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1 Arriving

train-spotter

a.One (esp. a small boy) whose hobby is observing trains and recording railway locomotive numbers. Hence train-spotting vbl. n; trains-spot v. intr.

b.Also transf. (freq. derog), a person who enthusiastically studies the minutiae of any subject; a collector of trivial information.

main-line

1. a. The principal line of a railway.

b. A principal route, connection, conduit, family, etc.

c. A large or principal vein, into which drugs can readily be injected; hence, an intravenous injection of drugs; the act or habit of making such an injection.

Oxford English Dictionary

Once upon a time, ‘trainspotting’ – spending endless hours watching for trains and ticking them off compendious lists – was a lowly, rather pathetic activity widely held in great contempt. Now, ‘trainspotting’ is a byword for cool. What happened?

The answer, in brief, is that Irvine Welsh wrote a novel called Trainspotting, on the basis of which screenwriter John Hodge, producer Andrew Macdonald and director Danny Boyle made a film called Trainspotting.1 The film tells the story of five Edinburgh male twenty-somethings – Renton (Ewan McGregor), Spud (Ewen Bremner), Begbie (Robert Carlyle), Sick Boy (Jonny Lee Miller) and Tommy (Kevin McKidd) – and their larger circle of friends, relatives and associates. Almost all of them are ‘schemies’, their lives defined by the housing schemes in Leith, the poor port district of Edinburgh. The opening of the film plunges us directly into the hell-raising, transgressive lives led by the gang, as Renton, Spud and Sick Boy career through central Edinburgh, racing away from pursuing security guards. Renton’s caustic voiceover puts the chase in context: ‘Choose your future. Choose life. But why would I want to do a thing like that? I chose not to choose life, I chose somethin’ else – and the reasons? There are no reasons. Who needs reasons when you’ve got heroin?’

These boys are junkies, and they run out of desperation and exhilaration. After a half-hearted attempt to come off the ‘skag’, the law catches up with Renton and Spud, an event which propels Renton more forcefully out of his junkie orbit – as far as London. Tommy’s death brings Renton back to Edinburgh, where Begbie and Sick Boy cook up a plan for the gang to ‘punt’ a large amount of heroin to a big-time dealer in London. Renton’s second visit to London proves altogether more decisive, the film ending as he walks off into the sunrise – along with the stolen proceeds of the deal.

The novel Trainspotting was published in 1993. Initially published as a small print run of 3,000, the novel far outstripped the expectations of both its author and publisher, amassing sales of 100,000 copies by the time of the film’s release (doubtless helped along by a successful stage adaptation of the novel). The high profile of the film helped to push the sales of the novel to still another level; at the time of writing, total UK sales have reached 800,000. The initial success of the novel can perhaps be accounted for by its appeal both to a sector of the traditional literary audience, appreciative of its exploration of dialect, its episodic form and shifts of voice, as well as a ‘non-literary’ readership – an audience of clubgoers and music fans who recognised in the novel their generation, their attitudes, their enthusiasms, their culture.

Trainspotting the film was released in February 1996 to considerable hoopla, Welsh in effect giving his blessing to the project by taking on the cameo role of dodgy dealer Mikey Forrester – who better to torture Renton than the author of the original novel (‘slow release – perfect for your needs’)? In terms of the nature of its production, Trainspotting was significant for several reasons. The film emerged at a moment when not only British cinema, but Scottish cinema, as a distinct entity, possessed an unusual degree of visibility, activity and momentum. The previous year, 1995, witnessed the box-office success of two Scottish films, the historical epic Rob Roy, directed by Michael Caton-Jones, and the contemporary thriller Shallow Grave, the first feature by Macdonald, Hodge and Boyle, and the UK’s highest-grossing British release of the year. Shallow Grave in turn became the springboard for the high-profile making of Trainspotting (financed – uniquely at the time – wholly by Channel Four, the budget of £1.7 million exceeding the company’s investment in any other single film). The film was one of four new features in production over the course of 1995 which could lay claim to being Scottish. Trainspotting thus took its place at the centre of a resurgent Scottish
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