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Preface

IN THE AUTUMN of 1991, I started working for one of the strangest and most beguiling organizations in London. The Royal Society of Literature, in those days, occupied gracious, dilapidated premises north of Hyde Park in what had once been the home of General Sir Ian Hamilton, leader of the Gallipoli expedition. The general as a young man, in full fencing fig, gazed down from two life-size portraits on the stairs over the ballroom where he and his wife had held parties between the wars – parties, Compton Mackenzie wrote, where ‘decade met decade1 as gracefully as dancers meet in a quadrille’; where ‘the present and the past were always in urbane accord’.

The Royal Society of Literature held its lectures in this ballroom, and in the Hamiltons’ panelled dining-room John Mortimer presided over monthly meetings of the Society’s Council. From here, french doors led on to a terrace garden, overgrown with roses, where there were parties and book launches in the summer. The first floor, however, was used only by the staff. There was an office roughly the size and shape of a tennis court, and a library of similar dimensions. Off this was an archive room – ‘the arcades’, Frank, the cleaner, called it – filled with shelves labelled PAST FELLOWS, on which sat lever arch files stuffed with yellowing correspondence. The files were alphabetically arranged, and their spines read like a register of literary ghosts: Barrie, Beckett, Beerbohm, Blunden, Brooke …

Not all the Fellows were ‘past’, of course, and it was in the lists of the Society’s existing Fellows that I first came across the name George Mackay Brown. A friend pointed it out to me: this man’s work, he said, had meant more to him than that of any other living writer, and he gave me some of his poetry. It was not quite like anything I had read before. The imagery was dazzling: fresh and spontaneous, and yet so natural as to seem almost inevitable. Lovers at harvest-time lay under the ‘buttered bannock of the moon’2; sunset drove ‘a butcher blade in the day’s throat’3; in April, a lark splurged through ‘galilees of sky’4, and, as a man drowned, the sea ‘turned a salt key5 in his last door of light’. Behind these images was a poet both absent and present: absent in so far as he practically never used the word ‘I’, yet at the same time passionately present in every word he wrote. One of Brown’s closest friends once commented on his gift for writing with ‘involved detachment’6. She put it perfectly.

In the odd way of these things, once I had become aware of George Mackay Brown, his name cropped up again and again. At a party following one of the Society’s lectures, I overheard two writers discussing his work. One of them, John Heath-Stubbs, argued that Brown would have made the perfect Poet Laureate after the death of Betjeman in 1984; and, as I later discovered, Betjeman’s actual successor, Ted Hughes, agreed with him. ‘It has to be said, George7 – how marvellously you would produce exactly the right poems for this job,’ Hughes wrote just after his appointment. ‘Roll up the whole historic pageant into a beautiful, dignified, private moment.’

Among his fellow poets, it seemed, George Mackay Brown’s standing could hardly have been higher. Seamus Heaney had first come across his work in 1965, in The Year of the Whale, and his colleagues at Queen’s University in Belfast remembered him bursting into the common room with a copy, waving it, shouting with excitement. ‘The encounter with that stuff8 gave me what the good stuff always gives,’ Heaney says, looking back, ‘a feeling of being newly wakened, of the lens widening – you have been brought beyond the usual and found the terra still firma as it were.’ Every succeeding collection of Brown’s work ‘sweetened and deepened’ that first experience for Heaney. ‘George strikes me as one who followed his true course,’ he reflects. ‘He didn’t fail himself.’

Following his true course was often painful for George Mackay Brown. It meant being regarded by some in the south, and in the ‘literary world’, as eccentric or, worse, quaint. It meant, in Heaney’s words, ‘martyring himself to modernity’9. He had been born to poor parents in Orkney in 1921, and had barely left the islands. He had never taken part in a book signing, or a public performance of his work; he had only once been to London. In his late thirties, he had studied English as a mature student at Edinburgh University, and here he had got to know the extraordinary generation of Scottish poets who followed Hugh MacDiarmid: Norman MacCaig, Sorley MacLean, Iain Crichton Smith, Sydney Goodsir Smith. In Alexander Moffat’s painting Poets’ Pub, in the Scottish National Portrait Gallery, he sits among them, central and lantern-jawed. But, if these poets were a group, Brown was not really a part of it. He found himself unable to write in Edinburgh and, after six years, he returned to Orkney. And there he remained, a poet as rooted in his landscape as Barnes or Clare, Herrick or Herbert, in an age of Intercity trains and Concorde travel.

There were practical reasons for his staying put. He suffered from agoraphobia; leaving home was an ordeal for him. But his stability had its roots in something more profound than a dislike of travel. By drawing his boundaries closely about him, he believed, he had freed his imagination to travel through space and time. He had reached an understanding of the Orkney islands, and of the generations who had inhabited them for over five thousand years, that hurtling about in the modern world would have denied him.

It intrigued me, this idea of a trade-off between travel and depth of understanding. Just down the road from the RSL headquarters in Hyde Park Gardens, hard on Marble Arch, is a community of enclosed Benedictine nuns. Their convent stands by what once was the site of Tyburn Tree, a gallows where, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, men and women were hanged for their Catholic faith. One afternoon, an elderly nun showed me the relics in the convent basement, and told me the stories of some of the martyrs – Blessed Philip Powel, Blessed Thomas Maxfield, Saint Edmund Campion. She had lived in the convent for more than forty years, she explained, and, because she never ventured into the wider world, these characters had become quite as real to her as her sisters in the community. Past and present had fused. Was this what had happened for George Mackay Brown? In the summer of 1992, his novel Vinland was published, and The Times agreed to let me travel north to interview him.

I arrived in Orkney in mid-June, and the islands were bright with wild flowers and young crops, and spilling over with light. It was 10 p.m. by the time I reached the harbour town of Stromness and, although colours were becoming less distinct and shapes more blurred, it was not dark. At midnight, birds were still wide awake and singing outside the windows of my B&B. I was wide awake too, turning the pages of Brown’s An Orkney Tapestry, gripped. We had arranged to meet the following afternoon. I could hardly wait.

But that first meeting was a disaster. ‘I instinctively shrink from journalists,’10 George Mackay Brown once wrote to a friend. Lilting and generous in his writing, he was so sparing in response to my questions as to be almost monosyllabic. Within minutes, I had run out of things to ask. Brown sat back in his rocking-chair, folded his legs, rested his chin on long, tapering hands, gazed into the middle distance and hummed.

Fortunately, I did not have to fly straight home, and the next day I bumped into Brown in Stromness. He had some friends dropping by in the late afternoon, he said: would I join them? In familiar company, he was transformed – witty, vivacious, a brilliant raconteur and an attentive host. He offered to boil each of us an egg for tea, and, before we left, showed us something that had arrived in the post that morning. A friend had sent him a copy of the letter written by Mary Queen of Scots to her cousin the King of France the night before her execution. Mary Queen of Scots had been a childhood heroine of Brown’s, and he drew our attention to the firmness of her script in the face of death.

I returned to London enthralled by George Mackay Brown, by his work, and by the islands that had inspired it. Orkney was such a different world as to seem almost unreal in the hard light of a Battersea day, and for most of that first morning back I kept my curtains tightly drawn in an attempt to seal in the memories. A week or so later, an envelope arrived with a Stromness postmark, addressed in Brown’s neat, deliberate hand. Tucked in among comments about the weather, and the progress of the annual St Magnus Festival, were two sentences that pleased me very much: ‘I hope you’ll come back often11, Maggie, and enjoy a walk to the kirkyard and Warbeth. I feel you belong here in Orkney.’

I did go back, as often as I could, not only to visit George, and to explore ‘mainland’ Orkney, but also to get to know some of the smaller islands. On Papa Westray I interviewed Christine Hopkins, voted Scottish Teacher of the Year for 1996, in charge of just three pupils in a large, bright schoolroom overlooking the sea. On this island are the oldest standing houses in Europe, and the seventy islanders dance a reel – the Queen Victoria – unknown in any other part of Scotland.

Eynhallow, ‘the holy island’, is surrounded by ferocious tides – or ‘roosts’. It has been uninhabited for nearly a hundred years, but in the centre of the island are what some believe to be the remains of a twelfth-century monastery. Fishermen dropped me there with a friend late one summer afternoon and, as we walked around the shore, we came upon an expanse of warm, shelving rocks carpeted with seals. They flopped into the sea as we approached, and bobbed about staring back at us, a congregation of several hundred. In Orkney legend, seals are the key to the inextricable unity of sea and land. ‘Selkies’ swim ashore at night, throw off their pelts, and dance like humans on the sand. One wet August evening, on skerries off the island of Hoy, I heard for the first time the sound of seals singing – a high, plangent moan like a musical memento mori.

Two or three times, friends and I rented a house on one of the small tidal islands in Stromness harbour, and in the mornings we made our way across the water to the town in a flimsy fibreglass dinghy. ‘It was so pleasant those few autumn days, knowing that you and your friends were nearby, over on the Inner Holm,’ George wrote on 12 October 1994. Pleasant for us, too, picking out his rooftop as we rowed towards Stromness, knowing that he was sitting at the Formica surface in his kitchen, with a block of Basildon Bond paper and a Bic pen, working his magic.

It was Hugo Brunner, George’s editor at John Murray, who suggested I write this biography, and it was he, one morning, who put the idea to George. So long as nothing was published in his lifetime, the answer came back, George would help in any way he could. I was staying on the Holms at the time, and in the afternoon George and I went for a walk. Sitting on a bench looking out over Scapa Flow, he spoke about his childhood, without prompting or interruption, for more than an hour. He then sent me back to London with a draft copy of an autobiography, written in 1985 and awaiting posthumous publication.

For the Islands I Sing, as it was to be titled, is a book that yields more on every reading, but it is written within a tight constraint. In one early passage, George expresses his unease at the modern tendency to exaggerate the importance and interest of writers’ lives: ‘In fact,’ he states, ‘the lives of writers12 are not greatly different from the lives of plumbers.’ It is almost as if, to prove his point, he then feels obliged to downplay the interest of his own life, skating over whole decades, and inserting occasional baffling statements. ‘One of the great experiences13 of most lives never happened to me,’ he writes. ‘I never fell in love with anybody, and no woman ever fell in love with me.’ It is possible, given the context in which it appears, that this claim should be understood to apply only to George’s youth; but it is a claim he repeated well into middle age. ‘I have never been in love14 in my life,’ he wrote to a friend in 1975, when he was fifty-four. This, as I was to discover, was not true.

Early in 1996, we arranged that I should spend the month of May in Stromness, visiting George to talk to him in the evenings. On 13 April, quite suddenly, he died. As a result, I spent most of May not in Stromness but in Edinburgh, looking through the George Mackay Brown archives in the National Library of Scotland and in Edinburgh University Library. In the latter, in a reading room overlooking the Pentland Hills, the librarian presented me with a large package, as yet unsealed, containing hundreds of letters from George Mackay Brown to Stella Cartwright, the woman known in Edinburgh in the sixties as the ‘Rose Street Muse’. The letters spanned more than twenty years and, together with Stella’s to George in the National Library, they told an extraordinary love story.

It was a strange feeling reading those letters, and not altogether a comfortable one. I felt sure that, had George lived, he would never have spoken to me about Stella Cartwright. Yet the anxiety that I was trespassing was eased, as I read on, by occasional hints that George had wanted his feelings for Stella one day to come to light. ‘Some day we must print all Stella’s Birthday poems in a little book and launch it upon the world,’ he writes on 7 June 1984. ‘Everyone will say, “They Liked Each Other More Than a Little” … They sure did.’

I believe that this sentiment can be applied more generally, to the rest of George’s life: that, in a part of himself at least, he was content that some of his secrets should eventually be known. ‘We move from silence into silence,’15 he once wrote, ‘and there is a brief stir between, every person’s attempt to make a meaning of life and time.’ His own attempt was so unusual and brave and fruitful that his story deserves to be set down, before the silence subsumes it.
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1

A Place of Vision


Orkney – ‘orcs’1 – the school of sleeping whales,

To those who glimpsed it first,

Hills half-sunk in the sea.



GMB, ‘Haiku: for The Holy Places’

A POET IS born, not made – that was George Mackay Brown’s belief; and his gifts might either flourish or wither, depending on circumstance. In his own case, he suspected that, had he grown up in a city, he might never have written a word. As it was, he spent his childhood in Orkney, and the islands became for him ‘a place of order2, a place of remembrance, a place of vision’ which sustained him in his writing for the rest of his life.

But if it was Orkney that nurtured George’s talents, he thought that the talents themselves probably had their roots in his Celtic, Highland ancestry – a maternal inheritance, not Orcadian at all. His mother, Mhairi Sheena Mackay, was sixteen when she boarded the mail-boat St Ola on the north coast of Scotland, and sailed further north still to make a life for herself in the Orkney seaport of Stromness. Born in 1891, Mhairi had spent her childhood on a croft in Strathy, on the Sutherland coast, with her parents and eight siblings. She had not left home before. Yet she had reason to hope that her new surroundings would not be entirely unfamiliar. The man for whom she was to work was a distant cousin, John Mackay, who had done well for himself and built a hotel in Stromness; and, although she had never set foot in Orkney, she had, in a sense, known it all her life. From Strathy Point, on a fine day, the Orkney islands are clearly visible across the water: the mountainous form of Hoy and, beyond it, an archipelago of low, bluish humps on the horizon.

But that 25-mile journey across the Pentland Firth carries the traveller into a new world. It is the vividness of Orkney that surprises one first. On the Sutherland coast, where Mhairi Mackay had grown up, the soil is thin and stony; there are expanses of brown moorland, pitted with peat-bogs, where only sheep thrive; much of the land is unenclosed. ‘Mainland’ Orkney, by contrast, looks like a Hopkins landscape – ‘plotted and pieced3 – fold, fallow, and plough’. The soil is fertile, and the island neatly patchworked with fields, often running right down to the sea. In April and May, in the ditches and along the roadsides, there is a profusion of daffodils. In June and July, brown beef cattle and milking cows graze knee-deep in clover and buttercups, and the rocks are speckled with sea-pinks.

‘Hrossey’ – ‘island of the horse’ – was what the Norsemen called the largest of the seventy-odd Orkney islands and, when Mhairi Mackay arrived, Hrossey would have seemed still an apt name. Further south, farmers were beginning to work their land with tractors, but in Orkney the crofters remained entirely reliant on their horses, yoked in tandem for ploughing in the spring, and, in the autumn, for harvesting crops of oats, bere,* turnips, kale. These crofters worked their small, stone-dyked fields against a backdrop of overwhelming space. Apart from Hoy – the ‘high island’ – the Orkney islands are low and undulating, and, because of the wind, they are almost treeless. Without trees or mountains to interrupt the view, your eyes are carried constantly to the curve of the horizon: you can see that you are on a globe. At midsummer, when the sun barely sets, and there is a superabundance of light, you feel you are standing on top of the world.

The vastness of space is matched by an awareness of a great sweep of time, stretching back well beyond the scope of history, and even of legend. Little is known about the first men and women who lived in Orkney over five thousand years ago, yet, if they were to return today, they would find the islands still strewn with their creations – their cairns, standing stones and burial mounds, even their domestic possessions. In a field by the road that runs between Stromness and the Orkney capital, Kirkwall, is Maeshowe, a grassy hillock that seems to swell like a breast out of the earth. Sheep graze on its surface, but inside it is a chambered tomb where Orcadians laid their dead long before the first pyramid was built in Egypt. Crude in appearance, it is sophisticated in construction. As darkness falls on the shortest day of the year, the setting sun points a finger of light into the centre of the tomb: a promise of renewal after death. A few fields away, on a neck of land between two lochs, is the Ring of Brodgar, a circle of twenty-seven massive slabs of stone, quarried at Vestrafiold, pointing sunwards and enclosing a grassy disc. A place of worship? Of sacrifice? Nobody knows. In Orkney lore, the stones are darkness-loving giants who came down one night to the lochs to drink and dance, lingered too long, and were petrified by the rising sun.

Archaeologists have picked and combed over these sites; but the most spectacular discoveries are yielded up by the islands themselves, in their own time. One night in the winter of 1850, Orkney was swept by a wild storm. The wind ripped the grass from a high dune by the Bay of Skaill on the west coast, revealing an almost perfectly preserved Neolithic village. The interiors of the small, round houses of Skara Brae were immediately familiar to the Orkney crofters: there were stone box-beds, stone dressers, stone cupboards let into the walls. Laid out across a stone surface was jewellery made of bone; but of the owner of the jewellery, and of the other villagers, there was not a trace. It was like a scene from a Stone Age Mary Celeste.

It is not known quite when the Vikings made their first raids on Orkney, but by the end of the ninth century the islands were ruled by Norse earls. In theory, these earls were vassals of the Norwegian kings; in practice, the strongest of them were independent rulers, as powerful at least as the kings of Scotland. From the Brough of Birsay, a tidal promontory on the north-west Orkney mainland, an eleventh-century earl, Thorfinn the Mighty, ruled nine Scottish earldoms, the Hebrides, and great tracts of Ireland. Towards the end of a life of ruthlessness, Thorfinn is said to have ridden with his regicide cousin Macbeth over the Alps to Rome, where he was granted absolution by Pope Leo IX. He returned to Orkney and devoted the last fifteen years of his life to good and peaceful government. The islands prospered.

No wonder that after Orkney passed to Scottish rule in 1468, and the islanders became little better than serfs under Stuart earls, Orcadians looked back on their Norse days as a golden age, and clung to romantic notions of Viking descent. Well into the eighteenth century, Norn, a mixture of old Norse and Icelandic, was still spoken in the remoter parts of the islands; and even today Orcadians have a lilting, sing-song accent more Scandinavian than Scots in intonation.

Such were the voices that Mhairi Mackay heard around her as she stepped for the first time on to the quay at Stromness, and they were strange to her. Her own first language was Gaelic. When she had started school at the age of five she had known only two words of English, and to her dying day she would sing in Gaelic as she went about her housework. Her ancestors had come from the green glens of Strathnaver and Strathalladale, where the clan Mackay had lived for centuries in long, stone, sod-roofed huts, raising goats and black cattle, and growing potatoes and oats. When required, the clansmen had banded together and fought bravely for their chiefs; but most of the time they had lived insulated from the outside world by the lack of a single road.

In the early nineteenth century, however, their landlord, the Countess of Sutherland, with her husband, the Marquess of Stafford,* initiated ambitious ‘improvements’ that turned much of the vast Sutherland estate over to large sheep farms, and the indigenous crofters were ‘cleared’, with some brutality, out of the straths. Mhairi’s grandfather, Angus Mackay, passed down his own grandfather’s description of leaving his home in flames when his family were forced out of Strathnaver. Some of those who were cleared left on ships for North America. Most, like Mhairi’s family, moved north and north-east to eke out a difficult and dangerous existence as crofter-fishermen on the coast. Hundreds of them had probably never seen the sea before, let alone built boats or fished, and many drowned; and the arable soil on the rocky headlands was so thin that, in a dispute over ownership, it was said that any man could have carried away his share in a lobster creel.

Mhairi Mackay’s ancestors seem to have fared better than many of their fellow clansmen. At Braal, on a rocky headland above the sea, stand the ruins of the small croft that her great-great-grandparents built after leaving Strathnaver. Mhairi was born in this croft, and as a child she visited it often from her parents’ home two miles away in Strathy. Her niece, now an old lady living along the coast at Reay, remembers it as a place of warmth and celebration where Angus Mackay made wooden toys for his grandchildren, and where at any excuse the fiddle was taken down from the wall and used to accompany dancing and the Gaelic songs handed down from generation to generation. Mhairi inherited this spirit of celebration. She was a buoyant character, and no setback ever floored her for long.

Her cheerfulness stood her in good stead as she got to grips with her new life as a waitress-chambermaid in Mackay’s Stromness Hotel. John Mackay and his wife were good to the girls who worked for them, but the work was quite new to Mhairi. She had been used to spending much of her time out of doors, helping on her father’s croft; now she was immured in a monstrous modern edifice with forty bedrooms, waiting on southern tourists who had come to Orkney to explore the archaeological sites and to fish for trout. Her hours were long and, after her strict Free Presbyterian upbringing, she was so shocked to discover that she was required to work on the Sabbath that she considered heading straight back home. She was equally shocked by the behaviour of some of the hotel guests. Mhairi was an attractive girl, tall, blue-eyed, black-haired, with a slightly snub nose and a bright, open expression. One day, a visiting clergyman turned the key of his bedroom and began to make advances. She kept her nerve, ordered him to unlock the door, and refused to serve him again.

Outside the hotel, too, she found herself warding off unwelcome attention. On one of her rare free evenings, probably at a dance, she met a local postman, John Brown. He was stoutish and handsome, with a waxed moustache and a wry, witty expression, and at the end of the evening, after walking her home, he kissed her. Mhairi thought this unacceptably forward, and she made up her mind not to see him again. Somehow, however, he won her round; and she found herself falling in love with this man several inches shorter than herself, and fifteen years her senior.

John Brown could not claim Viking descent, but he was an Orkneyman through and through. His ancestors had almost certainly come over from Scotland as servants and retainers under the Stuart earls, and the Session Book of St Peter’s Church in Stromness records Browns baptized, married, and ordered to repent for fornication and other misdemeanours from the late seventeenth century onwards. They had large families, and they made their mark. On the outskirts of Stromness is a farm called Brownstown, and, when Mhairi Mackay arrived, a whole area south of the town was called Brownsquoy. John Brown himself had grown up in Brown’s Close, where his father worked as a cobbler.

John Brown had no interest at all in his ancestry, and almost nothing is known even of his parents. It has come down by word of mouth, however, that his father, the cobbler, had a weakness for alcohol. He did not drink regularly, but periodically he would dress up in his best clothes and tour around the alehouses.* Often these sprees lasted several days, until his money ran out, and then he returned home to his cobbler’s bench and broken boots. It seems probable that this drinking was brought on by melancholy; certainly, among the cobbler’s eight children, there was a strain of depression and even mental instability. One of his sons, Jimmy, was so unstable as to be unable to work or live normally. He believed in the existence of fairies – they often seemed more real to him than human beings – and he saw apparitions of ships’ masts emerging from Stromness harbour. Then there was a daughter, Kitty, severely depressive and possibly schizophrenic. In late middle age she suffered a crippling breakdown, was certified, and was sent south to Edinburgh to live out the remaining thirteen years of her life in a Morningside asylum, Craighouse.

By the time Kitty Brown arrived in Edinburgh, Craighouse had such a large proportion of Orcadian patients that it had been christened ‘Little Orkney’ by visiting relations, and chronic depression was so rife in the islands that it had come to be known as Morbus orcadensis. Just before the First World War, an Edinburgh professor, Sir Thomas Clouston, had made a study of mental weakness in the Orkney parish of Harray in which he had been born and spent his childhood. Clouston concluded that though these were ‘country people, decent folks4 for the most part, hard working, thrifty, few very poor, healthily money-loving’ and strangers to ‘vice in its grossest forms’, excessive intermarriage over many generations was responsible for half the families in the parish betraying clear symptoms of idiocy, congenital imbecility, epilepsy, or what he termed ‘ordinary unsoundness of mind’. George Mackay Brown would later offer a less categorical, but more haunting, description of the malaise in a short story, ‘The Drowned Rose’:

There is a trouble in the islands5 that is called Morbus orcadensis. It is a darkening of the mind, a progressive flawing and thickening of the clear lens of the spirit. It is said to be induced in sensitive people by the long black overhang of winter; the howl and sob of the wind over the moors that goes on sometimes for days on end; the perpetual rain that makes of tilth and pasture one indiscriminate bog; the unending gnaw of the sea at the crags.

To his friends and neighbours, John Brown appeared mercifully free of the morbus. He had been apprenticed to a tailor in the last years of the nineteenth century, when Stromness tailors ran a thriving trade exporting moleskin trousers to Orcadians working in the Canadian outposts of the Hudson’s Bay Company. In the early years of the twentieth century, however, ready-made clothes from the south had begun to make tailoring a lean trade, and he had been forced to take on two other part-time jobs. The Glaitness Laundry Company in Kirkwall employed him to collect and deliver the Stromness laundry, and he worked as a postman.

Stromness housewives looked forward to seeing John Brown on his rounds. There are still many in the town who remember him well, and they describe him as clever and quick-witted, with a gift for mimicry, and a dry, ironic sense of humour. He made people laugh as he passed down the street – ‘Ah, Jack Broon, it does me good to hear thee’ – and, in his spare time, he cut a dash in Stromness amateur dramatics.

Perhaps it was this wit and flair that won over Mhairi Mackay; perhaps she was drawn to something more complex beneath the larky exterior. The couple were married in June 1910, in Strathy, and a band of passing tinkers danced at their wedding. For their journey home to Stromness, the St Ola was dressed in flags. They settled down in a small house by the pier, and here, ten months after the wedding, Mhairi gave birth to a daughter, Ruby. Sons followed in quick succession: Hugh in 1913; John, known as Jackie, in 1914; Harold, who would die of measles in infancy, in 1917; Richard, known as Norrie, in 1919. When, in the spring of 1921, Mhairi found herself expecting her sixth, and last, child, she hoped very much for another girl, whom she planned to name after her mother, Georgina Mackay. On 17 October she gave birth to a boy, George Mackay Brown.


2

The Green Coat

I dreamed I was a child1 in Orkney, and I owned the whole world, cow and buttercup and rockpool, and the men and women and animals put looks of love on me and on each other.

GMB, ‘Magi’

‘EARLY YEARS ARE remembered in gleams2 only,’ George writes in his autobiography, ‘and the gleams illumine what seem to be quite unimportant incidents.’ He remembered sitting on the blue flagstones of the kitchen floor, a seagull standing in the doorway; and looking, from his pram, at the silhouette of his father’s postman’s hat against a window. Two fragments of memory, however, seem more significant, and both involve the tinkers who came to Orkney from Caithness in the summer, and lived in tents on the outskirts of Stromness. Later, tinkers would move through George’s work: clever, anarchic, exotic characters, enviably free of the monotonous cycles of conventional life, able to shift their ground like herring. But in these infant memories they are figures of pure threat. As George was sitting playing on the doorstep one morning, at the age of two or three, a tinker wife approached carrying a pack of haberdashery. She was large, with a face brown and wrinkled as a walnut, a tartan shawl wound around her head, and a clay pipe sticking out of her mouth. George was so terrified that he fainted. Then he had a dream – the most vivid dream of his life – that the tinkers had stolen him from his mother and were hurrying him away in a pony cart, further and further from home.

A terror of being separated from what was familiar to him was to remain with George for the rest of his days, and it had a profound effect on the way that he lived and wrote. Yet, on the face of it, his early years were stable and secure, and few children could have had less reason than he to fear being uprooted or abandoned.

Some time after their marriage, his parents had moved to 80 Victoria Street, a small, rented house whose front door opened on to a fisherman’s pier. Mhairi Brown had her hands full with five children, and often, after school and at weekends, Ruby was asked to take care of her youngest brother. Towards the end of her life, Ruby set down her memories of life in Victoria Street, and she described George as a lovely child with dark, curly hair, very bright blue eyes – ‘a true Celt’ – and an insatiable appetite for stories.

The kitchen was also the living-room3: a stove polished so that one’s face shone in it, a rag rug, a large wooden dresser with its complement of dishes. Two basket easy chairs, six wooden kitchen chairs. A statue of Burns ploughing forever on the mantelpiece … And there on the rug sat George, begging forever for yet another story.

George, in turn, remembered Ruby’s gift for story-telling, and her beautiful voice. She was ten years older than he, a flamboyant, dramatic character with a taste for tales of emotional entanglement, invariably ending in tragedy. Often, the girls in her stories were deserted by their lovers and died of broken hearts; in his mind’s eye, George then saw the flat red symbol from a playing card fracturing painfully somewhere inside the heroine’s body. ‘Of course I had no conception4 of what this all-important state of mind called “love” was,’ he reflected in middle age, ‘but I accepted it as an essential mysterious part of every story. The breaking of the heart was a wistful beautiful satisfying way to die, I supposed.’

Of all Ruby’s tales, the one he loved best was ‘Willie Drowned in Yarrow’, a ballad whose verses are loaded with mounting foreboding:


Down in yon garden5 sweet and gay

Where bonnie grows the lily,

I heard a fair maid sighing say,

‘My wish be wi’ sweet Willie!’



Willie’s fateful day begins happily enough: he goes to a fair to buy a gift – a ‘fairing’ – for his sweetheart. But, hurrying to the love tryst to give it to her, he is drowned.


She sought him up6, she sought him down,

She sought him braid and narrow.

Syne in the cleaving of a craig

She found him drowned in Yarrow.



George could picture precisely the distraught girl standing on the bank, watching as her lover’s ribboned boater eddied and swirled down the river, knowing that he was lost for ever: ‘I was beginning to learn7 that there was a thing in the world called evil; but I learned a thing even more important, that all the bad things of life, that happen to everybody sooner or later, could be faced, and controlled, and even made beautiful, by poetry.’

While Ruby was at school, and his mother washed and cooked and cleaned, George sat for hours on the stone doorstep, absorbing scenes and characters that would fill his own stories years later. A few steps away from the house, on Clouston’s pier, he watched old women rinsing headless haddock, or feeding the seagulls. The shriek of the gulls was said to sound like the cry of a drowning man, and there were old women who believed that every one of the birds was the embodied spirit of a drowned fisherman. ‘That’s Jock Seatter,’ they would say. ‘There’s Andrew Isbister. And there’s Mansie Mowat.’ But to George the gulls – or ‘whitemaas’ – seemed terrible creatures, their throats bulging with the fish-guts the old women threw to them.

In the summer, boys swam from the pier, and sometimes, in the late afternoon, borrowed the fishermen’s yawls to row out and ride in the wash of the St Ola as she arrived from the Scottish mainland. Two fishermen, Tammack Clouston and Bill Sinclair, worked on Clouston’s pier, and George watched them as they baited their lines and mended their creels before setting out to fish for cod, haddock, lobster and ling beneath the Black Craig and the Old Man of Hoy. Bill Sinclair, in particular, fascinated him. He had a twist of red beard, shaved off once a week by the barber, and he was never seen, winter or summer, out of his long leather sea boots: ‘He would never say more8 than about six words at a time, and then he would sum up a situation like a master of epigram or haiku. One day the crew of a certain boat were all drunk. “They must have pawned their ship,” he said, nodding his head sagely.’

Looking the other way, to the road, most of the population of Stromness passed by in the course of a day. In the morning, retired skippers and sea captains came out for their constitutionals, and in the early afternoon fishermen sold haddock along the street from barrows, weighing them – sixpence a pound – from small brass handscales. Two tall policemen paced up and down the length of the town, back and forth, all day long; mothers pushed prams; the minister glided past – ‘a drooping black column’9; and, whenever there was a funeral, blinds were drawn along the street while the cortège made its way through the town and around the coast to the kirkyard at Warbeth. Very occasionally, a car – there were just three in Stromness when George was a boy – bumped over the flagstones.

There was a wealth of local eccentrics. Geordie Chalmers believed he was a ship and wandered about Stromness in a reefer jacket and cheese-cutter hat muttering ‘Starboard’ or ‘Port’ or ‘A splash astern’. Titty Bell skipped through the town with a washing basket under one arm, dancing pirouettes, talking to nobody; and there was a one-eyed town crier, or ‘bellman’, Puffer, who had spent some time in Kirkwall jail, and who hid in closes and tripped up children with his stick as they ran past.

Stranger than any of these to George were the southern tourists who arrived to stay in the Stromness Hotel in the spring and summer – among them, when he was three, George Bernard Shaw and his wife, Charlotte.* Sometimes Englishwomen set up easels in the street and painted watercolours, and this puzzled George. ‘What could there be in our familiar surroundings10 worth painting?’ he wrote, reminiscing about his childhood in middle age. ‘We and our town were the norm, they (the tourists) were creatures touched with poetry and romance, come from enchanted places in the south.’ He was puzzled, too, by the way these southerners spoke, and their voices echo through his work in characters like the laird’s spinster daughter in his novel Greenvoe:

‘A simply lovely morning,’11 announced Miss Fortin-Bell. ‘She’s coming. That must be her now.’ She spoke as if she were shouting into a gale. (The islanders could never understand why the gentry spoke in such heroic voices – their own speech was slow and wondering, like water lapping among stones.) Miss Fortin-Bell faced seawards. The ferry-boat Skua entered the bay in a wide curve and glided towards the pier with shut-off engine. Ivan Westray stood at the wheel. A young girl waved from the stern, a little white flutter of hand, and smiled, and stroked down her dark wind-blown hair. ‘Welcome to the island, darling,’ shouted Miss Fortin-Bell. ‘Isn’t this lovely, all the village has come out to welcome you …’

When his mother went shopping, or when his father took the children for rides in the wicker barrow he used to deliver laundry, George ventured further into Stromness. ‘Hamnavoe’ – ‘haven inside the bay’ – was what the Norsemen had called it, and, centuries on, it still seems a fitting name. Walk a mile out of the town to the south and the tides in Hoy Sound rip so ferociously that the sea seems to boil; but Stromness harbour itself is almost always calm, sheltered on one side by a great outcrop of granite, Brinkie’s Brae, and on the other by two low green tidal islands, the Holms. Following the shoreline, a flagstoned street winds a mile from one end of the town to the other. To the seaward side, squat, thick-walled fishermen’s houses are built into the rock, gable-ends to the road, standing out into the harbour like stone arks. Beside each is a cobbled pier, so that as one walks down the road the grey houses are separated by bright, bookmark-shaped glimpses of the sea. To the other side, merchants and shopkeepers built their houses and small plots of garden along steep, narrow closes twisting up Brinkie’s Brae. At the top, commanding wide views over the harbour, and beyond to Scapa Flow, retired sea captains and shipping agents put up solid, double-fronted villas, and named them after their old ships, or the trading posts where they had spent their working lives: Hopedale, Arranmore, Manora, Pictu.

To men like these, who had travelled widely, life in Stromness must have seemed almost oppressively quiet. Contact with the outside world was limited, to say the least. Not a single private house had a telephone when George was born, and not one of the 1,900-odd inhabitants of the town owned a wireless set. Nor were there any pubs. During the First World War, hundreds of Irish navvies had been sent to Orkney to defend the naval base at Scapa Flow, and many had been billeted in Stromness. Rowdy and often drunk, they had not been universally popular and after their departure the women of the town – for it was the women, George maintained, who held the reins – voted Stromness dry. Shutters went up in the inns and pubs and the distillery was closed. For the next quarter of a century, the men of Stromness, thirsty at the end of the day, were forced either to brew illicitly at home or to make their way seven miles down the road to an inn at Finstown.

In the absence of pubs, men who might have spent their evenings propping up a bar gathered instead around the counters of the local shops, most of which stayed open until nine o’clock. These shops were places of delight to George. Each had a distinct atmosphere and smell; each attracted its particular customers. John D. Johnston, the drapers, was where the tinkers congregated, and bargained for pins and needles and ribbons to sell from their packs on the outlying farms. In the saddler’s shop, there was an intoxicating smell of leather and resin, and, while Bill Mathieson sat rhythmically pulling thread through bridles, girths and satchels, a retired bellman, Soldier John, told tales of his service under General Gordon in India. The chandler’s shop smelt of rope, tar and apples, and its owner, Geordie Linklater, kept old copies of Lloyd’s List and Shipping Gazette, pored over by retired seamen. The grocer, Willie Duncan Shearer, had white whiskers and spectacles in silver frames, and always slipped George a pandrop, a brandy-ball or a yellow butternut after filling brown paper pokes with tea, sugar, oatmeal and flour for his mother.

Home we would go then12, under the hissing gas lamps, among the other shopping lingering clucking women. Always the Salvation Army raised a glad brazen sound at the pierhead or at the foot of Kirk Road.

Then it was the wooden bath-tub, with a few drops of Lysol in the warm water to kill germs, and a clean shirt, and a warm bed …

Beyond the shops was the Stromness Museum, and on New Year’s Day, when John Brown took his children out to walk off their one roast-beef dinner of the year, this was their destination. Housed on the first floor, above the Town Hall, the museum was so crammed with cabinets and display cases that it looked as if a huge wave had crashed across it, leaving behind flotsam and jetsam from almost every century and corner of the earth. Natural history had been the passion of the Revd Charles Clouston, who had established the museum in 1837, and among the exhibits were a stuffed golden eagle, the head of a whale stranded one summer on Outer Holm, and the shells of Caribbean turtles which had followed the Gulf Stream and drifted ashore in Orkney. There were also domestic curiosities: an eighteenth-century clock, the first to have come to Stromness – ‘the brass face beaten13 like a boxer’s’ – ships in bottles, gravity beads used by distillers of illicit whisky. But most thrilling to George were the treasures gathered by Orkneymen who had left their homes and adventured in other parts of the world.

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, ships from the Hudson’s Bay Company, journeying north from London, had regularly called at Stromness to recruit boys from the overcrowded crofts to work in their fur trade outposts in Canada. One corner of the museum was stuffed with the mementoes these men had brought home: moccasins decorated with Cree Indian beadwork; thick, white blankets with stripes woven through them to show the number of beaver pelts for which they had been exchanged; exquisite ivory carvings, like Inuit netsuke, of dogsleds and hunters. Among these were sepia photographs of Orkneymen who had never returned to the islands, but had chosen to make lives for themselves in Canada: swarthy, proud-looking characters, wearing embroidered moosehide jackets over their moleskin trousers, flanked by Cree Indian wives and flocks of children.

The most distinguished of all the Hudson’s Bay Company’s Orkney recruits was John Rae. Born in 1813 at Clestrain in Orphir, Rae trained as a doctor, and was appointed surgeon at the Company’s Moose Factory trading post in Ontario. From here, he led three expeditions to map Canada’s Arctic coastline, and discovered ‘Rae’s Strait’, the final link in a navigable north-west passage. He also established the fate of the Franklin expedition which had set off from Stromness in 1845,* and made himself unpopular with the British navy by suggesting that in their desperate last moments Franklin’s men had resorted to cannibalism. In Orkney, Rae was a hero. He had bargained with the Inuit for some of Franklin’s men’s possessions – an ivory powder horn, for example – and they sit in the Stromness Museum among Rae’s own exploring tackle: his Inuit sun-goggles, his octant, the inflatable cloth boat with which he made his way across the Richardson River using two tin plates as paddles.

Not all of those who went to sea were so respectable. In the early eighteenth century, a boy called John Gow had grown up in Stromness. In 1724, in the Mediterranean, he led a mutiny on board the George, renamed her Revenge, and turned pirate. After robbing ships off Spain, Portugal and France, he made his way home to Orkney, and fell in love with the daughter of a Stromness merchant, James Gordon, who promised to marry him. Before they could be wed, however, Gow was captured, taken to London, and hanged at Admiralty Dock.

Daniel Defoe wrote an account of Gow’s trial, and the museum displays an original edition: An Account of the Conduct and Proceedings of the late John Gow, alias Smith, Captain of the late pirates, Executed for Murther and Piracy … with A Relation of all the horrid MURTHERS they committed in cold Blood. As a boy, George was gripped by Gow’s story, and in particular by one final twist in the tale. According to local legend, Miss Gordon had plighted her troth to Gow by shaking his hand through the hole in the Odin Stone that stood between the lochs of Harray and Stenness, and the only way she could free herself from her obligations to the pirate after his death was to travel south and touch the fingers of his corpse. In his short story ‘The Pirate’s Ghost’ George imagines this final encounter:

Thora found her way14, somehow, to Wapping. The pirates were still there, creaking and clanking in their chains. They dangled so idly in the air, they were so clotted with tar, that they hardly looked like human bodies. She recognized Gow, among the others, by his shattered thumbs, by his strong teeth, even by the shape of his cheekbone under its flap of skin …

Thora clasped the tarred and salted right hand. She said, ‘The fires are out. There’s nothing left for you here, Jack. Farewell. This is the last mingling of our flesh – a touch only – but it gives us both peace.’ … A wind coming up the Thames took the body and set it creaking like a stiff sack. The wind increased – the chain about the pirate rang. The chains round all ten of the pirates rang.

The girl turned her face to the north.

Compared with the lives of these adventurers and vagabonds, George’s own life was quiet, almost monotonous; and this suited him well. If his imagination was fired by the stories of men like Rae and Gow, what he wanted for himself, from a very early age, was stability and order. Even as a small boy, on the doorstep in Victoria Street, he enjoyed the predictable rhythm of the days. The tides rose and fell, so that, if in the morning the stones of Clouston’s pier were underwater, in the afternoon they emerged ragged with barnacles and bright green weed. Every morning at eight o’clock, the St Ola set sail for the Scottish mainland; every evening, at six o’clock, she nosed back into the harbour like ‘a serene black swan’15 and announced her arrival with two hoots. As darkness fell, the lamplighter, Ali Thomson, walked through the town with a long, flickering pole and set the gas lamps alight with a hiss (he was absent only on the evenings around the full moon, when there were no street lights at all). And at about eight o’clock, whatever the weather, John Brown set off on his postal rounds in a blue, red-piped uniform, with a glass lantern pinned to his coat to help him read addresses. One of George’s earliest memories was of his father coming into the kitchen one wild night, ‘half blind with rain16, his black oilskin gleaming, drops spilling from the twin-peaked cap … He trimmed the wick and re-lit the lamp before setting out again into the storm.’ At midnight, Ali Thomson moved down the street again, extinguished the lamps and plunged Stromness into darkness.

Every day of the week, too, had its particular character. Monday was Mhairi Brown’s washing day, when the family’s laundry simmered in an enormous, oval, tin boiler on the kitchen range. On Tuesday, she ironed, and the house filled with the smell of fire and hot, pressed linen. Wednesday was market day, when farmers from the outlying countryside brought their cattle into Stromness. On Friday evening, the Brown children were each given a ha’penny as pocket money, and on Saturday morning George spent this on sweets. Mhairi Brown had craved sweet things when she was expecting George, and he had inherited the craving. In Stromness, in the twenties, there were endless small ‘magical caves’17 where he could indulge his sweet tooth. Most were kept by old ladies, many of them, like ‘Ginger Beerie Babbie’, widows of the First World War. George’s favourite was Ma Cooper’s, a little walk from home:

You pushed the door open18 – the bell pinged brightly – you stood in darkness and fragrance. Presently Ma Cooper entered from sweeping her kitchen or feeding her cat; and among the jars of black-striped balls and Sharp’s toffee (two pence a quarter) serious negotiations began.

On Sunday, John Brown led his family to the service in the United Presbyterian Church. What religious beliefs he held is not clear. He refused to have his children baptized, and he made his contempt for some of the Stromness ministers and elders quite plain. ‘Hurry on past the Jews,’19 he would say to his sons as they approached the church porch, where two elders held collection plates. Yet Jackie remembered – and his memory is borne out in photographs – that his father often wore an ivory crucifix suspended from his watch chain, and John Brown would brook no argument from his children about Sunday worship.

For George, the weekly visits to church were a painful combination of utter tedium and acute embarrassment. Not only did his father sing the hymns very loudly, but he did so standing sideways on to the pew with his foot resting on the seat and his trouser-leg hitched up so that a length of his drawers showed. While the minister delivered a long and fiery sermon – ‘pacing to and fro’, Jackie remembered, ‘like a caged lion’ – Mhairi Brown tried to relieve her children’s boredom by passing a paper bag of sweets along the pew. George found this excruciating: ‘the rustling of the bag20 sounded like a small electric storm in the pauses of the minister’s discourse … I was sure that all the congregation must be listening to that paper bag and disapproving.’

Sunday afternoons, when John Brown took his children on long walks, were altogether happier. Above all, George enjoyed his visits to the kirkyard at Warbeth, a mile west of the town. From a distance, the Warbeth headstones, huddled on the edge of a low cliff, are silhouetted against the sky like a cluster of black, broken teeth. Close up, they tell the story of the births, marriages, labours, epidemics and shipwrecks of an island community over four centuries. Bounded by a dry stone wall, the kirkyard stands on the site of a medieval monastery whose tumbled ruins remain in one corner, but its position has a significance reaching back even further. For the Vikings, the sea represented eternity, and the dead at Warbeth are close to the waves, their gravestones facing east to catch the rising sun.

One particular tombstone fascinated George. It was the memorial of a girl called Ellen Dunne who had died in 1858, aged seventeen, and the rhyme at the foot of it, overgrown with ivy, troubled him ‘with its wistful ghostly melancholy’:21


Stop for a moment, youthful passer-by,

On this memento cast a serious eye.

Though now the rose of health may flush your cheek,

And youthful vigour, health and strength bespeak,

Yet think how soon, like me, you may become,

In youth’s fair prime, the tenant of the tomb.



‘There are more folk lying dead in this kirkyard than there are living nowadays in the whole of Orkney,’ John Brown used to tell his children, and this impressed George deeply. In his late forties he set down his feelings about Warbeth in a poem much anthologized in succeeding years:


A silent conquering army22,

The island dead,

Column on column, each with a stone banner

Raised over his head.

A green wave full of fish

Drifted far

In wavering westering ebb-drawn shoals beyond

Sinker or star.

A labyrinth of celled

And waxen pain.

Yet I come to the honeycomb often, to sip the finished

Fragrance of men.



Warbeth was about as far from Stromness as George could happily go without longing to be back at home; and, on the rare occasions that he travelled further afield, he was unsettled. One summer, when he was very small, his mother took him with his brother Norrie on the St Ola to the Scottish mainland to meet his Mackay grandparents. His memories of the visit were grim. His grandmother, Georgina, was sweet and kind enough, but his bearded, Gaelic-speaking grandfather, Hugh, struck him as stern and frightening, and the countryside around Strathy seemed unremittingly dour.

Remote in the Scottish Highlands23 [it was] lonelier and more desolate far than any moor you would find in Orkney. I have dim memories of a few desolate roads straggling over steep brown deserted hills where crofters’ cottages were falling into ruin; of black peat bogs and shaggy sheep-dogs; of fishing boats and monster-haunted seas snarling under the cliffs; and soft, melancholy, gentle voices speaking in Gaelic.

Another summer, the Brown family spent a week in Birsay, on the north-west coast of mainland Orkney. They stayed in a cottage called ‘Hell’ (the neighbouring cottage was ‘Purgatory’) and the name, for George, was apt. He was terrified of the bulls in the fields nearby and, when his brothers saw his terror, they seized on it and teased him. During what was supposed to be the family’s great treat of the year, George spent his time counting the days until he could return to Stromness, to the ‘warm igloo’ of home.

Yet life in 80 Victoria Street was not as seamlessly secure as George sometimes suggests. It seems likely, in fact, that his reluctance to face the wider world had its roots, at least in part, in the anxieties bred in him at home. Despite his three jobs, George’s father found providing for a wife and five children a constant struggle, and there were relentless worries about money. The Post Office were generous with their allowance of uniforms – a new one every year – and, to clothe his sons, John Brown was able to use his tailoring skills to ‘make down’ his old uniforms; but for winter shoes (the children went barefoot in the summer) he was obliged to apply for handouts from Humphrey’s Bequest, a charitable trust for the Stromness poor. George would later claim that he and his siblings were not troubled by the knowledge that they were poor. ‘Our poverty never rankled24 or oppressed,’ he wrote. ‘It was the kind of poverty that makes people generous and free and open-handed.’ But this is not the whole truth. Shortage of money caused friction between George’s parents, and for a sensitive child, in a small house, this was painful.

Mhairi Brown had a tendency to extravagance – a symptom, George believed, of her natural generosity – and every so often bills would arrive from shoemakers or other tradesmen that her husband was unable to settle. These never resulted in full-blown rows but, perhaps worse, they led to ‘turnings-away, seethings25, stony silences’. For a few hours, the low Gaelic chant that Mhairi kept up as she went about her housework would cease, and to George this was terrifying. The protectiveness he felt towards his mother was exacerbated by concerns about her health. Mhairi Brown suffered from asthma, and there were times, particularly in the summer, when she could do nothing but lie back in a chair, or in bed, gasping for breath.

His father was also a source of anxiety. The humour and merriment that the people of Stromness loved in John Brown was loved by his children too. George particularly cherished the way he used his wit to puncture gossip and melodrama among the Stromness housewives: ‘He would say something scathing26 to the lament on the threshold, and usually it was so funny that it kindled laughter. It was as if Falstaff had exchanged a few words with a chorus of Trojan women.’ George admired his father’s theatrical gifts, and had happy memories of him at New Year, after a glass or two of whisky, holding the floor singing Victorian and Edwardian music-hall songs with great style – ‘standing behind his chair27, gesturing with his small, beautifully-shaped hands as if he was sculpting the lyrics from the lamplight and the smoke’. He had, George believed, the makings of a really good actor. But, beneath this extrovert exterior, John Brown was a complicated, troubled character. As a young man, he had visited London and Glasgow, and he was haunted for the rest of his life by the wretchedness of the slums in both cities. He borrowed regularly from the Stromness public library, and the books that most absorbed him were those about the difficult lives of the poor: Patrick MacGill’s The Rat-Pit and Children of the Dead End, and Jack London’s The People of the Abyss. He was keen that his children should share these concerns, and determined that they should not get above themselves, and he would quote to them from The Pilgrim’s Progress:


He that is down needs fear no fall,

He that is low, no pride;

He that is humble, ever shall

Have God to be his guide.



‘Much better to remain poor28 and content than to become, out of lowly beginnings, a professional man or a businessman and then give oneself airs,’ George wrote of his father’s beliefs. ‘That was insufferable, in his scale of values.’

But, at the same time as being preoccupied with those poorer than himself, John Brown was also dissatisfied with the treadmill of his own life, and this created a tension. He urged his children to ‘get on’ in the world, and to make sure they ended up in better jobs than he. Jackie remembered his father chiding Ruby when it looked as if she might fail her Highers, and warning her of the disappointment he would feel if she were to end up working in a shop. Mhairi Brown echoed these sentiments. ‘Try and get on,’29 she used to say. ‘Get out of the rut.’ For George, the knowledge that his parents saw themselves as living in a rut cannot have been comfortable.

Moreover, although he kept it hidden from friends and neighbours, John Brown, like his brother Jimmy and his sister Kitty, was prone to depression. As a small boy, George often heard him in his bedroom, alone, walking back and forth, speaking to himself, arguing out his problems. George would eavesdrop outside the closed door, and what he heard frightened him. He could never quite catch his father’s words, but he knew that they were ‘loaded with pain30 and anxiety, either for himself and his family or for the terrible poor of the cities of the world’. It gave him a first glimpse of the complexity of human nature.

The strains of life in Victoria Street should not be exaggerated. John and Mhairi Brown’s marriage was, by any standards, a happy one. George’s brother Jackie could not remember his parents ever exchanging a harsh word, and he talked of his childhood home as a place of harmony. In Stromness, too, Mhairi was as popular as her husband. George wrote after her death of ‘a special sweetness31 of disposition that was felt far beyond the bounds of the family’, and Ruby remembered feeling twinges of jealousy at having to share her mother not only with her brothers, but with all their neighbours. Young girls came to talk to Mhairi Brown of their problems in love and, when a child was hurt or an old person dying, a cry went round: ‘Send for Mother Brown!’ ‘She exhaled comfort32 and peace and humanity,’ Ruby wrote. ‘Everyone loved her.’

Everyone, that is, except her landlady. Number 80 Victoria Street was owned by a middle-aged spinster who had been saved from a bigamous marriage to a sailor during the First World War, and who had, ever since, been mentally unhinged. In 1928, when George was six, this woman turned suddenly against Mhairi Brown and ordered her to remove her family from the house. George remembered the anguish he felt at seeing his mother, for the first time, in tears – ‘For she too was a stranger33 then’. From Victoria Street, the Brown family moved 200 yards down the road to Melvin Place, to a dark house with a drain running under the flagstone floor. For George, the move signified the closing of a chapter. ‘This is true,’ he wrote towards the end of his life: ‘Not wisdom or wealth34 can redeem / The green coat, childhood.’
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