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BOOK ONE

The wall




Preface

I was five years old and it was just before six in the morning. I walked into my parents’ room and poked the shape on the right-hand side of the bed. My father’s head emerged. He rolled himself upright, retied his checked sarong, pushed his white hair flat on his head and led me back out of the bedroom. Once we had dressed, we marched to Hyde Park for fencing practice. Then we marched back to the house and laid out toy soldiers on the floor to re-enact the Battle of Waterloo. The front line was the Highland Division. (We had painted the feathers on their bearskins red, and their kilts green and black, to show that they were the Black Watch.) Behind them were the redcoats of the English line. Our Dutch, Hanoverian and Prussian allies were not represented.

Then we had a shower. I admired the gash on the outside of his right thigh. It had once been almost six inches long and an inch deep, cut open by shrapnel from a German shell. He thought it was a mortar shell. An expert on the Black Watch’s role in the Battle of Rauray in 1944 thought it was more likely to have been a shell fired by an MK IV or a StuG III assault gun. Thirty-four years after the battle, it was just the right size into which to fit my index finger.

Best was the sound when he held me against his chest and sang. He had what he called ‘a British baritone’. In the shower, we sang, ‘With cat-like tread, upon the prey we steal. No sound at all. We never speak a word. A fly’s footfall would be distinctly heard.’ Or arpeggios and scales.

With my ears to his chest, I could hear his voice and a slight vibrato echoing through his broad ribcage. His accent was stronger when he sang, as though his training in music as a seventeen-year-old had trapped for posterity the Scottish accent of his youth.


Ho rrro the nut-brrrown maiden

Ho rrro the nut-brrrown maiden

Ho rrro, rrro, maiden

Forrr she’s the girrrl forrr me.



That evening, he was home early, and had gone to the drawing room to have a drink with my mother. This meant I could show him my plane. I had folded a piece of A4 paper in half, turned the corners in to make an arrowhead, flattened the edges for wings, and placed it for the first time on a landing strip—two felt-tip lines on a cardboard box. I did not normally spend much time in the drawing room. As my father said, ‘Not fun for the adults, not fun for the children. Not the right room.’ So I entered politely.

My father, who was talking to my mother, smiled, put down his whisky carefully to avoid marking the table, and received the plane. ‘How’s the little flower?’ he asked, kissing me on the head. But when he dropped the plane back into the cardboard box, it was clear from the position into which it fell that he had ignored my new runway. I was frustrated.

Leaving again, I drew red, white and blue RAF badges on the wings, twisted up the flaps, drew circles down the centre of the box to re-emphasise the runway and returned to the drawing room. My father looked briefly at the plane again, smiled and gave it back.

This time, I left the drawing room, closed the door and wrote a note which said, ‘Because you would not look at my plane and runway, I am running away.’ I placed the note outside the door, with the plane neatly on its track, and went downstairs. When I heard my parents’ footsteps on the landing, I hid behind the curtains in the dining room.

Through a gap, I saw them coming down, heading for the front door. In my father’s right hand was the note and the cardboard box. He held my mother’s hand with his left. He was not paying attention to my creation—in fact he had tipped the box, so that the plane had slid sideways once more.

I saw from his face how frightened he was. I realised how easily I could hurt him. I never wanted to see him like that again.


1

Thirty-three years later, in 2011, my father and I decided to march the length of Hadrian’s Wall together. I thought this walk would allow us to explore and answer questions about Scottish nationalism, Rome, frontiers and empires. He probably thought it was a good opportunity to spend some time with his son. My father, who was eighty-nine, travelled down from our house in Scotland. I came across from my cottage in English Cumbria.

We were to meet in a B&B at Newcastle: the east end of the wall. He was out when I arrived. I found his Black Watch tie—its knot left intact ‘to save time—on the back of a chair. On the desk was a vigorously underlined guidebook to the wall. One saucer on the bedside table contained two used teabags; the other had been turned into a palette. Thick whorls of black and red paint lay around the rim. He had put his brushes in glasses lifted from the bathroom. Each was now stained by an inch of purple water.

On a bath towel, he had laid a roundel of Boursin cheese. The blade of his wooden-handled penknife was buried in the cheese. And beside it on the bed lay a sheet of A4 printer paper, crinkled with wet paint. The image he had painted on the paper was presumably supposed to be his lurcher Torquil. The door opened slowly behind me. A deep bass-baritone voice said, ‘Hello, darling.’ He hugged me, and because this man, once six foot tall, was now only five foot six, I kissed him on the forehead. Pointing to the dog in the picture, he added, ‘The only thing I’ve got right about him is that he’s black.’

We had spent much time together in hotel bedrooms. In a hotel in Austria, when I was six, he had tried to teach me three proofs of the existence of God, which he had just read in a paperback introduction to philosophy: he favoured Aquinas. I went to boarding school when I was eight and then we often met at weekends in the bedroom of his B&B in Oxford. Our diet by then had ceased to be chocolate milk and became instead tropical fruit juice, oatcakes, pâté and Boursin.

It was on that bed in his Oxford B&B that he encouraged me to paint a heroic picture of Magellan being clubbed by a giant Polynesian on a beach. It was there that he encouraged me to sing Gilbert and Sullivan until I was polished enough to get the part of Koko in the school Mikado. And it was there that we worked on an essay on the Battle of Culloden; and there too that he listened while I played the bagpipe chanter.

In a hotel bedroom in Taiwan, when I was fifteen, he watched me study Chinese qigong. He preferred more direct self-defence, usually beginning with a knee to the groin, and another knee to the chin, but he patiently admired my attempts at breathing exercises.

Now, though, I had to write an article for my local newspaper about the community hospital. I perched on my bed, grimacing and tapping at the keyboard, and he politely returned to his painting. After an hour or so, he looked up and, seeing me still at work, said he was going to bed. I could see he would have liked to chat. As I continued to work, I was vaguely aware of his familiar movements in and out of the bathroom.

The checked Malay sarong he wore to sleep looked like a cotton tartan kilt, reaching to his ankles. He got into bed, propped up three pillows behind his head, picked up his book on Hadrian’s Wall and was snoring within three minutes. I finished work at two in the morning. I woke late, long after he had breakfasted, and spent twenty minutes removing the paint from the landlady’s saucers and mugs. Deep purple streams ran down the sink, staining the enamel. I used half a loo roll mopping it up.

Before we left, I found a frayed Black Watch tartan scarf, wrapped it round his neck and tucked it into the front of his olive-green cashmere greatcoat. His pale skin—which he called ‘my Highland skin—was almost translucent beneath his soft white hair.

Finally, I handed him some black ski mittens. He rejected them in favour of a pair of fingerless gloves which he had bought in China. They were almost certainly lined with cat fur.
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My father generally referred to himself as a Highlander. He often talked about his ‘thin Highland blood’ and his ‘Highland skin’ which burned easily. He also said he was as ‘sensitive as a Highland shepherd’. As a child, reflecting on this phrase, I imagined him and other shepherds weeping over their flocks.

Being a literal-minded person, I tried to investigate my father’s identity as a Highlander in blood and soil: I made him take a DNA test. He obligingly spat into a test tube and I sent it to a laboratory—an act of curiosity costing an expensive £200. Six weeks later, we were informed that the trunk of our paternal ancestor was called R-P312-4, L21, M529 or S145.

This DNA strand had apparently emerged in Western Europe during the Old Stone Age, 7,000 years ago. In May 2012, the same strand was found in two Bronze Age skeletons in Germany. But his particular variant of the strand was concentrated in Scotland, and to a lesser extent Ireland. The genetic testing company therefore argued that it was an old Scottish strain: that my father’s ancient paternal ancestor had lived in what is now Scotland for at least 3,000 years. (The company was Scottish.) For reasons less obvious to me, they said this meant he was a ‘Pict’. But because the strand also existed in Ireland, my father said it showed that he was ‘really Irish’.

Of course, it didn’t mean very much. His patrilineal DNA was only a sliver of his total genetic make-up. All that this showed was that his—my—father’s father’s father’s line, the line that had called themselves, at least for the last few hundred years, ‘Stewart’, had probably been in Scotland a few thousand years ago. They may well have left the country and returned again (some ‘Stewarts’ were certainly in Brittany a thousand years ago). And it didn’t say anything about the millions of his other ancestors who were alive at that time.

Next, I turned to ancestry.com, a genealogy site with the addictive tricks of a video game. Whenever I refreshed the page, the crisp boxes of our family tree sprouted delicate green leaves, trembling seductively. The program had created a hyperlink between each leaf, and a database of census records, certificates and family trees. I clicked for hours on one after another, without ever beginning to exhaust the leaves, amassing fifth cousins and maternal great-great-uncles, each with their own hyperlinks to further trees. I collected 5,735 of these people. My father was little help in filling in this family tree. Although he liked to talk to me about ‘taking pride in the past’, this did not extend to his own ancestry. He could not remember his great-grandparents’ names. He had once suggested our family were Stewarts of Appin, who left the West Highlands ‘after the disaster of Culloden’. But despite staying up, night after night, till three in the morning, clicking on leaf after leaf and peering at hundreds of separate parish records, I never found a link to Culloden.

Often ancestry.com led me to images of birth and death certificates. His great-great-grandfather’s death certificate had a crossed-out scrawl by the coroner: ‘suicide by hanging’ had been replaced with ‘suicide by cutting his throat with a razor in the street, 11 a.m., aged 71’. I could only guess at how the coroner could make such a mistake. Mostly the activity was sterile because all I was doing was establishing a name, a date and a kinship tie. And although my father sat patiently looking at the computer screen while I clicked on sprouting leaves, occasionally throwing out a comment (‘That is Aunt Petruchia I think’; ‘Ah yes, Grandfather Cuba’), he had very little to say about any of these people.

My research confirmed, however, that my father Brian was the son of Redvers son of George son of Alexander son of Alexander son of Charles son of David son of David son of David. And that all these men, my Stewart ancestors, were in the same town doing the same things in the same square mile, right from their first appearance on the first charred half-page of the earliest parish records. And all his father’s father’s ancestors, his father’s mother’s ancestors and his mother’s father’s ancestors were born, lived and had died, for at least two centuries, in one tiny geographical area—limited to just three parishes of the ancient county of Forfarshire in Scotland.

This is where my father and his brother—a year apart in age—were brought up. Neither boy crossed the border into England until they were seventeen. And when the war came, they both, like their father and grandfather before them, joined their local regiment, the Royal Highland Regiment, the Black Watch. There was no record of a single one of his ancestors on any side coming from England.

Nineteenth-century Scotland was one of the most mobile societies on earth. By the beginning of the nineteenth century the majority of the people in the central belt of Scotland did not live in the place where they had been born. Between 1831 and 1931, 2 million Scots moved abroad—equal to the total population of Scotland at the start of that period. My father’s ancestors were the exceptions in staying so resolutely still. Which may be why my father said ancestry was ‘pretty boring stuff’.

As Stewarts, they defined themselves as Highlanders. But they had all lived—as he continued to live—right on the Highland Line, on the border between Highland and Lowland Scotland.
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The front of my father’s house looked over a flat ten-acre field. To the right stood a cedar of Lebanon and a copper beech, the latter twice the height of the house. When my grandfather first came here, there had been another half-mile of fields, mostly belonging to the house, and then the Highlands. Now to the north was a skateboard park, to our north-east was a landfill site, while to our north-west, beyond the gasworks, the old gathering ground for the Crieff Highland Games was designated for a future Tesco’s supermarket. Only to our west was the view still unbroken, rising past the woods to the 3,000-feet heather-topped mountains above Loch Turret.

We kept a Highland cow in the field. The calf feed was stored in a large metal dustbin. Whenever we went to see the cow, my father passed me a plastic cup; I tipped the feed into my hand. Mairi shoved her wet pink freckled nose against my forearm. Her long tongue twisted into my palm. I then pushed her huge horns out of the way, and wiped the spittle off onto her matted ginger hair. By 2011, she was fourteen. Her calves had been taken to market in 2000. It took her nearly ten minutes to walk the length of the field. Every summer she was joined by forty Aberdeen Angus bullocks. Every autumn they left, and she stayed. I could feel her horns splintering with age when I stroked them. No real farmer would keep an animal even half so long.

Just beyond my father’s fences, and the suburbs of Crieff, lay the starkest geological division in Britain. Four hundred million years ago, two continents—once 4,500 miles apart—had collided. A little later, two further plates had struck, slipped and sheared, driving tight ripples diagonally across Scotland. The older schists and slates of rock to the north-west rose to form the Grampian Mountains. This chain, 200 million years older than anything in southern Scotland or England, was the beginning of the Highlands. At its foot to the south was the rift valley of red sandstone, once an ocean, in which our fields stood—a separate geology that stretched a hundred miles long and fifty miles south, forming a separate culture.

This lowland soil was rich: seven feet of loam on a free-draining sandstone base. Our land could grow barley and potatoes and some of the tallest evergreens in Britain. On the Highland hills above, there were neither crops nor trees. Bare rock jutted above patches of thin acidic soil. Deep peat, supporting anaemic shoots of sphagnum moss, lay among cold streams, inedible rushes and long heather. Mairi could be supported on a single acre in front of our house. Two miles away, in the Highlands, she would need ten acres, and even she, a tough native cow, would struggle to survive.

The different geologies, altitudes, climates and soils had once fostered quite different human societies. It was not simply a division between Lowland agriculturalists who planted crops, and Highlanders herding animals and hunting deer. Every aspect of daily subsistence differed. To survive in the Highlands was a terrible discipline: rocks needed to be dug out from the soil and laid in drystone walls; the ground had to be improved—limed, or drained—and the reeds burned back for manure, and cut year after year. It was hardly worth planting crops: they could fail three years out of four. A bad winter—we had one near us in 1946—could lay six feet of snow for three months, and kill all the stock. In other parts of the world, Rwanda for example, the cattle-keepers were traditionally wealthier than the crop-planters. Here it was the other way round. The Highland pastoralists were very poor.

Contemporary historians question whether these different soils had always coincided with a recognised border between two different economic systems, social structures and languages. It was certainly true, however, that by the sixteenth century the Highland side wore tartan plaids around their waist and shoulders, had bagpipes and lived in clan structures—in our area under a Stewart, MacGregor, Maclaren, Moray, Drummond or Campbell chief—and the Lowland side did none of these things. In fact they dressed and lived in a culture not very different from that of northern England.

[image: image_missing]

As late as 1800 everyone on the flat land around our house in Crieff spoke English. But two miles away, behind the first hill in Monzie, or in Comrie, almost everyone spoke Gaelic. The poet Hugh MacDiarmid might talk of the Highlands in terms of:


blaeberries

With bright green leaves and leaves already turned scarlet

Hiding ripe blue berries; and amongst the sage-green leaves

Of the bog-myrtle the golden flowers of the tormentil shining.



But in Monzie they were more likely to have said:


Monainn mhaotha ina mongaibh

Uisge uar ina haibhnibh

Dioghlaim chorcra ar a cairrgibh.



In the seventeenth century, the Highlanders would gather their black cattle in the far north and drive them south. The drovers would stop in Crieff, the frontier edge and beginnings of the richer land, to sell and then return home. They called our valley a’ Ghalldachd, ‘the place of the foreigner’. Ten thousand highland cattle had bellowed and jostled on market day in the fields in front of our house.

Every year, Highlanders quarrelled with the townsfolk—or were accused of stealing. Some would be hanged on the gallows at the end of our drive. The first thing Highlanders would do, when coming down the drove roads into the Lowlands, would be to doff their bonnets to what they called ‘the kind gallows of Crieff’. The Highlanders had burned the town in 1715. And when Bonnie Prince Charlie led his Highland army back through Crieff in 1746, their first thought was to give it ‘a good burning again’. We lived a hundred miles north of the modern English–Scottish border, on the Highland Line—the division between what foreigners today might associate largely with England, and the culture that they might associate with Scotland.
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My father taught me as a child to read the Highland landscape in terms of clans and warfare. The Sma’ Glen, five miles from our house, was where he had been taken by his parents when he was a child in the 1930s. He took me there too, and taught me to hide in that heather to ambush Romans, English redcoats and Campbells. I sometimes wanted to be Roman but never a Campbell. I learned that loose stones in rings hinted at where the ‘shielings’, or huts for summer pasture, had lain. I learned that the grass plateau below was one of Agricola’s camps, and that my father had helped to excavate it sixty years earlier.

By the time I was fifteen, I knew that this was Moray land, and that over the next watershed ran a chain of Campbells, from tiny septs such as Campbell of Shean through to the vast estates of Breadalbane, running from Loch Tay to Argyll and the sea. South-west were Drummonds and then the patchwork of the Balquhidder valleys—Stewarts at Ardvorlich; MacGregors and Maclarens beyond. The histories of these families were preserved in the place names. Thus you could stand on Creagan an Lochain and see Lochan na Mna—named after the woman that the MacGregors drove mad. You could see the island from which the MacDonald raiders had crossed, the shallow graves where they were placed when executed, and the spot where Ardvorlich’s corpse was hidden from his enemies.

Much later, in Afghanistan, when I crossed watersheds and found that every valley contained almost a separate nation, I—like an embarrassing number of Scottish travellers before me—was reminded of the Highlands. In Afghanistan almost everyone within a village was descended from a common ancestor, while DNA studies confirmed that a staggering 25,000 people today with our common surname, Stewart, were descended from a man called Sir John Stewart of Bonkhill who lived in the 1200s. Perhaps like Afghans, Highlanders in a single clan had once physically resembled each other. At least, the clan name Cameron echoes the Gaelic Cam Sron, ‘bent nose’. I imagined the Highlanders focused on their own valley, talking incessantly about what had happened on the surrounding ridges—stories not unlike those told in rural Afghanistan—of an ambush, lost animal or saint. Stories from two years ago, or from a deep mythical past: local stories linked to the local rocks.

My much older friend, the Black Watch Colonel David Rose, told me that the valley that ran beneath his cottage had once been the territory of the McGruders. The mouth of the valley was called Blarinroar, which meant ‘the place of the bloody battle’. And the first field, below the pines, was called ‘the field of the weeping’, because that is where the women met the survivors who had escaped from the horror of Culloden.

It was not clear how long the McGruders had been in Glenartney. Perhaps, like the Maclarens in Balquhidder, for 1,500 years; perhaps longer. There seemed to have been very little difference between their eighteenth-century huts and those of the pre-Roman period. The Highlanders had sat, ate and slept on the damp earth, gently smoked by the guttering fire, before venturing back out into the sleet and the fog to care for the animals.

5

Our house sat below this bearpit of Highland warfare, in fields where archaeologists had found Iron Age roundhouses, pit-burials, graves, standing stones and Neolithic processional ways. A cairn, or mound of stones, twelve yards in diameter, once stood on the edge of our front field. When it was finally opened in 1860, it was discovered to contain partially cremated human bones and a pot, perhaps dating to the late Stone Age. Each pebble, rock and boulder that covered the crypt had passed through a human hand. Each stone had been hefted, the shape felt, and softly laid or flung from a woman’s palm, a child’s fingertips or the cracked and blackened hand of a man. The position of each stone, and the way it had chipped against other stones, clattering down the pile, was the result of the exact velocity, angle and spin of a throw that came from a particular whim to pitch it up or down, 6,000 years ago: the contour of the cairn was the sum of 100,000 human actions.

And it was on this cairn—with who knows what understanding of the monument—that the medieval lords of the valley held their court. The surrounding estate, called Broich for the cliff on which the houses sat, had been given by Robert the Bruce to a chieftain of the Drummond clan, as a reward for his part in the Battle of Bannockburn in 1314. In 1745, his thirteen-times great-grandson ‘came out’ in support of Bonnie Prince Charlie’s rebellion, and after defeat Broich was confiscated in retribution and sold to his neighbour, McLaurin of the McLarens.

In 1856, McLaurin’s heir, Alexander, became a district officer in the North-West Frontier Province of India, having taken the medals in Sanskrit and Persian at the Indian Civil Service School. He married the sister-in-law of Sir Richmond Shakespear, who had defended Herat against Russian attack and ridden into Khiva to liberate white slaves.

Alexander’s career, however, was less Kiplingesque than his brother-in-law’s. He became the Director General of the Indian Post Office. And his last act before retirement was to award a generous ten-year government postal contract to a friend, who then gave him a seat on his company board. Alexander used his new wealth to build a new wing at Broich. (My father later tore it down. Not because of the corruption—although he didn’t like that either—but because of the dry rot.) Broich was then passed between different Highland families in Calcutta, from the McLaurin-Monteaths to the Murrays and from them to my father’s branch of the Stewarts.

6

My father originally had no intention of following his father into the Empire. Instead he wanted to be an aeronautical engineer with Rolls-Royce. The war, however, made him a soldier. He had joined the Royal Highland Regiment, the Black Watch, in 1941 without completing his degree, and marched, with the pleats of his kilt swinging behind him, through training camps, barracks and garrison towns in Shropshire, Warwickshire, Wales and Ireland. His brother took his Black Watch kilt to fight in North Africa. My father landed on the Normandy beaches with the regimental red hackle on his Highland bonnet.

At the end of the war, he answered an advertisement in the Army Gazette and became a Malayan civil servant and was sent to learn Cantonese, Malay and Hokkien. He got the highest marks ever awarded to a Malayan service cadet in the Cantonese language exams. But, joining almost a century after Alexander had taken the medals in the Persian and Sanskrit exams, my father sensed that colonial officers were no longer figures of admiration among his fellow Scots, but instead ones of derision. ‘They seemed to think,’ he said, ‘that all we did was lounge under the palm trees, drinking gin and tonic, before asking the gardener to hose down his daughter  . . .’

In 1946, he had met his first wife—a young Grace Kelly—and married her against the rules. After he was posted to Malacca as Secretary of Chinese Affairs, they lived in a one-bedroom bungalow, which became the home of my two half-sisters, Annie and Heather. His salary did not stretch to a car. He established a routine of being at his desk, with his bacon and egg sandwich, at six in the morning, so that he had cleared all his paperwork before his colleagues appeared at eight. He forced himself to improve his Hokkien by taking extra classes.

He had inherited a nonsensical job as ‘protector of virtue’, a role dreamt up to prevent human trafficking in the 1930s, but he decided to expand it. He combined his job as Secretary of Chinese Affairs with being Superintendent of Education. He built affordable public housing for slum dwellers, only to find that within a week they had sold off their new homes and returned to the slum. His schools were more successful. ‘They were cheap and cheerful, darling, a hundred pounds each, with wire-mesh windows, and an asbestos roof, painted red, to try to blend in with Malacca tiles, and erected in record time.’ He worked so hard he collapsed, and the doctors sent him to hospital for two weeks. ‘The problem was,’ he reflected, ‘that I wasn’t having a proper breakfast. I never had that problem again.’ He loved the Chinese pork buns and the glimpses of the jungle.

But his arrival coincided with a war—the beginning of the Malayan Emergency. Increasingly, over the next ten years he focused on winning the Malayan Chinese community away from the Chinese-led communist insurgency. He pioneered a new strategy called the ‘white area policy—where regulations were relaxed for communities that proved their loyalty to the government. He became close to General Templar, the new High Commissioner and Commander-in-Chief.

[image: image_missing]

When he got a car, he drove into the middle of the terrorist-held areas with a loaded pistol on the dashboard. (His predecessor had been shot dead on the same road.) He created an entire Chinese police battalion to fight the insurgency. No one had managed this before, and his superiors could never work out how he had succeeded. (‘The answer, of course, was that I had convinced the Chinese business community to double their salaries, under the table.’)

In Penang, he dealt with a rioting crowd of students by firing tear gas into the schools. (‘I was known as the butcher of Penang,’ he said. I assumed this was a joke.)

When Malaya became independent in 1957, he joined the British secret service. He spent the next twenty years mostly working ‘under diplomatic cover’ out of embassies in Asia. In Burma, he specialised in the hill tribes of the Shan States. In Beijing and as Consul General in Shanghai, he tracked the beginnings of the Cultural Revolution. In Malaysia, he focused on ‘confrontasi’, the covert fight against Indonesia in the Borneo jungle.

As an intelligence officer in Manila, he chased a kidnapper through Zambuanga, carrying a bag of gold with which to pay the ransom, and a gun, in case things didn’t go to plan. As the British representative to North Vietnam during the Vietnam War he was bombed by the Americans. As the secretary of the Joint Intelligence Committee he fought for more direct and provocative assessments in the face of what he called ‘Civil Service-ese’. And as director of Technical and Support Services—Q’ in James Bond terms—he commissioned gadgets that delighted him but which, he conceded, often took years to develop and rarely worked. After he retired from government service, as deputy head of M16, he took command of a police force of 2,000 in Malaysia, and then spent fifteen years in business in China.

I belonged to the later period of my father’s life. He had met my mother in Malaysia in the mid-1960s. He was already fifty when I was born in 1973, and my half-sisters, Annie and Heather, were twenty-one and twenty-two. He was fifty-four when my sister, Fiona, was born with Down’s syndrome. I went to his university, Oxford, briefly served in his regiment, the Black Watch, and then, like him, joined the Foreign Office. My first posting was in Indonesia in 1997. My father, who was then seventy-five, was living in Hong Kong.

He sent me a forty-foot-long shipping container of family furniture to fit into the small bungalow in a side street behind the embassy in Jakarta. It included a grandfather clock with a picture of Bonnie Prince Charlie and Flora MacDonald on its face. His own father had taken it to Calcutta, and it had been shipped, with some damage to its pulley system, through Penang, Rangoon, Peking, Shanghai, Manila, Kuala Lumpur, Hong Kong, London and back to Hong Kong. I propped it up on a back wall and laid the lead weights in the bottom of the case, because I couldn’t trust the mechanism. Then I began to try to fit my father’s sideboard, dining table and Chinese lamps into the sitting room. And wondered where we would be able to dance.
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Wherever he was posted in the world, my father introduced Scottish dancing. He had begun to drill me as a five-year-old, to make sure my pas-de-basque (he pronounced it ‘paddy-bar’) was correct. In Kuala Lumpur, he had introduced me to the sword dance by taking a wave-bladed kris from the wall and his ceremonial sword from the umbrella stand, and crossing them on the floor. I was taught to stretch my foot across the blades, and then to jump back and forth, in time to the music, avoiding the sharp edges. My father was very proud of his dancing. He had been officer commanding Scottish dancing in his battalion of the Black Watch. His travelling steps and heel-heel-toe-toe, and the position of his foot on his calf, were impressively exact.

The Black Watch kilt he wore at that time was his father’s. He thought his father had worn it in Mesopotamia during the First World War. His favourite kilt jacket, however, was made by Wong Kee, a Chinese tailor in Malacca, for a Scottish dance in 1947. (The buttons were made from Malaccan silver.) The kilt he gave me had been made for his brother by the regimental tailor of the Calcutta Scottish in 1928. He organised reel parties in Burma, Malaysia, Beijing, Shanghai, Vietnam and Hong Kong, and taught the bewildered guests to dance by barking and clapping, ‘One, two, three—come on, you’re behind—one, TWO, three—that’s right—and on—turn, two, three—turn, two, three.’

His favourite story involved the Russian consul in Shanghai in 1962. The consul, a KGB officer and firm Communist, asked him (my father always performed the line in a strong Russian accent), ‘In your country, Brian, are these the dances of the aristocracy or the peasantry?’ My father replied in a Scottish accent, ‘In my country, Mr Consul General, we have no classes.’ I found the story confusing. I was not quite sure what my father actually made of the Scottish class system.

As a teenager, I travelled a long way to attend dances in the Highlands. I came to recognise men less by their faces than by their sporrans. Duncan had a badger-head sporran, Charles a white-tasselled, goat-hair sporran, mounted in silver. Mine for a time was a moth-eaten otter. I could tell you which man liked to spin a double in eightsome, or could dance a foursome, yet I didn’t know their names. I learned that a very beautiful girl who wore a red top over a silk Fraser tartan skirt could be trusted always to meet her partner’s left palm at speed in the Reel of the 51st—and that another in a blue silk dress would fall if turned too fast.

In village halls, on lawns, in marquees, at birthday parties, at weddings and at Hogmanay, the first sensation was of tartan: thrown over women, men and furniture. The second sensation was the reel music from a fiddle, or an accordion, or a stereo carried down from a teenager’s bedroom.

Imagine the Reel of the 51st (Aberdonian). A long line of men faces a long line of women. As the music starts, every second person steps into the centre, the rest forming a corridor of hands, whose function is to be spun. The rules of the dance were, I later learned, strictly codified by the Royal Scottish Country Dance Society, but that was not how we danced it. What mattered was that the boundary lines stayed firm, and that you ended up back in line at the end of a bar. You ran into the centre of the line, perhaps bumping hips in a sweaty Scottish version of flamenco, spun your partner two or even four times in the centre, and then released them into the waiting hands on the side rows, who flung them back into the centre again.

Most waiting couples were doubling—whooping, leaning, twirling, swaying—their sporrans and kilts rising, taffeta spinning, long hair flying. You tried to adjust, slightly, to whether you were facing a grandmother or a six-year-old, because both could be in the line, but it was essentially a dance for the fast of feet. The old men bellowed, ‘You’re behind the beat,’ and the visitors from England fell over, and no one, except the very youngest and the very oldest, performed the steps correctly. Sometimes I danced till four in the morning, and finished with breakfast. More often I danced till shortly after midnight, and drove home shivering slightly in my father’s 1947 Malacca kilt jacket, my bare knees against the gearstick. Almost the only working tape in the car for many years was a recording of the Scottish nationalist poet Hugh MacDiarmid reading:


It’s guid to see her lie

Sae snod an’ cool,

A ’lust o’ lovin’ by—

Wheesht, wheesht, ye fule!



I had learned some of the tunes when I was taught to play the bagpipes, but I hardly understood the music: I did not even grasp that the Hamilton House was a strathspey. I knew that the Reel of the 51st had been invented by the Black Watch and the other Highland regiments in a German prisoner-of-war camp during the Second World War, and was therefore designed initially for male dancers. I imagined the other dances were very ancient, when in reality what seemed an unbroken tradition from the Highland clans were dances mostly influenced by the French court and codified in the nineteenth century. But my ignorance did not stop me feeling that these dances made us Scottish.

There was very little time between dances—hardly enough to find a drink for your last partner and track down your next one—and we danced every one. The girls smiled at me as we turned, but we hardly spoke. Years passed, hands clasped, caught, spun, but there was much I never learned about the other dancers—their disappointments, their jobs outside Perthshire, their lives away from the sprung dance floor. I grew to like the people I danced with very much, felt they were almost family, and daydreamed about marrying them. Later I went to their weddings and their babies’ christenings. Few would have ever seen me except in a kilt.

My father often went home early from the dances. He did not dance the way that other people danced. He would join in the Eightsome and the Dashing White Sergeant. He might try the Duke of Perth. But soon he would become frustrated. He wanted to teach, and give orders in the dance, but the dancers were moving too quickly for him, and he himself, particularly as he got older, was the person turning the wrong way, or setting out of time. He would roar his disapproval, throw his hands in the air and step out of the set, leaving his partner—who initially would have been reassured to have this distinguished, confident, beautifully dressed partner, with his long sporran and silver-buckled shoes—marooned.

He liked to say that our neighbours, and the modern officers of the Black Watch—and indeed me—were all sloppy with our steps, and wild, and that we danced complicated dances he did not like. Sometimes he wondered whether it was the contrast between Angus and Perthshire, or whether it was the army. At any rate, he wanted to teach Highland dancing and to host dances, but he did not like dancing with our neighbours. And in the real world this type of dancing was done by very few Scots at all.
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My father was the seventh consecutive generation—Monteaths, Murrays, Stewarts—to have worked in Asia and then returned to Broich in retirement. Like every predecessor, he had found that the grounds had been neglected by the previous, ageing, generation and dedicated himself to improvements. When he was eighty, he discovered how easy it was to hire a miniature digger for a week. Suddenly projects which would have taken him three days with pick and spade could be accomplished in minutes.

Aerial photography would reveal that my father dug small rectangular pits, round holes, sinuous shallow-scraped lines and a curving ditch half a mile long. Closer investigation by future archaeologists would struggle to establish a reliable sequence of construction. Lines of posts were inserted, then removed, then reinstated. A ditch would be filled in four years after it had been dug, or one shallow-scraped line would be abandoned and another created a few yards away.

My father justified his earthworks in different words—as ‘ponds’, ‘ditches’, ‘dykes’, ‘raised hedges’, ‘screens’, ‘defences’, ‘mounds’, ‘trenches’, ‘tracks’, ‘drives’ and ‘roads’. His favourite earthworks were the large pond and the concealed sheep fence (or, as he would call them, ‘the lochan’ and ‘the ha-ha’). But in the end, his diggings seemed to be about either altering the view, or controlling access.

The view was altered in one way only, to ensure we saw as much as possible of the Highlands and as little as possible of Crieff and its encroaching suburbs.

At the north-east edge of the field, he cut through dense bushes of broom and made a long earth track, which he said would be suitable for an electric wheelchair. But instead of buying a wheelchair he invested in a quad bike with a spider’s mask painted on the front.

His most important earthworks were the territorial boundaries, separating two pieces of ground. They were designed to make sure that something—sheep or humans, deer or water—stayed in a particular space and did not wander, possibly destructively, into a neighbouring location.

Behind the beech and holly hedge, which he had planted on the western ‘march’ or boundary, he had laid a line of barbed wire. The hedge was ten foot high. Like Hadrian’s Wall, my father’s frontice had multiple lines of defence. If you managed to cross it, and the barbed wire, you would fall into a ditch four feet deep and four feet wide. On the far side was a further beech hedge, ‘cut’ with holly, twelve feet high. And beyond that another fence. Five times, at least, he had built and taken down different designs of plain wire, barbed wire, drystone wall, cemented wall and electric fences. He referred to these borders as ‘tank traps’.

My father’s works were in a long tradition. Over a hundred other earthworks (and another hundred monuments and archaeological finds) had been identified by archaeologists within a mile of our front door. They spread in a blue rash across the website of the Scottish Royal Commission for Ancient and Historical Monuments. The earthworks, ditches and mounds had been discovered through aerial photography. They hinted at a landscape some 3,000 to 5,000 years old, a time when some of my father’s ancestors may have settled here.

The name that an archaeologist gave to a particular earthwork seemed to depend largely on whether it looked like a circle, a rectangle, a sequence of small holes or a sequence of square pits. In their language it seemed my father’s style of digging was ‘pit-circle’.

The ancient foundations and ditches were invisible to the naked eye. I knew them only as patches of green turf, across which the swifts dived or the roe deer scattered. But once I had studied the aerial photographs I began to sense in them the imaginations of vanished nations. My father had been delighted to read that the maternal DNA of a teacher living in the Cheddar Gorge in 1997 established him as the direct descendant of a 9,000-year-old skeleton found two miles from his house. Walking over the sites, amidst the cries from the skateboard park, I remembered the screams of unattended childbirth coming from a round hut in Irian Jaya and lasting a day and a night. Maybe one of these shallow mounds or ditches could—if I was attentive enough—reveal something of the mind of our own Neolithic ancestors.

I thought of how often the communities which had lived in the fields in front of our house had changed their identities and languages. If my father’s family had lived in such a hut on the frontier between the Highlands and the Lowlands 2,000 years ago, they might have called themselves members of the Venicones tribe; 400 years later the descendants of the Venicones began to call themselves Picts. Then, 600 years later, their descendants would have ceased to speak Pictish and adopted Northumbrian as their tongue; a century later, they were perhaps speaking Norse, and a century after that, Scottish Gaelic. Eventually Gaelic too would be forgotten in favour of English. And they, like my father, would come to call themselves simply ‘Scots’.

The language, culture and nationhood—the sense of ethnicity—in a single family, stuck in a single valley, could change again and again. My father’s ancestors might have been, like some Stewarts, immigrants from Brittany, who reimagined themselves as indigenous Scots. Or they might have been actually genetically descended from late Iron Age communities in Scotland, but have claimed at different times to be the children of immigrants from Angeln in northern Germany, from Norway, from Ireland, from Brittany, from Normandy—eventually believing these stories, without moving an inch, and with very little change in the shape of their huts or the character of their possessions. (Scholars say something of this sort happened, for example, among communities in northern England, who called themselves ‘Anglo-Saxon’ and spoke English, but who were in fact genetically descended from Welsh-speaking Celts.) As the millennia passed, the landscape and the traces of ancestors’ houses would have been soaked with contradictory claims about who they—who we—really’ were. The myths passed on by fathers are fragile, and sometimes unreliable.

In a single sunny afternoon, my father and his yellow digger were able to create structures larger than these monuments of our ancestors. He and thousands of others, with perhaps more practical projects in mind, would soon make it very difficult to distinguish the ancient from the modern. And within the next generation, the structure of the fragile soil would be so densely tattooed with interwoven ditches as to be indecipherable by even the most scrupulous archaeologist. I was still, however, living in the moment between the invention of the plane—which has allowed the prehistoric earthworks to be seen—and the moment when the growing squadrons of mechanical diggers would obliterate them entirely. It was still possible to make some sense of what once surrounded the house.

Many of the most ancient earthworks were simply, like my father’s mounds, straightforward ways of preventing humans from getting in or livestock from damaging plantings. Others—the rectangles—probably marked the boundaries between the living and the dead, defining the edges of places where bodies were left exposed to the elements, or were buried, cremated in pots, or interred as skeletons, with or without possessions, in different-shaped ‘barrows’. Some of the earthworks were near standing stones—great granite blocks, seven feet high and twelve feet in diameter which surrounded our house.

But some of these earthworks may have acted not as field fences or property lines or sacred enclosures, but instead as that abstraction of all abstractions: a political boundary—because a border, the edge of a nation, had been placed here, shadowing the division between Lowlands and Highlands.
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One afternoon, soon after I had returned from my walk across Afghanistan, my father and I were walking with a friend, Roderick, around the edge of our grounds. We walked slowly, to look at the fourteen lime trees and discuss pleaching them; and to see the copse of deodar cedar, planted in memory of our trip together to Simla. We passed my father’s new Chinese pagoda (he had made it from six doors which he had bought at B&Q, painted blood red and arranged on a concrete plinth). Then we went on to inspect the hundred rhododendrons that we had planted above Mairi the Highland cow’s field. In the role of a retired officer and diplomat, my father seemed to be enjoying not just what he cheerfully called ‘the comedy’, but even perhaps the dignity of life in the country.

We had been walking for about twenty minutes, and I was a little ahead of him, when I suddenly heard him angrily shout ‘Hey!’ He was addressing a man who was halfway over one of our fences. A girl, who was with the man, stood to one side.

‘I don’t mind you coming onto my land,’ barked my father, ‘but don’t pull down my fences.’

The man turned full on to my father. He was about eighteen, I guessed, with a shaven head and a sheet-white face.

‘Fuck you,’ he shouted, towering over my father. His face was contorted and he was trembling. ‘Do you want to fight me? Do you want to fucking fight me? I’ll take you . . .’

As I ran back, I could see my father standing his ground, leaning on his walking stick—but there was uncertainty flickering through his eyes, as though this time he had picked a fight he could not win.

I had just walked across Asia, where respect for the aged has a religious importance. I could never have imagined an eighteen-year-old man in Pakistan thinking it appropriate to publicly challenge an eighty-five-year-old to a fight. I had a strong instinct about how an Afghan would respond to this kind of threat to his father, and I was very angry. I shouted at the man, and then Roderick wrapped his arms around me and pulled me back. The young man’s girlfriend grabbed the man. He tore away from her and shouted at my father again. ‘Fuck you, rich man. You think you can talk to me like that because you shit money.’ He turned his back on my father, and mimed dropping his trousers. ‘Shitting money,’ he shouted. ‘I’m coming back for you.’

I wanted to hit him. Roderick was saying in my ear, ‘Leave it. Leave it. Leave it. Don’t push it, or he’ll come back.’ He added, with a confident prediction which still confuses me, ‘And burn your sheds.’

We walked back to the house. My father, and the land, seemed different. No longer were they courtly, dignified, nestled deep within the traditions of Scotland; instead, in this young Scot’s eyes, they were, apparently, despicable.

10

In retirement, it seemed at times that my father was protesting his Scottishness too much. It was not just that he wore tartan trews every day. The lurcher, spreadeagled on the tartan blanket on his bed, was called Torquil; there were oatcakes, a Jacobite history and a Gaelic dictionary next to the whisky on his desk. Every morning he ate porridge, and twice a week haggis. In the corner of the room stood what he called a ‘squeezebox’: it was his instrument of choice, now that his fingers no longer allowed him to play the fiddle.

At other times, however, it was not quite clear how seriously he took his Scottish identity. Because he often asked me to read Rabbie Burns for guests, I assumed until I was forty that he had a deep affinity for the national bard. We even had a small marble bust of Burns mounted on a bookcase. Finally, one evening, I asked him what he thought of Burns. ‘Nothing much,’ he replied. ‘I just enjoy the dialect.’ He also enjoyed mounting half-academic assaults on Scottish heroes. My Stewart, or Stuart, or Steuart, neighbours kept pictures of the Prince in their houses, and relics too: locks of hair, and small lockets with pictures of Flora MacDonald. Some even held their wine glasses over the water glass for the royal toast, to show that the toast was not simply to ‘the King’ but to the ‘King over the water’. But when my father went off with his kinsmen on the Stewart Society pilgrimage to see Bonnie Prince Charlie’s tomb in Rome, he spent the trip saying, ‘Useless man. Didn’t stand a chance. No strategy. Poltroon.’

When he found himself in a room full of clan chiefs, he liked to say, ‘No one here is Scottish, you know.’ And when they objected, he would continue, ‘The Drummonds are Hungarians, the Frasers and the Lindsays and the Gordons are Norman French. And the Stewarts are originally from Brittany.’

There were a dozen different tartans on his trews, and on the furniture and cushions. His day trews were ancient hunting Stewart; his day kilt, modern hunting Stewart; his waistcoat and evening trews, Stuart of Bute; there were Royal Stewarts, and Stewarts of Appin and Black Stewarts among the cushions on the Black Watch armchairs. He was certain, however, that the association of any of these tartans with the Stewart clan was only a nineteenth-century invention of Sir Walter Scott’s.

His favourite kilt was a red one that he wore with lace at his neck and a midnight blue velvet jacket. It looked a little bit like Stuart of Bute but was in fact some form of Macfarquhar, a clan with whom we had absolutely no connection. He had bought it for £10 in a charity shop in Crieff.
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In 2009, after a dozen years abroad—working in Indonesia and the Balkans, walking across Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India and Nepal, working in Iraq and Afghanistan, and finally teaching in the United States—I decided to come home to Britain and stand for Parliament. But since there was no vacancy in my home seat in Perthshire (and no chance of being elected there), I chose to stand elsewhere. I was eventually elected as an MP for Penrith and the Border. This constituency had historically been part of an independent nation, and then part of Scotland, but was now in modern England, and included half the English–Scottish border. A year later, the Scottish National Party won a majority in the Scottish Parliament and announced they would hold a referendum on Scotland’s independence. Just over 4 million of the 61 million people in the United Kingdom were told they could decide whether the island of Britain should be split into two. My father, mother and sister were allowed to vote in the referendum because they lived on the Scottish side of the border. Because I lived on the English side, I was not.

Of course, I had a personal stake in this. If Scotland separated, I would still have a constituency, but I would no longer have a country to represent. Although my father was Scottish, my mother was English. My family home was in Scotland, my constituency in England. So I was, for that reason and others, a Unionist.

I assumed the whole debate about national independence would rest on questions of Scottish ethnicity, history and soil. I was ready to challenge claims that there was some separate ‘Scottish’ genetic identity, and to argue that many things which were blamed on the English—from the Jacobite rebellion to the Highland Clearances—were really conflicts between fellow Scots. But such issues of blood and soil hardly featured at all in the nationalist debate. No one on either side attempted to revive—or define—a sense of British identity. I found almost no opportunity to emphasise how much my constituency of Cumbria had in common with Scotland, linguistically, historically and culturally. To my surprise, the artificial border that divided Scotland from England, first sketched by a Roman emperor on open ground in AD 122, seemed to be regarded as something ‘natural’. Scotland and England were treated as though they were simple, straightforward and unchanging entities.

My father, like me, had never felt that by studying in England, or later living in London, that he had moved ‘abroad’. The institutions which we had joined, the army and the Foreign Office, did not feel to him, or to me, English or Scottish, but instead British. But, unlike me, his vision of the United Kingdom owed almost nothing to the institution of a common parliament. He tended to agree with most people in Britain that an MP was somewhere between a disappointment and an outrage. He regretted my decision to stand for office instead of staying at Harvard. I overheard him say, ‘I can’t understand how he puts up with it—a terrible life—paper-shuffling, speeches, committees.’ To me he said, ‘I’d be tempted to just leave that talking shop, and move back to America. I’m not quite sure whether Britain’s got the energy any more.’

And yet, despite all this pessimistic talk, Britain—the whole of Britain—remained the purpose and meaning of my father’s world. His theme was almost always Britain, whether deploying Scottish regiments on the nursery floor, or discussing Scots’ roles in defining policy in the Foreign Office. He insisted that his ancestors had also been conscious of Britain—not in exactly the same way, in every generation, but that there was a family resemblance in how they linked their Scottish-British identities, references, practices and institutions. But what exactly was this Stewart idea of Britain?

This was more difficult to say—in part perhaps because when I finally pressed him hard on these issues, he was already in his late eighties. If I asked him about his ideas for British politics, he often drew from his experience in Malaya, suggesting that I work to build affordable housing in Britain along the lines of the housing he had built in Malacca. When he spoke about contemporary politics, he spoke about terrorism, wars or defence cuts. He did not talk about poverty or equality; most of his domestic designs had a military flavour. He wanted to create a part-time, reserve police force in Britain, establish a new antiterrorism unit and reintroduce national service. He often complained that Britain was ‘not a democracy’, but I never heard him define democracy, and it seemed unlikely that he would have actually liked such a thing, if it had existed. Nevertheless, he insisted that as ‘public servants’ we were both serving Britain.

★

‘What did you mean by serving Britain?’ I asked him over a cup of tea in his bedroom. (He drank from a plastic thermos mug—the mixture being half tea and half milk with three lumps of sugar.)

‘It was pretty straightforward,’ he said. ‘I joined the army, then the Colonial Service, then the Foreign Office.’

‘Serving the British people?’

‘I felt I was serving the Queen, not the man in the street. Not sure what the man in the street was thinking about, but don’t think he was thinking of me. For the rest of my life, even as a businessman, I thought I was serving the Queen—jobs, exporting, serving the Queen. A cheerful way to go through life. No questions. The good of Britain is a very amorphous concept—but I could believe I was doing good for Britain—making friends.’

‘But what is the Queen?’

‘I never ask that question.’ He laughed. ‘She represents her country. Does her best.’
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My father felt that his forefathers would not have wanted Scotland to separate from the rest of Britain. ‘When it suited us, we could claim England as part of our own country.’ They could spend part of their life living in England. They could find Cumbria more homely than Scotland but the Highlands more invigorating than Devon, appreciate the architecture of Edinburgh but find London the greater city, and feel it was their capital. His family had always claimed Shakespeare and Dickens as part of their national culture.

My father feared that Scottish independence would give competition between Scots and English a different context and tone; that we could no longer love the Highlands and London as aspects of a single country; that when we faced threats or challenges beyond our shores, we would no longer respond as a single force.

I knew some English people who felt about Scotland as he felt about England. My neighbour in Cumbria, for example, called himself an English nationalist. He expressed contempt for the bagpipes, the Scottish rugby team and Scottish politicians. But he still felt an ownership of marching Scottish regiments, Eric Liddell’s triumph in Chariots of Fire, David Livingstone, and David Stirling, the founder of the SAS. So each could feel an outsider in some part of our own country, and could be challenged by the pride of our fellow nations.

But in my father’s mind the Scots still remained different from the English. His ancestors, he thought, would have agreed with him that Scots were more energetic, more egalitarian, and were tougher soldiers. Above all, ‘the English are boring’.

His Scottishness relied on the existence of the English. When English visitors stayed, there was more haggis and there were more Arbroath smokies (a salty fish with a leathery brown skin over an oily grey interior). It was only with the English that we got his half-remembered version of the Selkirk grace:


Some hae meat and cannae eat

And some can eat and hae nae meat

But we hae meat and we can eat

And so the Lord be Thank’it.



I sensed he would have no fun being Scottish if he didn’t have the English to annoy.

Many Scots had long despised my father’s kind of Scottishness. The poet Hugh MacDiarmid, for example, dissected almost every element of such an identity. He attacked the war dead, the ‘lairds’, and the Scots who had prospered in government in London and India. He had no sympathy for the doggerel of William McGonagall, which my father loved, and despised the music-hall comedian Harry Lauder, whose songs my father sang. MacDiarmid did not seem to like people who could make fun of their own Scottish identity.

Others saw my father’s culture as politics. When Tom Nairn, the most articulate intellectual advocate of Scottish independence of the next generation, wrote from his post at Melbourne University about what he hated about Britain, he described it as ‘a new style of colony—the sergeant major and cheerleader of American-led globalisation’, and the Scots as ‘fleas upon the Washington organ-grinder’s despicable monkey’. Nairn attacked the Scots’ ‘cultural over-compensation and romantic chest-beating, to efface or embellish powerlessness; [and] over-effusive loyalty to a distant cause and metropolis, welcomed and yet somehow never welcomed enough’. His entire critique seemed a caricature of my father’s personality and diplomatic career.
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In 2011, I had taken my father to Burma and Vietnam. Because he was eighty-eight, he thought that our two-week holiday in Vietnam and Burma might be the last time he left Scotland. ‘You got me just in time,’ he said. He had often taken me with him as a child. But he had soon discovered that I could remember almost nothing about these trips. Sometimes, I could not even remember that we had been there. One of his favourite stories was of asking me, aged perhaps seven, why he bothered taking me to all these amazing places. I had, he claimed, replied very solemnly, ‘Well, Daddy, I’m sure you enjoyed it at the time.’

I was certain, however, that I had never been to either Burma or Vietnam. He hadn’t been back to Burma in fifty years, or Vietnam in forty. I hoped our 2011 visit would weave his reflections on the Vietnam War into my reflections on Iraq and Afghanistan. And I hoped to collect—there, directly on the ground—clues to things which had eluded me about his past in those countries.

For example, I knew only two things about his time in Burma. First, that he had imported a canoe, bought in the Army and Navy Stores, and tried to assemble it in his very hot garage, cooling himself down with bottles of beer. He had got fantastically drunk, without being aware of it, and hardly made it to his bed. Second, a colonel in the Kachin Rifles had given him a honey bear. ‘Every day, the honey bear climbed up a tree. Every evening, when I came back from work, your sisters would say,’ (here he assumed a falsetto), ‘“Daddy, Daddy, the honey bear has climbed up the tree.” And I had to climb up with a baby bottle to tempt it down.’

So, in Rangoon, I set up a tape recorder, and asked him question after question. For three hours one evening he told a story—punctuated by such long pauses that I thought he was falling asleep—about a day when he had been stuck in a traffic jam in the jungle. The point of the story seemed to be that he had eventually encouraged a truck driver to pull off the road to let the cars through. I could not understand what it revealed about him or about Burma.

One day we found his old house: a green bungalow, completely unchanged, on the airport road by the Inya Lake. The new owners let us in. I waited for the memories to come bubbling to the surface, after fifty years of submersion.

‘Is this the house?’ I asked.

‘Yes, this is it,’ he said.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, absolutely.’

‘Has it changed?’ I asked.

‘Not at all.’

‘Does it bring back any memories?’

There was a long pause.

‘That,’ my father said with delight, ‘is the stump of the tree that the honey bear used to climb. Every evening when I came back from work, the girls . . .’

‘Yes, Daddy. Shall we look at the house?’

We walked in.

‘That’s right.’

‘Any changes?’

‘No,’ he said decisively. ‘Bedrooms on the left, kitchen on the right, dining room here.’

‘Aha. Any memories?’

‘Not particularly,’ he said cheerfully.

‘Did you have parties here?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you remember your cook?’ I asked.

‘Yes.’

‘What was he like?’

‘He was a Mugh from Chittagong,’ my father replied.

He walked outside again. ‘I can’t believe it—it is exactly the stump—the very stump.’ I peered at the blackened wood, a foot off the ground. ‘He climbed up from there—the honey bear. It’s amazing. “Daddy, Daddy, the honey bear is stuck up the tree” and I had to climb up and bring it down.’

I should have remembered that he was well trained in resistance to interrogation.
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The first time my father and I visited Hadrian’s Wall I had expected the Great Wall of China.

He and I had already been to the Great Wall half a dozen times in the early 1980s, walking west along the top of the section nearest to Beijing. (He was then working in China.) At first it appeared as tall and neat as in any National Geographic film. Then, further west, the wall began to shrink, the stones to crumble and subside, and finally the ruins were lost beneath gravel and sand. We saw Mongolian families in great felt coats, their flocks searching for tufts of desiccated grass in the grey soil. I recited for my father Ezra Pound’s poem on the Chinese frontier guard, which I had learned at school:


By the North Gate, the wind blows full of sand,

Lonely from the beginning of time until now!

Trees fall, the grass goes yellow with autumn.

I climb the towers and towers

to watch out the barbarous land.



My father tried different Chinese dialects on the dromedary driver to bargain for square Ch’ing dynasty coins. (He gave the coins as Christmas presents.) We ate sugar fritters which we’d bought from street stalls.

Hadrian’s Wall must have felt once a bit like the Great Wall. The late-sixteenth-century traveller William Camden, for example, found it still ten feet high and surrounded by unfamiliar people:


Verily I have seene the tract of it over the high pitches and steepe descents of hilles, wonderfully rising and falling [and—to turn to modern English] you may see as it were the ancient Nomads, a martial kind of men who, from the month of April into August, lie out scattering and summering (as they term it) with their cattle. I could not with safety take the full survey of [the Roman fort at Housesteads] for the rank robbers thereabout.



In Camden’s day, grass mounds cushioned the sharp edges of limestone altars, and peat lay in hypocaust foundations. Visitors could scratch moss from the stones to reveal inscriptions which gave hints of Roman units drawn from Syria, or the report of the death of a Dacian baby. At the cavalry fort Chesters, near Hexham, a statue of the god of the Tyne was half visible, his bearded head sticking out of the turf.

But in 1745, the invasion from Scotland led by Bonnie Prince Charlie convinced the government to upgrade its military infrastructure. So General Wade demolished part of the wall and used the rubble to construct a new military road. It was designed—like the Roman road that lay buried beneath it—to allow soldiers to march rapidly between Carlisle and Newcastle. Then entrepreneurs began to use the wall as a source of limestone, saving them the costs of quarrying.

So when Walter Scott saw Hadrian’s Wall, in 1800, the central section had largely vanished. But it remained a fine ruin for a Romantic writer. Miniature plants still nestled in the masonry—some of them perhaps introduced to Britain by the Romans. Scott walked along the wall, wrote poems about it and proposed to his wife on it
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