comes a group of reflective works where I attempt to dig 
deeper into some experience or issue. A few of these have pretensions 
towards the essay format, written from a personal perspective and 
focussed on a particular subject. There is an account of a walk 
down a Dumfriesshire burn, which seems to capture a moment in 
my own life and my disposition to the world around me. Another 
piece is the product of a long-nurtured desire to write about the 
post-glacial landscape around my home. The account of the eel 
and another about weeds, again draw on direct observations in the 
natural world, but also set in train thoughts about migration, and 
of human inscription on the landscape. There is a deep dive into 
the value of quotidian life, inspired by pandemic logics. Some pieces 
explore a recently encountered experience and then find themselves 
leaping back in time, or start in the past before jumping forward 
to the present. One or two hover between ‘non-fiction’ and ‘fiction’. 
Another is simply a log of an exciting week when my first play was 
brought to the stage at the Edinburgh Fringe. 

The second group of writings is comprised of stories. I regard them 
as fiction, though they too sometimes draw on my own biographical 
source material. These can be quite personal in character and have 
perhaps been inside me for a long time, waiting to break out.  Others 
seemed to emerge from hidden corners of my imagination with no 
experiential sense from whence they came.  A couple of Christmas 
mystery stories come into that category and there is also a story for 
‘children of all ages’ set in my Dumfriesshire garden.

Writing about the garden in a more observational way has been 
something I’ve been enjoying a great deal. Indeed my book From 
a Dumfriesshire Garden brought together writings from the whole 
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of 2021 along with photographs I took throughout that year1. The 
third section here therefore comprises musing from the garden 
written during 2022. They celebrate what’s good in a given month, 
try to capture a mood or atmosphere from a particular moment, or 
offer a progress report on some aspect of the garden’s development. 
They contain little or nothing by way of horticultural advice, but I 
think they reveal the dialectic between a garden and a person who 
makes it. 

Cicely Saunders once observed that time is a matter of depth, 
not of length. Entering into the after-employment and post-
institutional world of later life has shown me how to measure time 
in a new way. I’ve spent large parts of my life giving time in various 
ways. I am privileged to have been able to do that for other people 
and for things I consider worthwhile. Now I see myself taking time. 
Allowing a moment to deepen and expand and thereby gaining new 
insights and inspirations. This miscellany is just one of the results.

Notes 
1  It can be downloaded free from: http://davidgrahamclark.net/garden-notes/
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Reflections
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Walking downstream
JANUARY 2021

At my home in Dumfriesshire, I’m fortunate to have a garden 
that is largely bounded by water. Below our house, a span of the 
Pennyland Burn sweeps round from a rocky outcrop to form a 
beautiful arc that straightens out just as it hits an ancient weir, 
where the water level drops a couple of metres. The sound of the 
burn is a constant accompaniment to our daily lives, from the 
lightest of tinkling when the water is lowest, to an urgent, rumbling 
roar in times of heavy rain.

The name of the burn is caught in a linguistic tussle between 
Norse, Gallic and Brythonic influences. North and West from here 
the ‘pennyland’ was a unit of land measurement, comprising one 
twentieth of a ‘dhabhach’. But stretching up from Brittany, the 
commonly seen ‘pen y lan’ place name seems to denote the head or 
top of an enclosed piece of land, even a churchyard. I rather like the 
lilt of this old Welsh form, which is also found today in the name of 
a leafy suburb of Cardiff. At any rate it’s special to have a burn with 
such an evocative name, right below our doorstep.

On Saturday 9th May 2020, about 4pm, our other daily tasks and 
preoccupations complete, my 11 year old daughter sets off with me 
for a Pennyland burn-walk. We clutch newly cut staves, the product 
of some recent hefty arboreal pruning. There is no drive or ‘walk in’ 
to the starting point for our trek. We simply circle round the back 
of the house, past some fruit trees that cling to the bank side and 
reach the water’s edge, just where the weir spills down to a shady 
pool below. 

The pool is fringed with ferns, acid green, their fiddle heads 
newly uncurled. It’s over-looked by an elderly beech tree that holds 
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perilously to the rocky far bank, the light through its leaves making 
blotchy freckles on our faces. On this side of the water is the huge 
stump of a six trunked alder that crashed to the ground in 2016, and 
is still keeping us in firewood. 

Here we scramble down a narrow goit, fashioned at the side 
of the waterfall, where sea trout and salmon can be seen running 
in the spates of late October, if you are patient enough to watch 
for them. Today we are untroubled by the few inches of water that 
trickles idly down the channel, which we descend sure-foot to the 
lower level of the burn.

Then we step into the current itself, my daughter in front, testing 
out her footholds. We are immediately in a dappled green and silvan 
gorge, that cannot be seen from the house or garden. It is steep-sided 
and swathed with bluebells rooted into leafy holes in the basalt. In 
the water there are scatterings of dressed sandstone pieces, that 
have washed off the top of the weir over the years. Covered in moss 
they bring a curated Japanese garden influence to an otherwise 
untended stretch of water. 

Now we tilt, balance, wobble and slither through the gurgling 
ripples, finding footholds between stones or on small gravelly 
banks. We pass an old sawmill on our right. It towers up from the 
water’s edge like some medieval fortress. The burn-facing wall 
contains some wonderful old red sandstone blocks, likely from 
the Locharbriggs quarry, about three miles away. Inexplicably they 
form the bottom left corner of the front wall, the rest of which is 
composed of our local rubbly whinstone. Higher up there are small 
glass-less window spaces, looking remarkably like vantage points 
for some defending archer. No arrows are fired and we continue on, 
but don’t tempt fortune by looking back. 

We pass deep pools under rocky outcrops where small trout 



5

dart for cover, leaving just enough time for me to spot them 
in my peripheral vision. Then we come across a curious batch 
of pheasant eggs that inexplicably have found their way into 
the water, on a makeshift raft of long grass. A votive offering 
perhaps? Meanwhile, a handsome dipper swoops past us 
before looping round at a bend in the burn and heading back 
upstream, its bright white bib sharp against the green bank-sides. 
 
Fallen branches tangle up the burn and we need to briefly portage 
before regaining the river bed. We help each other across fallen 
tree trunks, and hold aside branches that cross our way. I have an 
intense feeling of companionship. Then we arrive at a metal bridge 
with paths leading off on both sides of the burn. We pause at the 
limits of our descent and my daughter wanders over to a stand of 
beeches, scoping out a spot where we start building a den a few days 
later.

I never had such a burn walk with my own father. Yet for a 
few moments, as I’m left alone, I am an 11 year old boy. The same 
age as my daughter today. It is 1964, back where I grew up in the 
town of Thornaby on Tees, and I am making my way along the 
road past the pleasure gardens, up the hill to the cemetery and 
then dropping down into a broad valley and an area known as 
Mandale Bottoms. With my pals, I am on the way to Flig Beck. 
 
Where ‘Flig’ came from I do not know. Its Sunday name was Stainsby 
Beck, telling us something about the Viking influences hereabouts 
in North Yorkshire. Names suffixed in ‘by’ originate in the Danelaw, 
of which this area was a part. A variant of ‘Beck’ still describes a 
small stream in modern Norway (bekk) and Denmark (baek).

Whichever name we choose, as the water stretches downstream, 
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it becomes The Fleet and then eventually disappears underground 
into the now hidden course of the old river Tees. It was here in 1810 
that work began for a second time to join up the narrow section of an 
ox bow, to make the river more navigable, cutting out a diversionary 
loop that was prone to silting. Trade and commerce were already 
making heavy inroads into the land and waters here, and changing 
them forever.

By the time of my childhood, the local landscape was 
unequivocally and heavily industrial. ‘Post-industrial’ was not far 
round the corner, but back then booming chemical and steelworks 
operated day and night. They pulsed out all manner of abominations, 
or what the local folk singer Vin Garbutt, more kindly called 
‘synthetic hues’. We didn’t think much about their harms. Indeed my 
dad was fond of taking visitors to see our local variant of the arora 
borealis. It appeared most evenings, spewing out from the chimneys 
of the ICI chemicals division.

But the Flig Beck water was clean and we went there to catch 
minnows and sticklebacks. None of us owned a fishing rod. Had we 
done so, we would not have taken one there. The risk of it being 
prised from us by some older boy was too great. We made do instead 
with a stick, nylon line and an improvised float for the minnows. We 
ignored the sticklebacks: they were for little kids with jam jars and 
fishing nets. 

The beck side was sometimes mired with canine ordure, cigarette 
stubs, empty beer bottles and sheets of yellowing newspaper. In the 
scruffy hawthorns, small clearings could be found, occasionally 
littered with the intriguing desiderata of lovers’ trysts, which stirred 
our pre-teen imaginations. It was a magnet for the likes of us. 

Now on the banks of a Dumfriesshire burn, I recall that boy 
of half a century ago. I remember also the times that followed, 
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when metaphorically, I pushed upstream, escaping the industrial 
desolation and disjointedness that lay behind me in the valley of 
Tees. Later I navigated other watercourses, pursuing an academic 
career that on occasions had me negotiating tricky cross currents 
and choppy water. 

But now, back in the gentle headwaters of the Pennyland Burn 
in May 2020, all that is behind me. The current is at my back and 
at least for a while I can venture downstream knowing I have the 
strength to turn around and return. If you stand by the broken weir, 
and if you have the patience to wait, you might just see me - heading 
home.
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Aspects of daily life
JANUARY 2021

Many years ago I came across a photogravure by the French-
domiciled Syrian artist Ghayath Al-Akhras. The image was entitled 
Passage Quotidien. Structured in descending bands of sepia, from 
light to dark, it depicted a simple scene on a flat-roofed house, where 
some family members were handing jugs of water from one to the 
other as they tended to a group of large potted plants. At the time 
I had to look up the meaning of ‘quotidien’. I immediately warmed 
to the picture’s notion of daily life as a form of passage or journey - 
taking us through one state or task to another in ways that could 
enhance the meaning of each. 

Decades later I was in conversation with Professor Muiris 
Fitzgerald, Dean of Medicine at University College, Dublin and 
ventured to ask about the composition of his role. He briefly 
emphasised the relatively rare ‘big picture’ activities, in which he 
got involved from time to time, and then quickly went on to expand 
in detail on the ‘quotidian duties and tasks’ that took up most of 
his day. To my surprise he seemed to bring out a special sense of 
reward in dealing with these and in contributing to their successful 
accomplishment. His elegant use of the word quotidian stayed with 
me and somehow invested the everyday with a deep sense of value, 
lifting daily occurrences from the mundane or routine, irritating or 
irksome even, to a higher level of significance. 

The pandemic-induced lockdowns of 2020-21 foster and shape 
this sense of the quotidian. I note many commentators, friends, 
colleagues and family members who have thought more deeply 
about previously taken for granted,  or sometimes neglected, daily 
routines. For those with the resources, this has meant such things 
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as more reading, regular and longer walks, slower cooking and a 
renewed interest in the vegetable patch. Old musical instruments 
have come out of the attic, virtual choirs have been joined, sketch-
pads have been acquired. Daily routines have been shared on social 
media, often with detailed photographs.  There will no doubt be 
many a Shepherd’s Calendar to emerge from 2020 - the year that 
slowed down and opened our eyes just a little wider.

BBC Radio 4 has been broadcasting ‘moments of light’ in which 
people celebrate quotidian pleasures such as hanging out the 
washing, lashing butter onto hot crumpets, or indulging in the back 
catalogue of some long-running TV series. But this trope has not 
met with universal acclaim. Annoyed  by such apparent trivia, Rob 
Delaney delivered a moving account of the death of his son, and the 
boy’s continued presence in the daily life of his family. His moment 
of light had begun with contemplation of his own mortality.

We cannot ignore the dark side of the quotidian. For those 
whose home is a place of fear and cruelty, the pandemic has brought 
extra suffering. One woman I read about remembered her abusive 
husband’s chilling remark on hearing news of the first lockdown: 
‘now the games begin’. For others, daily life in these times has been 
about isolation, loneliness and a creeping ‘social death’ wherein 
one’s own existence becomes less and less relevant to others. For 
many of those sick or dying with COVID, separation from loved 
ones, fear and distress have all exacerbated its terrible physical 
symptoms, turning daily life into a nightmare.

The paradox and heartbreak of lockdown lies in these positive 
and negative dimensions. Both require our attention. 

But I do take heart from the idea that our ways of viewing things 
have been enhanced in the confines of the pandemic. I recall last 
spring thinking that there were so many more birds in my garden 
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than ever before. Then I understood that I was simply looking at 
avian life more closely. I was beginning to engage in new ways of 
seeing, to take a phrase from John Berger. Nothing had actively 
prevented this more intense gaze in the past, yet now it came at the 
intersections of confinement, public debate about COVID-19, and a 
growing moral imperative to be more grateful for what you’ve got. 

It is these engagements with daily life and simple activities and 
how they can be shaped and understood by external circumstances 
that I have been trying to explore of late. They have both global 
and local dimensions. They are captured in some of the reflections, 
stories and memories I conjure up in this little volume. 

I had a close encounter with the quotidian very recently in 
watching Sharon Lockhart’s film Double Tide, screened by the 
excellent CAMPLE LINE arts organisation, that is based near me 
in Nithsdale. The film comprises two sequences, each of about 45 
minutes, taken from a static camera, in which we see clam picker 
Jen Casad going about her work somewhere in the mudflats of the 
Maine coast. The first sequence is at dawn, the second at dusk. The 
‘double tide’ here is when the water is at its lowest ebb twice during 
one period of daylight. So it’s a propitious time for the picker whose 
work patterns are heavily regulated by tidal conditions. The rhythm 
and physicality of Jen’s back-breaking labour is mesmerising and 
inspirational as she works random areas of mud with her sledge and 
basket, her hand expertly retrieving shellfish, each time with a noise 
that defies onomatopoeia. The film maker and picker seem to turn 
what might appear as quotidian toil into something balletic. 

Should we be preoccupied with the quotidian in this way? 
I confess that for much of my life I have not been. Day to day 
concerns have often seemed like barriers to more important issues 
- political   crises, humanitarian disasters, structural determinants 
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of health, wealth and poverty. Surely these - and many other such 
‘public issues’    - need more of our attention? On the other hand 
daily practices, routines, associated beliefs and values make up the 
DNA of a culture. Perhaps their genomic sequences can reveal far 
more than we see on the surface, and in ways that may be deeply 
consequential?

My starting point is that the quotidian belongs to us all, and 
through it we make and re-make ourselves. It’s part of the very 
process that makes us human. 
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Down where the drumlins roll
MARCH 2021

In the early summer of 1969 and as soon as the dust had settled on my 
O level exams, I hitch-hiked out from my home in North Yorkshire and 
headed for Galloway. Unlike Richard Hannay,  the fugitive hero of John 
Buchan’s Thirty-Nine Steps, I was not using this corner of south west 
Scotland to hide from pursuers, but instead going there to observe at 
first-hand its distinctive topography.

The specific object of my interest constituted a small detail within 
the school geography curriculum. I knew the feature in question 
to be a product of glaciation, manifested in undulating hills and 
hummocks that were said to look like a basket of eggs. These showed 
themselves on the ordnance survey map as tightly clustered waving 
lines in vaguely oviform shapes, albeit with many indentations, but 
often with a more or less blunt end and a pointed end. I was good at 
spotting them on maps and was hoping this had served me well in 
the exam. 

These curious landforms are called drumlins. I wanted to see 
them  in situ, and so fetched up in a place where whole ‘swarms’ of 
them litter the landscape. 

Looking back, I think I made a system error. In the absence of a 
detailed map, I mistook the rounded higher hills, likely also shaped 
by the ice, for the smaller forms that were the reason for my visit. One 
explanation may be that whilst the drumlins are often anonymous on 
the map, the larger eminences are resplendent in their nomenclatures, 
possessing names like the Rhinns of Kells, the Range of the Awful 
Hand, and the Dungeon Hills. It was these that drew my eye, and in 
the process I overlooked something far more modest and enigmatic.
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In the end I didn’t spend much time on physical geography during 
that 1969 visit, but rather breathed in the under-stated beauty of the 
small towns and villages, the multiple layered tones of the sky and 
coast-scapes, and the dark forests that make up some of the delights 
of Wigtownshire and the Stewartry of Kirkudbright.

As a sixteen year old, growing up in industrial Teesside, little did 
I know that over 40 years later I would come to settle in drumlin-
rich Dumfriesshire, which from 2009 came to be my permanent 
home. Now, in my new locus, driving to and from my place of work, 
on journeys to meetings around the region and through weekend 
excursions, I began to see the landscape close up and in detail. It 
led to an enduring, and even intensifying fascination with the 
subtle beauty, beguiling geography and continuing presence of the 
drumlins and their variants.

In the last Ice Age southern Scotland was dissected into deep 
glaciated valleys. The ice pressed and scoured with immense weight 
and power. It may have reached half a kilometre in thickness. The 
glacier we are concerned with here ran south east from its origin in 
the Galloway Hills, eventually pushing into northern England - long 
before such names had been created of course.

Two schools of thought explain the actions of the ice and how 
the drumlins were formed. 

First, as the great sheet of the glacier pushed forward, it scooped 
and shaped the underlying terrain, dozing rocks and boulders and 
moulding them into rounded forms, (the drumlins) and whale-
backed sinuous ridges (known as eskers). Think of pushing both 
your hands and arms in parallel into wet sand and shaping it as you 
go.

Second, and the idea I know better, concerns the retreating 
glacier. Now melting, huge rivers poured out from the base of the ice, 
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shedding from the outwash vast quantities of stone, gravel, sand and 
mud, or ‘till’ as it is known to geologists. Think of these extrusions 
as coming from a gigantic cake icer, pushing out the rounded forms 
and the elongated spines. 

Indeed both of these formation narratives hold good. For the 
ice did not advance in one temporal movement and then in due 
course melt back the way it had come. It was dynamic and volatile, 
oscillating, forward and back, but also sideways and across. Shifting, 
groaning, cracking and melting, freezing again and even moving 
uphill, whilst all the while plastering the land with thick depositional 
layers and conformations like upturned boats, the backs of spoons, 
or slugs with their tentacles pulled in.  These varied patterns have 
led to different interpretations of ‘drumlinization’1 as well as terms 
such as megadrumlins, megaridges, elongate daughter drumlins 
and drumlin-like ‘elipsoidal bumps’. 

This was all going on in the Pleistocene, over roughly 70,000 years, 
and most particularly in the improbably recent Late Devensian, 
ending just 11,500 years ago. That final period obliterated all the 
effects of the previous Ice Ages. How we see the drumlins today 
has its origins then, but is also the product of another epoch, the 
Anthropocene. For in the years since the final ice disappeared, 
human beings, combining with further agents of natural change, 
have inscribed the raw post-glacial drumlin landscape into 
enduring, but still shifting features of the world around us.

For example.
There are some places where the drumlins still lay relatively free 

and unbothered. Here they are rough-surfaced by tussocks and 
scrub, lending them a hobbity look.

There are places where the drumlins are over-laid with grazed 
pasture, creating fathomless shades of green, revealed and cross-
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hatched by bars of shadows and shifting light, that almost take your 
eye beneath the thin layer of soil that supports the cloaking grass. 

There are places where the drumlins are inhabited by sparsely 
distributed beech trees that break the skyline, clinging to the ridges, 
their thick, sinewed roots mossed over and sprawling down the 
slopes. Here, in autumn, a scattered layer of beech mast makes a 
thick carpet, that fades, brushed by the wind,  to the edge of the 
canopy.

In other places a drumlin is truncated, where a river over 
centuries has cut deep into its side, creating a fragile cliff upon 
which broom and briar grow, gorged around with flames of bright 
yellow above the flowing stream.

Elsewhere the work has been done in an instant by a wind farm 
road that slices open the drumlin’s belly, where its bright entrails 
pour into an ugly ditch and where ‘landscaping’ can be minimal.

Then there are places of residence established in the waning 
taper of the drumlin, garden walls built from the revealed stone, 
an old orchard enclosed by what the Galloway songwriter Alan 
McClure calls the ‘ghosts of the ice’2.

The place called Drumlanrig, north of the Dumfries and Galloway 
village of Thornhill, means something like hill by a settlement on a 
ridge.  Along the elegant entrance drive to the castle, just to the left, 
are two small, beautifully formed ovoid mounds. Are they the work 
of the glacier or the ironic product of the road-making, enhancing 
nature, where ice formed mounds are everywhere to be seen - 
drumlins on the drumlin? It sounds like something from Dylan 
Thomas.

Nithsdale, where I live and where all this can be seen, is credited 
with some of the finest drumlins in south west Scotland. It is also 
home to the Garden of Cosmic Speculation3, created by the late 
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Charles Jencks and Maggie Keswick. Pass by it as you travel on the 
train to Glasgow and just before the red bridge takes you over the 
river Nith, do a double take as you see two earth formed female 
buttocks, lying seductively and yet drumlin-like, close to the track: 
‘hurdies like a distant hill’. Within the garden there are further 
echoes, in the domed landforms and the esker like, curling ridge 
around the loch.

Why the fascination with these hummocky moraines? It’s partly 
because the lockdowns and restricted movement of 2020-21 have 
exposed my drumlin neighbours to the eye, like never before. I have 
discovered something called the Dalswinton Moraine Formation⁴ 
that lies exactly where I am living and comprises bouldery and 
sandy demiction, reflected in the name of a property about a mile 
away, called Sandbed and explaining the preponderance of long-
form eskers around here. My garden is a drumlin, rippled through by 
the Pennyland Burn. Yet I observe that the drumlins go unnoticed in 
the quotidian world. They lay un-named even in the most detailed 
maps. Many who live among them are unaware, even insentient, of 
what they are and whence they came. 

This lacuna in our psycho-cultural geography demands attention. 
The Nithsdale-based and internationally acclaimed artist Andy 

Goldsworthy⁵ has shown the way in his 2016 work of snow-etched 
drumlins. Carried out just off the main road between Thornhill and 
Dumfries, about one mile across the river from my home, the work 
connects the topography of today to the Devensian conditions that 
formed it. The finest of snow lines traces the contours of pasture-
green drumlins, somehow penning in a flock of sheep and then 
disappearing at each end over the line of sight, to further its journey. 
Its elegance brings to mind Laura Knight’s phrase about ‘the magic 
of a line’. Here it forms an ephemeral boundary within the drumlin 
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swarm, but at the same time, enhances the line of an otherwise 
imperceptible ridge. I am grateful to Andy Goldsworthy for this 
work, which in turn encourages me to think more about the artistic 
possibilities of our post-glacial terroir.

When conditions allow,  I am therefore calling for a drumlin 
day of discovery! Twenty four hours each year when we can come 
together to walk on, to celebrate, to name and salute our post glacial 
companions in the landscape. Indeed, the artistic, scientific and 
public interest potential of drumlins and their associated forms is 
enormous. I see a drumlin festival, an academic conference, build-a-
drumlin workshops for children. I am only half joking. Why should 
we not embrace the beauty that the last Ice Age bequeathed to us 
and which should not be forgotten? After all, it was only yesterday 
in the geological scheme of things. 

In 1969, before portable devices, there was usually a musical 
soundtrack playing in my head as I travelled around.   Back 
then I had already discovered the paradoxical song-writing and 
understated guitar playing of Richard Thompson. For my title here, 
I have adapted the name of a song he recorded in 1973⁶ with his 
wife Linda. If you have not done so already, I can recommend you 
take a cue from what I am saying here, open your eyes to this post-
glacial beauty, and get yourself (to paraphrase Richard) down where 
the drumlins roll...
Notes
1  Erosional origin of drumlins and megaridges – Science Direct. sciencedirect.com/  
 science/article/abs/pii/S0037073816000142 
2   https://soundcloud.com/alanmcclure70/ghost-of-the-ice
3  https://gardenofcosmicspeculation.com/ 
4 https://earthwise.bgs.ac.uk/index.php/Devensian_glaciations,_Quaternary,Southern_  
 Uplands
5  Andy Goldsworthy, Snow line (Day 3). 18-20 January 2016. Auldgirth, Dumfriesshire. ©   
 2021 Andy Goldsworthy
6 Down Where the Drunkards Roll. 
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Loss in the time of COVID
MAY 2021

A few months after my father died in the spring of 1993, I was in 
north east Scotland, visiting friends. One afternoon, some of us 
took a walk along the banks of the River Deveron. Lingering with 
my younger son, we stood just where the waters become tidal, 
fossicking among beautiful pebbles and bits and pieces on the river 
bank. Then wordlessly, and in a moment of ‘timeless now’, we chose 
a couple of boat-like pieces of driftwood and pushed them onto the 
water. Slowly they left us in the shallows, were picked up by the 
current and then drawn out into the waters of the cold North Sea, 
gradually disappearing from our view. I remember well that strange 
moment when they could no longer be seen.

It was a small and spontaneous ritual that came back to me 
when I encountered a project called Shoreline to Shoreline1, the 
creation of artists, Jo Hodges and Robbie Coleman2. Working as part 
of a team in the Dumfries and Galloway based Atlas Pandemica3 
initiative, they have been exploring experiences of loss in the early 
phases of the pandemic. Along with others in the group, they want 
to understand some of the manifold ways in which COVID-19 has 
been shaping social experience and to look for creative responses 
that might be supportive, and perhaps point to a kinder world as a 
result. 

The carers, professionals and bereaved people Jo and Robbie 
spoke with, all echoed a similar theme in their stories. A sense of 
incompleteness pervaded their experience. The constraints of the 
pandemic were making it impossible for each of them to fully realise 
their desired response to the situation. NHS staff were constrained 
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by work pressures, PPE, hastily adopted new ways of working, and 
the distance placed between them and those they cared for. Funeral 
Directors described attenuated rituals, where numbers were 
limited by law, no singing could take place and where live streaming 
became a new vehicle for remote participation. For those who had 
lost a loved one, whether or not to COVID, there was a sense of 
incompleteness born of a lack of proximity, social constraints and 
the inability to connect fully with others in a shared sense of grief. 

Talking to Hanna Casement, whose nephew in Australia had 
been killed in a car crash, reinforced this sense of separation and 
something unfinished. Together with Hanna, who was unable to 
visit her family on the other side of the world, Jo and Robbie began 
exploring the notion of a collective public ritual that would provide 
opportunities for reflection, connection and resolution, perhaps 
even across great distances.

The idea that emerged is remarkably simple and based on 
fascinating principles. 

Our world is connected by water. Seas, oceans, rivers, burns and 
streams, tideways, lochs, lakes and ponds. They can all inspire us to 
deeper reflection. The shoreline is a margin between the place we 
are in and the other places of our experience or imagining. Water is 
intrinsic to healing, to reconciliation. It moistens the lips of a dying 
person, yet is fundamental to life. It is the medium of cleansing, 
purifying, blessing. 

Water therefore seemed to offer a vehicle for communication 
between people pandemically separated by distance, by loss, by 
death itself. 

Shoreline to Shoreline invited people to place themselves at the 
water’s edge and to devote time to contemplation about someone 
or something lost. For those unable to reach the shore or the river, 
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it offered the calm of water in a bowl or any other vessel that might 
be to hand. The arrangements were lightly sketched and non-
proscriptive.

Jo, Robbie and Hanna had formulated an idea. The had given it 
a name. For its initiation they chose a date: 20 December 2020, the 
day before the Solstice. As the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic 
drew to a close, they invited others to join them at the water’s edge 
in an act of collective memory. Jo and Robbie described Shoreline 
to Shoreline as ‘a piece of functional poetry embodying the idea of a 
personal action that takes place simultaneously with others; family, 
friends and strangers on other shores acting together, whilst being 
apart’.

They have no idea how many took part in that experiment, but 
the beautifully crafted and elegiac comments they received tell 
of deep experience, connections made around the world and an 
opportunity taken to act, reflect and move forward in a very special 
way. 

The idea of Shoreline to Shoreline was put together and was 
then ‘set off into to the world to see if it resonated and captured 
imaginations’. It has left Jo and Robbie pondering how it might 
be nurtured and fostered. On 20 December 2020, as I stood by the 
Pennyland Burn that runs through my garden, I felt connected in 
new ways to my closest friends and family, and took the opportunity 
by the running water, to reflect on a year like no other I had ever 
lived through. I hope there will be encouragement to maintain the 
idea and let it grow.

Meanwhile Jo and Robbie have created a wonderful coda to the 
day, in a tiny and beautifully made book entitled Marking Loss: Ideas 
and Inspirations⁴. It contains 40 ideas to inspire actions in memory 
of someone or something lost. They have given copies to Funeral 
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Directors across Dumfries and Galloway, to pass on to bereaved 
people. Simple, uplifting, feasible and sustainable, it is a remarkable 
miscellany of creative responses to grief. 

In the Spring of 2020 as the first COVID-19 lockdown in the UK 
was beginning to seep into all of our lives, it became apparent that 
there was much to understand about what was happening. Whilst 
the dominant discourse of the time was a curious mixture of bio-
medicine, public health and political strategem, other perspectives 
were also emerging. One source of these was the world of the arts, 
along with academic perspectives from the humanities and social 
sciences. 

Jo and Robbie are extremely well equipped to respond to the 
pandemic in a creative way. They have worked in hospital design, 
curated public participation art events, light festivals and dark 
sky gatherings. They are skilled in working on the margins of 
environmental change and human ecology and are committed to 
exploring place, identity and memory. In many ways their work 
illustrates a wider end of life movement that has been emerging in 
recent years, often referred to as Compassionate Communities or 
public health palliative care. This approach gives priority to dying, 
death and bereavement as social processes, in which many actors 
are involved. It seeks to work in partnership with formal services, 
but recognises that communities and groups of many kinds play 
a hugely important part in how death in society is organised. The 
Compassionate Communities ideal champions just the kind of 
creative response that we see in Shoreline to Shoreline, which in 
turn sits alongside other community responses to grief and loss 
in the time of COVID⁵. It is an encouraging example, catalysed by 
COVID, of people coming together to explore a universal issue, that 
of human mortality and all its consequences.
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More than three million people around the world have so far 
died from COVID-19. Countless more are still mourning their loss. 
Talking to Jo and Robbie about Shoreline to Shoreline brought 
to mind many thoughts and feelings about the pandemic. It also 
reminded me of that April afternoon on the banks of the River 
Deveron, nearly 30 years ago, and had me searching through old 
notebooks to find the poem I felt sure I’d written at the time. My 
recollections were confirmed: 

Sailing close to the wind of death

We wandered down by Deveronside

And watched peat waters meet with brine

To fuse below the tide.

Sailing close to the wind of death

We found small stones of mystic white

And cupped them in our hands like tears

That trickle in the night.

Sailing close to the wind of death

We cast small boats upon the sea

And saw them drift beyond our gaze

Like prisoners set free.

Shoreline to Shoreline and the work that has emerged from 
it is not only a response to the COVID-19 pandemic, but also a 
reimagining of it. The work illustrates so beautifully something that 
hospice founder Cicely Saunders once observed: ‘The search for 
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meaning may be expressed in many ways, in metaphor or silence, 
in gesture or symbol, in art, and in the unexpected potential for 
creativity at the end of life.’ 

Notes
1 https://shorelinetoshoreline.com/ 
2  https://colemanhodges.com/
3) https://thestove.org/atlas-pandemica/
4 https://colemanhodges.files.wordpress.com/2021/04/marking-loss-web.pdf
5 https://www.goodlifedeathgrief.org.uk/content/community_responses_to_covid19/
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The value of letter writing
SEPTEMBER 2021

I’ve read many more letters than I’ve written. I can say this with 

absolute certainty. Some years ago I took on the fascinating task 

of editing the correspondence of Cicely Saunders, founder of the 

hospice movement. After sifting through an estimated 7,000 items, 

I put together a book of letters in which I had selected about one 

tenth of the total and arranged them to tell the story of her life and 

work1.

Cicely Saunders (1918-2005) wrote letters on a phenomenal 

scale. With more than half an eye to posterity, she kept copies of 

them too. Neither of these is true for most of us today. 

Yet the letter can be a joy to receive: ‘Too much! I’ve got a letter ...’ 

sang Mike Heron of the Incredible String Band on taking delivery of a 

billet doux from the USA one day in the 1960s. The writing of a letter 

also brings its pleasures, as authors from Austen to Hemingway 

to Orwell have acknowledged. Lewis Carrol enjoyed letter writing 

so much that he wrote a nine point guide to doing it well. But the 

pleasure of letter writing is not restricted to the literati.

For the last nine months I’ve written a letter each week to a 

person I only know slightly. Several years older than me, he lives 

alone, is in declining health and has been struggling with the added 

constraints of the pandemic. The weekly task of writing to him, 

which might seem a guilt-inducing chore (‘oh no, the week is almost 

over and I haven’t written yet!’) has in fact become an enriching 

and pleasurable experience. I know he gets my letters and enjoys 

reading them, as I think do his daughters, who get to peruse them 

on visits to their father; but I expect and receive no letter by way of 
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reply. I don’t have a problem with the asymmetry, rather it makes 

my task both easier and more interesting.

There are several aspects to the process. 

The material elements are important. I’ve acquired a quantity 

of A5 writing paper. Having the stock by me means there can be no 

excuse arising from the search for paper. My weekly missive covers 

both sides of A5 in full, never more nor less. 

I write with a fountain pen. It’s nothing fancy, a well-known 

brand I’ve used since school days, costing about a tenner. But the 

pen gives a sense of occasion and purpose to the writing. Paper and 

pen together are the tools of my letter writing craft.

I constrain my writing to thoughts or experiences that have 

occurred in the previous seven days. This way I avoid possible 

repetition, as I don’t keep copies of the letters, so can’t check back 

to what I’ve said previously. I also hope by this means to have 

something fresh to impart to my reader each week. My subject 

matter ranges from the quotidian rhythms of domestic life to earth 

shattering events of major geopolitical import.

For the relatively short time it takes, I give the letter writing my 

undivided attention. I don’t make a draft of the letter, preferring 

to let it emerge as pen touches paper. But this means the seven or 

eight paragraphs must flow confidently, even as their content is 

forming in my head. Having completed the act of writing, there is a 

sense of catharsis and satisfaction that is enhanced by placing it in 

the envelope, writing the address of the recipient, and applying the 

stamp.

Finally, I like to prop up the newly prepared letter, like a small 

trophy, somewhere prominent in the kitchen or near the front door. 

That way I don’t forget to post it.
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Most of us still write letters at some time in our lives. I wonder 

if youth and old age are the periods when we are more likely to do 

so? In the former, to the objects of our affection, and passion. In the 

latter, to far flung friends and family, retaining and rekindling old 

acquaintances. There are exceptions to this of course!

Over a lifespan we might write letters in search of employment. 

Likewise, an occasional letter of complaint or outrage may issue 

forth. Or we might write some lines of thanks or deep gratitude 

for an act of kindness, hospitality or exceptional care. A letter of 

condolence may be a sombre duty we sometimes take on. Whilst a 

letter of congratulation to someone on a recent success, is the most 

lightsome of tasks. Letters serve many purposes. I’m reading Pat 

Barker’s Union Street at the moment, and noticed that one of the 

children, Kelly, is adept at forging letters to school, in her mother’s 

hand, the day after playing truant. 

Letter writing is said to be in secular decline, but paradoxically 

has increased during the pandemic. Pen pals are back in fashion. 

The plop of a handwritten letter onto the door mat is once again 

something to anticipate. 

But in the age of texting, emailing, and messaging on all 

manner of platforms, there is a sense that letter writing needs 

more encouragement. This the thinking behind the fairly recently 

established World Letter Writing Day2, which happens on 1st 

September each year. The idea is to encourage us to pick up a pen 

and write to someone, devoting time, thought, and a measure of 

skill to our efforts. 

Perhaps you know someone who would like to receive a regular 

letter from you? If you commit, maybe you will find satisfactions in 

the process that you can’t imagine at the outset. It may be worth 
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trying. With a pen, a sheet of paper, an envelope and stamp, a true 

act of compassion is at your disposal. 

Notes
1 Clark, D. (2002) Cicely Saunders: Founder of the Hospice Movement: Selected Letters   
 1959-1999. Clarendon Press: Oxford, England.
2 https://www.worldletterwritingday.com/
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The eel 
NOVEMBER 2021

I was walking round the garden just before dusk on All Souls’ 
Day, when something at the edge of the pond caught my eye. I 
immediately thought the heron had been in action and perhaps left 
behind some part of its prey. A closer inspection showed that the 
eel which lay there, for such it was, appeared unharmed and with no 
sign of damage from that stabbing beak.

It was a beautiful elver, maybe ten inches long. Pigmented in 
colours of grey and brown from its elegant dark head to its finely 
tipped tail, it was also mottled with greens and blues, that seemed 
to refract in the low light. A yellowish-brown belly, looked soft and 
vulnerable.

The elver seemed semi-comatose and made no effort to wriggle 
away. Wetting my hands, I lifted it gently and placed it in the pond 
water. Here it gave a couple of casual flicks and then disappeared 
without a ripple, beneath the duckweed and into the darker depths 
below.

The whole business took less than a minute. I had no device with 
me to take the obligatory photograph. Nothing remained to tell of 
the elver’s presence.

But next morning I woke up thinking about that eel. Was 
it preparing to leave the pond or was it arriving there from the 
nearby burn, just a few yards away? The recent rainfall had been 
substantial. The burn, trickling and gentle in summer, had become 
a raging torrent hurtling over the weir at the bottom of the garden. 
I’d read that eels can move some distance in wet grass. I concluded 
that the elver had somehow left the boiling spate of the burn and 
was heading for the tranquility of the pond. Last year I had seen 
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the remains of eels caught near the same spot and I’d even filmed a 
gruesome episode when the heron was endeavouring to kill a large 
specimen, fully two feet in length and newly taken from the pond 
waters.

Had I put the elver at risk? Possibly. But in recent days I’d seen the 
heron sitting patiently below the weir, clearly with food on its mind. 
So there were hazards in the burn too. This elver, it seemed, had run 
that gauntlet successfully, battling its way through the currents of a 
makeshift fish ladder at the side of the dam, whilst simultaneously 
avoiding the fatal jab of the bird’s bill.

I felt admiration for the elver. It had made the successful ascent 
of the Pennyland Burn. Before that it had swum up the River Nith, 
avoiding the dangers of cormorants at the ‘Caul’ weir in Dumfries. 
Before that, no less, it had completed a marine journey of formidable 
dimensions.

For the eel spawns in the western Atlantic in an area known as 
the Sargasso. Such a beautiful word. It conjures up a mass of eels 
swimming intertwined, as a raft of seaweed floats above them, the 
sargassam, from which the sea takes its name. Bounded only by 
circulating currents and touching no land, the Sargasso Sea seems a 
beautifully enigmatic place for eels to procreate.

From the Sargasso, transparent larvae of Anguilla Anguilla drift 
north east on the Gulf Stream until they reach European shores. 
There they transform into evocatively named  ‘glass eels’ that grow 
on in river estuaries and brackish water before metamorphosing 
into the juvenile stage, known as the elver. Over the next few years 
the elvers live in burns, rivers, lakes and lochs where, on reaching 
maturity, they are known as ‘silver eels’, from their shining white 
bellies. They are now ready for the reverse transition from fresh to 
salt water and for the 5,000 mile return journey south west. En route 
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they will again face many threats, natural and anthropogenic, as the 
cycle continues.

So I hope the All Souls’ elver will now settle in the Dumfriesshire 
garden pond and, avoiding the heron, grow large in a rich habitat full 
of dragonflies, frogs, water beetles, leeches and snails. Who knows, 
perhaps I will see it again one dusky evening, by then as a silver eel, 
slipping out of the pond, heading for the burn, and beginning its 
epic migration to the spawning grounds, where it will reproduce - 
and then die.
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Weeds, humans and virtue
NOVEMBER 2021

‘A plant in the wrong place’. I have long been aware of this rather 
cryptic definition of a weed. A few years ago I mentioned it to my 
friend Devi Vijay, whilst strolling around the Brooklyn Botanical 
Garden and puzzling over a few patches of vegetation here and 
there that seemed out of harmony with the overall presentation 
of the place. When Devi got in touch with me recently about the 
work of a cultural anthropologist who has written in detail about 
the subject, I realised that there is a great deal more to the casual 
question, ‘what is a weed?’

The ‘weed’ has a well-established etymological history. Boethius, 
in  The Consolation of Philosophy of 523 wrote :

Who fain would sow the fallow field,
And see the growing corn,
Must first remove the useless weeds,
The bramble and the thorn.
Weeds are ubiquitous in literature. I remember studying Hamlet 

at school and still recall the speech from Act 1:
… ‘tis an unweeded garden,
That grows to seed; things rank and gross in nature
Possess it merely.
For Shakespeare, who famously knew a great deal about plants, 

weeds signified not only the disorder of the nation, but also the 
deterioration of the mind, as represented in Ophelia’s head-dress 
and in her drowning, bedecked by ‘her weedy trophies’.

So, to be clear: weeds are a serious business.
As an amateur gardener in Dumfriesshire, at a practical level, 

I think I know what weeds are. They are a nuisance, they get in 
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amongst the things I plant, they can come back year after year. In 
some cases a small piece of root if inadvertently carried from one 
part of the garden to another will soon get a hold where we don’t 
want it. In late summer, weed seeds blow about promiscuously and 
we meet the consequences the following spring.  

Yet most of the specific plants I am thinking about only count 
as weeds when they are in a cultivated and bounded space, like a 
garden border. This fits with the cryptic definition.

The Buttercup (Ranunculaceae) is a good example. It is 
unwanted as it spreads among the Meconopsis, but welcome in the 
meadow grass. I remember whole fields of it when I was a child and 
the lovely test we did, placing a flower under a friend’s chin, to see 
if it reflected, thereby confirming that the person in question ‘liked 
butter’. Likewise the Bindweed (Convulvulus) twines perniciously 
around herbaceous plants and is very difficult to remove, but looks 
rather pretty in a roadside hedgerow. Another contender is Herb 
Robert (Geranium robertianum). It can be annoying spreading 
through a rose bed, but just a few yards away, and especially when in 
bloom, it is welcome and charming in the clefts of a dry stone wall. 

At the same time, some common weeds, otherwise unlovely, can 
have a use-value. Nettles (Urtica dioica) may be used for soup, or 
contrastingly, as a liquid fertilizer, though I realise it may be hard 
to distinguish between the two! The nettle’s sting can be relieved 
by Dock leaves (Rumex obtusifoliu). The obdurate ground elder 
(Aegopodium podagraria), brought to Britain by the Romans, can be 
added to a salad. The Common Plantain (Plantago major) unloved 
by lawn enthusiasts, has been used as a healing poultice and to stop 
blood flow.

The Galloway artist Pamela Grace is intrigued by weeds1. They 
feature in many of her works, where the subject is often on the edge 
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of something; beside a wood, along a field fence, or a wall. Weeds 
make a lot of sense as marginalia, situated on liminal boundaries 
that are betwixt and between defined spaces. I bumped into Pamela 
whilst writing this piece and we shared our common interest in 
the weedy world. She kindly showed me a painting of hers which 
captures beautifully an enchanting drift of foxgloves at the edge of a 
copse, their heads leaning and nodding airily. 

Foxgloves (Digitalis purpurea) are ambiguous however. Are they 
weed or wildflower? Attractive ‘in the wild’, certainly, but growing 
next to garden paths, cold frames or outbuildings they incline to the 
scruffy. More significantly, when near my own home-grown Foxglove 
Alba, they become a pollination threat, agents of unwanted cross-
fertilisation that must be removed to protect the cultivated white 
form.

As gardeners, we give agency to our plants. They can be 
‘temperamental’, ‘forgiving’, ‘tough’, ‘delicate’, ‘reliable’, ‘bossy’, even 
‘easy going’. Our weeds are similarly labelled, but almost always with 
negative associations. They can be a ‘nuisance’, a ‘pest’, a ‘brute’, a 
‘bully’. The French make this overarchingly clear. Weeds are simply 
‘bad plants’, mauvaise herbes. Thus classified, they seem incapable 
of any virtue.  The dandelion is a pis en lit.

The demonisation of plants by gardeners is a disposition that’s 
heavily directed towards weeds. So much so that they are subject 
to harsh measures – chemical sprays and unpleasant treatments 
that knock them dead, first wilting, then yellowing, then rotting. 
Controlling weeds in this way, to whit unsightly in itself, has become 
a defining feature of the modern gardener. Weed killers lurk on the 
shelves of garden centres everywhere, whilst disputes rage about 
their safety and side effects. If weeds are a contested category, so 
too are the means of their destruction.
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Thankfully, there are other narratives. Robert Louis Stevenson, 
chemical free, found calm and repose in the weeding of his Samoan 
vegetable garden. Indeed, according to one biographer: ‘He liked 
weeding so much that he sometimes had to drag himself away 
in order to get his daily quota of writing done’2.   There can be a 
delicious rhythm in weeding, whether bent over the hoe or kneeling 
close to the objects of attention, with hand rake, fork or trowel in 
constant motion. What pleasure can result as we straighten our 
back and survey the results of our labours, the freshly turned soil, 
weed-free for the moment, a rich backcloth to our favourite plants.

One of the most brilliant books I read as a student was Purity 
and Danger, by Mary Douglas3. In that 1960s classic she outlined a 
theory of  ‘dirt’ and taboo, which was based on the notion of ‘matter 
out of place’. Things offend against our sensibilities when they are 
in contexts where they don’t belong. Weeds can be seen in this 
light. Indeed Ben Belak, riffing on Douglas, has coined the phrase 
‘herbage out of place’. 

The cultural anthropologist, Anna Tsing defines weeds in a 
very particular way: as the organisms that take over after human 
disturbance, a process she refers to as ‘auto-rewilding’⁴. In this 
context, weeds can be quick to appear when new roads are built, 
quarries and mines are abandoned or after bombings, battles, fires 
and varied catastrophes of our own making. Sometimes they have 
enormous destructive power, creating what Tsing calls a ‘new wild’, 
such as in the spread of Merremia peltata a vigorous vine, which 
overwhelms all other fauna in the wake of commercial logging in 
island south east Asia. This line of thinking about weeds, I must 
acknowledge, takes us into deeper questions - about the character of 
the Anthropocene and indeed, the potential for human extinction.

Weeds therefore tell many stories.



35

Rosebay Willow Herb (Epilobium angustifolium), was the first 
thing to flower after London’s great conflagration of 1666 and 
became known as Fireweed. Almost 400 years later, after the Blitz, 
it again colonised so rapidly that many Londoners referred to it as 
Bombweed. Its Canadian variant (Chamaenerion augustifolia) is 
said to have found its way to Britain in World War Two, blowing 
out of the kitbags of soldiers, travelling along train lines, into railway 
sidings and thence to the wider landscape beyond. The rhizomes of 
Willow Herb are relatively easy to control in the garden border. But 
when each plant can generate up to 80,000 seeds, it is consummately 
proficient at wind-borne spread.

The yellow Ragwort is another late summer self-seeding weed 
that troubles gardeners. A couple of feet tall or more and with a 
daisy shaped flower, the Ragwort has been the object of high profile 
condemnation from several quarters. It is surrounded with harsh 
opinion, prejudice, myth, even malice. Ragwort is invading the 
countryside, it is poisonous to cattle and horses, and dangerous if it 
finds its way into hay. The Prince of Wales has joined the attack and 
former Conservative minister Lord Tebbit has even said that pulling 
up Ragwort by hand (the favoured method of control) should be 
done by ‘anti-social’ elements as a measure of paying back to society 
for their misdemeanours. 

Yet when Willow Herb and Ragwort combine in drifts across a 
Lammas field, the effect is stunning. An impressionist painting alive 
and growing in front of us. Weeds in harmony, rich in colour and 
beautifying the landscape. The sight is a far cry from the useless and 
untamed, and as Friends of the Earth have shown, Ragwort is also 
a source of food for dozens of insects and pollinators and is the 7th 
most important source of nectar among British plants.

Weeds,   it would seem, constitute a moral category as well as 
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a botanical classification. In our gardening we create enclaves of 
meaning that are distinct from the areas around them. These can 
often be marked by physical boundaries like hedges and fences. 
Inside the boundary, weeds must be banished. Outside they merge 
into the prevailing landscape and even when massing in force, can 
be extraordinarily beautiful. 

Perhaps we are forming a new relationship with our garden 
weeds. A harmonious ‘third way’ seems to be emerging in the 
minds of some gardening writers, somewhere between chemical 
obliteration and weedy colonisation. Its ethic is appealing. 

Is the interest in biodiversity loss a stimulus to weed tolerance 
and greater understanding? There seems to be a new revisionist 
literature emerging that encourages all of us to live with, rather 
than wage war on, our weeds. Even a non-systematic review throws 
up numerous recent titles devoted to these previously stigmatised 
plants, now depicted in a new and more virtuous light. Outstanding 
is Richard Mabey’s ground-breaking book on weeds, a story of 
outlaw, shape shifting plants, that is rich in botany, biography and 
metaphor⁵. A true celebration of weeds in the world.

In the garden shed, my eye avoids the shelf where weed killer can 
be found. For yes, I too have gone down that unedifying road, if only 
I tell myself, in a selective and targeted manner. 

Now it’s time to draw a line. Time to accommodate ourselves 
to the weeds around us, celebrate their diversity, and acknowledge 
the blurred sometimes invisible boundaries that exist between 
our weeds and our plants. The relationship between weeds and 
anthropogenic disturbance is a powerful message. Weeds can 
undoubtedly keep going in the wake of destruction. Perhaps they 
will do so even when we humans no longer inhabit this fragile 
planet?
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Notes
1  http://www.pamelagrace.co.uk/
2 McLynn, F (1993) Robert Louis Stevenson London: Hutchison, p.403. 
3 Douglas, M (1966) Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo.  
 London: Routledge.
4  Tsing, A (2017) The Buck, the Bull, and the Dream of the Stag: Some unexpected weeds  
 of the Anthropocene. Suomen Antropologi: Journal of the Finnish Anthropological   
 Society, 42(1), 3–21. Retrieved from https://journal.fi/suomenantropologi/article/  
 view/65084
5  Mabey, R  (2010) Weeds: The story of outlaw plants.  London: Profile Books. 



38

Art, memory and lobster pots
FEBRUARY 2022

It’s a bright, dry day in October 2021, the full palette of autumn 
is all around, and there is still plenty of warmth in the sun.  I am 
with two friends from southern Norway: Lisbeth and Einar. We are 
spending the day together, drinking coffee in my Dumfriesshire 
home, exploring the Dalswinton estate, and eating lunch in nearby 
Thornhill. The highlight of our excursion is to be a visit to CAMPLE 
LINE, a small non-profit gallery in Nithsdale, where I am a board 
member1.

At the gallery, the three of us encounter for the first time the 
work of Tonico Lemos Auad2.   His show consists of just 12 pieces. 
The largest are in an upstairs room, where some are suspended from 
the wooden rafters of what is a former textile mill. The exhibition 
is beautifully constructed. The work and the place that contains 
it seem uniquely at one. It is clear that the artist understands the 
building. So I am only half surprised when I learn that Tonico is also 
an architect.

I feel immediately drawn in, and warmly engaged with the 
work around me. Its constituent elements are from the world of 
material things: large timber beams, some hanging, others standing 
in columnar groups, pieces of cloth, knotted fabric, shining metal, 
woven and knitted fabrics, pieces of needlework. The materials are 
clean and softly coloured. The wood looks bleached by weather. The 
pieces are drilled here and there with bolt holes, suggestive of former 
uses. But they are also notched, inlaid, scalloped and embellished 
by the imagination of Tonico and the craftspeople with whom he 
works.  Woven fabric ropes, in grey, calico and red, loop round or 
pass through the wood, sometimes held by a simple slip knot, or half 
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hitch. A piece of almost black linen is hanging from one of Tonico’s 
beams, looking like a dark flag. I ponder on the provenance and 
former uses of the hanging beams, but it’s apparent that they, and 
indeed each exhibit,  now have a new function. Here in the gallery 
their purpose, it seems to me,  is to remind us of art’s relationship to 
the world of everyday, practical, things.

My companions live by the sea in Southern Norway. In a 
delightful synergy, they seem to share my enthusiasm and warmth 
for the exhibition. Something is resonating for them as it is for me. 
We walk around, wordlessly. Absorbed in the detail. Now there is a 
triad: the work, the building, and us. It’s a splendid afternoon.

A few weeks later, I am back in the gallery on the penultimate 
day of the exhibition. Tonico himself is with us in a small gathering 
of people who want to hear about his work. His interlocutor is the 
writer and art critic Tom Jeffreys, who also wrote the exhibition 
catalogue3. We learn that Tonico grew up in the  Brazilian port city 
of Belém, with its old town Portuguese architectural influences and 
proximity to the lower Amazon. The word ‘maritime’ seeps into the 
conversation at various points, piquing my interest.

Tom moves the conversation along skilfully, picking up the 
themes in his exhibition notes. A rich seam runs through the 
dialogue. It is about materials, their purposes and re-purposes, 
and the hands that work them. It is about the sea, boats, harbours, 
jetties and landing stages. Tonico talks about his installation in 
Folkestone harbour, where pieces of reclaimed timber on which he 
had worked with a wood carver were situated with permanent and 
long-standing mooring posts at the water’s edge. He seems to like to 
work on the margins, betwixt and between different materials and 
ideas: the artwork and its setting, the object and the subject, the 
‘real’ and the ‘imagined’.
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Yet he doesn’t seem confrontational in this. Rather, Tonico’s art 
is fundamentally collaborative in formation, as he illustrates with 
reference to weavers and their methods and the place of textiles in 
his work. He pays respect to the traditional craft skills that are key 
to his approach, saluting their provenance and traditions – metal 
and needle work, knitting and carving. But he also acknowledges 
‘another purpose’ in working with them. For me, he gently disrupts 
our sensibilities, drawing us into his juxtapositions, bringing us into 
close relationship with contrast and complementarity, taking us to 
other places.

In my case, one of these places is the past.
For suddenly, and as the discussion with the artist unfolds, 

I have gone back in my head to the year 1975, and the Yorkshire 
fishing village of Staithes. I’m the young sociologist carrying out 
my first postgraduate research project. My methods are immersive. 
Living in the village for an extended period, I am the participant 
observer, the note taker, the watcher. I am trying to understand 
the life of the village and in particular its religious culture4. I take 
every opportunity to be with people and to talk with them. That isn’t 
difficult. There are village shops, cafes, pubs and churches. I go to 
concerts, funerals, lifeboat events and afternoon teas. I am soaking 
up the life of the place, as the sociologist Robert Park once said, by 
getting my hands dirty with research. What freedom, to study an 
entire community as an ethnographer!

Some mornings in summer I’m up when the sun is still sitting 
below the horizon, and the North Sea lies pellucid, framed by the 
cliffs on each side of the harbour. In what feels like a mark of trust, 
I’ve been asked to help two brothers who are part-time fishermen. 
Will is a builder’s labourer and James works shifts in the local potash 
mine.  Since they both have other jobs, they need an extra pair of 
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hands sometimes.   For me it’s a wonderful opportunity to learn 
about the practices of inshore fishing, close up. They have a small 
wooden boat, clinker built, painted white and blue and named after 
an old hymn, the words by John Henry Newman: Kindly Light. There’s 
no surprise in the choice of name. James and Will are enthusiastic 
singers, both members of the Wesleyan Chapel Fishermen’s Choir.

Today at 5am we are heading out of the harbour to the brothers’ 
‘fleet’ of lobster pots. They are lying just beyond the low tide in the 
deeper waters that fall away from the rocky scaurs, full of holes, 
crannies and ledges, where the lobsters live. I am at the tiller, taking 
brief instructions, usually linked to the site-lines of landmarks 
onshore, our main aid to local navigation. I concentrate hard and 
take a pride in my duties, but the real action and skills are in the 
bow of the boat.

Today it is James at the sharp end, attending to the morning 
catch. There are 30 pots in the fleet, laid in a line across the sea 
bed. The pots are spaced at regular intervals , each one is on a short 
light line that is attached to the heavier main rope, which has a 
marker buoy at each end. A small winch, powered from the boat’s 
engine, takes the strain out of raising this extended paternoster 
from several fathoms down. James loops the rope round the turning 
winch, pulling steadily until a pot comes to the surface, whereupon 
he unhitches, attaches to a cleat, leans over the gunwale, and lifts 
each lobster pot into the boat. All this is done with a rhythm and 
economy of effort: the hallmark of an accomplished practitioner of 
his art.

Now the pots are being pulled in one by one, emptied of their 
catch, re-baited and then carefully stacked between the thwarts 
of the boat. To me there is excitement and anticipation at every 
individual haul. Sometimes, it is quickly dissipated, the pot empty. 
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But then we see pots with brown crabs, large and small. The best 
are kept for sale. Others contain lilac and orange spiny sea urchins 
or large white whelks. These are thrown back into the water. 
Sometimes a silver grey codling appears, kept for the kitchen if a 
decent size, or otherwise quickly dispatched and used to re-bait the 
pot. The same goes for dabs or flat fish. The red gurnard, which often 
turns up, is treated with care: its prickly spikes can be painful. As the 
summer progresses, the more exotic squid start to appear, though 
they are never taken home for the kitchen.

The main prize is lobster, Homarus Gammarus, blue backed, 
shining and cornered in the pot, ready to defend itself. Each one 
is extracted carefully and with a confident hand, then rendered 
harmless with two large rubber bands round its claws, and laid 
carefully in a lidded box packed with seaweed. Today we have caught 
fourteen. They should fetch a good price with the merchant. I am 
excited, but James is wordlessly content, his affect rarely different 
between a bumper yield or meagre takings.  

When all is done, the re-baited pots are stacked high in the 
boat.  James ponders where to return them to the sea. Back in the 
same spot perhaps, especially as it has fished so well. Or depending 
on tide and weather, in some new place, likely to be productive or 
perhaps less at risk of damage if conditions turn bad. As he makes 
his choice, he is scanning the water for the fleets of other fishermen, 
not getting too close, and above all not crossing another’s lines.

I get my instructions and throttle the boat forward, at middling 
speed, my eyes fixed on a clifftop marker. James lifts each pot in turn, 
and as the rope pays out, heaves it into the water, avoiding tangles 
and snags, which can be dangerous. The stack of pots gradually goes 
down as we lay them out in a clear line, where they’ll sit for the next 
24 hours, fair weather permitting. Turning for harbour, I look behind 
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at our bobbing flags, rising with the inshore swell, and signalling our 
early morning task is complete.

The lobster pots intrigue me. In these parts they are not the 
domed wicker creels, found in other areas of Britain. They are an 
eclectic miscellany of materials, constructed in slightly different 
ways in each village along the coast, or according to the particular 
and preferred manner of their maker.   They are put together in 
backyard workshops on winter nights, among cigarette smoke and 
unravelling talk of fishing seasons past, and prospects for the one 
to come.

The flat rectangular base of the lobster pot is constructed from 
sawn planks, usually of driftwood, picked up on the shore after a 
heavy sea or a high tide. Down each side,   three holes are burned 
with a hot poker, just wide enough to take a wand of hazel, cut in 
the coldest weather and then soaked to make it supple. The hazel 
is bent into a semi-circle and anchored in the hole on each side of 
the frame. Attached to these hoops using a diagonal cross lashing, 
three hazel laterals run the length of the pot. The overall shape is 
reminiscent of a Nissen hut, about two feet six inches long and 
sixteen inches wide. The size varies according to preference or the 
size of the boat.

The frame of planks and sticks supports a net covering, which is 
woven in situ during the construction, with oily twine, or perhaps a 
plastic equivalent, in orange or blue. The newer material makes for 
easier construction, but it is important for it not too be too brightly 
coloured, otherwise the pot won’t ‘fish’ well.

Now we get to the detail of the netting. On one side there 
is a woven funnel entrance that leads the prey into the first 
compartment, known as ‘the kitchen’, where the bait is fastened 
between two closely positioned pieces of vertical twine, with 
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a sliding knot that runs over a fish head or a fish tail, keeping it 
firmly in place.   From here another similar entrance leads into 
‘the parlour’.  The two trumpet shaped points of access effectively 
exclude exit. Once the lobster is in the parlour, it can’t get out of 
the pot. Then on the side opposite the entrance, is a net door giving 
entry to the kitchen, attached to a short piece of hazel, which allows 
it to be tied and untied for emptying and re-baiting. Significant net 
making and knotting skills are needed for all this to work, creating 
the shape to sit over the frame and most importantly, shaping the 
funnel that draws in the lobster and prevents its escape.

The whole construction must be weighted down to sit on the 
sea floor. The chosen weights are objects of special curiosity in 
themselves: Heavy bolts, rusting engine parts, a broken fire grate 
or a piece of pipe, sometimes a flat stone with a fortuitous hole 
through it. Anything that can be garnered and tied to the base, and 
which will sink the pot and hold it down.

Finally, the fleet has two marker buoys, one at each end. Some 
are commercial products made for the task, many are pieces of 
polystyrene or other floating material, clamped together with 
plywood. The buoy is fixed to a stout hazel pole, and topped for 
visibility and recognition with a coloured flag, made from an old 
shirt, a trouser leg, or a cast off raincoat.   In the busiest weeks of 
the fishing, these ragged flags dot the inshore waters, their positions 
a subject of constant conversation among the old and retired 
fishermen, as they lean on the seafront rail, gazing out beyond the 
harbour. Although there is no coding system for the flags, everyone 
seems to know which ones belong to which boat.

I have been speaking in the anthropological present of 1975. 
Inshore lobster fishing today is mainly done with purpose built 
metal framed pots, covered in strong wire mesh. You can see these 
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sitting ugly and uninspired on harbour-sides around the coasts 
of Britain. Some fishermen buy the metal skeletons and then add 
pre-formed netting themselves. Other commercial pots are made 
almost entirely of plastic, and look like the outputs of a production 
line.  They all seem to lack much of a narrative and can cost around 
£100 each, ready to use. The art of their predecessors seems to be 
disappearing, save for a few romantics who stick to or re-invent 
the old ways. In a curious twist, the lobster pots of former days 
have also  become desirable pieces of indoor decoration. See them 
hanging on the walls of fish restaurants and bistros. Spot them in 
the lounges of seaside holiday cottages. Or search around and you 
might see one in the shed of some old fisherman, who can’t bear to 
part with this functional symbol of a former way of life.

More than half a lifetime has passed since my days with the 
Staithes fisher people. Now, Tonico’s exhibition brings out in me the 
woven strands of memory, the flotsam and jetsam of the shoreline, 
the swell of the tide and the eagerness of a young mind. But his 
work also visits new and fresh insight upon me. Listening to him, I 
am struck for the first time by the indigenous architecture of those 
‘traditional’   lobsters pots. The elegant bow of the hazel wands, 
forming a vaulted roof. The internal division of rooms. The external 
door. 

Like Tonico’s work, the lobster pots I encountered as a young 
researcher were made from reclaimed materials. They combined 
wood, metal and twine. The buoys that marked them were topped 
with intriguing pieces of fabric. Individual lobster pots also had 
agency. Some were lucky, with constant good yields; others were less 
fortunate and always failed to catch. They had longevity. If damaged 
at sea they could be repaired. If destroyed, some remaining element 
could probably be salvaged and used again. They were extraordinary 
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pieces of bricolage. I feel sure Tonico would give them close attention 
were he perchance to stumble upon them. He would also notice the 
blue fisherman’s jumper, close fitting in a cable pattern unique to 
Staithes and made by James’ mother.

The exhibition at CAMPLE LINE that triggered all this was called 
Unknown to the World5. My Norwegian friends and I didn’t comment 
on the title as we visited the gallery that autumn afternoon.  Nor do 
I recall anyone asking Tonico to explain his choice of words.  For 
me, as I think on it more, the title becomes clear and personal. 
Tonico was unknown to me until his work came into my world, yet 
my thinking has shifted in important ways since the CAMPLE LINE 
exhibition. As I continue to reflect upon it, memory takes me back 
to the postgraduate student I was in 1975. I too was unknown to the 
world, yet newly embarked on a lifetime quest to make sense of it. 
I feel inspired and fortunate that the art of Tonico Lemos Auad has 
opened up new possibilities for me, on that twisting and curious 
journey.

Notes
1 https://campleline.org.uk/
2  https://www.stephenfriedman.com/artists/28-tonico-lemos-auad/biography/
3  https://campleline.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Tonico-Exhibition-  
 Booklet-2021.pdf
4  The study led to my first book: Clark, D (1982) Between Pulpit and Pew: Folk religion in  
 a North Yorkshire fishing village. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
5  https://campleline.org.uk/tonico-lemos-auad/
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Five nights at the Fringe 
AUGUST 2022

Here’s my journal of 16-20th August 2022 at the Edinburgh 
festivals. The shows are back with ‘in person’ audiences and the 
place is buzzing. Meanwhile, I’m in a dual state of excitement and 
trepidation.

The reason? 16th August will see the premiere of my first play: 
Cicely and David. It tells the story of a Polish migrant, David Tasma, 
who is dying from cancer in post-war London, estranged from home 
and family. A brief, intense  relationship  with his social worker, 
Cicely Saunders, helps him to find some resolution to what he feels 
has been a worthless life. In the process, an idea is born that later 
changes the face of modern end of life care. 

The journey of the play from ‘page to stage’ has been peppered 
with great people and enthusiastic collaborators. Together, we have 
gone through the gamut of detailed preparations and demanding 
logistics involved in bringing a show to the Edinburgh Fringe. 

Now everything is to play for. Literally. 
Here I set out the highlights from each of the performances, and 

some of the reactions to them.

Tuesday 
The cast and crew are using up final precious moments to 

rehearse their bows and acknowledgements. I’m sitting in the fifth 
row back, more nervous than I can remember in a long time. 

The directors declare we are ready to go.
The space is cleared, the house lights go up and the audience 

begins filing in, quickly filling the small auditorium. 
The doors close and we are off. 
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It’s the culmination of a long held dream: to write a play about 
the founder of the modern hospice movement, Cicely Saunders. The 
stage is lit, gentle piano music drifts in. It’s happening.

I’m struggling here to capture the next 60 minutes. A team of 
Queen Margaret University drama students have combined their 
efforts to stage my play, interpreting it through youthful imagination, 
and with no prior assumptions about the phenomenon of palliative 
care. 

I’m thrilled by the result. The production brings movement, 
drama, humour, sorrow and hope to my words on the page. I am 
listening hard and watching intently to what is happening on stage. 
But I also have an antenna out for the audience reaction. Like me, 
they seem caught in the moment and held by the performance.

When the end comes the applause ring out and there are cheers. 
The house lights come back on and I see tears being wiped away. My 
13 year old daughter turns to me and gives the ultimate accolade: 
‘Dad, it was much better than I thought it would be’. 

Wednesday
Today I walk to the venue feeling calmer and more at ease. On 

Heriot Row, I pause for a moment at the elegant town house where 
Robert Louis Stevenson once lived. That great writer who was no 
stranger to illness and who died aged 44. 

At the venue, the directors again guide the cast through the 
choreography of the final scene. One of the actors spends time alone 
on the set, getting into role and checking movements, here and 
there. The support team are content. Yesterday the logistics worked 
for them and there was praise for the attractive programme and the 
sprig of rosemary inside it - a reference to the opening scene in the 
play (the remembrance herb). 
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With everything ready to go, the production crew have tested the 
props and lights and seem relaxed, even breaking into a quiet song in 
the minutes before the audience arrive.

Onstage the action flows beautifully. I pick up on slight changes 
from yesterday. Here and there a line is given a little more time, 
greater urgency, or a stronger hint of irony. I guess this is the peculiar 
treat for the playwright, to hear the script breathing, unfolding and 
subtly changing from one performance to another.

The audience contains familiar faces. There are people here who 
know a great deal about hospice and palliative care. I pick up on nods 
and gentle nudges where reference is made to some clinical issue, 
some hospice concept, or the work of a palliative care pioneer. 

The story of Cicely and David contains a fair bit of information. I’ve 
sometimes worried if my rendition is too didactic. So it’s reassuring 
in the evening to read on Twitter the words of a medical student 
from the Philippines who has been at today’s performance and who 
even quotes a line from it: 

‘Couldn’t hold back tears while watching ‘Cicely and David’ 
at #EdinburghFringe I was reminded of the immense privilege 
we doctors and nurses have to be with our patients in their final 
moments. “Hospice is a way of doing rather than a physical place”’.

Thursday 
An hour before the play is due to begin, all tickets are sold. The 

crew have a settled air about them and there is banter and smiles in 
anticipation of today’s performance.

In my seat I seem to be surrounded by palliative care experts. The 
person next to me is a doctor who trained at St Christopher’s Hospice. 
Once again I spot people who have come from a great distance. 

We have seen that the emotional content of the play is having a 
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marked effect on some in the audience. Not everyone who comes 
works in hospice. So in her opening welcome our producer, Jo 
Hockley, draws attention to this and lets people know that she and a 
couple of people from the Marie Curie organisation are around after 
the show, if anyone feels the need to talk. 

The play begins, and on this third performance is reaching a new 
level. The whole cast seem to give more space to their lines. It’s in 
those spaces that we the audience find greater depth and meaning. 
Each actor has a palpable relationship with us as well as the other 
characters in the play. When the play ends no one in the audience 
moves for at least a minute. 

There is huge warmth in the room afterwards, and once again I 
talk to proud parents, delighted with what their sons and daughters 
are achieving with David and Cicely. As one of our undergraduate 
directors said to me: ‘we set out to tell the story of palliative care, and 
that is what’s happening’.

Late in the evening I spot our first review. It’s pretty favourable. 
The comments on social media are also coming thick and fast now. 
This was my favourite of the day:

“A story about love, a love story, a story of feminism. A timely 
reminder of how far we’ve come and how much we’ve yet to do. And 
I really loved the rosemary”.

Friday 
The rail strike hasn’t affected attendance at the play. We are sold 

out. As they file in, I spot a couple of retired people who I know 
worked with Cicely Saunders, but in the main the audience looks 
younger and unfamiliar to me. 

For the crew there is an additional logistic today. The performance 
is being filmed. When word went out about the show a few months 
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ago several people started asking us if filming was a possibility. 
Many who wished to see the play couldn’t travel to Edinburgh, and 
perhaps a film would be useful to local hospices for wider education 
or fundraising purposes. We have been fortunate to get sponsorship 
to support the costs. 

As I watch the play for the fourth time, I take on a more authorly 
gaze. I make mental notes of the best lines as well as some that 
could be improved. I wonder if small changes might heighten the 
drama. I was at a book festival event this morning where an author 
declared his love for the ‘back story’. I wonder if more of that could 
be introduced for my four characters. There will be time enough to 
ponder those things in the coming weeks.

For now the atmosphere in the room is visceral and requires no 
analysis.

Afterwards everyone must leave the space quickly to make way 
for the next show. But upstairs people linger in the foyer or on the 
street outside. Several gather in the bar. I’m there for another hour, 
listening and talking.

There is someone who was drawn to hospice volunteering 
though personal experience and is now reading in depth into the life 
and work of Cicely Saunders. Another young person approaches me 
for a word. She has no connection with the palliative care world or 
knowledge about it. She has come to the play because her parents 
were from Warsaw, David Tasma’s home city. 

One older man tells me ‘I lost my wife to cancer. I found it all very 
emotional, very emotional. But in a very good way’. 

And once again there are proud family members, thrilled 
with what their sons and daughters have achieved on stage or in 
the production of the play. As an academic, I have a slight feel of 
graduation day.
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Outside as I make my way back to my family, the skies open, 
the wind gets up and there is a blast of rain that whips in from the 
Firth of Forth. I make no attempt to seek shelter. Lifting my face to 
the elements I feel thankful for such precious moments, spent with 
others, immersed in the story of Cicely and David.

Saturday
At 1pm we learn that for compelling reasons a member of the 

five person cast will be unavailable this evening. One of our co-
directors immediately steps forward. A new costume is found and 
the show will go on. 

By the time I reach the venue, crucial scenes are being rehearsed 
and to my astonishment the players seem relaxed and confident. 
It is a remarkable testimony to our group of student actors. How I 
have marvelled this week at their professionalism and passion. 

The performance is full of light and shade. Cicely Saunders’ post-
war encounter with the dying David Tasma in her first year as a 
hospital almoner is the central drama out of which the emergence 
of the modern hospice concept takes place. The play tells this story. 
It also lays out the principles of modern hospice and palliative care. 
It is intended, in David Tasma’s own words, to touch our minds and 
hearts. I think it has succeeded.

Tonight the audience pick up on the humour. The players 
respond in kind. 

The emotional temperature is raised, and everyone in the theatre 
can feel it. 

The final scene brings catharsis.
Afterwards, the conversations and reflections roll out as 

they have done each evening. People share their own stories of 
connection to the play, its characters and storyline. 
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Thanks to our sponsors, we have covered all of our production 
costs. This means that all proceeds from ticket sales, topped up by a 
leaving collection, will go to the Hospices of Hope Ukraine Appeal. 

Later, the whole team joins together in a Stockbridge pizzeria. 
We are all still animated. Toasts are made and impromptu speeches 
given. There are cards and gifts. Many of the team thank me and the 
producer, Jo Hockley, for taking them on. We thank them in return 
for taking us on. 

Months of preparation and teamwork have brought a remarkable 
result. We all wonder what tomorrow will feel like. 

For my part, I’m optimistic the play will live on and grow. 
Following this first production, I hope it will serve as a new platform 
to promote the message of palliative care - everywhere, and for 
everyone.

Notes
For more information about ‘Cicely and David’, including access to the film and script, please 
see: http://davidgrahamclark.net/cicely-and-david-a-play/
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My mother and the Christmas cactus
DECEMBER 2022

Now and again I have a sad reminder of a specific time when 
I upset my mother rather badly. There may well have been other 
occasions when I did something unkind or ill judged, but this 
one has stayed in my memory. Mostly dormant, it re-emerges at 
intervals, to provoke and disrupt. Just as it has done today.

I was 16 years old and it was a few weeks before Christmas in the 
last year of the 1960s. Sitting with my parents after our early evening 
meal, I was looking forward to a few hours later on, listening to 
music with friends from school. 

My mother, always one for pottering about, began watering 
a flowering cactus. For a long time now it had sat dusty on the 
window ledge, a succulent plant looking wrinkled and ill at ease in 
our northern home.

But this year, responding no-doubt to my mother’s tender 
ministrations, there had been a transformation in the cactus.  Its 
leaves, strung in rows like a paternoster, had become glossy and 
fresh. Pasture green. The foliage itself was now a mere foil to the 
main attraction of the plant. For at the end of each segmented stem 
was a deep scarlet flower, as bright as Santa’s coat. The effect was 
stunning. 

‘It’s never looked so good’ said my mother to nods of agreement 
from my father and me. ‘I’ve been reading that they need quite a 
bit of water’, she continued. ‘They aren’t from the desert, even 
though we call them cactus’. ‘Oh really’, dad replied glancing up 
from the evening paper and feigning interest. ‘No, they belong in the 
rainforests of Brazil and they literally grow on trees’. ‘Not like money 
then’, I interjected.
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Ignoring my attempt at sarcasm, mum rearranged the position 
of the plant and returned to her armchair to admire it. ‘David’, she 
said, ‘Why don’t you count its flowers? There’s a mass of them, like 
we’ve never had before. Go on, tot them up for me’.

‘In a minute mum ...’ I mumbled, retreating to some inner reverie.
We sat for a while. The coal fire burned hot, occasionally hissing 

a yellow-blue flame of burning gas. Dad continued with his paper. 
Mum took our cups to the kitchen and then began attaching 
Christmas cards to pieces of ribbon, for hanging on the wall.

Judging the moment to be right. I got up from my seat, made for 
the door and announced that I was going out for a while and had a 
key.

‘But what about the flowers on the cactus?’ mum asked, clearly 
troubled. ‘Sorry mum’ I replied, ‘I need to get off to catch the bus. I’ll 
do it when I come back’.

Dad looked up, glanced at mum and then shot me a look of 
disapproval.

‘Such a little thing to ask’ said mum. I could see the tears welling 
in her eyes, her look already strained and hurt. ‘You wouldn’t believe 
it’, she said. ‘Kids today … such a little thing, but no … they just can’t 
be bothered’.

Simultaneously embarrassed and irritated, I headed for the door. 
My evening was spent with a few like-minded folks in Middlesbrough, 
immersed in a new LP by the Incredible String Band. It was called 
Changing Horses. 

I came home to a darkened, silent house and went straight to 
bed. There was no mention of the cactus next day, or at any point 
thereafter.

Time passed. 
A great deal of time.
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Then at home earlier today, I looked at the brilliant display on 
my own pink-flowering cactus. I’d certainly been rewarded for some 
rehabilitation given back in the summer. Fresh compost, a slightly 
bigger pot, just the right amount of water and a new location away 
from bright light. Now the plant cascaded forth in bracts laden with 
pale flowers. Already in a state of exuberant display, it clearly had 
more blooms ready to appear.

As I admired this splendid example of Schlumbergera 
bridgesii,  I thought back to that pre-Christmas evening so long ago. 
I remembered my mother’s pain and my own thoughtlessness. In 
a long-belated act of propitiation, I counted its blooms, just as my 
mother had asked. There were 39 flowers and 12 buds.

One for each year since 1969.
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Stories
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The Transporter
APRIL 2021

Sean was always caught on the ebb tide. Here he was now, barrelling 
across the grammar school quadrangle with his characteristic rolling, 
but sad gait. A shock of red hair falling down in a long spiky fringe 
concealing his sorrowful brown eyes and pale, pensive face. 

I caught up with him just as we entered the physics lab. We sat 
together on tall stools along the fourth bench from the front. The 
seating arrangement made it easy to leave a sizable gap without 
being unkind. This was 1965, long before social distancing, but it was 
prudent, nonetheless. 

Sean smelled. Today his once white shirt looked particularly 
unwholesome, the collar blackened and greasy. Seen from the side, his 
‘tide mark’ was clearly visible - that margin where the damp flannel 
had reached its limited extent, leaving the ears and neck untouched 
and uniformly grey. His teeth were strangers to a brush. The ensuing 
odour was both sharp and leaden. Acidic top notes above a basso 
profundo of staleness exuding from a body uncared for, even at the 
age of twelve.

Sean played rugby a bit. Not much speed, but hard to tackle. After 
the match and however muddy the conditions, he was the only one 
of us not to shower, dressing quickly over his sports kit, shuffling 
out of the changing room as soon as he could, and leaving with no 
goodbyes. He seemed indifferent to victory or defeat. 

I hardly knew him. Nor did I have the vocabulary then to even 
speculate on the circumstances of his life.  Now, waiting for the 
physics teacher to arrive, Sean pushed a grubby newspaper-cutting 
over to me. Just a few column inches. What’s this Sean, I asked? Loves 
and Hates of Sonny and Cher, he replied.
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Four years later he left school to find a job. His appearance was no 
barrier to work as an apprentice mechanic in a back street garage. He 
was quiet in the break times, never rising to his workmates’ banter, 
shielded by the art of distance he’d developed at school. But then he 
began to arrive late in the mornings or didn’t turn up at all. Soon he 
found himself out of the door. 

The pattern was quickly established. A self-perpetuating back and 
forth between the dole office and some dead-end job or other. By the 
time I was preparing for university, Sean was on his umpteenth work 
‘trial’. He rarely made it through to Friday. 

But he had his regular drinking haunts, pubs at the edge of the town 
centre, or on the corners of streets that sloped towards the river. Here 
no one showed much interest in the obviously underage lad sitting 
alone in a quiet corner, leafing through that week’s Melody Maker, or 
an Evening Gazette left behind by some other regular. Occasionally I 
joined him there and we talked about local bands that were teetering 
on the edge of success.

The pubs had exotic names: the Baltic Tavern, the Lord Raglan, 
the Fleece. Here he took to swallowing draughts of black porter, 
chased down when he could afford it with doubles of Johnny Walker 
red label. Combined with intermittent and then regular smoking, his 
appetite diminished. 

When his parents turned him out, he found a room to let in a 
boarding house mainly occupied by workers from Ireland and groups 
of Bengalis seeking employment. Everyone had some kind of story to 
tell, but Sean was mostly silent. 

There he was, slipping between the cracks in the flagstones of his 
own home town. If they hadn’t left for elsewhere, his old classmates 
looked on in dismay. By the age of twenty-one he was a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. 
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One time he caught the bus to what in our town passed for the 
leafy suburbs, near the old school. Spent the evening drinking in the 
public bar where he'd consumed his first pint. When the landlord 
called closing time, Sean remembered the nearby chip shop and 
decided on a ten penny bag with scraps. He’d eaten nothing all day. 

By the time the last bus arrived he was feeling muzzy. Lurching 
to the rear seat, he slumped in the corner, just by the heater. The 
warmth and the motion promptly sent him to sleep. 

Next the driver was waking him. You’re at the terminus son, you’ll 
have to get out here. Without protest Sean stepped down onto the 
cinder path and the bus pulled away.

Turning, he saw the Transporter Bridge, lit up by the riverboat 
lights. That complex piece of engineering, high enough to let ships 
pass beneath a massive beam, which also supported a gondola 
carrying cars and lorries across the Tees, just above water level. It 
was closed for the night.

But he remembered something from a school trip: the service 
walkway for maintenance. You could climb to the upper level, cross 
the river on the left gangway, reach the north bank, and return on 
the right, back to the south bank. Crossing and re-crossing county 
lines in the process. 

Sean fetched up at the pedestrian gate. God knows why, but it 
was open. Then the perilous climb up towards the walkway, feet 
slipping on the metal steps. At the top, his unsure movements were 
exaggerated by alcohol and the stiff breeze. But the handrails on 
each side were keeping him enclosed. In the distance the chemical 
works belched out malodorous,  multi-coloured fumes. The river, 
some 200 feet below, was a diurnal, stomach-heaving sewer. 

He crossed over to the opposite walkway, facing the town he’d 
lived in all his short life. What have you bloody well given me he 
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murmured? Sean - the grammar school boy - already washed up 
and wasted. Abandoned by family, connected to a few friends by a 
fraying thread. Each clouded morning, calculating the time to his 
first drink. Unemployable. 

At this moment he felt an invisible hand pressing the small of 
his back. He looked downstream. The tide was ebbing fast. So was 
he. If he leaned over now he’d be dead and half-way to Holland by 
morning. The hand relaxed its pressure. Other fingers seemed to 
grip his right shoulder, turning him towards the town. The moment 
dissolved like an Alka-Seltzer, suddenly clearing his head. 

Now he clenched both handrails and resolutely pulled himself 
forward with a new strength. Despite it all, Sean was high on The 
Transporter - and heading for home. 

How do I know all this? You may well ask. Well, it’s because I 
made it up. In fact the truth is worse than my story.
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A good lunch
MAY 2021

The proceedings had undoubtedly been a pleasure. Five friends 
gathered together in late Winter for a traditional Sunday lunch, 
accompanied by a first rate Rioja and rounded out by dessert and 
good coffee. Emerging from the hotel, and with the exception of the 
driver, they each had the recognizable glow that results when wine 
and hot food come together in the middle of a cold day.

They were an unlikely quintet: the physician, sociologist, 
philosopher, anthropologist and surgeon who were now strolling 
from the hostelry and into the nearby side-streets of a picturesque 
Scottish fishing town.

‘This place has become such an enclave for well-off retirees from 
the city’, said the sociologist. ‘They’ve bought up all the period houses, 
formed their own clubs and societies, grabbed the best moorings in 
the harbour, and generally made the place their own’.

‘Sounds idyllic’ said the philosopher, who was counting the years 
to his well-funded retirement from a Norwegian university.

‘But aren’t they eroding the indigenous culture and economy of 
the place?’ The anthropologist was making a plea to the conscience 
of the group.

‘Well they do mean work for the likes of us’ said the physician. 
‘Plenty of diseases of old age, frailty, and dementia of course’.

‘Yes for me too’ said the surgeon, ‘no shortage of dodgy knees and 
hip replacements here, to be sure’.

They continued their stroll. The medics a little ahead, deep in 
conspiratorial shop talk. Those from the pondering sciences bringing 
up the rear.

Then he appeared, walking towards them on the narrow 
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pavement. Late-sixties, tall and with a bulk that spoke of comfortable 
means, his longish yellow-grey hair swept back from a prominent 
forehead. He wore thick corduroys in a faded shade of russet. His 
brown leather brogues had seen their best days, cracked and worn, 
but were completely right with the trousers. His old tweed jacket was 
topped off with a bright silk scarf wrapped several times round his 
ample neck.

‘You look like you’ve had a good lunch!’ he exclaimed by way of 
greeting to the sociologist, who it must be said, did look the most 
post-prandial of the five.

‘We have indeed’, came the reply, ‘and we are now musing on this 
lovely town and what goes on in it’.

‘Best thing we ever did, moving here’, said the man. ‘Unbelievably 
favourable property prices. This is my house right here’. He pointed 
to an exquisitely restored Georgian front door, painted a subtle sage 
green with cream surrounds. Its shining brass handles and letter box 
were the epitome of good taste, so too the adjacent fisherman’s lamp.

‘I was glad to get out of the television business and slow down 
my pace of life. Phoebe feels the same. She was being driven mad 
running her marketing company, with never a moment to call her 
own. Now we live differently. Feel part of a community. We all know 
each other here and the locals couldn’t be nicer’.

‘Where have you been’? asked the philosopher, pointing at the 
two large hessian bags the man was carrying, one in each hand.

‘Well, we’ve just had a sort of Antiques Roadshow in the village 
hall. Bring along a few special pieces and see if Prof Millar can tell you 
their provenance. Not much gets past her. She taught Art History for 
years at St Andrews’.

‘Sounds like fun’ said the anthropologist. ‘A bit like a Kula ring of 
ownership that marks out status in the community’.
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‘I don’t suppose I’d thought of it that way’ hesitated the man, 
somewhat puzzled. ‘But I must say, it was great fun’.

‘Do you have other hobbies?’ probed the sociologist?
‘Well yes I do’ came the reply. If you look down this passage here 

to the harbour, you can see my clinker built Cornish yawl. Twenty 
seven feet, red sails, and just perfect for conditions in the estuary. I’ve 
been cleaning her up all Winter and she’ll be back in action within a 
couple of weeks’.

‘Speaking of action’, said the philosopher, sensing the onset of 
a long maritime discourse, ‘we’d best be getting on our way. It was 
really good to meet you’.

‘As it was with you’ said the man, turning back towards his front 
door, from the road where he stood. 

Then came the fateful moment.
Unbalanced by his load, he tripped on the granite edge of the 

pavement, fell forwards with rapidly increasing velocity, landing 
literally on his knees, corduroys ripping on impact.

The bags hit the ground just before him.
From the left side came the tinkling of broken glass as it fell from 

the shattered frame of a painting by one of the lesser known Scottish 
Colourists, now lying forlorn on the paving stones. On the right, a 
split second later, came the clunking and cracking of pieces from a 
nineteenth century Chinese opium jar, as it broke apart inside the 
bag and fell onto the doorstep.

The three academics shrieked in unison. The man, now in 
prayer-like posture and facing the portal of his own home, moaned 
in despair: ‘Pheobe will kill me!’

The medics came charging back, slipping effortlessly into 
emergency mode. The physician checking for vital signs, uttering 
reassuring words and looking for a possible clinical cause to the fall. 
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Then the surgeon, firmly helping the man to his feet, making sure no 
bones had been broken.

They had not.
But spewing from each of the two bags was an unlucky dip of 

shards. Art in pieces. Damage probably irretrievable.
The high spirits of the assembled group were likewise shattered. 

Making a departure was not going to be easy.
Then a cultural moment occurred to astonish and delight the 

anthropologist.
Suddenly brightening, raising himself to his full stature, dignity 

restored, the man put on the bravest of faces. Turning to the quintet, 
and perhaps sensing the imminent return of Phoebe, he said with a 
smile: ‘I say, why don’t you all come in for a nice cup of tea?’

I guess you couldn’t make it up. In fact I didn’t. 
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Spring Fling
JULY 2021

Adrian was standing at the back of a metal-worker’s forge. A 
demonstration of decorative ironmongery skills had just ended and 
as the heat of the fire died down, the large crowd was still murmuring 
its admiration. Suddenly, a voice tinged with irony filled the space. 
‘We are soon going to take some photographs for publicity use by 
Visit Scotland. So if by chance you are with someone you perhaps 
shouldn’t be, then you might want to leave now’.

Several pairs of eyes looked at each other in flickers of mild alarm. 
Some couples quietly drifted apart and made for the exit by different 
routes. But Adrian’s companion, Amanda, held his gaze from the far 
side of the workshop. Weaving her way through the crowd she strode 
purposefully towards him. Entwining her arms around his neck, she 
kissed him extravagantly, perhaps for just too long to be convincing. 
‘Stuff this for a game’ she laughed, as she took his hand and moved 
towards the door, winking saucily at the photographer.

Excitement over, inside the car Amanda studied the route as they 
headed for the next stop on their itinerary. It was to be the studio of a 
ceramicist in the western hills, a specialist in making non-functional 
pieces in vivid colours and mixed media. Jewellers, willow weavers, 
water colourists and cushion makers were also on the carefully 
prepared route, for later in the day. Such was the variety of their 
annual visit from Manchester to Galloway to spend time at the much 
acclaimed three day open studios event, known as the Spring Fling.

They had been doing this for the last five years. It had all started 
from a slightly drunken heart-to-heart at a college reunion. Since 
then, Adrian’s spouse, Sarah, had come to believe he was on his 
yearly ‘writing retreat’: re-drafting and finessing his latest academic 
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paper for publication. Knowing how important this was for his work, 
Sarah seemed totally understanding and never complained about 
the arrangement. Likewise, Amanda’s partner, George, had cheerfully 
seen her leave on what he took to be a long-standing, once a year, 
wild camping trip with some of her old friends from school.

Amanda and Adrian’s time at the Spring Fling was a whirl of 
meeting artists, makers and creators of all stripes. The slightly 
prurient pleasure was to see these people in situ, to enter their 
inspirational places, and to connect their work to the sites of its 
production. Some lived up pot-holed tracks in tiny bothies, others 
in handed-down family homes of faded grandeur. Many offered 
delicious home-made cakes, scones and good coffee to a steady 
stream of visiting arts and crafts enthusiasts from far and wide. The 
weekend was a cultural tour de force with a dash of anthropological 
observation thrown in for good measure. All in all, the Spring Fling 
never failed to disappoint.

Nor did the personal excitement of Amanda and Adrian’s special 
time together. Yet they were quite rational about it, functional even. 
Meeting only once a year, their relationship never developed to 
another level and remained firmly in its metaphorical box.  It was an 
arrangement that suited each of them and about which they were 
utterly discreet. Save for the odd lapse, like at the metalworker’s.

Of course, they comprehensively enjoyed sleeping together for 
three nights each year, delighting in bodily re-acquaintance and 
the re-newed frisson of smell and touch. Yet they lived untroubled 
within these parameters and never transgressed into any talk of a 
life together. Between each Spring Fling their text messages were 
sporadic and largely innocuous. Two former college pals keeping in 
touch for old time’s sake.

On the last evening this year,  they made for a favourite seafood 
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restaurant, tucked into an old warehouse by the harbour in a small 
fishing village.   The scallops and lobster there were fresh from the 
sea and the owner had a surprisingly good wine list to match. Taking 
no chances, they had booked a table in a small alcove that ensured 
privacy, but didn’t spoil their view of the adjacent tables, and the 
boats beyond.

It was a scene almost clichéd in its charm. They had once said it 
would make a wonderful post-impressionist painting: Diners by the 
Harbourside. Tonight, as previously, it was engaging and full of life; 
but eager to order, they quickly turned their attention to the menu, 
choosing their preferred dishes along with a regular bottle of Macon 
Lugny to match.

Only as they sipped the perfectly chilled white wine and smiled 
in appreciation at the amuse bouche, did they lift their eyes to survey 
the animated scene before them.

Then it happened.
‘Look’ said Amanda, anxiously pointing with a sideways 

movement of her eyes. Adrian waited briefly before casually turning 
his gaze towards the harbour window. There, sitting at the best table, 
was not (as he had instantly feared) some third party acquaintance, 
but rather, champagne flutes in hand, an adoring couple, each staring 
into the others’ eyes in barely concealed mutual passion. Two lovers, 
quite openly displaying their shared intensity of feeling in a way 
that Amanda and Adrian scrupulously avoided. The Spring Flingers 
looked at each other in mute astonishment as the full realization 
slowly dawned.

Then the man and woman at the window leaned in, kissing gently 
and lovingly. There they were in a moment of complete bliss. A new 
type of Spring Fling was being enacted before the onlookers. The 
loving couple was Sarah and George.



69

She’s leaving home
NOVEMBER 2021

Saturday early evening she closes the shop. Pulls down the blind, 
the summer light still pouring in above the door. After cashing up 
the till, her hand is shaking slightly as she removes £7 and pushes 
the grubby notes into the back of her purse.

There isn’t much to Sunday.
Her son Michael spends hours on the telephone to his fiancé, 

going over final details for their wedding. When he’s not doing 
that he’s combing through back issues of a magazine called Trout 
and Salmon, on a vicarious and unending fishing trip. Meanwhile 
John, the aspirant art college student, has the Beatles new LP on 
the stereogram. It plays and replays as the arm lifts up, swings back 
and settles again on the already crackling grooves. There is one song 
that troubles her each time she hears it. Nothing troubles Stuart, 
the youngest. He has been following the Test match at Headingley: 
England versus India, engrossed in batting averages and bowling 
figures.

Her husband reads the News of the World, snoozes after Sunday 
dinner and watches the London Palladium in the evening. Then bed.

Monday the shop is always closed.
With everyone gone from the house, she gathers up her large 

grocery bag, drops the latch and steps out onto the pavement. 
Turning the corner she heads towards the Co-operative Stores. Like 
so many times before, putting together a mental list of ingredients 
for the evening meal as she goes. Reaching the shop door, and 
grateful for the absence of people on the street, she keeps her eyes 
straight ahead and walks on. Today will be different.

At the local railway station she buys a ticket. No one is about on 



70

the platform. The guard nods. She climbs onto the train and chooses 
the cleanest looking seat for her journey. As the carriages cross the 
river Tees at Victoria Bridge, she thinks of Stephenson’s invention, 
which everyone round here calls the first steam train. Today she is 
retracing its inaugural run.

Darlington station is dirty and noisy. Big trains push through 
heading north and south, forcing you back from the platform edge. 
She could be in Edinburgh by afternoon, London by evening. Or 
maybe still here, dead on the tracks.

She reaches into her purse and finds the address on a piece of 
paper hidden under the small change. The landlady had sounded 
friendly on the telephone. She’d booked a single room at a reasonable 
price. Cash on arrival if you don’t mind.

At home the bright evening sunshine can’t cope with the 
darkening mood. Where is she? Not like her. Did she go to the 
hospital to visit someone? Worry quickly turns to annoyance. It’s 
not fair with the wedding coming up next month. Great start to the 
exams I must say. How do you think I feel? By nightfall he makes a 
decision. If no word comes by the morning, he’ll ring the police.

Tuesday’s dawn light creeps into the boarding house bedroom.
She has been here since the previous afternoon. Thankful for the 

kettle, some milk and a few biscuits. Summoning up her courage, she 
descends the stairs to the dining room. A lone fellow guest nods but 
fortunately doesn’t make small talk. She declines the fried breakfast, 
asks for tea and toast, leaving most of it behind as she gets up to go.

The police station ‘phone is ringing. He explains what has 
happened. We haven’t seen her since yesterday morning when we 
all went out of the house. Can you give me a description asks the 
officer. I’ll put a call out. Let me know if she turns up at home. They 
usually do.
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She is on a bus. It’s a short ride from here to Richmond. She has 
no idea what is drawing her to the pretty town on the edge of the 
Yorkshire Dales, except perhaps the complete contrast with the 
place where she lives. She spends some time by the river Swale, the 
clean water of the falls bubbling down, full of life.

Money still in her purse, but she can’t face the thought of a bed 
and breakfast landlady. As the evening coolness draws in she makes 
her way across the bridge and through a park. Beyond there is a 
cricket ground. The ghost of a smile flicks across her lips. She knows 
about cricket grounds. It’s not locked. She goes through the gate, 
walks to the back of the score box and lets herself in. She pulls a few 
sacks over her and tries to sleep as the rafters creak and a mouse 
scurries about among some old practice nets.

At home they sit and brood. No word from the police. No search 
they can organize for themselves, except for around the town. But 
no one wants to explain to the neighbours that she’s gone missing. 
Their irritation is growing at the bother of it all. He picks up the 
Sunday paper, yellowed by the sunshine that streams through the 
window. Then quickly puts it down when he reads about a woman’s 
body found in a layby last week. Just off the Great North Road. A 
man is in custody on suspicion of murder.

Early Wednesday she creeps out of the cricket ground, light 
headed and hungry, in need of a change of clothes and a hot drink. 
In a public toilet she conducts a makeshift wash, wetting her comb 
and dragging it through her hair, until it hurts at the roots. The mirror 
is dim and blotched, doing nothing to enhance her exhausted look. 
She goes back and sits by the waterfall, warmed a little by the weak 
morning sun.

Later, in a café off the market square she nurses a pot of tea and 
a scone. Towards five o’clock the staff bustle around, wiping down 
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tables and chairs until she gets to her feet, leaving her money 
with the bill and adding a sixpenny tip. The manageress bids her a 
friendly goodbye.

Tears welling, she begins to feel afraid as another evening 
presents itself. A few regulars are waiting for the Ship Inn to open. 
One calls out to her as she passes. Come and have a drink with us 
lass. She quickens her pace and turns the first corner she reaches. 
There are footsteps behind her, growing louder. Fear rises in throat. 
Then a female voice is at her shoulder.

You look in a bit of a state, pet. Do you want to come back to the 
café for a while? I’ve closed up and there’s just me there now.

More tea and this time a proper sandwich. You look like you 
need it. Just settle yourself there, I’ve plenty to do.

Like an honoured guest, she eats alone. Slowly. Reviving a little.
The woman comes through from the kitchen. Now, that’s 

brought your colour up.   I’m Doris by the way. It looks like you 
might be in a spot of bother.

She nods. Yes, I am really. Don’t know why I’m here. It just all got 
too much.

I can see that.
Three teenagers in the house. My husband home for dinner and 

tea on the dot every day. In and out all the time with his work. He’s 
an electrician. And then there’s the shop.

The shop?  Yes, it’s at the front of the house. We live at the back. 
It sells electrical goods, lights and heaters, plugs, fuses, all that sort 
of thing. When the three boys were all settled at school I wanted to 
go out to work. But he suggested a shop. It would help his business 
he said, and I could stay at home.

Oh.
I enjoyed setting it all up, but I realise now I was building my 
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own prison. That was five years ago. I run it by myself, five days a 
week. Last Saturday I just couldn’t face it any more. On Monday I 
walked out. Left them to it for a while.

Well it might do them good. You don’t miss the water ‘til the 
well runs dry. Don’t rush back just now. I tell you what. You can 
stay here for a night or two. There’s a spare bed made up. I’m just by 
myself, it’ll be no trouble.

Oh I couldn’t do that, at least not without paying. I’ve got money.
Oh keep that. One of the girls is off tomorrow. How about you 

help out in the kitchen for a bit? We have a good laugh in there, 
especially when things get busy. What do you say?

She wakes on Thursday in the small bedroom. Rested but 
nervous. She should go home now. But Doris is right. They can wait.

They are leaving the house, getting on with the day. He broods as 
he fries a piece of bread for his breakfast, a cigarette at his lips. The 
others organize themselves, preoccupied. No one mentions her.

The café’s kitchen is a new world for her. She is one of three 
women who keep busy, slicing ham, grating cheese, buttering rolls. 
Cakes and scones come out of the oven to cool on racks, wafting 
delicious smells around the small space. Doris flits in and out 
with the orders. No one asks questions. They make jokes, raise an 
eyebrow as certain customers come in, thumbs up when they go 
out. Her guard begins to come down. She likes the atmosphere 
and the others can see she is a good worker. When her lunch break 
comes she’s ravenous.

The afternoon is quieter and Doris tells her to take a walk. She 
goes to the waterfall in the sunshine and sees one or two now 
familiar faces, drawn like her to the current and spray, hoping it will 
wash away their troubles. One catches her eye and then looks away.

In the evening she eats cottage pie with Doris and afterwards 
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they drink a glass of ruby port together. She feels pleasantly sleepy 
after a remarkable day.

At home everyone is out. No one can tolerate the thick 
atmosphere of resentment that now fills the air in each room and 
won’t go away.

On Friday morning she’s back with the team in the kitchen, like 
she has been there for years. Her apron has been washed and put 
on the peg, ready for her. The morning flies by. Busy and friendly. At 
2pm, the rush over, Doris asks her to post some letters. She drops 
them in the pillar box, wondering if she should be writing home, to 
tell them she is safe, doing ok.

Happy to stay out longer in the sunshine, she takes a detour 
by the waterfall. The sunlight is playing on the spray, bouncing 
in all directions. She looks for her usual dappled spot among the 
trees. Just then two figures get up slowly from their bench and walk 
towards her. She thinks to run but feels rivetted to the ground. They 
are police officers in uniform.

Late afternoon on Friday, the shop bell rings.
Can’t they see we’re shut he says testily, getting up from his 

armchair. Three silhouettes are etched in the frosted glass. He 
unlocks the door. The two police officers are side by side. She is 
standing in front of them, hemmed in against escape. We’ve 
brought your wife home. Can we have a word inside?

They sit in the living room, uncomfortably perched on the 
edge of their seats. They can’t piece together where she has been 
all week. She says nothing. There isn’t anything the police can do 
except write a report for the files. The officers soon leave.

He walks into the living room, where the rest of the family are 
huddled in anticipation. Mam’s home, he says. Stuart, will you pop 
out and get us all fish and chips? That’ll be the easiest thing tonight.
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So what happened? John over the meal. Where’ve you been?  It 
wasn’t fair just clearing off like that. You could have left us a note or 
‘phoned or something, says Michael. Stuart sits in silence, his food 
congealing on the plate.

Your mam got into a bit of a fluster about balancing up the till. 
That’s all. It’s nothing to fret about. So finish up your tea everyone. 
She’ll be opening the shop tomorrow, won’t you pet? Always a busy 
day, Saturday.
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The Christmas Eve dinner
DECEMBER 2021

The motorway is down to one lane in the deepening snow. I’m in 
a convoy of vehicles making cautious progress as we all head north. 
Driving home for Christmas.  

I reach the Scottish border. The Gretna outlet store, now re-
named Caledonia Village, is crammed with last minute shoppers. I 
take the next exit, heading west into Dumfries and Galloway. That 
little corner of Scotland that no one elsewhere seems to know much 
about. 

To my left is the white expanse of the Solway. Land, water and 
sky all one. Across the Firth, there’s a shadow of the distant Lakeland 
hills, obscured by cloud. Ahead of me, after a day feeding inland, is 
a skein of pink-footed geese, returning to the salt marshes for the 
night.

I’m a kindred spirit, westering home to the family small-holding 
where I spent my summer holidays and where my parents now 
live permanently, along with my much younger teenage sister, that 
quirky and late arrival to our little family. Years back, my academic 
ambitions took me south, and now, established as a University 
lecturer, I am marooned there, academically established, but usually 
counting the time until my next visit to Dumfriesshire.

I’ve had a long journey with plenty of time to think. Mainly about 
the state of the world, and specifically the dis-United Kingdom. 
The pandemic has served to heighten the differences within the 
home nations. The Scottish First Minister, if not universally liked, 
has garnered great respect for her calm and consistent attention to 
COVID issues. By contrast, the UK Prime Minister has played fast and 
loose with the rules, dithered and blundered until his incompetence 
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is there for all to see, apart from by those who voted for him.  At 
COP26, the great UN climate summit, he fell asleep in the audience. 
He makes speeches about Peppa Pig and takes loans, back handers 
and in-kind largesse wherever they can be garnered. He has led the 
UK out of the EU and into chaos, ridicule and corruption and seems 
to have no capacity to engage with the world’s problems in any way 
other than by sound bite.

At this point I stop myself. Surely over the next few days I can 
forget the troubles of the nation and the planet. Dumfriesshire will 
be the perfect place to disengage from the social and other media, 
read Christmas mystery stories, eat, drink, take long walks, sleep 
and seek solace and recuperation from the madness of the world.

Banish all other thoughts, I tell myself, and keep on driving.
Near the coast the snow is light, but pushing north into the Nith 

Valley and the foot of the Lowther Hills, the conditions worsen 
again. On a straight stretch, a large black car passes me imperiously, 
its windows darkened and bearing number plates the like of which 
I haven’t seen before. As it overtakes, my own car slips sideways, 
momentarily out of control. Any tiredness I feel is dissipated by a 
sudden prickling of sweat on the back of my neck. For the final miles 
I’m wide awake, concentrating hard.

The very last stage of the journey is deeply familiar, but also 
taxing. The narrow lane, thick with ice, the temperature falling. 
Trees on either side drooping with snow. I’m watching out for that 
spot in the glen where the road goes perilously close to a steep drop, 
down to the river below. It also tells me I am just five minutes from 
home.

On reaching the house, it’s full of light. The Christmas tree by the 
garden wall twinkles its welcome. I stretch out of the car, shake the 
motorway from my bones and head for the front door. Unsurprisingly, 



78

it’s not locked. Stepping inside I call out, announcing my arrival. 
I drop my bag and walk into the warmth of the kitchen, which is 
smelling of winter herbs and pickles. No one there. Then into the 
dining room, where the stove is lit and makes a warm greeting for 
this urban flat dweller at the end of a long Winter journey. I call out 
again, but get no answer.

The place is snug and comfortable, full of Christmas cheer. But 
my mother, father and sister are nowhere to be seen. I go up to my 
bedroom, where a side light is on, and fresh towels are laid out. 
Across the landing, the bathroom light glows softly and the bath is 
still running, a dressing gown folded on the radiator.  There are soap 
bubbles in the bath, but as I stand watching, I notice that the water 
level isn’t rising. I turn off the tap, puzzled by the optical illusion.

A full tour of the house confirms no one is here. Undeterred, I 
take a pleasant soak in the bath and change into fresh clothes. 
Concealing a bag of Christmas presents in the wardrobe, I decide to 
unpack everything else tomorrow, once I’m settled in.

In the dining room the long table is fully laid. Red candles light 
up the smorgasbord that has been prepared. It’s an invented custom 
in our Scandiphile family. Open sandwiches on Christmas Eve. Dark 
ryebread topped with all manner of delicacies – cheeses, herring, 
cured meat, eggs, gherkins. All garnished with leaves from the 
greenhouse. There’s cold beer in bottles next to tall glasses and at 
the side, shots of acquavit.

With everything clearly ready for the feast, I glance at the time. 
Almost eight o’clock. Of course, I realise now. Sensing I was behind 
schedule, my folks have gone off to the Christmas Eve carol service 
in the village, leaving everything ready to eat on their return, which 
must be soon I guess.

I pour myself a Pilsner, sit by the stove and am soon in a pleasing 
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family Christmas reverie. My mother, the real brains of the marriage, 
who' d worked in corporate finance for decades and then jumped 
ship to head up a homeless charity in the last years of her working 
life. My father, a career civil servant, expert on the inner workings 
of Holyrood and St Andrew’s House, the consummate strategist. 
Then my sister, born in Edinburgh, and privately educated there like 
me, but now at the local Academy down here, age 15, with plenty 
of friends, a withering sense of humour and passionate about the 
environment. With a shared love of the countryside, we are a curious 
and fortunate crew right enough.

Half an hour passes. I reach for my ‘phone to  call one of them. 
No signal. City living soon makes you forget rural privations. My 
sister once told me she has to walk halfway up the hill behind the 
house, just to send a text message. I shan’t bother tonight, and settle 
back to the beer and the fireside, reflecting on how happy they all 
seem here.

But after a full hour I feel a niggling worry. It’s probably the 
snow. No sign of the car, perhaps they are struggling to get back. It 
wouldn’t be the first time. I try to reach them from the landline, but 
it’s crackly and unusable.   I’m concerned, but not enough to quell 
my appetite.

I take up my usual place at the table and begin to eat, starting with 
the hot smoked salmon. It’s delicious. My dad will have prepared it 
in his prized outdoor oven, to his own ‘secret’ recipe, found on the 
internet no doubt. Smoky, sweet, and hints of beechwood! As I sip 
the acquavit, the lights flicker for a few seconds and then settle. The 
wind is getting up.  I proceed to a second smørrebrød. Pastrami this 
time. Equally good.

Then the lights hesitate again and the house suddenly plunges 
into darkness. Curiously, the candles have gone out too. Perplexed, 



80

I stumble about for matches, disoriented. Then as one of the tapers 
comes to light, I realise something very strange is happening.

My body is telling me I am no longer alone. My sinews tighten, 
preparing for threat. I can sense a presence at the table. As my eyes 
adjust to the candlelight, I see three people shading into my vision. 
Two men and a woman are seated with me, where my father, mother 
and sister should be.

None of them looks in my direction, though my eyes are fixed 
on them. They begin to speak, in calm, quiet voices. I cough to 
announce my presence, but there is no acknowledgement. It’s as if I 
don’t exist or am invisible to them. They serve each other with food. 
Drinks are poured, water only. They appear relaxed, but serious. 
Respectful of where they are, thoughtful about the dinner they are 
eating, catching up politely on small talk. Each one looks familiar to 
me and yet changed in some way I can’t fathom. Strikingly different 
in features, they have in common a patina of age that speaks of great 
longevity.

I look in astonishment as I realise who they are. Here, in my 
parents’ dining room on Christmas Eve are Marie Curie, Pablo 
Neruda and Nelson Mandela. Three Nobel Prize winners under one 
roof. All deceased.

‘Dear friends’, says Mandela, ‘’I can’t tell you how important it 
is that we are able to meet tonight here in this remote region of 
Scotland. Forgive the joke if I say that all three of us extremely old 
people have moved heaven and earth to be here! It has been quite 
a journey and we have some very serious matters to confirm in the 
next short while. Tonight, as you know, will be critical to the future 
of the entire world: no less’.

He continues. ‘We three are agreed that the world faces 
anthropogenic problems at a scale and complexity that have 
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never been seen before in human history. I hardly need to rehearse 
them: climate change, declining biodiversity, mass extinction, the 
depradations of consumerism. To these we can add the deeply 
rooted issues of religious,  political and racist intolerance, the 
persistence of poverty and of famine. Likewise, geo-political threats, 
instability, warfare, terrorism and forced migration - all blighting 
our global society’.

‘Alongside these’, Curie observes, ‘there exist the challenges of 
pandemic disease and the multiple personal, epidemiological, and 
systemic consequences that flow from it. All over the world there 
are still gross health inequalities and a shameful failure to apply 
scientific knowledge to the relief of suffering’.

‘Indeed’ says Neruda, ‘and meanwhile the world lacks global 
leadership and vision. Its politicians care nothing for poetry, music, 
art, or literature. They are mired in narrow party perspectives, 
vested interests and an inability to think beyond the next election. 
Social democracy opened up a great vision of progress, fairness and 
equality that has yet to be realised. “What is to be done?” has never 
been a more pertinent question’.

Mandela leans in to his colleagues. He is clearly primus inter 
pares. ‘How the three of us have been able to turn to these things in 
recent months is a matter that can never be understood. Processes 
have been at work that defy the laws of physics, biology and the 
whole of nature. Somehow this miracle, for such it must be called, 
has brought us together’.

He goes on. ‘Through our actions we have set in train a global 
commitment to change, agreed in secret by the world’s leaders. The 
details will be announced this evening. Five elements will underly 
the strategy that is soon to be revealed: compassion, sustainability, 
equality, tolerance and justice. Our planet is about to tilt on it axis 



82

into an new era of world peace and harmony. It is an epiphanal 
moment as never before seen. If we doubt its importance, just 
remember: some things can always seem impossible,  until they are 
done!’

Rising to his feet, Mandela brings things to a close. ‘It is now time 
for us to leave. Five minutes after we depart, our driver will activate 
an electronic signal that will override all global media of every kind. 
From pole to pole a message will travel around the world to every 
village, town and city. It will span the latitudes, Global North and 
Global South, each continent and every country. It will reach every 
jurisdiction, government, parliament and Senatus. Crossing deserts, 
steppes, mountains and forests, across oceans, seas and rivers, our 
message will be unstoppable and the world will be forever a better 
place as a result. Thank you, my dear friends, for this time together. 
Our car is waiting’.

They leave the house, slowly and deliberately with the hesitancy 
of advanced age. I sit in catatonic silence, stunned by what I’ve seen 
and heard, not knowing what to think or do. I have just been witness 
to a secret conversation between three long dead people who have 
somehow co-ordinated a plan to create a sustainable world of peace 
and fairness. It had sounded extraordinary, and indeed it was. I try 
to get my head to a place where I can begin to make sense of what 
has happened.

Minutes pass, and then the headlights of a car rake across 
the dining room window. I stagger towards the front door of the 
house. It is already opening as my mother, father and sister collapse 
inside.  ‘Have you heard, have you heard’? ‘What?’ I ask, unsure how 
much they may know. ‘We were leaving the church when suddenly 
the car radio came on by itself, all of our phones started ringing. 
The same message was on all of them. The world’s population was 
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being called to listen. In just a few moments a global announcement 
would be made, something to change everything on earth for ever. 
It wasn’t frightening. It sounded real. Like something truly, truly 
wonderful’.

‘So we immediately stopped the car on the track, waiting for the 
news. Then suddenly another car was coming downhill towards us 
at speed. It must have braked hard. It slithered, hit the fence and 
then catapulted into the glen, bursting into flames at the bottom, 
by the side of the river. It was horrible’.

‘At that moment the radio went dead and the announcement 
never came’.

‘The emergency services arrived amazingly quickly and sent us 
home, saying very little. They are working there now, but no one 
could possibly have survived. That car was going fast as it left the 
road and you know how deep the drop is. But who could possibly 
have been in it at this time on Christmas Eve? Ours is the last house 
on the road’.

My head starts to buzz. Car headlights are blinding my eyes. 
Words from the dinner are coming back to me. Visions of a dark, 
troubled world of disease, hunger, poverty, war and oppression are 
flashing before me. My parents’ voices are growing faint. I am losing 
consciousness, entering a place where everything is gentle and 
suffused with ambient light. My sister reaches forward to grab me, 
as my knees buckle. In what feels like slow motion, I collapse on the 
floor and drift away.

It is the beginning of a dreamless and long Winter sleep. Despite 
the Herculean efforts of those Nobel Laureates and the mystery of 
the Christmas Eve dinner, when I awake, sadly, the world is as it was. 
Completely unchanged.
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The attentive host and the Baden wine
JUNE 2022

The big moment was imminent. For weeks the host had been 
rehearsing in his head how the evening would end. I knew this 
because every morning when our paths crossed at the school drop-
off he’d had something to say about the special wine that would 
conclude his next dinner party. 

It was to be a Burkheimer Feuerberg Kesselberg Spätburgunder 
Eiswein, some ten years old, and emanating from the Baden region 
of Southern Germany. These details and more besides were tripping 
off the host’s tongue with increasing facility in the days before the 
meal.

I learned how the grapes for this model of vinous perfection must 
be picked whilst frozen and how they are heavy with sugar because 
Baden is the warmest wine growing region in the Federal Republic. 
It was explained to me that this white dessert wine would be so 
delicious that no food could be served with it, for nothing should 
detract from our intense and unalloyed pleasure in its consumption. 

It was a big build up, right enough.
And now here we were on an Autumn night in the 1980s. The 

starter, main course, cheese and pudding had been dispatched. 
All the guests had several glasses before them - the legacy of wines 
matched carefully by the host to each course of the meal. 

A feeling of wellbeing prevailed among us.
When the host left the dining room and returned moments later, 

he was holding with infinite care the cherished wine, and assuring 
us it was at the optimum temperature. 

He circumnavigated the table with ease, deftly pouring for each 
guest a modest measure into beautiful Roemer glasses, selected 
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specially for the Eiswein. A practiced twist of the bottle ensured 
nothing dripped to the table or was wasted. 

The person to my right sat with reverence while the host poured. 
The sense of anticipation was mounting as I, the final guest,  was 
about to be served.

It was at this point that my neighbour, who could contain himself 
no longer, raised the newly charged glass to his nose, sniffed deeply, 
paused, and then threw back his head in a moan of delight. 

Seeing such enthusiasm even before the wine was tasted, the 
host was palpably pleased, indeed distracted. Half speaking to my 
ecstatic neighbour, he proceeded to pour for me.

Thus it was that our sommelier made a fatal error.
Instead of the green stemmed Roemer, my drink glugged into a 

much larger glass, to whit one from which I had not yet finished a 
rather good claret.

Seeing his mistake, the host looked on in the epitome of 
incredulous horror. For once he was speechless. 

Taking my time to fill the silence, I smiled, looked around the 
table at my aghast companions, and then made to speak to our host 
in the friendliest of tones and in a way that seemed commensurate 
with the situation. There was only one thing that could be said:

“I beg your pardon, you never promised me a rosé Baden. 
For along with the white wine, you’ve gone and mixed a drop of 
red this time”. 
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The frugal academic 
JULY 2022

Gary lived alone.
A social scientist, he was good at structures, patterns and 

policies, but less adept in the world of relationships.
Gary’s minimal approach to intimacy was echoed in the frugal 

aspects of his living arrangements.
His home was a bungalow, well below his pay grade. Among his 

few luxuries was a pair of binoculars for birdwatching. He was a 
stranger to foreign holidays and his tastes in food and drink rarely 
went beyond the staples of the British diet.

By the standards of the day it’s true that Gary had a rather large 
television. Placed directly in front of it was an over-sized fake leather 
armchair that could be tilted backwards to push out a foot rest. To 
the right of the chair was an upturned Watney’s Red Barrel party 
beer can, now doubling as an occasional table. That completed his 
‘lounge’. 

Gary was content with this approach to domesticity, which 
characterised all the rooms in the house and even the contents of 
his fridge.

Visitors could be seen swivelling through 360 degrees, curious 
at the absence of functional or decorative accoutrements. He never 
noticed their bemusement.

Tonight Gary had a special guest. An American colleague had 
arrived early for the national sociology conference. Until now he 
and Gary had only known each other via the email. Gary had invited 
him over for a drink.

As he poured the beers, Gary began to explain a recent misfortune 
that had befallen him. He had been burgled.
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The perpetrators had got in through the kitchen window and 
stolen a watch and some cash from his bedroom.

Gary had no experiences of break-ins and was still feeling shaken 
by it, over a week after the event. Recounting what had happened, 
he was touched by the American’s concern.

‘I can understand totally’ said the visitor. ‘To feel that the 
private space of your home has been invaded by external, perhaps 
threatening agents. It must feel somewhat like a violation’.

‘Indeed’ mumbled Gary.
‘To have malevolent strangers touching, perhaps pruriently 

raking through your personal possessions, must be a high level form 
of transgression’.

‘Absolutely’, came the weak reply.
‘But then in addition to the special importance of losing the 

watch and the annoyance of the stolen money, to think that they 
would be so bold as to steal most of your furniture - that’s the final 
insult!’.

Gary, ever the minimalist, shuffled his feet and looked down at 
the floor in silence. He felt grateful for the American’s sympathy. 
‘Thank you’ he said. 

It was the least he could do. 
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The Hare, the Heron and the Professor: 
a story for ‘children of all ages’

SEPTEMBER 2022

Late one Spring evening, with the sun’s rays slanting low in the 
sky, the Professor took a walk around his garden. He paused for a 
moment to admire the view to the hills beyond. Then something in 
the grass caught his eye.

Lying next to a stone that had been warmed in the sunshine was 
a small brown, furry creature. It was keeping very still. At first he 
thought it was a rabbit. Perhaps a sick rabbit, as it showed no sign 
of movement.

The Professor decided it was better to leave the little creature in 
peace for a while. Maybe it would feel better after a good sleep. He’d 
come back to check later.

Then, as he slowly set off with his walking stick, there was a 
sudden movement to his left. Gathering all its strength, that small 
animal was now dashing off and heading for some oak trees across 
the garden.

As he watched, the Professor realized this was no poorly rabbit. 
Quite the opposite. In fact it was a very healthy young hare! Its long 
legs, tipped with white, were covering the ground at great speed 
and its beautiful red-brown soft ears were standing up straight and 
catching every sound.

The Professor was delighted. Such a lovely animal to have in the 
garden he thought, even if it might nibble at some of my vegetables!

Next day the Professor was heading for the garden pond. At this 
time of year, he knew the water would be full of life. He had a list in 
his mind of things to look for. Tadpoles, dragon flies, water snails, 
newts, frogs and toads.
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The pond was shaped like a large teardrop. To the left, tall silver 
birch trees swayed in the breeze. To the right, was the summer 
house - catching the best of the sunshine.

Nearby was a little wooden jetty with a very small rowing boat 
tied to it. The boat’s name was Tarka, after the otter in a story the 
Professor had always loved when he was a boy.

He stood and gazed on the watery wonderland, feeling content.
Then came a slow movement at the edge of the pond. Long neck 

pulled back into its chest, a grey-blue bird with the spindliest of legs, 
began to rise into the air. Its wings were doing a sort of back-flap to 
help with lift off. It gave a single squawk from a very long beak and 
then turned and flew away, looking slightly annoyed.

It was a sight he’d seen many times and it always thrilled him. 
The Professor was watching the Heron. He’d interrupted the bird’s 
search for lunch and now it was heading off to a quieter feeding 
spot.

A few days later the Heron and the Hare met for the first time. 
They shared their enthusiasm for life in the Dumfriesshire garden. 
Heron had been there for a few years now. Hare was a newcomer, 
but a welcome one. Each had the feeling they were going to get 
along just fine.

Quite soon they fell to talking about the Professor.
He’s a very distinguished academic, said Heron, but he’s also 

quite down to earth. He’d far rather spend his time here in the 
garden than on some University committee or other. He seems to 
like looking very closely at things around him.

Heron explained that during the lockdown, she’d seen the 
Professor very early in the morning standing at a window. He was 
watching as she tucked into a rather delicious eel, newly speared 
out of the pond.
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Hare had his own story. A couple of evenings past, the Professor 
had  peeped around the beech hedge by the vegetable patch, just as 
the little chap crouched there, enjoying a delicious nibble of some 
new lettuce leaves.

On both these occasions, it seemed that the Professor had in his 
hands a small red notebook, which he pointed towards them. What 
could it be for, they both wondered?

Next day as he was doing some weeding among the flower beds, 
the Professor saw the Heron and then the Hare 

Both times he reached for the small red notebook they’d talked 
about. It took him precious seconds to retrieve it from his coat 
pocket, then he held it towards them, looking  quite serious.

But somehow the moment seemed to be lost. No sooner seen, but 
the Hare had gone. The blurred white blob of its tale merging into a 
patch of long grass. The Heron, always a shy bird,  was just a smear of 
grey-blue lifting itself from the side of the pond, like some mysterious 
creature from the prehistoric past, but impossible to identify.

In each case their departure was watched by the Professor, 
standing disappointed as the Hare and then the Heron disappeared 
from view. He muttered something about just wanting to get a good 
snap of them,  and with a sigh, put the red notebook back into his 
pocket.

When they next met, Heron and Hare got into a discussion about 
the Professor and the curious red notebook. Why, they asked each 
other, did he hold it up with both hands and point it towards them?

If it happens again, it was agreed, they must rush off even more 
quickly. For their own safety!

Then, one  beautiful day that Spring  the Professor was out in the 
garden, exploring and enjoying all the new plants that were emerging.

Hare rushed off to find Heron. The two crouched behind some 
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tall irises and peeped through the stems to see what he was doing. 
The Professor had his red notebook with him and was pointing it at 
different flowers and shrubs.

From time to time he even jabbed the notebook with his first 
finger, tapping away, gazing into the distance and then tapping 
again.  It’s important to capture these things when you see them, he 
said to himself.

Quietly, Heron and Hare stepped back, disappearing into the 
surrounding landscape. They were still very puzzled by it all.

Next time they saw the Professor, he was snoozing. Not 
surprising, it was a gorgeous afternoon.

Over the pond, two damsel flies were conducting a courtship 
dance. They hovered, darted, swerved and moved off. Only to be 
back moments later.

The Professor was oblivious. Eyes closed, he was sitting outside 
the summer house in his favourite wicker chair, dreaming of the 
world’s great gardens.   Hare and Heron were watching from the 
reeds.

Then suddenly the red notebook on his knee made a noise
The two friends both agreed it must be music. They listened 

intently. As quickly as it had started, the music stopped and in 
came the loud voice of the Professor. He was looking at some lights 
shining on the front of the notebook and he seemed to be speaking 
to someone.

Yes absolutely, I need your technical advice, the Professor 
boomed. I have these two very striking creatures living in the garden 
– a Hare and a Heron. I just want to get one good shot of each of 
them. But try as I might I can’t. I’ve almost decided to stuff the 
whole idea.

Heron and Hare turned and looked each other in the eye. Alarm 
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was written all over them. He’s trying to kill us, they screamed in 
unison! And with that they cleared off as fast as they could, on 
foot and by wing, putting as much distance as possible between 
themselves and the now scary Professor.

Surely, mused Hare next day, when they had calmed down a bit, 
the Professor can’t be someone who would harm wild creatures 
like us? I can’t imagine he would want to stuff us to decorate the 
summer house. He seems to love his garden and all the things that 
live in it. Maybe we should ask him to tell us what he’s doing? Give 
him a chance to explain himself ?

The two friends decided to leave a message for the Professor. 
One that he would find on his morning  walk. They  fastened it to 
the summer house door.

Dear Professor
Can you come to a picnic here at noon today? We will 
organize the food. Please bring your magic red notebook.
Signed,
Heron and Hare.

At the appointed hour, all three gathered in the summer house. 
Professor, said Heron, before we enjoy our picnic, we need to talk 

to you about something quite serious.
Please go ahead said the Professor, obviously intrigued by all this 

attention.
It’s not easy to say this, but we’ve been afraid that you are 

planning to harm us in some way. We’ve seen you with your little 
red notebook, talking about snapping and capturing things. 

Worst of all we think you are planning to shoot and stuff us, said 
Hare.
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But why ever would I want to do that, came the astonished reply.
Because we heard you tell the red notebook these things, said 

the alarmed Heron.
Oh no, said the Professor, horrified. He pondered for a moment 

and then spoke kindly to them. I think there has been a terrible 
mistake.

Please explain, chorused Hare and Heron.
Well you see, for days now I have been trying to take a photograph 

of each of you. I can’t get a good snap as we used to call such things 
when I was a boy, it’s just been impossible to capture a clear image. 
For every time I get the chance, you clear off, quick as a flash, leaving 
only a blur on my screen. 

Your screen? Questioned Heron. Yes that’s right. On my smart 
phone.

Not the red notebook? Asked Hare.
Well I suppose you could call it a notebook. It does so many 

things. But for this purpose it’s a camera.
But you said you wanted to get a shot at us, protested Heron. 

What else could that possibly mean?
I’m afraid there is a word here that has popped into the wrong 

place. What I said to my friend on the screen was that I want to get 
a shot of you. It’s a sort of fancy way of saying take a photograph.

You see, he continued, words are terribly important. If we 
misunderstand or half hear something, we can get into a terrible 
fix.  I think this is what has happened here. Perhaps more than once. 
You’ve been unnecessarily alarmed by words like snap, capture, shot 
and stuff. For example, when I said that last word, I meant stuff the 
idea, forget about it. Not stuff you!

So you weren’t trying to shoot us at all?
Only with a camera! I wanted to get a precious photograph of 
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each of you to share with my grandchildren. They’ve been hearing 
lots from me about Heron and Hare in the garden, but they live a 
long way away and have been desperate to see you!

Heron looked at Hare in amazement. Hare looked back, about 
to giggle.

They broke into smiles and hugged each other, delighted at the 
story.

So now, said the Professor, may I have the honour of taking your 
photographs, using the er ... red notebook?

Of course they replied. Whereupon each of them struck a 
dignified pose, which was duly snapped by the Professor in two 
charming shots.

All three tucked into the food. The Professor enjoyed some 
beautiful scones, freshly baked. Hare munched on a rocket salad. 
Heron had a delicious eel sandwich. There was elderflower cordial 
to drink.

Afterwards, all three sat back, pleasantly full.
Then suddenly Hare said – but what about a picture of you 

Professor. Could you do that for us?
I can do better than that replied the Professor.  Then he moved 

beside the Heron and the Hare, stretched out his arm and pressed a 
button on the notebook.

The result was immediately there for everyone to see. On the 
screen looking happy and content were the smiling faces of all three 
of them: the Heron the Hare, and the Professor.

I believe it’s called a selfie, said the Professor. So now, after that 
terrible misunderstanding about words, you can see we are all 
friends together. Captured in the little red notebook!
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Illness and ageing in a turbulent world 
NOVEMBER 2022

For nearly all of my 77 years on this earth, I have lived in the 
Dumfriesshire parish of Kirkmahoe. Not easy to find on a map, it’s 
a delightful place of rolling green pastures that slope down to the 
banks of the River Nith, just as it nears the end of its watery journey 
and debouches into the Solway Firth. I grew up here and with the 
exception of a few brief sojurns elsewhere, Kirkmahoe and its wider 
environs are where I have made my life.

I come from quite a large family, many of them employed on the 
land, working in sheep farming and also field sports, like pheasant 
shooting. You might say that the countryside is in my blood, which 
is why I’ve never wanted to live and work anywhere else. I still love 
the local woods, fields and burns, and the intriguing place names, 
like Doctor’s Knowe and Deadman’s Hole, two spots close to where 
I live.

It rains a lot here and our seasons aren’t always predictable but I 
still like to rootle around whenever I can. My mobility isn’t as good 
as it was, but I wouldn’t want to miss my walk every morning before 
breakfast, and then again last thing at night.

With all the turbulence in the world in 2022, it’s perhaps not 
surprising that some of us are inclined to look back to better times. I 
know that can mean a tendency to idealise how things were in years 
gone by. As someone once said, even nostalgia doesn’t seem as good 
these days. But to be fair, this has really been an annus conturbant, to 
paraphrase our late Queen.

Spring was just getting underway when Russia invaded Ukraine, 
precipitating a bloody conflict that shows no likelihood of ending 
soon. Chaos has been the hallmark of the Westminster Government, 
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serving up no less than three Prime Ministers in a matter of a few 
months. COP27 has once again highlighted the climate crisis that’s 
enveloping us all and impacting fastest in those communities 
least resourced to deal with it. The cost of living is rising to eye-
watering levels, whilst the long term effects of the pandemic are still 
reverberating. You must know these things as well as I do, if not far 
better.

Against this background, and in the midst of the July heatwave, I 
became seriously ill. The problem was something called a pharyngeal 
pouch infection. Sounds nasty, and indeed it was. I’ll spare you the 
details, especially as the cause proved impossible to determine. By 
way of treatment I was put on an aggressive course of anti-biotics 
plus anti-inflammatories. At the same time no one tried to hide the 
severity of the situation. It was explained to me and my family that 
I was ‘sick enough to die’.

I understand that continuing with active treatment whilst also 
focussing on symptom relief is the modern approach to palliative 
care. So in addition to the drugs, I got cold drinks and ice packs to cool 
me down, my bedding was changed every day and the atmosphere 
round the house was made calm and peaceful by ambient music, 
played to ease my distress. At one point, when things looked very 
bad, the family even set up a vigil around my bed, thinking my time 
wasn’t long. 

But then, Lazarus-like, I made an incredible recovery. After five 
or six days of this special regime I was feeling much better, and in 
time I got back to my usual daily routine and eating habits. I wasn’t 
the only one in the house to be thrilled about it, I can tell you!

By October I was even able to take a short autumn holiday on the 
Northumberland coast, where the sea air did me a power of good.

Now as the year is drawing to a close, I’m looking at both sides 
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of life’s coin. Yes, there may be further medical problems ahead, 
but there can also be good quality of life, even as age and illness 
advance. I’m living every day as if it was my last. Hoping for the best 
and preparing for the worst. It’s not a bad way to face the world. 
Despite the problems all around and notwithstanding my own 
health issues, I am looking to 2023 as optimistically as I can. I hope 
anyone reading this can try to do the same.

Oh, and by the way,  just one thing before I go. My name is Baxter 
and my preferred pronouns are he/him. 

Also, I should probably make it clear:  I’m a Cocker Spaniel.
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The missing person: 
A Christmas mystery

DECEMBER 2022

I’m home for Christmas, with a whole week to go before the 
celebrations begin. My end of term marking is complete and 
the research paper I’m writing can easily be progressed here in 
Dumfriesshire, away from the distractions of London and the 
university world.

I tell myself all this, but my deeper reasoning says otherwise. 
This early arrival for the holidays is really about avoiding a repeat 
of last year.

I’ve written before on that particular episode. I’d reached home 
late on Christmas Eve to find an empty house. Within a few minutes 
the dinner table somehow became a meeting place for three long-
dead Nobel Laureates, who proceeded to unveil a plan for global 
peace and harmony. A plan which was then summarily thwarted 
in disastrous circumstances. I still haven’t been able to take it all in 
and I am hoping beyond hope, that elements of those inexplicable 
events from a year ago won’t resurface this festive season.

So it’s reassuring when our first family evening together proves 
pleasantly free of drama. Over cottage pie and dad’s home-grown 
broccoli, my increasingly left-leaning retired parents take me through 
the political chaos at Westminster, egged on by my socially aware and 
climate activist younger sister. Three Prime Ministers in a matter of 
months, governmental incompetence still everywhere to be seen, 
strikes wherever we look. It can’t all be blamed on COVID or Putin’s 
war in Ukraine. Likewise, there’s our over-reliance on oil and gas, the 
return of coal mining and the lukewarm approach to COP27 from the 
latest incumbent in 10 Downing Street.  Not forgetting the Supreme 



99

Court decision about an independence referendum for Scotland. 
It’s a long list, but to my relief, no one mentions the Nobel 

Laureates.
Next day, I wake to the hesitant dawn light slanting across my 

bedroom wall. I pull on some old clothes and head out with our 
ageing spaniel for a moderately brisk walk before breakfast. The 
sharp, clean air of Nithsdale hits my lungs. It never disappoints. My 
feet crunch on a thick layer of riming frost.   A red kite loops languidly 
overhead, eyeing the ground for carrion. For the umpteenth time 
I thank my stars to be back in south west Scotland, this hidden 
region of drumlins, forests, beaches, lochs and rivers. A place for 
deep thinking, leisurely days in the open air, and perhaps (one day) 
romantic entanglements.

But for now, none of these should tempt me. After breakfast I am 
straight into my small study bedroom. It sits above the kitchen, and 
is always snug.

I open up my computer. It’s the moment that both daunts and 
exhilarates any writer. The blank screen. I type in my title: ‘Missing 
Persons in Britain Today’. It’s going to be a critical review of what is 
known about the 170,000 people that disappear in the UK every year.

The day goes well. I take it easy on the coffee, eat a modest lunch 
and by late afternoon have set out my introduction and the purpose 
of my paper. The study of missing persons is a developing interest 
of mine and my plan here is to summarise the literature and then 
describe the trends and patterns, as well as what is known about 
the experiences of missing people and their families, and the kind of 
support they need. It’s one of those hidden social issues that doesn’t 
really grab people’s attention – until they have direct experience of it.

Satisfied with my day’s work, I cook pasta for dinner and 
then we all settle down to watch an episode of The Crown. It’s an 
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unexceptional evening of easy contentment.
Next morning everyone is bustling about. I’m the only one home 

for the day. As the house goes quiet I settle back to my work. Then 
in the hallway the letter box flaps. It’s too early for the post. I wander 
down to check. An Amazon envelope is on the mat. The kind that 
contains thin books or musical scores. Bending to pick it up I see 
that it’s been repurposed and is heavily sealed with parcel tape. I 
turn it over. In an elegant antique script, speaking of centuries ago, 
it’s addressed to me and where the stamp should be, someone has 
written the words ‘by hand’.

There are no calligraphers among people I know, but I take the 
packet through to the kitchen and open it with a sharp knife. Inside 
is a small set of papers, evidently of considerable age. I extract the 
contents carefully and lay out the various sheets on the kitchen 
table. There are three handwritten letters, apparently original, and 
two very faded newspaper cuttings. Each one carries a date. As a 
researcher would, I arrange them into chronological order. They are 
all from the late 1770s.

14th February 1778

To such as it might concern

By my own hand and guided by that of the Lord God Almighty, I 

set out here the dreadful truth concerning the disappearance of 

Agnes Brown, lately of the Parish of Kirkmahoe.

Agnes Brown, a spinster age 25 years, resided in the above parish 

with her parents. They being sickly and impoverished, she cared 

for them as an only daughter, placing always their welfare above 

her own. Yet she also took in sewing and mending, sold eggs from 

her own fowls and was adept in horticultural matters, producing 
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copious quantities of potatoes, kale, raspberries etc. Thus she fed 
her family.
Her soul was fed each Sunday, whereon she attended her local 
Kirk without absence or lateness. Each night she read the word 
of God to her parents. She prayed by her bedside and followed 
our Lord in all her daily works. She stayed aloof from idle gossip, 
transgression and sin. Her life can be considered blameless and 
worthy.
Yet on the night of 24th December 1777, as she made her way to a 
service of thanksgiving for the birth of Our Lord Jesus Christ, our 
Sister Agnes disappeared and has never been seen again.  Her 
parents, bereft, are inconsolable and with no one to maintain their 
bodily needs, will soon depart for the alms house in Dumfries.
Yet there is no evidence that this shocking disappearance of a 
Christian soul has provoked any response from the worthies 
of the parish. The constable has conducted no enquiry into the 
matter, the minister has made no reference to it from the pulpit, 
and indeed the gentlemen and landowners of Kirkmahoe and its 
neighbouring parishes have taken no action to resolve the issue, 
despite their considerable material resources.
Agnes Brown may be alive, but is presumed dead. Her loss to 
our community has gone un-mourned by its gentlefolk. By this 
missive I call upon those capable of such an enquiry to ascertain 
the truth of this matter and thereby seek to assuage the suffering 
of her parents and the deep sorrow of all those who knew her.
Perhaps our newly established Dumfries Weekly Journal might 
take some interest in this lamentable story?
I remain, etc
Andrew Robson, Schoolmaster, Kirkmahoe, Dumfriesshire
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15th May 1778
THE MYSTERY OF A MISSING KIRKMAHOE WOMAN
Readers of this Journal will no doubt recall the letter of Andrew 
Robson, dated 14th February 1778 concerning Agnes Brown 
of the Parish of Kirkmahoe, who disappeared on the night of 
24th December, last. Since that time we have been unable to 
ascertain any word of the missing resident. Meanwhile, we must 
report the sad demise of her parents, both of whom departed 
this world within a few weeks of leaving Kirkmahoe to enter 
the Dumfries alms house. It has been said that Mr and Mrs 
Brown succumbed to overwhelming sorrow and grief following 
the mysterious disappearance of their daughter.
We invite anyone knowledgeable about the whereabouts and 
condition of Agnes Brown to contact this journal at their 
earliest convenience.

31st September 1778
Dear Sir
Your notice in the Dumfries Weekly Journal, concerning the 
disappearance of Agnes Brown has reached me here in the 
Maritimes some months after its publication. I write, unable 
to give full comfort to those distressed by the story but to shed 
some degree of light on the mystery. Indeed it is an account 
most touching and perplexing even by the standards of the 
turbulent times in this region.
I have it on good authority that when Agnes Brown left her home 
in Dumfriesshire she made her way to the port of Liverpool and 
took ship to Nova Scotia. Here she stayed for some weeks in 
a refuge for the indigent poor. She was heavily with child and 
gave birth to a baby boy, to whom she is most tenderly disposed.
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Recently, and with the good offices of a local Minister of Religion, 
Miss Brown has found employment within the respectable 
home of a town merchant and his family. There she is helped 
to care for her child, and also undertakes light domestic duties 
for the household.
I have recently visited Miss Brown at her new place of residence 
and found her polite, grateful and diligent in her manners and 
behaviour. She speaks nothing of the infant’s father, but seeks 
in every way to be a good mother to her son, who appears well 
cared for and nutritiously fed.
Beyond this I can add no more, and in her best interests must 
forfend to reveal further details of her whereabouts.
I remain therefore, etc
William MacDonald, Office of the Provincial Secretary, Halifax, 
Nova Scotia

1st March 1779
Dear Mr Robson
It pains me most deeply to write to you, though a sense of respect 
for myself tells me I must. You well know the terrible wrongs you 
did to me in the summer of 1777. It was in shame that I fled from 
my home, heartbroken to leave my ailing parents, who were 
soon to die on removal to a place for the sick and poor.
Your letter to the Dumfries Weekly Journal was deceitful and 
deliberately misleading in its veiled attempt to accuse others 
when the reason for my departure was you alone. How you 
could provoke such a calumny is beyond my comprehension. 
You in whom I placed my trust, you who had been my teacher 
and guide.
Since my arrival in the Maritime province of Nova Scotia, I have 
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been fully engaged with securing the means to survival for my 
son and myself. The kindness I have been given at the hands 
of strangers has done much to assuage my sense of injury at 
your malfeasance. Yet no degree of compassion directed toward 
me can erase my soured and bitter memories of you, Andrew 
Robson.  I can only hope that one day, guided by our Lord Jesus 
Christ,  I will find it within me to forgive the hurt you have caused 
me and my family.
There is much unrest here in the Maritimes, but as my strength 
returns I am preparing to settle here and to take some part in 
the life a young country. Only then will I be able to cast off the 
shackles of the old world and the disgrace that you brought 
upon me.
I pray that this letter may cause you to seek forgiveness from God 
for all the wrongs you have done.  Until such time, be assured 
that your ungentlemanly actions against me will continue to 
haunt your every waking moment.
Yours etc
Agnes Brown

23rd August 1779
BODY FOUND ON THE SOLWAY MERSE
The body of a man has been found on tidal foreshore close to 
the estuarine channel of the River Nith. The deceased is thought 
to be one Mr Andrew Robson, age 54, lately schoolmaster of 
Kirkmahoe. The body appears to have been in the water for 
some days and the pockets of Mr Robson’s overcoat were heavily 
weighted with stones from the shore.
There is every indication that Mr Robson deliberately ended 
his own life, by drowning.  Time in the water rendered a short 
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missive, contained in an envelope, to be illegible. An engraved 
watch enabled the body to be identified.  The Procurator Fiscal 
has been informed. Mr Robson appears to have no next of kin.

I read through these materials at least half a dozen times.  I find 
myself provoked by their content. It has a curious affinity with the 
topic I am researching and it is located in my own local parish, albeit 
some 250 years ago. How and by whom have these documents been 
sent to me? I examine the package carefully inside and out, but find 
no clues as to the sender.

Needless to say, I struggle to return to my own endeavours 
concerning the disappearance of people in contemporary society. 
These aged documents are compelling in their story. I feel an 
urgent need to find out more. To test their veracity, to complete this 
unsettling account and discover its conclusion.

For the rest of the day I carry out a series of Google searches. 
Some are of distracting interest, but all are entirely fruitless in terms 
of my quest.

Next morning, I abandon my desk before coffee time and head 
into Dumfries and the Ewart Library. Its archive contains a varied 
set of local records. I’m hesitant in explaining my questions to the 
archivist. She is patient and friendly, but has perhaps heard more 
than a few crazy search stories in her time.

Only one lead opens up.   I quickly establish that the Dumfries 
Weekly Journal did indeed begin publication in 1777. Some of its 
early content has been placed on micro-fiche. For the next two days 
my review paper on missing persons is abandoned. Only one such 
individual is now the object of my enquiries: Agnes Brown.

But Agnes is elusive. Within the columns of the Journal, I can find 
no evidence of the letters or the newspaper notices that have been 
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sent to me. My eyes strain at the screen, willing one of the documents 
to appear, but after several sessions of headache-inducing, neck-
hurting scanning, I admit defeat. Between the  relevant dates found in 
the documents there seems to be no evidence that any of the material 
I have been sent was ever published in the Dumfries Weekly Journal.

All of which leaves me with a sense of puzzlement bordering on 
paranoia.  I return to my research article,  but can’t focus. Surely it’s 
no coincidence that my Amazon package arrives just as I embark on 
an academic discussion of missing persons? What can it mean?  I am 
getting hints of last year, when elements of magical realism crept into 
everyday life and our otherwise pragmatically-oriented household.

When 24th December arrives, the snow has returned. It falls 
steadily all through the day. Truly, it’s a white Christmas. With the 
single track down to the village now almost impassable, and mindful 
of the dangerous spot where last year a car left the road and crashed 
dramatically into the Pennyland Glen, we all elect to walk to the 
annual carol service. It will be fun to cut through the Maryfield Wood, 
over the neighbouring field and then into the Barony Kirk. 

It takes the four of us some time to find torches, pull on boots, tie 
up our scarves and then don an improbable range of head gear. Thus 
equipped, we set off.

The wood is quiet, all sound dulled by the fresh snowfall. Our 
torches rake over the silver birches, disturbing a barn owl as it lolls 
across an open space just ahead of us. Hereabouts had once been 
someone’s home, but now only a roofless bothy and some ruinous 
steadings remain, the slate and stone long since plundered for other 
dwellings.  

I’m leading the way and looking to the path beyond the clearing, 
when to my right a small movement catches my eye. I turn and look 
in disbelief. A young  woman in a long plaid skirt, heavy woollen coat 
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and headscarf emerges from the doorway of the ruin. She calls out to 
whoever is inside: ‘I’ll not be long!’.  Then, as my family gather close 
around me, and my sister grips my arm like an iron band, the young 
woman disappears around the back of the dwelling, only to return a 
moment later with two large bags. Apparently untroubled by her load, 
she sets off with strong steps, to the path beyond the clearing. Our 
nervous breathing sets up vapour clouds that hang in the torchlights 
as we watch her walk away.

I let out an involuntary cry. ‘Agnes! Agnes Brown!
The woman, stops, turns and looks back. Is that the shadow of 

a smile on her lips? Then she resumes her path and disappears into 
the trees. We run to follow her, but when we reach the edge of the 
clearing, the path has disappeared. It is long-since blocked by a fallen 
pine, now heavily covered with fresh snow. There are no footprints to 
be seen.

I sit through the Christmas service with few thoughts for the 
Nativity, the readings or the carols. My mind dwells only on Agnes 
Brown, who in just a few days has walked into my life and then out 
of it again.

We go home by the road, eschewing the Maryfield Wood and 
striding out as briskly as we can. I am first to reach our front door, 
and as I expected, there it is. Another repurposed Amazon package.

Again it is addressed to me in that elegant hand, written with a 
broad quill, in brown ink. It contains just one sheet of paper. A letter. 
I read it to myself and then to the whole family, standing dazed in 
the kitchen.
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24th December 1779
Dear Sir
Your report in the Dumfries Weekly Journal on the mysterious 
death of Andrew Robson has recently been brought to 
my attention.   It is now two years since I left my home in 
Dumfriesshire to escape the clutches of this man. I regret his 
death and not least the implication that he might have been the 
deliberate author of his own demise. Yet I imagine past conduct 
did much to trouble the soul of this unfortunate example of 
God’s children.   I may not be the only young woman who has 
suffered at his hands, but I give thanks that I was able to escape 
from him and to create a new life here in Nova Scotia.
I am now employed in the Beaulah Home for Women and Girls. 
Here we take in those who have suffered at the hands of others. 
We judge not, lest we shall be judged, and we provide Christian 
teaching and worthwhile activity for those who live with us in 
our small community.
Every one of our residents has fled their origins to seek help 
elsewhere.  Most cannot bear to go back.
I write now to inform your readers of my safe domicile at the 
Beaulah Home. I have no plans to return to Dumfriesshire, 
where I have  ceased to have any living relative. I am at peace 
here among those who love me and those who need my love.
That night of snow when I left Kirkmahoe is still vivid in the 
memory. But now on this date I pray and give thanks for the birth 
of our Lord Jesus Christ and through His life I find inspiration 
for my own humble acts of compassion directed to others who 
leave home, not knowing whence they may go, or when they may 
arrive.
I remain, etc,
Agnes Brown, Beulah Home, Halifax, Nova Scotia
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We ponder the mystery of what has occurred.
There is the indisputable reality of the documents I have been 

sent. They are here in my hand. Then there is the apparition we all 
think we saw in the wood. Most of all there is the moral that links 
the two. It is a tale about a missing person, who triumphs over 
abuse and finds in the New World an opportunity to turn her own 
suffering into compassion for others. A woman who brings good to 
the world and takes in those who, like her, have been blown from 
their daily path by malevolent actions. Someone who through her 
kindness helps restore others to a meaningful life, just as she was 
restored. However it came to my attention, it is the remarkable 
story of Agnes Brown.

We go through to the dining room for our traditional Christmas 
Eve meal of Danish smørrebrød, pilsner and aquavit. Glasses are 
raised in a toast to Agnes Brown. My eyes fill with tears as I look at 
the smiling faces of my mum, my dad and my sister. 

We all agree: Christmas can now begin.
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Musings from the 
garden
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Dogwood delights
FEBRUARY 2022

A nurseryman who shall be nameless once told me, with casual 
dismissiveness, that dogwoods belong only in carparks and on 
roundabouts. Like most gardeners I too have my botanical aversions, 
but I do object to this wanton demonisation of the dogwood.

I say this with particular force just now, as the Winter is coming 
to its end. For without doubt during these past months in the 
arboretum field adjacent to the main Dumfriesshire garden, it is 
dogwoods that have been the star performers, whatever the weather 
conditions.

In this case, I’m talking specifically about  Cornus Alba Siberica 
and Cornus Sericea Flaviramea. Both are members of the maligned 
dogwood family. About five years ago, I planted the first of these 
as a three metre circle of nine small bright red plants. A couple of 
years later I added nine of the yellow-green form, as a circular clump 
inside the ring. Then I left them to get established. In Spring 2021 
both sets of shrubs were pruned hard for the first time, right back to 
their strengthening stool. A kind of small scale pollarding.

From this they quickly recovered, sending out numerous whippy 
shoots that soon burst into sharp green leaves with elegant curving 
veins. As the stems grew tall and slender, and the summer advanced, 
beautiful bracts of creamy-white flowers appeared, grouped in 
clusters, each flower with four petals. The plant then self-pollinated 
to produce small black fruits, known as dog berries. 

In autumn the leaves of Siberica turned fiery red and then faded 
to the colour of parchment. But it was when the last leaves dropped, 
that the dogwood’s most important season was upon us.
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As the Winter progressed, the shrubs paid back many times over 
the modest effort that had been required in their cultivation. The 
low sunlight shone through them, its rays slanting almost horizontal 
across the dogwood circle. Now the sanguineous outer stems 
deepened to the colour of young claret, whilst the inner plants took 
on the colour of fresh celery, newly bought from the farm shop.

Each day in the Winter months, I’ve made a point of walking the 
mown path that encircles these humble yet striking shrubs. In the 
dullest conditions they draw you towards them. Examined close up 
on a frosty morning, the red and green are set off by white crystals 
of ice that seem to sugar the stems in an ephemeral dusting. From a 
distance, when the sun is shining low and sharp, the whole ensemble 
calls out across the field, bright, optimistic and a celebration of 
complementary colour in the darkest months. As I drive home and 
glance over the drystone wall, the dogwoods seem to greet me, eye-
catching and perfectly situated in the old meadow, surrounded by 
growing oaks, beeches, and birch.

Which is why I have decided to create two new circles, slightly 
smaller, of different sizes and adjacent to the original. I intend to 
plant them in the same way, recognising that the plants will be 
happy quite close together. In an attempt to replicate the colour 
scheme exactly, I plan to take hardwood cuttings from the original 
shrubs in a few weeks’ time when they get their spring haircut. By 
such means the dogwood delights will, I hope, come ‘full circle’.
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The hellebores keep on giving
MARCH 2022

I first came across the allure of the hellebore nearly 20 years ago 
when watching the BBC programme Gardener’s World.   Inspired, 
I went off in search but found them scarce in mainstream garden 
centres, and to wit, rarely sold to advantage or at their best.

In those days I was naïve to specialist nurseries and mail order 
services. Nor had online shopping become a commonplace. But one 
weekend, I think in 2006, I was visiting a small plant centre near 
Great Ayton in North Yorkshire with my elderly mother, when I 
came across a beautiful hellebore plant with fresh green yet leathery 
leaves and flowers comprising five white petals flecked with a paint 
splash of purple surrounding a heart of creamy coloured nectaries. 
It was pricey and I bought it with some trepidation, wondering if it 
would survive long in the Dumfriesshire garden.

For a few years it lived on a sloping bank with a path running 
below it. The position made it possible to look up from the path and 
gaze into its mass of elegantly drooping blooms. The idea was good, 
but the path in question was one rarely taken, and so I moved it to 
a spot I pass at least once every day. There is has stayed and seems 
content, though it has bulked up very slowly and I have not had the 
courage to spilt and divide it to create more plants.  

Another early hellebore acquisition was from a different branch 
of the family. Also evergreen and tough, this type has a lower, more 
spreading habit and its flowers tend to look up rather than droop. 
The ones I have are off-white, in some instances tinged with pink, 
and without any notable markings. In general these hellebores 
seem to be the earliest to appear, though I have noticed you can’t 
set the calendar by them. One particular specimen has been known 
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to flower in November, but this year didn’t come into bloom until 
March.

Over time, and as the ease of buying hellebores has increased, I 
have added more, dotted around the garden in places they seem to 
like - among shrubs and under trees. My preferred colour-palette 
broadly divides into creamy-white-pink, and deeper purple. I tend 
not to go for the fussily fancy forms. I usually buy a couple of plants 
at Christmas each year and have them by the front door or just 
inside the house, depending on conditions. As they begin to fade, 
and the festive season passes, they are given a permanent home in 
the borders.

I have read about hellebores and quickly got lost in the naming, 
categorisation and terminology. This has been made more 
challenging by a recent reclassification process. The plant is also a 
magnet for hybridisers, who have come up with countless variants.

Broadly I think of them in two groups. First, the feisty spreaders, 
that seem almost indestructible, low growing, serrated leaves and 
with light coloured flowers that shine out on the gloomiest winter 
day. Second, the elegant clumpers that push up long flower-bearing 
stems which nod gracefully, even when recovering from a heavy 
frost, and look terrific in full light.

Helleborus Niger and Helleborus Orientalis are categories that are 
often seen – the Christmas Rose and the Lenten Rose, respectively. 
As the names imply they are going to bring you winter and early 
spring flowering, spanning several months in the gardening year. 
This is further enhanced by the way in which the plant’s petals don’t 
drop, but gradually fade, becoming delicate and papery, with the 
seed pod prominent at their centre.

This year the hellebores seem to have had a slightly slow start, 
but are now getting fully into their stride.   They have maintained 
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my interest from the first signs of movement to the gradual arrival 
of new stems and flowers. They require little attention, other than 
the clearing away of dying or blackening leaves. I do this just as they 
show signs of new growth and find that it works very well.

Each plant has something to offer for several months. After that 
it can be allowed to fade into the background, as summer plants 
and shrubs come into their own. I’m so pleased with the hellebores 
this year that I am resolved to acquire more. In a new border we see 
from the kitchen window I have got my first drift of half a dozen 
plants of the same species and form. Tall stemmed and elegant, 
they have been attracting interest since early in the year and seem 
to have plenty appeal in them yet.

The passing of the years sees me not at all bored with hellebores. 
Indeed, these most generous of plants just keep on giving.
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The intensity of yellow and blue
MARCH 2022

In the garden world no year is quite the same as the last, or the 
next. Whatever the weather, something or other does well in each 
of the seasons.

Daffodils are in that category this Spring. Compared to previous 
years, they seem more abundant, healthier and above all, deeper 
and richer in colour. Huge clumps of them shine out across the 
garden, and in the labyrinth especially their blooms circle round as 
the day goes on, following the sun.

Likewise the sky above them has been a deep azure, sharp and 
bright in the early Spring air. Pale white in the post-dawn morning, 
the mists burn off to reveal a firmament of deepening blue that lasts 
through until dusk.

The combination of yellow and blue is everywhere this month, as 
countless numbers of people display the Ukrainian flag in solidarity 
with its war-torn people.

Last week I lay on the ground and gazed up at some deep yellow 
daffodils with the blue sky behind them. Such purity of colour, such 
beauty, such harmony in nature were all far away indeed from the 
situation of the Ukrainian people. I tried, but failed, to make some 
sort of connection in my mind with their plight. To attempt to do so 
seemed a mere contrivance.

Then on an errand I found myself on the driveway of Dalswinton 
House. The steep bank to the right was a mass of daffodils. I stopped 
the car to look in detail. As I raised my eyes upward, the yellow of 
the flowers gave way to the blue of the sky. The flag of Ukraine was 
in front of me.

When I showed a photograph of it to others, their curiosity 
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about where and how gave way to a single response. Each one saw 
the connection and reacted with feeling and a sense of compassion 
in a what was a spontaneous moment of reflection.

There are times when our gardens are transcendent spaces that 
signify things above and beyond the botanical quotidian. May peace 
prevail in Ukraine.
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Under-stated elegance for all seasons
APRIL 2022

One of the hallmarks of my plant choosing habits is an attraction 
to anything that has what I consider to be an ‘old fashioned’ look 
about it. I shy away from sappy, gaudy, overly hybridized and 
commercially tampered with plants of all kinds. By contrast I am 
drawn to things that look like they have always been there, plants 
with a quiet appeal, an element of toughness, and in particular 
those which will give interest over the longue durée.

About 10 years ago whilst browsing in the plant section of 
Chatsworth House in Derbyshire, I came across something that met 
my criteria exactly. Glossy, spear-shaped leaves on thin, wiry stems, 
with what looked like a spreading habit and just a hint that rich 
green might turn a warmer colour come the autumn. As I waited 
to pay, my friend and I looked at the label and immediately lapsed 
into schoolboy humour. The lovely horticultural specimen I was 
just about to buy was called an epimedium, something we found 
inexplicably funny, and still recall with some amusement to this day.

More important though, was the ‘discovery’ of a new plant, 
which would come to be much enjoyed and in time have a more 
prominent place in the Dumfriesshire garden.

If its Latin descriptor gives opportunities for punning, its other 
‘common’ names are even more curious: ‘barrenwort’, ‘bishop’s hat’, 
‘fairy wings’, ‘long spur’, and not least the extremely improbable 
‘horny goat weed’,  being just some examples. I won’t dwell on the 
explanations and etymologies.

I brought my one plant home, already wishing I had purchased 
three or even five, and placed it on the edge of a border in an area of 
particularly thin soil. I’d read that this was a species that could thrive 
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in a measure of shade and was drought tolerant.  Over the years, 
as I have bought or been given more, I have stuck to this formula, 
planting in poor-ish soil and where sun and moisture are in limited 
supply. More recently, I’ll admit to spreading into richer terrain in 
the ‘damp border’ where a rill runs into the pond and reasonable 
light is available.

Both positionings seems to have worked. Slow to settle in, albeit 
with no losses to date, the epimediums gradually bulk up, smother 
any weeds and over time emerge as handsome features at the front 
of the border.

This year they seem to have been exceptional, an interpretation 
readily confirmed by my expert horticultural neighbour. For now 
the new leaves are pushing through, a delicate soft bronze at first 
that turns bright, shining green as the weeks go by. Topping them off 
are flowers of yellow, blue, purple and lilac with shapes that find an 
echo in their common names – hat-like, wing-like, horn-like, spur-
like. Before opening out they hang from delicate claret or golden 
coloured  stems, in tiny buds like raindrops.

So what of cultivation methods? In my early epimedium days, by 
March the plants would look scruffy after the ravages of Winter. I 
took advice and decided to give them an uncompromising haircut, 
right back to ground level. Within a week or two the flower stems 
would emerge, followed by the foliage. I liked the delicate effect. Then 
one nursery person told me that this could weaken some plants and 
cautioned against the practice. In a fit of enlightened self-interest, I 
took the advice and this year left the plants to themselves, thereby 
avoiding one task in the busy Spring period.

The result has been billowing clouds of new foliage on top of 
the existing, along with seemingly more flowers than before and 
more fresh leaf growth.  I am content, and will resort only to a bit of 
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tidying up when the flowers are finished.
So ‘barrenwort’ is in vogue in the Dumfriesshire garden. My 

original Chatsworth purchase is now nearly a metre wide. I look 
for any opportunity to acquire more examples at plant sales and in 
nurseries. There are over 60 accepted species and multiple hybrids. 
Originating in China, Japan and Korea, they have found a welcoming  
home in the Scottish garden context. They are tough, resilient, 
elegant and understated. For a balance between foliage and flower, 
they are indeed the perfect happy medium!
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From Pacific North West 
to Scottish South West

MAY 2022

As a student of anthropology in the early 1970s. I still remember 
some classes we had on the phenomenon known as Potlatch. Part 
of the culture of the indigenous peoples of the Pacific North West, 
it relates to large gatherings in which alongside storytelling and 
feasting, a special emphasis is placed on the conspicuous display 
of wealth and largesse, in some cases even the destruction of 
valuable possessions in order to demonstrate one’s high status in 
the community.

I have often thought of the parallels between these practices and 
the ‘conspicuous consumption’ so prevalent in Western culture. But 
until now I had no idea there was a link between the Potlatch and 
the world of horticulture, and in particular my own Dumfriesshire 
garden.

Here’s some background.
I have written before about my enthusiasm for the Camassia 

plant. I first stumbled across it on BBC Gardener’s World and with 
the assistance of my expert neighbour, acquired a stock of Camassia 
bulbs about six years ago. There were two variants one with plain 
leaves and a deep, dark blue flower, the other with a variegated leaf 
and a paler bloom.

The first I planted among grass in a circle of nine mop head 
beech trees. The second were given a home in a slightly smaller 
circle of nine hazels. 

Both have thrived, the flowers increasing each year and this year 
reaching an intensity of colour never before seen. They have proved 
easy to look after among old meadow grass and in the last few years 
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I have gathered copious amounts of seed and scattered it in other 
parts of the garden. Apparently it can take a quinquennium for seed 
thus sown to come to flower.

The Camassia has been variously grouped and classified over the 
years. For a while it was seen as a form of lily, then it migrated into 
the hyacinth family, but it’s now classed as part of the asparagus 
group.   The two sets of Camassias in the Dumfriesshire garden 
flower in sequence. Depending on the year, the deep blue variety 
starts to bloom around the first week in May and has a couple of 
weeks of spectacular glory.  As that fades, the paler form comes into 
its own and is probably at its peak around the beginning of June.   
Thus settled, the Camassia is another one of those plants with great 
staying power.

But what, you are no doubt asking, does this have to do with 
the Pacific North West and the Potlatch? Well, this is what I have 
learned.

The ‘Blue Camas’   or ‘Quamash’ seems to originate in damp 
meadows in North Western regions, where it can grow in abundance 
in the wild. Over several millennia this has been enhanced by the 
stewardship of local tribal groups that have a long history of tending 
defined areas of Camassia, sometimes with specific boundaries 
between them. These people employed various cultivation methods, 
including burning sections of ground,   splitting and transplanting 
clumps of bulbs and attaching responsibilities for different areas to 
specific kinship groups.  Place names provide further evidence of 
where all this took place, such as Camas Valley in Oregon.

The bulbs were an important food source to indigenous people 
and were eaten roasted or boiled. They were lifted in large quantities 
in the carefully tended Camas lands. There was also a trade in the 
bulbs and this was linked in turn to the gatherings where overt 
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quantities of Camas wealth were placed on display. I am picturing 
huge piles of these slow growing bulbs which were of high food  
value and had good keeping qualities through the Winter. The 
anthropological record includes detailed accounts of cultivation 
methods, trading practices and the nutritional use of Camas bulbs 
in the North West Pacific regions, with botanical and archaeological 
evidence indicating such activity began as early as 7,000 BP and was 
significantly intensified by 3,000 BP.

How these wonderful plants came to be cultivated in European 
gardens is not a story I can tell. As they say, more research is needed. 
What I can say however, is that Camassia bulbs are well worth 
contemplating if you have a damp grassy area of the garden where 
they can be left undisturbed, catching some sunshine and gradually 
expanding into a mini prairie of colour that nods and shimmers in 
the late Spring breeze.

So I am showing off the Dumfriesshire garden Camassias in a 
miniature Potlatch of my own. Not to enhance horticultural status, 
but rather to spread the word about these somewhat unrecognised, 
but most wonderful of plants. All the while celebrating of course 
the fact that somehow they have made the journey from the Pacific 
North West to the Scottish South West!
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Garlic harvest
JUNE 2022

Over the years I have grown leeks, onions, shallots, alliums and 
chives but it is only recently that I have started to cultivate another 
member of that bulbous and pungent family. Like so many things 
it started with Gardener’s World on the BBC and a demonstration 
of how to grow this nowadays ubiquitous kitchen necessity: garlic.

The method looked simple, so in October 2020 I decided to have 
a go myself. When no one was looking I filched a couple of healthy 
looking bulbs from the vegetable basket and divided them into 
separate cloves. In a nicely raked section at the end of a raised bed I 
planted two rows, placing the cloves about three inches down and 
covering them over. Quite simple.

Within a few weeks fine green shoots began to appear from each 
clove. Having reached about 6-7 inches in length before the colder 
weather began to arrive, there they sat all Winter. 

When Spring came, they demanded no more than light weeding, 
and gradually the stems grew quite thick and reached a height 
of about 18 inches. By June some were beginning to flower and I 
decided it was time to lift them. An exploratory enquiry, raising the 
plant as gently as I could with a small fork revealed a beautiful garlic 
bulb, shining white as it emerged from the light, dry soil. A week, 
later and on the longest day as it happened, I lifted the remainder of 
the crop. They proved to be of excellent quality, with great keeping 
capacity. 

Little wonder that come October 2021 my sights were set on 
bigger ambitions. Enthused by this endlessly useful and many would 
say, health giving plant, I decided to devote an entire raised bed to 
its cultivation. This time I had to buy-in ‘seed’ from a reliable organic 



126

food store. From this I duly planted 10 rows of garlic, six cloves to a 
row.

Gradually and over an extended period of weeks, every single 
clove produced a shoot, standing bright green and alert at the very 
gates of Winter. I took a lot of pleasure from these fresh shoots, 
some of it anticipatory as I thought about the crop to come.

The plants seemed unperturbed by snow and frost and with the 
arrival of Spring 2022 they soon began to bulk up. When a flush 
of weeds came in May, I carefully removed them. But beyond that 
there was little to do but let the plants run their course. By the first 
week in June I could see that they had ceased to grow, some were 
starting to yellow, though none hinted at flowering. I dug one up 
and found a beautiful, firm purple bulb. It appeared the crop was 
ready for harvest.

Now I scanned the weather forecast and looked for a rare spell 
of dry weather. Although here in Dumfriesshire we have missed 
the southern mid-June heatwave, a couple of days of sunny, breezy 
conditions gave me my window of opportunity. I quickly dug up all 
59 remaining plants and hung them out to dry in the open-sided 
potting shed.

Cleaning up each garlic bulb is a pleasant task. First I knock off 
any surplus soil, then trim off the roots.   Finally, when the whole 
stem is dry it can be cut off at the top of the bulb. Having so many 
this year we may well try to plait some into bunches. The final 
cosmetic task is to remove the discoloured outer papery skin of the 
bulb to expose the clean layer below.

Garlic has a long growing season, but is undemanding to 
cultivate. It also has the benefit of putting part of the Winter 
vegetable garden to good use when it might otherwise be dormant. 
Likewise the harvest comes at a time when other things are ready to 
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plant out. This year, within hours of lifting the bulbs, I had replanted 
the entire bed with Cos lettuce and dwarf French beans.

I hope all this is not sounding too virtuous! In the coming months 
those around me may be less enthusiastic about my new found 
garlic passion. One word of caution, home grown garlic seems to be 
far stronger than the shop bought product. So whenever using it in 
cooking, do be sure your nearest and dearest partakes of the meal 
with you! 
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When the garden turns around
JULY 2022

In the spring of 2021 we installed my first ever greenhouse in an 
area to the back of the house and created a lovely terrace around it. 
Quite quickly it has become my favourite pottering space: checking 
on the greenhouse plants, bringing out others to harden off or 
display and of course, sitting out for meals and conversation when 
the weather permits. This ‘family terrace’ has four steps that lead 
down to a mown grass area that is already flanked by a couple of 
borders and is home to two productive fruit trees, one apple one 
plum.

Over the years the area has been a pleasant enough space, but 
mainly a pathway through from the adjacent arboretum field, to the 
centre of the garden proper, which from the family terrace is hidden 
from view by a large cryptomeria.

But now, I realise, the status of this particular spot has changed. 
This patch, so full of potential, has become the new centre of a 
garden that has suddenly turned around on its axis. Quite simply, 
it is where we spend most outdoor time, where most opportunities 
occur for looking at the garden and where the temptation to do a bit 
of planting, weeding or pruning is most likely to manifest itself.  In 
short, it is the new focus of Dumfriesshire Garden interest.

With a south easterly aspect, it catches a fair bit of the available 
sunshine, sloping down quite steeply to the Pennyland Burn. Nearer 
the water, the soil is deeper, but further up the drumlin slope it is 
pretty thin, and riddled with small stones – deposited in the last Ice 
Age.

A few years back, though not yet mindful of this new ‘turn’ in the 
garden, I laid out two medium sized borders, one along a bank of 
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shrubs, the other in front of a retaining wall.
My neighbour gave me several plants for one of them and so 

it became known as the Colin Crosbie border. It is looking very 
good this year packed with mainly herbaceous plants and some 
succulents, which have flowered handsomely in the hot weather. 
In the early season there are geums, roscoea, uvularia, yarrow 
and violas. Then come the ginger plants, diorama, Jerusalem sage 
and angelica.  In high summer we have actaea, yellow crocosmia, 
eupatorium and penstemon. No doubt I have missed some off the 
list.

The other border, on the poorer soil, I conceived as an homage 
to Beth Chatto and her gravel garden. To begin I planted oregano, 
cranesbill, catmint, ice plant, ornamental grasses, euphorbia and 
santolina. The results were mixed and too many weeds got a hold. 
More recently I introduced vinca major and then perennial pea. 
They have both trailed magnificently, the first in spring with china 
blue flowers and the second in summer with lovely garnet coloured 
blooms. Now the whole bed is a mass of foliage and flowers, invaded 
only by unwanted raspberries that are seeded by passing blackbirds. 
Such gaps as remain I am filling up with lavender, asters, and also 
annual cosmos. At the front margins there are gifted carnations and 
pelargoniums. To give height I have added a couple of mahonias, a 
spindle tree and two contrasting Japanese maples. Quite a lot in a 
fairly small space. 

To improve the spring outlook beyond these borders, last 
Christmas I planted 95kg of mixed narcissi, bought as a job lot. They 
immediately produced a terrific effect down towards the burn and 
under the fruit trees. Here I am letting the grass grow longer and 
have also introduced a mass of home grown oxeye daisies for early 
summer interest.   More optimistically I have scattered camassia 
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seed, gathered from elsewhere in the garden. This whole area will be 
strimmed just once in late summer before we pick the plums and 
apples.

So far so good. There is no doubt that the two borders and 
the surrounding areas have been improved by being close to the 
greenhouse and terrace. It’s much more tempting to do a bit of ‘on 
the hoof ’ weeding and planting here than in the more far-flung 
areas of the garden.  ‘A little and often’ is having its benefits.

The question now is whether to go any further? I am wondering 
about a third border between the existing two – an island bed that 
will draw the eye down the slope from the family terrace. There is 
a slightly elevated area that might well define the footprint. It is 
extremely tempting. At the moment I am not sure what planting 
would work there. It needs to sit well in the borrowed landscape of 
beech, rowan, birch and hornbeam that grow behind it. There is also 
the possibility that the soil will be poor.

If I go ahead, I would not object to this being another ‘high 
maintenance’ part of the garden. For elsewhere my planting is 
gradually being adapted to future capabilities and challenges. In the 
main garden, I am shifting the emphasis to tough plants that require 
less attention and keep the ground well covered: ferns, epimedium, 
gunnera, rheums, hostas, astilbes, tree peonies, and so forth. Along 
with clipped yew, holly and box, mature acers and silver birch, this 
has given the original garden I laid out by the pond a restful and 
composed character that seems almost timeless.

Now there’s an opportunity for a bit of horticultural disruption. 
For the moment the garden has turned on its axis and there is all the 
excitement of new possibilities and plant combinations. Something 
to get me turning to the plant catalogues this autumn!
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Exceptional weather, 
first frost and apples

SEPTEMBER 2022

In this third week of September, the weather in Dumfriesshire 
has been exceptional. Early mornings are dry and overcast, getting 
cooler as the days go by. Yet by breakfast time the sky clears to 
patches of blue and the sun breaks through, bringing real warmth 
before noon.

I seize the day and get outside, with hoe, fork and kneeling pad. 
These are perfect conditions to get in amongst the front of the 
borders, cleaning and tidying. But nothing too radical to disturb 
the form and structure of herbaceous plants which, for a few more 
weeks at least, are still offering pleasure and interest.

Such cosmetic attention is worthwhile. The garden has a settled 
air. You feel like these dry, sunny days with the occasional light 
shower could go on and on. Extending Autumn and eating into 
Winter’s share of the year.

Then today came a change.
As I walked out from the house for the early morning dog walk, 

the half-moon was still sitting white in the clear southern sky. Then 
turning towards the garden I stepped into a bank of cold air.

The subsequent walk was exhilarating, perhaps better for the 
morning chill. I found no compulsion to rush back to the warmth 
of the kitchen and the brewing pot of tea. The garden appeared 
unperturbed by the cooler conditions. Indeed I caught the season’s 
first scent of viburnum fragrans, hanging eponymously in the damp 
air.

Then as I climbed up to the arboretum field a different scene 
awaited. A few patches at first, then increasingly widespread as my 
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steps took me higher. The unmistakable sight of frost. The first frost 
of Autumn.

Bulbous crystals smothering the mossy path. Drooping white 
fronds sat in the unmown grass at each side. Looking transient 
perhaps, but unmistakable.

Too early? I asked myself. A portent of hard Winter? Who knows. 
There is no time to dwell on this sudden chill. For now there is 

just one thing to do. The apples are ripening on the trees. First the 
pink-fleshed Discovery. Then the whitest of white Melrose1. The 
Pippins are almost there. It’s time to take action.

The nip of frost is good for apples I’ve been told. They’re said 
to be all the sweeter for it. So there’s no weeding or border tidying 
today. It’s out with my apple basket and time to gather in the first 
crop of Malus domestica.

Notes
1  The White Melrose: first documented around 1826 but likely to be much older, and   
 grown  from the 16th century by the Cistercian monks of Melrose.
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The arboretum and 
The waxing moon

OCTOBER 2022

As autumn leaves blow and bluster, as the nights draw in with 
sudden rapidity, and as the early frosts shine underfoot in the pre-
dawn light, it seems a good time to reflect on progress this last year 
in that part of the garden that is on a slow trajectory to maturation: 
the arboretum. 

Some of the best moments in the arboretum field recently have 
been in the evening, as the fattening gibbus moon makes enough 
light to walk along the mown paths unaided by torch or mobile 
phone.  The trees seem to tower above me and shadows fall in circular 
patterns, pressing my planting scheme onto the surrounding grass. 
Throw in the fluting and screeching of tawny owls, and the result is 
a rather atmospheric end of day dog walk.

Almost seven years since planting began, the trees and shrubs of 
the arboretum have made remarkable progress; in most cases. The 
hardwoods like beech, oak, birch and hornbeam have flourished 
and now elicit surprise from visitors who think them much longer 
established.  Shakier starts have been experienced by the smaller 
shrubs like holly, mahonia japonica and witch hazel. Choked by long 
grass and sometimes nibbled by deer, they are nevertheless holding 
on and I await their growth spurt with cautious optimism.  

More contradictory have been the Scots Pines. Some have 
struggled to get going from bare rooted winter planting and have 
been prone to drying out in summer. Others have suddenly taken off 
and are now standing out in the arboretum for the first time, giving 
structure and colour all year round.  I reckon they have put on half a 
metre of growth this year. 
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Fastest growing of all is the Californian Pine. A lone specimen, 
it stands in the far corner of the field, adjacent to the narrow road 
that leads up the hill.  Brought home from the nursery in a car 
boot maybe five years ago, this fine specimen now towers some 
four metres high, its upcurling  branches and long elegant needles 
reaching constantly for the light. Several times it has blown over, 
rapid vertical growth being the enemy of root consolidation. Yet it 
now seems secure, with two supporting stakes, though I wonder 
whether my makeshift tying material will be up to the task.  A nice 
old tartan handkerchief, so perhaps not.

This year on the opposite side of the field I have planted a Giant 
Redwood. Diminutive on arrival, within its first season it has put on 
excellent growth and its soft green fronds are now protruding from 
a protecting tree guard. Surely it will need to be carefully staked in 
due course. 

Another addition this year has been three bronze red azaleas, 
already settling among a group of rowans, themselves heavy with 
burnt orange berries. Likewise a transplanted deep red Japanese 
maple, self-seeded elsewhere in the garden, is making good progress 
nearby.  I am contemplating a few more singleton specimen trees 
for planting next year. 

More immediately, I have prepared the ground for a new circle 
of dogwoods, about three metres across. I was so impressed last 
winter by the existing circle of red and green cornus that I took 
cuttings from each and grew them on over the summer. They are 
now ready for planting out (by young helpers who will be here later 
in the month) and will be set in an outer circle of green and an inner 
circle of red (reverse planting to the existing). I am hopeful that in 
a few years they will make a bright winter statement when the sun 
hits them from low in the sky on a clear day. 
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There was no masterplan for the arboretum. Like the rest of the 
garden, it has evolved into its own context, and taken me along with 
it. First, in trees planted in circles, then arranged in short walkways 
and potential tree arches, and over time in clumps of three and five 
specimen trees. Then came the mown paths to provide a network of 
connectors and strolling routes. The blocks of grass in between were 
mown regularly at first, but now as the trees gain height, they can 
be left to flourish as a home for wildflowers and weedy attractions. 
Until this time of year, when they receive their annual haircut, using 
a brush-cutter. At the moment it is this newly tidied ground that 
provides the perfect foil for the yellows and reds of the maturing 
trees in the autumn sunshine. 

Nor is the pleasure only by day. On the night of the full Hunter 
Moon, with light bouncing off the drumlin contours of the arboretum 
field, I was out with the dog, walking in the bright effulgence, and 
feeling content with a project that has no time for a gardener-in-a-
hurry.
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December frosts
DECEMBER 2022

There is always a sense of optimism that you won’t get caught 
out. ‘The temperature may not drop as far as predicted’. ‘It’s maybe 
a bit too early in the winter for very cold weather’. Or even, ‘we’re a 
bit more sheltered here compared to further north, east, south’, or 
really anywhere else you care to name.

Complacency is not befitting in a gardener. When the weather 
turned cold last week I was guilty of all the above. I paid the price. 

One afternoon I walked into the greenhouse to find a dismal 
scene. My carefully nurtured banana plant (last year it spent winter 
in the house) was black-green and foetid. The late year salads 
and herbs drooped beyond any hope of reaching the kitchen. 
Pelargoniums seemed in mortal decline. Worst of all, the previously 
healthy trays of meconopsis seedlings lay frozen, their promise of 
subsequent deep blue blooms now under serious threat.

In the following days the weather has got colder. I’ve covered 
over my plants and am hoping  for the best. If this is happening in 
the greenhouse, what will the consequences be out in the garden 
borders? It’s a moment simply to accept what has been delivered 
and not to fret over things that can’t be controlled.

Temperatures are staying below zero for 24 hours at a stretch, 
plunging lower and lower each night. A day or two of freezing fog has 
given way to clear azure skies and eye-squinting sunshine. These are 
now accompanied by a quickening wind, coming out of the north 
west. There is talk of a thaw within days, but for now the weather’s 
consequences have to be enjoyed and not simply endured.

Hoar frost on trees and shrubs has thickened in compelling 
layers of crystalline geometry. Ice formations at the weir have begun 
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to bulge and swell. The pond is frozen over and has marooned my 
little dinghy, like a miniature Discovery in the ice.

A few jobs can be done. It’s been a good time to prune out 
clumps of hazel, and low branches on maturing trees. These make 
an excellent source of wigwam sticks and kindling, respectively.

But mostly it’s a time for walking through the garden and 
arboretum and being drawn into their wintry beauty. 

As always, the poets have it exactly.  I’m going through a bit of 
an ‘RLS moment’ these days, and so thought of this, which captures 
our Dumfriesshire home and garden perfectly:

Black are my steps on silver sod;

Thick blows my frosty breath abroad;

And tree and house, and hill and lake,

Are frosted like a wedding cake.

(Winter-time, by Robert Louis Stevenson)
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‘But now, in the gentle headwaters of the 

Pennyland Burn, all that is behind me. The 

current is at my back and at least for a while I 

can venture downstream knowing I have the 

strength to turn around and return. If you stand 

by the broken weir, and if you have the patience 

to wait, you might just see me - heading home’.


