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      Introduction

      
      
      I was so proud to join the famous Black Watch as a teenager during the Second World War. The regiment formed part of the 51st
         Highland Division – almost an army within the British Army – which drew on the Scottish warrior tradition to forge a highly
         effective fighting force. Scotland’s proudest and most ancient regiments, reinforced by tens of thousands of English soldiers,
         banded together to avenge the destruction of the Scottish forces at St Valéry in 1940. Over the next five years, the Jocks
         followed the skirl of the bagpipes into some of the most famous battles of the war. Thousands gave their lives in North Africa,
         Sicily, Normandy, Belgium, Holland and Germany. We were a true band of brothers who were not immune to fear and suffering,
         but who found courage and fierce loyalty as members of the ‘Fighting 51st’.
      

      
      The Black Watch is Scotland’s most senior regiment, and it struck fear into the hearts of the enemy during the trench warfare
         of 1914–18. German soldiers dubbed the kilted Highlanders ‘devils in skirts’ and rated the regiment the ‘most feared’. When
         my turn came to serve my country, I was honoured to follow in that tradition. I quickly learned the awful realities of war
         in the Battle of Normandy, but my admiration for the officers and men of the Highland Division only grew during that baptism of fire.
      

      
      Black Watch tells the story not only of my regiment but of all the Highlanders who landed on D-Day to retake St Valéry, liberate Holland,
         fight in the Ardennes and invade Germany. These achievements are now part of Scottish folklore, celebrated in music, song
         and poetry. In recent years, it has been my privilege to help organise veterans’ reunions and pilgrimages to the towns that
         we liberated in Holland, where we always receive fantastic and emotional welcomes. We have also raised monuments to the men
         of the Highland Division in both Scotland and Holland.
      

      
      I am grateful to all those veterans of the division who have allowed me to use their memories in this book, and to the families
         of those who are no longer with us. I and many others have striven to keep alive the memory of those who made the ultimate
         sacrifice, and I hope that this book will be part of that process of commemoration.
      

   



      
      1

      
      A Place Called St Valéry

      
      
      I had donned my Sunday suit for the Saturday night dance and the band in the Musselburgh Masonic Hall was in full swing. The
         girls were glamorous, and couples were gliding across the freshly polished floor to the strains of Hoagy Carmichael’s ‘The
         Nearness of You’, one of my favourites. I was fifteen and more concerned about girls and rugby than wars in far-off lands.
         So far, the war had been little more than an exciting diversion in my life. As schoolboys, we learned that the British Empire
         was supreme and that our country was the world’s greatest power. When war had broken out less than a year earlier, we were
         convinced that our army was invincible and that Britain would administer the Germans a sound thrashing before Christmas.
      

      
      My boyhood delusions were about to be shattered. Across the hall, through the fug of cigarette smoke, I saw an older friend,
         a lad I recognised from school. I knew that Sandy had joined the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders – my father’s old regiment
         – and had already been abroad. He was in uniform, and looked different from how I remembered him – pale, gaunt and seemingly much older than his years. He kept himself
         away from the dancing crowds who were enjoying the music and the freedom. I caught up with him in the hallway, coming back
         from the toilets. A few mutual pals shook his hand and we asked what he had been up to. Without blinking, he launched into
         his story, a terrible tale of how the famous 51st Highland Division had been forced to retreat, overwhelmed by the lightning
         blitzkrieg tactics of well-organised and powerful German forces.
      

      
      We gathered around him, jaws grimly clenched, and in stunned silence hung on to every word. With a creased brow, he told us,
         ‘My unit was overrun. We were completely surrounded. We had to travel through the German lines for three nights – no food,
         hardly any ammunition. We were trying to catch up with the main withdrawal. It was unbelievable.’
      

      
      Sandy was a survivor of the doomed British Expeditionary Force (BEF). He had escaped from France just a few weeks earlier.
         We all knew of the amazing rescue at Dunkirk in that summer of 1940. Churchill had made one of his finest speeches praising
         the ‘miracle of deliverance’ achieved by an unlikely armada of naval and civilian craft that had evacuated 338,000 British
         and French soldiers from the carnage of the beaches. The Prime Minister had famously vowed that we would fight the Nazis ‘on
         the beaches, in the fields and in the hills’.
      

      
      Yet, while the nation rejoiced, a dark shadow lay across thousands of homes in Scotland’s Highlands and Central Belt, where
         families still waited anxiously for news of their men-folk. Two entire brigades of the 51st Highland Division had not returned
         from France. Under wartime censorship, news of their fate was scarce and rumours multiplied faster than rabbits in springtime. Now we listened intently to the awful truth.
      

      
      But Sandy was not telling us about Dunkirk. He was talking about a place that we had never heard about. A place that neither
         the newspapers nor the newsreels had mentioned. A place called St Valéry-en-Caux. He told us that a few units had managed
         to escape, but the bulk of the division had been left behind to fight a losing rearguard battle. Rumour had it that they had
         surrendered before the navy could pick them up. Thousands killed, thousands taken prisoner.
      

      
      We could tell that Sandy, close to tears, was telling the truth. As soon as he had finished, he made his excuses and went
         home, leaving us standing there, mouths agape, unable to comprehend what we had just heard. The thought of the Germans defeating
         and capturing the Highland Division filled my heart with an anguish that was to haunt me for some time.
      

      
      It was shocking, almost unbelievable news and led to some bitter recriminations about Churchill sacrificing the Highlanders
         in a last-ditch gamble to keep tottering France in the war. For me, it really brought the ‘phoney war’ to a close and raised
         the very real prospect that, although I was just a boy, I might eventually follow in my father’s footsteps and end up fighting
         against the Germans.
      

      
      When the war had broken out in September 1939 it had been a source of huge excitement to us schoolboys. We had done our bit
         at school – filling sandbags down at the beach and addressing ration books. And we were certain that we would win. It never
         occurred to us that the British would lose even a single battle. Not least because of the spectacular scenes we had witnessed
         just six weeks into the war.
      

      
      On 16 October, a group of us were playing on our bikes down by the harbour when we heard the noise of aeroplanes. We looked up and saw a formation of nine German bombers heading
         for the giant British naval base at Rosyth, twelve miles across the river on the northern bank of the mighty Firth of Forth.
         Unknown to us, we were watching history in the making. The surprise raid was the first air attack of the war on Britain, and
         the planes were initially unchallenged. The Junkers 88s terrified a group of passengers on a Fife-bound train on the Forth
         Bridge who imagined that they were the target until bombs started falling on HMS Southampton in the water below. We could hear the bombing and anti-aircraft fire but could not see the action. Then, as the Germans headed
         back out over the Forth estuary, we witnessed a stunning spectacle. Out of nowhere, a squadron of Spitfires appeared and pounced
         like cats on mice. A thrilling dogfight ensued, leaving us kids transfixed, staring skywards and cheering on the dashing young
         pilots who had been university students, lawyers and farmers until a few months earlier.
      

      
      Vapour trails streaked the clear blue sky as the Spitfires swooped and dived on the Junkers and their Heinkel escorts. These
         daring pilots of the 602 City of Glasgow and 603 City of Edinburgh squadrons were such heroes to us. When two of the raiders
         were shot down and plunged into the grey water of the Forth we were literally jumping for joy, shouting and punching the air
         in jubilation. Censorship meant that we never learned that three of our ships had been hit, killing sixteen Royal Navy crewmen
         and wounding forty-four others. The incredible sight simply reinforced what I already thought: The Germans are no match for
         the RAF. We’ll win this war easily; it will soon be over. What fools the Germans are even to try to attack Britain.
      

      
      
      We youngsters were not alone. Many people truly believed that it would all be over by Christmas and that our army would, in
         the words of the popular song, soon be ‘hanging out the washing on the Siegfried Line’. But others, who had lived through
         the First World War, knew it would be no pushover; and many were well aware of just how powerful Germany had become.
      

      
      At this stage, the war was still not real to us. When two of the German pilots killed in the Rosyth raid were buried just
         along the coast in Portobello, ten thousand people lined the route and their coffins were draped with Nazi flags. Scottish
         mothers even sent sympathy letters to the mothers of the dead airmen. St Valéry changed all of that. The news of the disaster
         was dreadful and it spread like wildfire. All of a sudden, the war seemed a much more serious business.
      

      
      Until then, I had no thoughts of becoming a soldier. I came into the world on 28 March 1925 in my grandfather’s house in Fisherrow.
         Being the first grandchild, the whole family was in attendance, waiting to pass around the new arrival. Although technically
         part of the ancient town of Mussel burgh, a few miles east of Edinburgh, Fisherrow was a community in its own right. The River
         Esk, which empties into the Forth estuary, separated it from Musselburgh. The two communities were quite distinct and very
         different. The ‘fisher folk’ were fiercely protective of their identity, extremely proud of their heritage and reluctant to
         share their culture with others. They disparagingly described those who lived on the other side of the river as ‘trades folk’.
         The traditional trades of brewing, net-making, milling and pottery had given a living to town families in centuries past.
         Then, with the advent of the industrial revolution, cotton, paper and wire mills were developed and Musselburgh became a prosperous
         town.
      

      
      
      My grandfather, Thomas Handyside Williamson, was a fisherman who was all but excommunicated from his community because he
         married a ‘foreigner’ – a lass from Musselburgh. But his sin was eventually forgiven and he was allowed to return to Fisherrow
         to harvest the haddock-rich waters of the yawning Forth estuary and chase the huge shoals of herring when the ‘silver darlings’
         arrived off the east coast each summer. In those days, Fisherrow boasted a fleet of forty trawlers. Dozens of fishwives, traditionally
         attired in shawls and striped aprons, carried their creels up to Edinburgh and for miles around to sell the fresh catch. Each
         September, to mark the end of the fishing season, the whole community turned out for the Fisherman’s Walk, with the fishermen
         wearing their traditional blue ‘gansey’ jumpers following a pipe band and preceded by a box symbolising the community funds
         that had been raised to support unfortunate families.
      

      
      They were a proud, frugal bunch, but the fisher folk endured their share of hard times and tragedies. In his search for a
         better life, Granddad turned to coalmining, where the money was good and steady. Soon, he sensed even greater opportunities
         in the booming coalfields of America and emigrated to make his fortune, with plans for his family to join him in Illinois
         once he was established. Unfortunately, a long and bitter miners’ strike dashed his hopes, and the family organ had to be
         sold to pay his passage back home.
      

      
      Granddad was to become a powerful influence on my life, partly due to the unfailing support he gave to our family when my
         father died young, but also because he was able to do any handy-work that was required and encouraged me to help and learn
         from him. Although he was never a communist, he was a staunch advocate of workers’ rights and, like so many others in the Scottish coalfields, was very left wing.
      

      
      My grandmother had died suddenly in 1914 at the age of forty-two, leaving Granddad with a young family to raise. My mother
         Meg was aged twelve, the middle of five children. She received special dispensation to leave school and look after the family
         home while Granddad continued to work as a contractor in the mines. It was an enormous challenge for a child to learn all
         the intricacies of housekeeping, cooking on an open fire and caring for all the family’s needs. To add to her difficulties,
         the First World War had just started and my mother had to queue for butter, sugar and meat. She worked tirelessly to master
         the basic chores and, in time, was running the house as well as any housewife. With the war over and most of the family bringing
         home a wage, Mum, working closely with Granddad, was able to add to the loving home that they had provided. They had kept
         the family together and attained a better standard of living, but at a heavy cost.
      

      
      Mum had sacrificed all her precious teenage years for the family. While her siblings enjoyed the pleasures of a job and all
         the outside interests that went with it, she felt deprived and tied to the house. She knew she could not desert the family
         during the day, but she decided to take an evening job. Luckily, an amazing new form of entertainment had just arrived. Cinema
         was a sensation. When Mum heard a picture palace was opening in nearby Portobello, she promptly applied for a position and
         was overjoyed when she became one of the usherettes. The cinema brought a new dimension to her life, and to society as a whole.
         For a few pennies, people were suddenly transported from the mundane routine and monotony of daily life to a wonderland of
         make-believe. Audiences were amazed to see places and activities that they had never known existed. They were captivated by the plots,
         told in intertitles, and dazzled by the glamour of the stars. The Portobello Central was a phenomenal success and people queued
         to see whatever was showing.
      

      
      Mum loved her job and could hardly believe her luck to be getting a wage while watching the wonders of the silver screen.
         For the first time in her life she was making friends, too – other members of staff as well as some patrons who chose her
         as their favourite usherette. She would take the tram to work but to save the tram fare always walked back to Musselburgh
         with her new friends. Walking home one stormy, winter’s night, they heard a pitiful cry for help as they passed the open space
         of Murdoch Green. On investigating, they found Mrs Parry, the petite pianist who played the musical accompaniment to the films.
         She had been blown twenty yards towards the sea and would probably have landed on the rocks were it not for the safety fence.
         She was badly shaken, but the girls rescued her and took her home.
      

      
      Mum was taller than most of her friends, and she carried herself with a certain dignified composure. She was always in her
         working clothes of skirt and jersey, but when she went out for a special occasion she would dress up in a fine silk blouse.
         Unusually for the times, she wore glasses from childhood. Her hair was cut short, and was arrow straight. She tried all manner
         of things, always unsuccessfully, to put a wave in it. She was a cheerful character with many friends and was friendly to
         everyone. She would speak to anyone, wherever she was, and could cope with all of the tragic situations that occurred during
         her life.
      

      
      By the time she was twenty, she had been promoted to cashier – quite a step up for someone with little schooling. Every night she had to balance the cash taken against the number
         of tickets sold. The manager then checked and recorded her sums before depositing the cash in the office safe. The manager,
         George Bramwell Renouf – an Englishman who was named after the great Salvation Army leader Bramwell Booth – had moved to Scotland
         from southern England shortly before the First World War. He was employed by John McGuire, the impresario who was busily opening
         a chain of cinemas in and around Edinburgh. (McGuire later opened the magnificent Playhouse cinema in 1929, which still stands
         as a showpiece venue for major entertainment in the capital.) The Portobello Central was so successful that McGuire decided
         to build a larger cinema in Musselburgh. The Musselburgh Central was also to be managed by George, and he chose Mum as his
         cashier, primarily because of her friendly personality.
      

      
      The opening night, in 1922, was an eagerly anticipated event in Musselburgh and lengthy queues formed. The film was Daddy-Long-Legs, a highly rated and widely publicised romantic drama starring Mary Pickford. A massive crowd assembled on the street and
         surged forward when the doors were opened, struggling with one another, fighting to get a ticket. The next night, the crowds
         were even bigger, but a doorman had already been appointed to keep them in order.
      

      
      It was a good year for George Renouf. He was managing two cinemas and was rewarded with a directorship within the McGuire
         cinema group. In addition, with his third appearance in the final, he realised his life’s ambition by winning the amateur
         lightweight boxing championship of Great Britain. And now, after a somewhat slow start, romance was blossoming between him
         and his cashier. George’s previous interests were only boxing and work, and he had taken his time getting around to the matter of romance. Courting started as a kind of extension to balancing the night’s takings. But
         it soon flourished and with the prospect of a house in upmarket Parsonage Cottages, Mother married her boss in 1924, much
         to the envy and excitement of her friends and the rest of the staff. I was born a year later, and my sister Betty came along
         the following year.
      

      
      Dad was the middle child of a family of seven. His father had been a missionary and dragged the family around many far-flung
         outposts of empire. When he retired from evangelising, Granddad Joseph started a lemonade factory in Bournemouth. He was credited
         with inventing the ball-stopper, which sealed the lemonade and its fizz in the bottle. Rather than entering the family firm,
         Dad began his working life with Willie Renouf – a family friend who travelled the country exhibiting his ‘magic fountain’.
         This was a spectacular display of dancing water jets, shifting colours and choreographed music – an early version of son et lumière. When they put on their show in Edinburgh, they were so impressed with the city that they decided to settle there. Willie
         was offered the post of manager at the Leith Gaiety theatre, the city’s music hall, with Dad as his assistant.
      

      
      It was around this time, in 1912, that Dad developed his passion for boxing. However, knowing that his devout father frowned
         upon the sport, Dad felt that he had to keep his new hobby secret, so he changed his surname from Joseph to Renouf, although
         the family continued to call him ‘Bram’. His boxing career was already showing considerable promise when it was interrupted
         by the 1914 war. Dad joined the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders and spent almost four years in the trenches with the 51st
         Highland Division. Although an Englishman, he was proud to don the Argyll kilt, was promoted to sergeant, mentioned in despatches, and fought at Ypres and the Somme. He ended the war at Army Headquarters
         in charge of Field Marshal Haig’s personal transport. Like all men who joined up in 1914 and made it through to November 1918,
         he was lucky to survive. His most serious injury was a wound to the head, and he always kept the jagged piece of shrapnel
         that the surgeons removed from his skull as a souvenir.
      

      
      After the war, Dad returned to the Gaiety theatre and resumed his boxing career at the Leith Victoria Amateur Athletic Club.
         It was Scotland’s oldest boxing club and produced champions in abundance. His close friend James ‘Tancy’ Lee – a former world
         champion flyweight who is now in the Scottish Boxing Hall of Fame – gave Dad the benefit of his great experience and acted
         as his ringside second and manager. They travelled all over Britain and Europe to compete in boxing competitions and international
         tournaments, enjoying the generous camaraderie of the amateur boxing fraternity. Unlike the murky world of professional boxing
         today, in my father’s day the amateur sport was known as ‘the gentlemen’s art’. Opponents could knock lumps out of each other
         inside the ring, then happily share a pot of tea afterwards.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Dad’s business career was also progressing well. The music hall gave the audience live entertainment and allowed
         them to feel part of it. The Gaiety flourished during the war years but shortly after that, moving pictures were entering
         the scene. Dad was convinced that movies were going to be the next big thing, so he was determined to get into the cinema
         business. With big fights put on every weekend in Edinburgh, the boxers were admired and respected local celebrities, and
         Dad made the most of his fame to secure a position with John McGuire. Soon he became equally well known in the Musselburgh community for his innovation and enterprise,
         traits he had inherited from his own father. He employed a small orchestra to provide music for the silent films, a step up
         from the normal solitary piano. Later, he developed his own film projection equipment, which resolved some of the early problems
         with ‘talkies’. Having been under-manager at the Gaiety, he knew many of the local entertainers and put on weekly concerts
         in the town hall that the townsfolk greatly appreciated. Eventually, he opened his own cinema at nearby Ormiston.
      

      
      In his spare time, he taught the noble art of boxing to the seniors at the prestigious Loretto private school in Musselburgh
         and organised boxing competitions at boys’ clubs in the district. In a pioneering move, he teamed up with radio innovator
         Alex Low and relayed live ringside broadcasts of the big boxing contests in America to a large number of enthusiasts gathered
         in the Central cinema in the early hours of the morning. On one occasion, Lord Elphinstone asked Dad to put on a demonstration
         of films at his nearby Carberry Towers residence for the benefit of his guests, the Duke and Duchess of York, who would later
         become King George VI and Queen Elizabeth.
      

      
      When I was four, Dad bought me a toy gramophone with six records. He was puzzled to know how I was always able to select my
         favourites even when he jumbled them up and were only identifiable by their written titles. He also got me an elastic-band-powered
         model aeroplane that flew far over the River Esk on its maiden flight, never to be seen again. Summer holidays were a terrific
         adventure and sometimes meant a long journey south to Bournemouth, where we spent glorious days at my grandparents’ beach
         hut.
      

      
      
      Dad worked evenings, so he had some time during the day to spend with us kids. He would take Betty and me swimming at Portobello
         baths, where he was a member of the swimming club. Its other members included such notables as Ned Barnie, an early cross-Channel
         swimmer. On Sunday mornings, Dad would take us to the Leith Victoria, where we met some of his contemporaries, including Tancy
         Lee and the British cham pions and Olympic medallists Alex Ireland and George McKenzie. The famous club, set up by workers
         from a local shipyard after the First World War, was housed in an ex-army hut on land rented from the railway company adjacent
         to the old Caledonian Station. There was no other place like it, with the smell of liniment, leather and musty sweat, and
         we watched future champions like George Bell sparring and pounding the heavy punchbag. They and the sport fascinated me, and
         before I long took it up myself. However, I eventually lost interest and gave it up.
      

      
      Unusually for those days, Dad was a vegetarian, and totally committed to constant fitness. He instilled in us that we should
         live an active outdoor life supplemented by a healthy, balanced diet. A bowl of fruit and nuts was always available on the
         kitchen table for nibbles, and Mum always cooked nutritional meals. Dad was slightly built – as a lightweight, he had to weigh
         in at under ten stones – but well proportioned. He inherited the family characteristic of being thin on top from an early
         age. He was always very well dressed for work, smart in a collar and tie, but he also loved to get into his overalls and tinker
         with his pride and joy – a sparkling Morris Cowley saloon car.
      

      
      We spent most of our summer Sundays at Gullane, a little town near Musselburgh that has a magnificent sandy beach. It could
         be reached only by those fortunate enough to own a car, and therefore indicated quite a class divide. The poorer folk, without transport, went to the local Fisherrow beach. We spent the days playing games, building sandcastles, swimming
         in the clear blue sea and enjoying a sun-drenched picnic. It never seemed to rain.
      

      
      When Dad bought a second-hand caravan, a 1930 vintage, we thought ourselves even more privileged. But on one holiday to the
         Highlands, we found that the caravan required pushing to overcome the steeper gradients. Near Aberfeldy, in Perthshire, the
         Cowley gave out and we were stuck on a hill. While Mum made lunch, Dad rooted around under the bonnet and soon discovered
         that a new part was required. Nonchalantly, he wandered off down the wooded slope, looking, as usual, for somewhere to swim.
         To our amazement, he returned soon after, pleased as punch, holding the spare part that was needed for our car. Incredibly,
         he had found a wrecked Cowley in the riverbed, presumably the result of an accident in which the car had plunged into the
         ravine. This was typical of Dad. He was a carefree optimist, smiled on by fortune, always happy and full of fun, whistling
         and singing. He was often got caught up in a project, which made him late for another appointment. Mum soon gave up trying
         to cure his bad timekeeping and decided just to live with it.
      

      
      Sadly, though, his good fortune was soon to desert him. In 1934, Dad, fit and seemingly in perfect health, still pursuing
         his highly successful career, suddenly developed a brain tumour. He died within two weeks of diagnosis. He was just forty-two
         years of age. Mum asked the doctors whether his boxing career or his war injury could have caused the tumour. They were unable
         to say for sure, but suggested it could have been there from birth.
      

      
      This cruel blow of fate ended a life that had achieved much but was still full of promise. Dad had served King and country with distinction, achieved fame and contributed much to the
         fraternity of amateur boxing. He had enhanced British cinema-going with his innovations, and had contributed generously to
         community life in Musselburgh.
      

      
      At the tender age of nine, I walked in my father’s funeral cortège. Holding Granddad’s hand, we walked for two miles to Inveresk
         churchyard, where a massive crowd had gathered to pay their last respects. I failed to realise at the time what the loss of
         a father, and a father’s guidance, implied.
      

      
      Mum, now aged thirty-two and married for barely ten years, once again found herself robbed of the security and comfort of
         a normal family life. She suddenly faced the responsibility of bringing up two children and running the business on her own,
         in addition to the heartbreak of losing a dearly loved husband.
      

      
      In 1930, I had gained a place at Musselburgh Grammar School. It was a venerable institution, founded in 1626, and it was here
         that I met the boys and girls who were to remain my close friends for the rest of my life. In my second year, the school moved
         to a magnificent new building on Inveresk Road. At that time, it was a showpiece school with spacious corridors and classrooms
         well equipped with the latest teaching aids. An old school photograph reminds me that for the first two years there were forty
         pupils in my class. Our excellent headmaster, Robert Barr, was a strict disciplinarian who encouraged sport as well as serious
         study. The journey through the primary school was made under the tender care of the lady teachers whom I still remember well,
         all of them intent on giving us a solid grounding in the essentials. The highlights of those years were the Christmas parties
         in the holly-bedecked gymnasium. The teachers gave us affinity cards, tied around the wrist, bearing phrases like ‘You are Robin Hood. Find your Maid Marion.’ Then we would go and search
         out our partners for the evening. Sometimes it pleased you, and other times it didn’t. There was always some unfortunate in
         the class that nobody wished to be paired with. There was also the annual summer sports day, with races for all and parents
         shouting support from the sidelines. And our end-of-term play always impressed those parents with its large cast performing
         in tinselly, homemade costumes. The lasting legacy of this early education was the sense of respect, good manners and integrity
         that was cultivated within all of us.
      

      
      Of course, life changed dramatically when Dad died. We all missed him greatly. But my sister and I especially missed the good
         times that we shared with him. There were no more family outings in the car, no visits to the baths or explorations of the
         River Esk. We missed his cheerful welcome when we returned home. The cinema at Ormiston was paying off a bank loan, and family
         finances were at a low. Mum had the situation under control, but we had to go without the extras we had previously enjoyed.
         Nevertheless, we were better off than most of our neighbours.
      

      
      The thirties were difficult for Scotland. Most of Musselburgh’s workforce was employed in four factories that produced paper,
         cotton, fishing nets and wire ropes, but a shortage of orders led to large-scale redundancies. Some were fortunate enough
         to find part-time employment, but most entered the growing ranks of the unemployed. Men searched desperately for work of any
         kind while women struggled to feed and clothe their families on the pittance dispensed by the state and the parish councils
         to the needy. Those lucky enough to remain in work saw their wages cut as the firms adopted all sorts of cost-saving measures. But a spirit of togetherness united the community in which neighbour helped neighbour.
         Troubles were shared. Clothes were patched and exchanged. Children were farmed out to relatives and friends who were in a
         better position to support them.
      

      
      The best pupils from the five local primary schools in and around Musselburgh joined us in the upper school. These boys and
         girls generally went straight into the commercial stream, while the grammar pupils entered the classical stream. Although
         this might seem unfair, it actually made quite good sense at the time because those in the commercial stream usually wanted
         to leave school and bring home a wage as soon as possible.
      

      
      To begin with, I neglected my studies in favour of sport and music. But one teacher stimulated my appetite for learning in
         the third form, when Pythagoras’ theorem and other elements of mathematics started to captivate me. I then gradually developed
         a serious interest in other subjects, too. This change of heart gave me a new attitude that has remained with me throughout
         life – I was determined to do everything well.
      

      
      From early days, I played the mouth organ. I played it going to and from school, while sitting on the toilet, in bed, anywhere.
         By the age of thirteen, I was saving up to buy a top-of-the-range model with a push slide that gave half notes and would allow
         me to play practically any tune. My hero was Larry Adler, and I listened to a record of him playing Gershwin continuously.
         So when I discovered he was coming to the Edinburgh Empire, I was determined to hear him playing live. When Mum denied me
         permission to see his concert, I was devastated. But defying all threats, I took my worldly savings and at the age of thirteen, set off on my own by tram into the big city. The harmonica maestro entranced me with
         his wonderful playing, and I was quite oblivious to the punishment that awaited me on my return home.
      

      
      As my tastes matured, I took up the guitar and Mum paid for lessons. I gained a basic knowledge of chords and harmony that
         I later transferred to the piano, where I felt much more comfortable.
      

      
      By the mid-1930s, some of the boys at school were already talking about Hitler’s rise to power and the rearming of Germany.
         Their opinions were formed by their fathers, who had suffered the horrors of the Great War and were now concerned that the
         government was ignoring the menace. Rumours went around that Hitler was secretly building a powerful air force in contravention
         of the Versailles peace settlement. Then, one day at assembly, the headmaster told us that two German girls would be coming
         to the school. They were Jewish refugees who had fled their homeland, leaving their parents behind. The headmaster said that
         we were all to be very kind to them. The girls duly arrived and one of the languages mistresses looked after them. They stayed
         with a local family and seemed to fit in well. I remember thinking it was strange that someone or something must have forced
         these two young girls to leave their own country. But I never imagined that their parents could be hounded by the Gestapo,
         or that they might end up in a concentration camp run by the dreaded SS, the elite force of black-clad racist thugs who sported
         the skull-and-crossbones as a badge of honour.
      

      
      Despite the economic hardship and the suggestions of what lay ahead in Europe, Musselburgh remained a happy place – a holiday
         resort with many diversions and attractions. Vast crowds would descend for the popular race meetings. There were only five each year, and they were always well supported.
         The town would heave with people, and many flocked to see Prince Monolulu, a charismatic black racing tipster who wore a feathered
         headdress and set up his stall at the town hall. Massive crowds would gather round to hear his famous catchphrase ‘I gotta
         horse! I gotta horse!’ and buy envelopes that contained his prediction of the winner of each race. He was a giant of a man,
         very handsome and a spellbinding orator, who travelled around Britain with the racing circuit. For many folk, he would have
         been the first black man they had ever seen. Most of the townsfolk would watch the horseracing from the roadside, unable to
         afford the entrance fee and while most refrained from gambling, they enjoyed the atmosphere all the same.
      

      
      When the Company of Royal Archers, the monarch’s symbolic bodyguard in Scotland, came to town each year to compete for the
         Musselburgh Arrow, everyone turned out to watch them. Each archer was trying to claim the world’s first sporting trophy, which
         dates back to 1603. They would march through the town in their heraldic finery to Musselburgh Golf Course, which has the distinction
         of being the world’s oldest course. Crowds revelled in the pageantry and the pinpoint archery displays. With the Riding of
         the Marches introduced in 1935, there always seemed to be some great event on in the town.
      

      
      But the spectre of the 1914–18 war still haunted the Musselburgh of my childhood. Scotland and its Highland regiments had
         suffered horrendously during the First World War – of all the combatants, only the Serbs and the Turks incurred higher death
         rates than the Scots. The percentage of mobilised Scots who died was 26.4 per cent, compared with a figure of 11.8 per cent for Great Britain and Ireland as a whole. The fighting between the kilted troops of the 51st Highland
         Division and the Germans was intensely bitter. The Germans called the Highlanders ‘ladies from hell’ and ‘devils in skirts’.
         The Highland regiments made the most of their warrior traditions and the Germans learned to dread the skirl of the bagpipes
         that preceded a fierce fixed-bayonet charge. A myth developed that the Scottish troops never took prisoners. Consequently,
         the Germans were reluctant to surrender to them and close-quarters combat exacted a murderous toll. German propaganda portrayed
         the kilted troops as bloodthirsty savages. As a result, if captured, they were frequently singled out for ill treatment,
         especially as the war wore on. Even English troops would shout over to their opponents that they were the Black Watch in a
         bid to demoralise the German soldiers.
      

      
      I grew up with constant reminders of this bloody conflict. Limbless survivors lived at Edenhall hospital in Musselburgh, and
         I would occasionally see them in town in their blue trousers and jackets with red collars and piping. It was always a welcome
         adventure to visit the hospital as an eight-or nine-year-old. Some of my friends delivered newspapers or cigarettes and would
         return with stories of the place. Intrigued, I would tag along, and the wounded men would always be very generous – they would
         give you a thruppence, a fortune to a child in those days. And they would speak about the war. Some were quite hale and hearty,
         but many were bed-ridden. There were two or three wards, with about a dozen men in each.
      

      
      The father of one of my good friends was the local postman, Mr Fraser, who had lost his hand in the war. Another neighbour
         had been gassed and was still shell-shocked – he shook a lot. Paddy Nicol, who taught English and history at my school, had also suffered a gas attack, but he was happy to
         tell us stories from the war. The headmaster, Robert Barr, had served in the Black Watch, while science teacher John Knight
         was in the artillery. All of them were firm favourites at school. Whenever we re-enacted battles in the playground, I was
         always in the Highland Division, leading my troops against the Hun. We never lost.
      

      
      Armistice Day was always a major event. All of the youth organisations took part in a huge parade through the town that ended
         at the church, followed by a wreath-laying service at the war memorial. The townsfolk always turned out in large numbers.
      

      
      I never heard my dad speak about the Great War. But he and Mum would discuss it quite a bit, and she would fill me in about
         things. That’s how I got to learn about it, along with information from friends. Some of the other dads would talk to their
         sons about it. Most of them had been in the war. One day at school, a lad brought in a gigantic German flag – it was a magnificent
         war trophy and one of the biggest flags I had ever seen.
      

      
      Mum remembered seeing a Zeppelin over Musselburgh in 1916, when she was a teenager. She said it went down the street, following
         the twists and turns in the road, and loomed large over the startled townsfolk. She swore she could even see the German crew
         through the airship’s windows. It went on to bomb Edinburgh and Leith, killing and injuring many civilians. Yet, I didn’t
         think of the Germans as being scoundrels, or as nasty, wicked people, but as admirable soldiers. We believed that soldiering
         in Germany had been an honourable profession. We knew nothing of concentration camps or the activities of Himmler’s SS and
         Gestapo at that time. And even if there had been a whisper about them, we never would have believed it. You could never believe some of the
         evil things the Germans were doing.
      

      
      But my friends’ fathers knew that trouble was looming, and I started to share their concerns in 1938, when Germany annexed
         Austria. Women in the shops were worried and started talking. One would say, ‘There’s going to be another war,’ and someone
         would reply more in hope than anything else, ‘Oh no, there will never be another war.’ By the time Hitler’s forces marched
         into Czechoslovakia the following year, I was convinced there was going to be another full-scale war. But I did not let it
         stop me having a good time.
      

      
      By then, the government, after a disastrous delay in acknowledging the rise of fascism, had finally decided to rearm the nation.
         This brought much-needed work to the local factories. There was a big drive to recruit manpower and many Musselburgh families
         escaped from dire financial straits. Several older boys joined the expanding Territorial Army, and they looked most impressive
         in their uniforms. Some of their fathers joined the Civil Defence Volunteers and learned how to deal with casualties, fires
         and other emergencies caused by air raids. Many of us at school decided to join the Air Training Corps (ATC), and we lined
         up at the town hall to register. I attended the training nights for six weeks, and all of my friends were very enthusiastic,
         but I decided that the RAF was not for me and instead became a messenger in the Civil Defence. This involved carrying important
         messages by bicycle from the control centre in Newbigging to other units in the area. The construction of air-raid shelters
         was given top priority.
      

      
      In the meantime, Germany was on the point of invading Poland, whose sovereignty Britain and France had both pledged to defend. Himmler, in an operation he named after himself, staged a ‘false flag’ stunt that simulated Polish aggression
         and provided a pretext for war. Part of the scam was to dress murdered concentration camp prisoners in Polish army uniforms
         and dump them at the border, then claim that they had been trying to invade Germany.
      

      
      At 11.15 a.m. on 3 September 1939, two days after Hitler had launched his ‘defensive’ invasion of Poland, Mum gathered us
         around the wireless to hear Neville Chamberlain tell the nation that Britain and France were at war with Germany. Air-raid
         sirens sounded and many people scurried for the shelters, thinking that masses of German bombers would soon be overhead. It
         proved to be a false alarm, but for the first time I experienced the fear that was to be such an unwelcome companion over
         the next few years. Later that day, the British Commonwealth and Empire declared their allegiance to the motherland and prepared
         to send troops to Europe. As in the Great War, many colonial sons soon returned home to join the British forces. The Poles
         fought courageously, but within two weeks their country was overwhelmed and partitioned between Germany and Russia.
      

      
      Although the outbreak of war caused a lot of distress and worry to our parents, it did not change our daily lives too much
         – save for the raid on Rosyth the following month. But gradually things did begin to change as wartime restrictions overtook
         us. Blackouts, rationing, fire watching, shortages, queuing and the issue of gas masks all became routine. Squads of workmen
         cut down all the railings in Musselburgh for scrap and we collected old pots and pans in the belief that Spitfires would be
         made from the aluminium. The new reality truly hit home when the blackout claimed the life of Dad’s old boxing instructor.
         A bus hit Tancy Lee and he died on a pitch-dark Edinburgh street. Each area already had an air-raid warden to enforce the blackout and fire service cover,
         and before long each would also have a detachment of the Home Guard. Ominously, German bombers started to make more frequent
         appearances overhead. During one night raid, a bomb struck one of the distilleries in Leith. Whisky flowed down the gutters,
         causing a stampede among the locals.
      

      
      One of the first war casualties in Musselburgh was Mr Vass, who was lost at sea in 1940. His two sons were friends of mine.
         The full significance of the tragedy did not register with me, but Mum explained that hardship would surely follow grief and
         sorrow for the Vass family. Unfortunately, many similar tragedies would affect our friends and neighbours, and mothers and
         wives with loved ones on active service lived in fear of receiving the dreaded War Office telegram.
      

      
      Rumours were rife on the home front despite the massive campaign to guard against information leaking to the enemy. Posters
         were plastered everywhere, reminding us that ‘Loose lips sink ships’, but still the chatter continued. Leakage of sensitive
         information could arise from the most innocent event. The platoon officer routinely censored letters from the front line,
         but if the sender was a casualty writing from hospital, his mail would usually arrive in its original form. Men on leave would
         also inadvertently leak classified information. On one occasion I was shocked when speaking to a tradesman who worked on the
         nearby airfields. He innocently told me of the massive casualties suffered by the RAF bombers, not realising that such information
         was highly classified by the government.
      

      
      So, despite the censorship, in 1940 we all knew that the BEF was on the Belgian border as part of the Northern Armies working to strengthen the defences of the Maginot Line extension.
         Newspapers and letters home both indicated that there was no initial activity by either side. This stalemate became known
         as the ‘phoney war’ when leaflets rather than bombs were dropped on the enemy. The 51st Highland Division joined the BEF in
         January 1940. They had to endure one of the coldest winters for years. In April the division was sent to gain battle experience
         with the French Army on the Maginot Line proper in the Saar. Once there, though, all they faced was occasional tit-for-tat
         shelling and ineffectual patrolling into no-man’s land. The Germans seemed docile, but that was soon to change. Like a million
         other schoolboys, I followed the few events of early 1940 in War Illustrated and charted any progress on a Daily Mail map that was pinned to my bedroom wall.
      

      
      Then, on 10 May, the German war machine suddenly kicked into action with an offensive that shattered all opposition and dumbfounded
         observers. The Germans’ Panzer tanks
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