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Map 1: Southern Scotland and northern England,
showing some traditional boundaries. These include the Border
itself, with the small historically-disputed sections at each of
its ends, and also the six ‘marches’ which were administered by the
two countries from the thirteenth century until 1603. Also marked
is the line of Hadrian’s Wall.

The Scottish East March very broadly
corresponds to the old county of Berwickshire. The Scottish Middle
March takes in most of Roxburghshire, Peeblesshire and
Selkirkshire. The Scottish West March includes most of
Dumfriesshire and Galloway. The English East and Middle Marches
correspond very roughly with Northumberland, while the English West
March lies in Cumbria.

A general indication is also given of the
seventeen traditional Scottish parishes which border England, as
these are largely the communities through which our walk takes us.
A case could also be made for mentioning the parishes of Dornock,
Annan and Cummertrees (as we walk through those areas in Chapter
8).

***

 




Remembering my grandparents:






James Allan (1897-1964)

Grace Simpson (1902-2003)

Jock Tait (1913-2006)

Margaret Brown (1910-2003)






who lived their lives along the Border,
and worked where I only walked.
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 Tho’
the Borders may be an imaginary line,

Yet it’s a’ the mair real for that, of
course,

And deeper than Ordnance Surveys
divine.






(From Hugh MacDiarmid: ‘The Borders’)

***

 




First Published in Great Britain in 2019
by

ThunderPoint Publishing Limited

Summit House

4-5 Mitchell Street

Edinburgh

Scotland EH6 7BD

Copyright © Alasdair Allan 2021

The moral right of the author has been
asserted.

All rights reserved.

Without limiting the rights under
copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or
transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written
permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of
the work.

 


Front Cover Image © Lisa Jarvis / Welcome
to Scotland / CC BY-SA 2.0

Cover Design © Huw Francis

ISBN: 978-1-910946-75-6 (Hardback)

ISBN: 978-1-910946-76-3 (Kindle)

ISBN: 978-1-910946-81-7 (Smashwords)

www.thunderpoint.scot

***

 




Permissions






Fergus of Galloway by Guillaume Le
Clerc, translated by DRR Owen, © Birlinn Limited reproduced with
permission of the Licensor through PLSClear.

The excerpt from The Borders, A Drunk
Man Looks at a Thistle and Little White Rose of Scotland
by Hugh MacDiarmid reproduced with permission of © Carcanet
Press.

My Ancestress and the Secret Ballot
by Les Murray, reproduced with permission of © Carcanet Press

Addresses Against Incorporating Union
1706-1707 by Karin Bowie, reproduced with permission of © The
Scottish Historical Society

Feachd a’ Phrionnsa by George
Campbell Hay from Collected Poems and Songs of George Campbell
Hay edited by Michel Byrne, © Edinburgh University Press,
reproduced with permission of the Licensor through PLSClear

The Border Feud diagram reprinted by
permission of HarperCollins Publishers Ltd © George MacDonald
Fraser 1971

Oran na Cloiche by Donald MacIntyre
reproduced with permission of the Gaelic Texts Society

Scotland by Alexander Gray from
Selected Poems reproduced with permission from the Gray
family

The Declaration of Arbroath Crown
copyright. National Records of Scotland, SP13/7

All extracts from The New Minstrelsy of
the Scottish Border reproduced with permission of Walter
Elliot

With thanks to Niall Taylor of the HV
Morton Society, Alastair Moffat of Deerpark Press, Pippa Little and
Walter Elliot for their kind permission to quote their works.

***

 




Acknowledgements






My sincere thanks are due above all to
Malcolm Fleming, who agreed to walk much of the Border with me
(days 1 to 3 and 8 to 11, plus the additional two-day walk along
the Solway), and who put up with me cheerfully along the way.

I would also like to thank my other
friends who walked with me, namely Grant McLennan (days 4 and 5),
Stuart Rivans (day 5), Grant Moncur (day 6) and Alan Masterton (day
7). I should apologise to Alan in particular for the injuries which
he sustained while walking with me. Equally due appreciation are
all those – not least my mother – who dropped us off or picked us
up by car at some of the unlikely and rain-swept places where we
started and stopped.

I should thank Michael Russell MSP for
telling me (after much procrastination on my part) just to get on
with writing, and for then looking over this text, offering very
helpful comments. I am also indebted to a number of others who
similarly provided views, material, ideas and corrections. Of
these, I would particularly mention Malcolm Fleming, Dr Duncan
Sneddon, Prof Murray Pittock, Mr Walter Elliot and Dr Frances
Murray, as well as the very patient Seònaid and Huw Francis of
ThunderPoint Publishing.

I am also grateful for information
provided by Ian Hamilton QC, Dr Guy Puzey, Shamus McPhee, David
Shanks and Aileen Bathgate, and appreciate the help given by staff
at the National Library of Scotland. A number of authors or
editors, including Walter Elliot and Pippa Little, as well as
Annabel Gray (granddaughter of the late Sir Alexander Gray) have
been very helpful in offering the free use of quotes.

Factual errors, like any opinionated
conclusions which I may have drawn in the passing, are my own
responsibility.

I am grateful to Bordersprint, Selkirk,
for engaging Louise Scott of Louise Scott Textile Design, Ettrick,
to render my illegible sketches into proper maps. In doing so, I am
very pleased to acknowledge that Louise has made a major
contribution to the book in her own right.

Finally, it is a real honour to have a
foreword provided by Cameron McNeish, and I would like to thank him
for being kind enough to contribute this.

Any moneys due to me from this publication
are being divided equally between two small Scottish charities. The
first of these is the Western Isles Cancer Care Initiative, which
works in partnership with Macmillan to provide support around the
specific issues (and costs) faced by cancer patients and their
families throughout the Outer Hebrides: https://www.facebook.com/wiccioffice/

The other is the Mamie Martin Fund, which
raises money to allow girls in northern Malawi to access secondary
school: https://mamiemartin.org/about-us/

Finally, by way of defensive explanation,
I should add that writing this book did not interfere with
my day-job as Member of the Scottish Parliament for Na h-Eileanan
an Iar (The Western Isles). The book was researched on occasional
stray weekends over a period of two and a half years, and then
mainly stitched together on my laptop while I was offline and in
the air, somewhere high over the Great Glen or Loch Tay, on my
twice-weekly journeys between home in the Isle of Lewis and
Parliament in Edinburgh.






A.J.A.

Isle of Lewis, July 2021.

***

 




Foreword by Cameron McNeish






Many years ago, I seriously considered
walking the full length of the Border between Scotland and
England.

A light-hearted book called Walking the
Scottish Border by a BBC television presenter called Bob
Langley made me think this would be quite a good ploy, a helpful
addition to Scotland’s at that time mediocre list of long-distance
trails. Bob Langley was fond of pubs and wearing denim jeans and
his journey was plagued by bad weather, but his seemed to be an
intriguing journey. Sometime later, a good pal of mine, the
broadcaster Eric Robson, made a similar journey from the Solway
Firth to Berwick-upon-Tweed. He too endured a fair share of rain
and boggy ground, but Eric was well-seasoned in stoicism and
patience. He had to be – he had been the ever-patient television
companion of the legendary curmudgeon Alfred Wainwright.

For various reasons, I never did get round
to tracing the Border in the way the two broadcasters did. I think
perhaps their constant references to bad weather and boggy ground
put me off, as did my own long-term preoccupation with mountains,
but Alasdair Allan has walked every inch of the
way, exhibiting a similar fortitude and tenacity in dealing
with changing conditions and navigation as Robson and Langley,
although it would appear Alasdair’s companions were infinitely more
pleasant and tolerable than the dour, iconoclastic Wainwright.

Unlike the broadcasters, Alasdair chose to
walk from east to west, betraying perhaps the effect of his years
living in the land of the Gael. A native Borderer, Alasdair is an
MSP representing the good people of the Na h-Eileanan an Iar
constituency (the Western Isles), who all know that heaven itself
lies in the West. Celtic traditions have it that in the far West,
off the edges of all maps, lies the Otherworld, or Afterlife. The
great religions of the world all point in that direction too – the
West represents movement towards the Buddha or enlightenment.
Ancient Egyptians believed that the Goddess Amunet, protector of
the Pharaoh, was a personification of the West. It surely makes
sense to walk from east to west. It’s going home.

There is of course an excellent, and
official, trail, the Southern Upland Way, which runs between
Cockburnspath, a few miles north of Berwick-upon-Tweed, and lovely
Portpatrick near Stranraer, and ranges across some magnificent
landscapes. This route, however, Scotland’s longest official
long-distance trail, is a bureaucratic creation designed for
popularity and comparative ease of travel and doesn’t actually
follow the line of the Border. The Border route, unpathed,
unofficial and unspoiled by the erosion of countless pairs of
hiking boots, contains sections that even the most experienced
long-distance hiker would find daunting.

Scotland’s Border with England runs for
just under a hundred miles between the River Tweed and the Solway
Firth. It represents Scotland’s only land border and it has rarely
been a peaceful line. There has been a long history of raiding and
plundering, battling and frays between those with mixed
allegiances. Border families frequently changed sides, swearing
allegiance to whoever was in their best interests at the time.
Indeed, the Borderers tended to show more loyalty to their family
than their nation, but they were aye Borderers!

It has even been said that, at battles
like Ancrum Moor in 1545, Borderers changed sides mid-battle to
curry favour with the likely victors, and at the Battle of Pinkie
Cleugh in 1547 it is said that the Scottish and English Borderers
blethered to each other in the midst of engagement, and, on being
spotted, put on a show of fighting.

I never did manage to walk the Border
line, but I do have a passion for the borderlands. One of the most
delightful things about this little country of ours is its huge
diversity of landscape. Running parallel to that diversity comes a
multiplicity of culture. You only have to compare the windswept,
rolling landscapes of Banff and Buchan with the jagged upthrusts of
Wester Ross, or contrast the mastiff-like Cairngorms with the
serrated skyline of the Skye Cuillin to appreciate that diversity.
I suspect that’s why I love to frequently visit the polar opposite
of my own home area of the Scottish Highlands.

The Borders are familiar, yet as different
as rugby is from shinty. I feel comfortable there, with abiding
interests in the traditional Border ballads and the history of the
reivers. I’ve always felt at ease amongst the rolling Border hills
with their cleuchs, haughs and heathery braes and, at the end of
each winter when the highland hills are still streaked with snow,
it’s always a joy to travel south to where springtime is more
advanced, where daffodils sway in yellow dance and the new-born
lambs gambol on a green sheen of new growth.

On one occasion we visited the Stob Stones
near Kirk Yetholm. These are known locally as the ‘Gypsy Stobs’ and
the name relates to the tradition that the stones mark the spot
where the Gypsy kings and queens were crowned. This point on the
Border was regarded as fixed as far back as 1222. Today, an old
wall and fence nearby mark the present national border, the
man-made line that separates two distinct nations, two distinct
cultures and two very distinct parliaments. Beyond the Stob Stones,
we followed the fence line over White Law to the summit of Black
Hag where another grassy track runs downhill to Old Halterburnhead
and Kirk Yetholm.

Next day, being so close to the Cheviot,
we decided it would be a tad churlish not to climb it. From the
Scottish side, you get a largely peat-bog-free ascent, and a much
prettier one than from the Northumberland side. Indeed, the walk-in
from Sourhope Farm in the Bowmont Valley is a sheer delight,
wandering through narrow valleys that are rich in ancient remains
and traversing sheep-grazed slopes by good paths.

We left our vehicle near Sourhope Farm, so
we could follow farm tracks all the way up to the Border ridge just
south of Black Hag. From there, the ridge carried us over the
Schil, past the mountain refuge at Auchope, and onto Auchope Cairn
from where it was just over a mile of peat-plodding to the summit
of the Cheviot itself. From there, we resumed our ridge-wandering
south, over Score Head and King’s Seat and onto Windy Gyle, almost
ten miles from the Schil. From Windy Gyle a track runs north down
Windy Rig to Kelsocleuch Farm and the farm road past Cocklawfoot
and back to the start. It had been a phenomenal day of hillwalking,
far removed from Munro or Corbett-bagging, but so typical of what
the Borders have to offer the enthusiastic hill-goer as opposed to
the dedicated peak-bagger.

Kirk Yetholm’s chief claim to fame is an
unusual one. It’s the northern terminus of the Pennine Way,
England’s long-distance trail that runs up the spine of the country
from Edale in the Peak District all the way to the Cheviots. A few
years ago, I chose Kirk Yetholm as the starting point for a route I
walked for television, the Scottish National Trail, a 470-mile
journey that linked up a host of existing trails and footpaths to
make one continuous route between the Scottish Borders and Cape
Wrath.

Kirk Yetholm has a second claim to fame.
Being situated so close to the national border line, the village
was often used as a refuge for groups and individuals fleeing from
one country to the other, particularly Gypsies. In the late
nineteenth century, Scotland’s last Gypsy king, Charles Faa Blythe,
was crowned here. It’s said the coronation carriage was drawn by
six donkeys!

It was on the slopes close to Carter Bar
that I fully realised the difference between walking in Scotland
and in England. My companion walked on one side of the border line
and was legally trespassing, while I, only a few feet away, thanks
to the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003, was lawful. To the south of
us, the sinuous twists of Redesdale dropped down to the Catcleugh
Reservoir, deep in its conifer-covered cradle. Eastwards,
straddling the Border, lay the broad slopes of Redeswire, famous
for its sixteenth-century skirmish, and way beyond it, across the
crumpled borderlands, lay the massive bulk of the Cheviot.

Grand as these views were, it was the view
north that was most heart-warming. Yellowed moors led the eye to
the fabled Eildon hills. From the Lammermuirs to the Moorfoots to
the Tweeddale, Teviotdale and the Ettrick hills, everything was
gleaming brightly fresh in the springtime sun. It didn’t take much
imagination to see that rumpled land rolling onwards, beyond the
Central Belt and into the glorious Highlands. And it was here on
Carter Bar that the words of the author H.V. Morton came to
mind:






 How can I describe the strange knowingness of the Border? Its
uncanny watchfulness. Its queer trick of seeming still to listen
and wait. I feel that invisible things are watching me. …Out of the
fern silently might ride the Queen of Elfland, just as she came to
Thomas of Ercildoune in this very country with ‘fifty silver bells
and nine’ hanging from her horse’s mane.[1]






There is nowhere else in Scotland I sense
this ‘uncanny watchfulness’ as intensely as I do in the Borders. It
lurks on every hill-top, in every cleuch, and in every castle ruin,
and Alasdair Allan has, almost magically, captured this essence of
the Border. It’s a landscape that requires us to use our
imagination, helping us to reconcile those things that lurk in our
mind’s eye and events that may, or may not have shaped history.
This is the land of Thomas the Rhymer, Merlin the Wizard and that
other acclaimed wizard Michael Scott (also known as Michael
Mathematicus, the court astrologer and physician to the Holy Roman
Emperor Frederick the Great). Sir Walter Scott mentioned Michael in
his Lay of the Last Minstrel and James Hogg, the Ettrick
Shepherd, wrote about him in The Three Perils of Man.

Wizards, elves and rhymers may have shaped
the culture of the Borders but this, above all, is a region of
battles, fights, skirmishes, wars and general fisticuffs, and it
seems you can’t go round a corner without encountering some visible
relic of times gone by. Perhaps that’s why so many good rugby
players come from the Borders – fighting and struggling is in their
blood.

It’s also the region of the Border
Ballads, tales of yore told in bothy and fairmhoose since time
immemorial. My own introduction to the Borderlands was through the
singing of the Border Shepherd, one Willie Scott, as great a
collector of native ballads as Hamish Henderson or Ewan MacColl.
I’m delighted many of these ballads are still in circulation and
some of them are quoted by Alasdair to give character to some of
the places he passes. Many of these were once important locations,
now lost to the re-alignment of paths and tracks or to the
deadening monotony of commercial timber plantations.

I wish I’d read this book forty years ago.
Chances are I would have taken up the challenge and attempted it
for myself, rather than be put off by the experiences of others. At
one point Alasdair even admits to liking rainy weather, which might
suggest a certain masochism in his character, but he is a
politician after all! I suspect most of us who go to the hills and
wild places have an inkling of such masochism in our system, but
the good news is that Alasdair Allan has walked the Border and
recorded it in such detail that you don’t have to get your feet wet
– unless you really want to! And if you do, I’m sure there is an
experience of a lifetime awaiting you on this historic line that
separates the nations of England and Scotland.






Cameron McNeish

Newtonmore, June 2020.






Cameron McNeish is deservedly Scotland’s
best-known hillwalker and mountaineer, having presented many
award-winning series of hillwalking and outdoors programmes on
television. He has also written over twenty of the most
authoritative and widely-read books on Scotland’s hills and
landscapes and is an honorary fellow of the Royal Scottish
Geographical Society. Cameron McNeish has climbed many of the
world’s highest mountains and is presently on his way round
Scotland’s 282 Munros for an impressive third time.
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Introduction: Against the Prevailing
Wind






This is a book about a line on a
hillside.

A real line along a wind-torn ridge, and
up the stony beds of a narrow burn and a broad salmon river, and
over a fertile haugh. At times, the line is lost in yellow whins or
dank bog. At others, it is the perforated white paint of a B-road.
It follows a broken fence and a dry-stane dyke, into the dark
interior of a massive commercial forest, and out eventually onto
the shifting sands of a glistening firth. This, then, is the Border
between Scotland and England.

I was once smugly told by a British Empire
Loyalist – posing at that point in his political career as an
internationalist – that the Scottish Border cannot be seen from
space. As if that proved something. As a Scottish Borderer, I can
only retaliate that I would certainly see the Border very clearly
from space. Indeed, given the opportunity, I would happily
delineate it in some detail to my fellow astronauts, if the weather
were good that day.

 Despite prevailing winds and opinions, I decided to walk this
line from east to west, choosing that direction for my own reasons.
I now forget what those reasons are.[1]

The line in question is, of course, not
just one on a map. Contrary to what anyone might try to tell the
reader, this is a far from imaginary border, not least because
Scotland is a far from imaginary country. That said, Scotland is
certainly an imagined country too, as this book seeks to
explore. So this is an attempt both to walk and to
read my way along the Border. As I go, I will try to
indicate where many (sometimes very obscure) points on this line
intersect with Scotland’s history and literature.

 In doing this, I have cast my literary net fairly wide – an
exercise which will no doubt irritate many of the unrelated species
which find themselves caught together in it. Working relentlessly
from east to west means, for instance, that Hugh MacDiarmid will
probably find his cosmic lyrics mentioned in the same sentence as a
jokey village bard or the mutterings of a Dumfriesshire minister.
The reader may perhaps feel that this seemingly arbitrary way of
categorising literature earns for me the same ridicule as was once
directed at a dictionary of Shakespeare which infamously contained
the entry: ‘Gulls: not mentioned by Shakespeare’.[2]

 However, had the Border only ever produced three writers –
James Hogg, Sir Walter Scott and Hugh MacDiarmid – then its
contribution to Scottish (and wider) literature would have been
immense. Add to that the philosophers, John Duns Scotus and David
Hume, plus the Border ballads themselves, and the literary story of
an extremely thin sliver of Scotland[3] becomes truly
remarkable.

I will attempt, therefore, to take the
reader on something like two parallel journeys – the one walked and
the one read. Throughout this book, my definition of ‘literature’
will be broad, and takes in ballads, historical writing, poetry,
and a stray opera, as well as popular literature, folklore,
philosophy, travel writing and novels.

My definition of the Border, by contrast,
will be more dogmatic. So, although I will sometimes refer to
places that lie a few miles to one side of my path or other, I will
usually do so only because they are relevant to something I
actually see – or perhaps read – on my way. The places I will talk
about in any detail are, at the very most, ten miles from the
Border line, and generally less than that. It should be stressed
that this is not primarily another book about the Borders;
others have written about that region extensively. It is a book
about the Border and what the places along it bring to mind
– to my mind at least. The majority of places mentioned are in
Scotland, partly for the simple reason that more of the southern
edge of Scotland is populated than can be said of the northern edge
of England. However, this emphasis is also because this book is
really about what the Border means to Scotland.

 The Border, if we learn to celebrate it, is – I contend – not
only real, but a valuable (and often overlooked) part of Scotland’s
cultural inheritance. Indeed, it is highly unusual among the
world’s international land-frontiers. Chiefly this is because of
its quite exceptional age,[4] but also because of its endless
literary and historical associations, and its impressive (and, in a
few parts, relatively undiscovered) landscapes. It is, I suggest, a
Border worth exploring, not least at a time when Scotland is slowly
but surely remembering who she is.

What began as an annotated route-map very
quickly turned into a private and highly-opinionated guide for
those who had agreed to come walking with me. By the time I started
walking, it had formed the beginnings of this book.

What type of a book this adds up to is for
others to judge. However, it is probably best, in the interests of
transparency and good manners, for me to identify now some groups
of readers who are likely to be disappointed or even offended, in
order to save them the trouble of reading further.

 This is a book about a much-interrupted, and very largely
un-signposted walking trip, but it is not a hillwalker’s guide.
There are far safer and more authoritative sources of information
for walking in Scotland than this one,[5] filled with far wiser
practical advice. I positively seek to indemnify myself against ill
consequences befalling anyone who tries to use this book as such a
guide. Less flippantly, I urge anyone walking the Border hills and
forests to respect what some parts of that landscape can be like,
especially in winter.

Nor is this book too much of a
personal reflection, although, as will become clear, I cannot
reasonably disentangle long sections of the Border from my own
family origins. The book reflects in places the fact that three
sides of my family have always – I use the last word advisedly –
lived in the Scottish Borders. Many of them have worked the land
within daily sight of the Border itself for the greater part of
their lives. The fourth side of my family, my maternal grannie’s,
was English, and her family hailed from the northern part of
Northumberland.

 I grew up in the village of
Ashkirk,[6] near Selkirk, which – from the
viewpoint of any anxious cattle – is in fact a relatively safe few
hours away from the Border on horseback. Most weekends of my youth,
however, involved visiting relatives who lived, in several senses,
a great deal closer to the edge than I did. All of that personal
explanation given, I hope nonetheless to have steered clear of the
very worst self-absorption seen in certain travel
writers.[7]

 In places, I will make a fair bit of use of the Scots
language.[8] If the reader asks why, then I can only
respond whit for no? Given the subject matter, it seems no
less arbitrary than using English. If the reader doesn’t like that
kind of thing, please don’t purchase.

Despite my every effort, the book
inevitably becomes political in places. It is very difficult to
think about the Border long enough to follow it through a forest
without doing some reflecting. This is a book about a political
boundary by a political activist in political times. In places, it
is impossible (for me at least) not to draw certain conclusions
about the present and the future from the past.

All of that said, this account makes much
more modest claims for itself than any of that. This is ultimately
just the story of a small adventure with some friends.

There is, it would seem, a venerable
tradition of opinionated accounts of journeys through the Borders.
Generally these come from the opposite point of view to my own. I
will mention a few of of these in Chapter 3, but one of the earlier
of these is Daniel Defoe’s 1727 account, which opens by complaining
that:






Hitherto all the descriptions of Scotland,
which have been published in our day, have been written by
“natives” of that country, and that with such an air of the most
scandalous partiality, that it has been far from pleasing to the
gentry or nobility of Scotland themselves.






Defoe would, I trust, have been suitably
disappointed by the present account on very much those same
grounds, and no doubt on others too.

Opinionated as it is, however, Tweed
rins tae the Ocean is not a political treatise. My account of
this walking expedition professes to offer no solution to any
political, social or economic problem. I was on my holidays.

***

 




CHAPTER 1


From the North Sea to the Solway:


One Route to Take

Some brief, vague, but helpfully-intended
information for other Border-walkers.






The least contentious plea I will make
over the next hundred miles – at least as much to myself as to
others – is to come offline for a wee while, go outside, and walk.
That plea is all the more sincere for being made at a time when the
world is still feeling the impact of a global pandemic.

 As the famous scene in Trainspotting[1] at lonely Corrour
station illustrates, a great many Scots do not explore their own
countryside – at all. Many do not have the opportunity. Just as
troublingly, however, many other Scots who do have that
opportunity are simply not convinced that there is anything
whatsoever in Scotland to see.

 In 2018, my old friend Malcolm Fleming and I wanted to
explore, though. We debated at length over a pizza whether either
of us still had the youth, strength or available annual leave for a
ten-day walk. We both failed by a number of these measures, and it
was decided instead to attempt the journey in several parts. In the
end, Malc joined me for seven of the eleven days[2] which the journey
eventually took.

The walk described here could in fact
probably be done in eight days, if the reader were really keen,
though that would not leave a lot of time or energy for them to
form any opinions about what they were actually seeing. The route
is broken down fairly arbitrarily here into eleven walks of
wildly-varying length and difficulty. These range from a
scarcely-worth-mentioning four-mile section of the Border to a
respectable seventeen-mile treck over pathless hills.

 I have tried to give the reader enough cursory sat-nav-like
information between my anecdotes to allow them, should they wish,
to plot a similar route. The maps I used were OS Explorer 346, OS
Landranger 74, and OS Explorer maps OL16, OL42, 324, 323 and 322. I
have throughout (following the example of medieval charters)
described my route by the things I passed, rather than by grid
references, though the latter are easy enough to trace. I have
not made use of the What3words app, which with all
the self-assuredness of a nineteenth-century colonial power, has
renamed every spot on earth with three random (and, needless to
say, English) words.[3]

If the reader does plan to take the same
road as I did, then they should be aware that, while there is
plenty of accommodation to choose from at each end of the Border
(i.e. in Berwick and Gretna/Annan), this is not true of anywhere in
between. The places to stay mentioned in the account are not quite
the only options, but they are not far off it. There are, for
instance, a Bed-and-Breakfast and campsite in Kielder, and a couple
of B-and-Bs to choose from in both Coldstream and Yetholm, the last
of which villages also has a bunkhouse and campsite. There is a
B-and-B at Cocklawfoot Farm in the Cheviots, and one or two places
to stay in Canonbie and Newcastleton, as well as the bothy at
Kershopehead. There is also a bunkhouse at Mounthooly, a mile or
two from the Pennine Way. Beyond those places, however, most other
alternatives would involve wandering a long way from the Border by
carefully-positioned car each evening. If the reader is planning to
sleep in a bed rather than a ditch, book early.

 Mentions of where I stayed should not be viewed as
product-placement, but the Mason’s Arms in Norham and the Border
Hotel in Kirk Yetholm can both be particularly recommended, based
on my own experience.[4]

If the reader is prepared to carry a tent,
then wild-camping is an option, subject to all the usual
injunctions about good practice that go with that. The law on
roaming the countryside is considerably more liberal in Scotland
than in England (England has a law of trespass) but, in both
countries, all the obvious rules about shutting gates and not
damaging crops apply.

In general, the East and West Marches are
comparatively leisurely walking, stotting from pub to pub, if the
reader chooses to. Large sections at each end of the Border could
probably be cycled, with a little modification to the route
described here, and with some of the advice about pubs cautiously
revoked. Cyclists would, however, have to be prepared patiently to
pick up and discard bikes several times if, like me, they enjoy
traveling one-way along political boundaries.

 The fifty miles or so of the Middle March are a much more
challenging prospect, however, for modern walkers and medieval
armies alike. So food and warm clothes need to be carried, and
journeys have to be planned properly. Decent boots, maps,
compasses, and back-up batteries for mobiles should not be
regarded as optional, and the mishaps described in Day 7 of my walk
should, in seriousness, be avoided.[5]

 Distances referred to are approximations, and come with that
health warning, but the Border itself, from Marshall Meadows Bay to
Gretna, is around 96 miles long.[6] My own walk was probably
about 104 miles in total (if I do not include either of the times I
was lost, or the additional walk along the Solway described in
Chapter 8).

 The rest of the information after this point in the book
becomes notably less practically useful in character. Some of the
commentary is, in its very border-conscious tone, probably
subliminally influenced by the annual tradition of the ridings of
the marches in the Border towns.[7] As border-inspections
go, however, this one was friendly in its diplomatic
intentions.

***

 




CHAPTER 2

 Day 1: Lowpin-on Stanes[1]

Breathes there the man?; The train there;
Anomalous Berwick; The Border begins.






Many things in Scotland were either
created by Sir Walter Scott or named after one of his creations.
Edinburgh’s Waverley Station is one of the latter. Today, as
reminder of that fact, the heaving crowds hurry past billboards
that have been put up in the station to carry quotations from Scott
himself:






Breathes there the man, with soul so
dead,

Who never to himself hath said,

This is my own, my native land!

Whose heart hath ne’er within him
burn’d,

As home his footsteps he hath turn’d,

From wandering on a foreign strand!

If such there breathe, go, mark him
well;

For him no Minstrel raptures swell;

High though his titles, proud his
name,

Boundless his wealth as wish can
claim;

Despite those titles, power, and pelf,

The wretch, concentred all in self,

Living, shall forfeit fair renown,

And, doubly dying, shall go down

To the vile dust, from whence he
sprung,

 Unwept, unhonour’d, and unsung.[2]






The rest of the travelling public today
may not have much time to consider these stirring injunctions. I do
though, because I am on a rare weekend off. I have been looking
forward to it. My journey began two days earlier at my home in an
opposite corner of the country – the Isle of Lewis.

 As I wait for the train to Berwick, an earnest and
angry-looking young man suddenly charges along the platform
opposite me, a determined little ice-breaker against arctic flows
of commuters. Politically-badged, red-bearded and kilted, he
marches, apparently straight from the pages of Scott’s
Waverley[3] and onto the Plymouth train. I am not
sure what it is he has planned for Plymouth. Fair play to him,
anyway. He provides a strangely appropriate, if slightly uncanny,
image with which to begin my own expedition.

 I turn around. Malc has arrived, as planned. We heave our
modest rucksacks onto the train. In Malc’s case, he says it is the
same rucksack he used when we once walked (in one youthful go) the
two hundred miles of Scotland’s Southern Upland Way.[4] Malc and I
have variously been student flatmates, hillwalking partners,
political brothers-in-arms, and expert first-foots.

I have been nursing the idea of this new
walk for some time. Malc is seemingly undeterred by grim memories
of the first (and I think last) real test of our long friendship,
which was in 1995. This was when, several days and numerous flasks
of tea into the Southern Upland Way, Malc discovered that I had
absent-mindedly been storing our supply of new tea bags in a small
plastic bag. Unfortunately it was the same plastic bag which he
had, at the outset, clearly explained to me was designated for the
environmentally-responsible storage of the discarded
sticking-plasters from our feet. Malc, happily, has been able to
put that experience somewhere nearer the back of his mind, and
agree to this new trip.

Soon, we are on the train. Glancing down,
we each separately follow the dot, as it moves by jumps and starts
in time with the flickering broadband. It speeds out over the
fast-shifting landscape of Google Map and on towards the
broken red line. Outside and offline, it is not raining. The spring
morning makes no bolder claim for itself than that. It is not mild
or bright, not promising or ‘trying’. It is just not raining.

The train hurtles around deep gashes in
Berwickshire’s black clifftops. The day is fair enough to see an
Eyemouth fishing boat out against the pale horizon. It is probably
going to be a good day.

 The expedition we have planned is definitely not to be
reckoned in the same sentence as Mungo Park’s malaria-ridden
expedition to the source of the River Niger, but it has probably
been equally long in the planning. I have deaved Malc by email for
weeks about it. Fortunately, given the amount of time we are going
to spend in each other’s company this week, the pair of us are
happy proving Charles Lamb’s dictum that ’tis the privilege of
friendship to talk nonsense, and to have that nonsense
respected.[5]

Equally, it is of course another such
privilege to feel no need to make conversation at all.

 We have, in any case, silently decided against opening up the
old debate about the burgh (or perhaps borough[6]) of Berwick. So,
when we get to Berwick Station, we will dutifully make our way back
north to this breezy place we are passing right … now … on
the cliffs. For this is the easternmost point of the
Scottish-English Border.






***






 Over half a century ago, the general firebrand and noted
eccentric Wendy Wood[7] physically moved the border sign on
the A1 three miles south from here to the middle of the bridge over
the Tweed, beyond Berwick. This, she said, was an act of protest at
England’s annexation of the town in 1482. I do not intend to try to
follow her example this week.

Berwick is, nonetheless, a famously
anomalous place. As one old rhyme puts it:






They talk about England and Scotland,
indeed.

But it’s England and Scotland and
Berwick-upon-Tweed.






In 1551, Berwick was recognised as an
‘independent borough’, apparently part of neither Scotland nor
England, but definitely administered by the latter. Continuing
uncertainties about what exactly that might mean led to
clarifications in the Wales and Berwick Act of 1746. There
remained for some time, however, a degree of lingering mystery
which was sometimes expressed in almost spiritual terms by saying
that Berwick was of the Kingdom of England but not in
it.

Similar existential questions led to the
famous story that the town is today still at war with Russia. The
claim runs that Queen Victoria declared war on Russia in 1854 as
‘Queen of Great Britain, Ireland, Berwick-upon-Tweed and the
British Dominions beyond the sea’. In declaring peace however, the
Government forgot to mention Berwick, an error that was not
discovered until the rather crucial moment of October 1914.

Proclamations of this kind did at one time
often make specific belt-and-braces mention of Berwick, although
this particular story has perhaps become a little enhanced in the
re-telling. I do not, however, grudge Berwickers or anyone else a
good anecdote. In any case, the Mayor of Berwick and a Soviet
representative signed a ‘treaty’ of goodwill a century afterwards,
to seek to put the matter to rest.

We discard a second-hand newspaper – which
gives prominence to Russia’s present and less conciliatory
international intentions – pick up our bags, and set foot on
Berwick Station.






***






 Scots
traditionally have an unusual interest in the actual moment of ‘The
Bells’[8] at Hogmanay. We prepare carefully each
year to cross a very undisputed boundary between the past and the
future. With a similar exactness, we wait for a first-foot to cross
the clear boundary of our threshold.[9] Crossing the Scottish
Border is, likewise, a definite, sudden and significant matter.
Berwick, however, (I have never heard any Borderer call it
‘Berwick-upon-Tweed’[10]) is a place of genuine
ambiguities.

Among these is the fact that Berwick
Rangers play in the Scottish football league. The club still
celebrates beating the ‘Big Gers’ – Glasgow Rangers – in 1967, in
much the same way as Scotland fans still recall beating the
reigning World Cup champions (England) in a game that same
year.

Still more confusingly, Berwick’s barracks
are home to the museum of the King’s Own Scottish Borderers
Battalion of the Royal Regiment of Scotland.

With a similar illogicality, the Royal
Border Bridge (as the railway bridge over the Tweed here is called)
is clearly not on the modern Border at all. It stands beside James
VI’s bridge, which that wily (but far from lion-hearted) monarch
ordered to be built, immediately upon arriving in his new English
kingdom in 1603. He had been badly scared crossing the rickety
wooden bridge which then stood there. On James’s new bridge, the
battlement above the sixth arch is raised above the others because
it marks the boundary between the old county of North Durham and
the town of Berwick. It might be said, only a little more
provocatively, that it also marks where England stops and the
Danzig-like statelet of Berwick begins.

 I have heard it suggested that there might be different
national identities associated with different sub-groups within the
town, though I cannot verify that. Certainly, the multiple
different versions of the Church of Scotland operating here in the
nineteenth century suggest a very Scottish interest in religious
schism. There is still one ‘Scottish’ congregation here, whose
church is at Wallace Green.[11]

To Scottish ears, the Berwick accent is
definitely English. Yet many Berwickers do – unusually for most
English people outside the West Country – traditionally put an ‘r’
sound after the vowel in words like ‘car’ or ‘hair’. The ‘Berwick
burr’, as this is called, while it occurs in this same context as a
rolled Scottish ‘r’, sounds (if I may crudely approximate here)
more like the letter ‘w’.

 Most anomalously of all, however, the Scottish county of
Berwickshire has not contained Berwick for over five centuries.
Berwickshire has in fact struggled ever since to decide which of
its comparatively small remaining settlements should replace
Berwick as county town.[12]

I do not claim to know how exactly this
situation is seen in Berwick itself, but, in Berwickshire and the
easternmost part of Roxburghshire, the town is viewed in a very
specific way. On a long eastern stretch of the Border, where
national identities change very clearly within a matter of a few
yards, Berwick is nonetheless still viewed as the ‘local’ market
town. No other town in England is viewed in this light. People
living near borders will of course always shop and work in other
countries as, to a more limited extent, happens further west in
Carlisle. Berwick, however, is not Carlisle. It is not going too
far to say that there is still some dim recollection – at least in
the Merse – that Berwick was once one of the four great cities of
Scotland.

 But this is a historical connection, not a political one. For
me, none of this friendly (if complicated) relationship between
Berwick and Berwickshire creates any kind of basis for the lengthy
constitutional arguments, occasionally still rehearsed, which seek
to prove that Berwick is in Scotland. It isn’t.[13]

 As we will see, one of the great advantages for Scotland is
that, unlike many other re-emerging countries, its borders are not
disputed. For the moment, we should probably accept that fact, or
as the Scots proverb puts it more vividly, dinna claw whaur it’s
no youkie.[14] Berwick is the exception on the
Border, not the rule.






***






 The construction of Berwick railway station in 1847, while it
spared the town’s Elizabethan walls, involved largely flattening
its medieval castle. Here was where Edward I of England imprisoned
the Countess of Buchan in a publicly-displayed iron cage for four
years, for having dared set the crown on the head of Robert Bruce.
Here too was where Edward required all the nobles and officials of
Scotland to kneel before him in his newly-invented role as Lord
Paramount of Scotland, and to sign the ‘Ragman Rolls’[15] as
homage.

 When the station was built, some tourist guide
books[16] warned that the spirit of King Edward
I is condemned, for his innumerable crimes, to wander irritatedly
up and down a railway platform here, looking forever both
psychopathic and late for work.

We come out of the station and catch the
Duns bus. We head back north for a few minutes, crossing the
intriguingly-named Conundrum Roundabout as we do. I think – not for
the final time in my expedition – of a family story.

A brother of my Northumbrian
great-grandmother married a native of one of England’s very few
inhabited islands, Lindisfarne or Holy Island, not far down the
coast from here. She drove a milk float round the island for many
years into her old age, and it was eventually put to her that she
should get a driving licence. In due course, during her test in
Berwick, she was told by the driving examiner to ‘go straight
across the roundabout’. She revved up and did literally as she was
told, ploughing over the top of the large green hill in the middle
and onto the busy junction beyond. I hope it was this roundabout,
with its strangely appropriate name. I hope she passed.

I mention all this to Malc, who remarks
darkly that I have form, on this type of trip, when it comes to
roundabouts. The reader, at this early stage, cannot possibly know
what relevance roundabouts have to matters. Roundabouts, however,
will be raised several times in the course of my expedition – both
mysteriously and annoyingly. I will not try the reader with an
explanation, just at the moment.

 To our left now lies Halidon
Hill. Here in 1333, during the Second Scottish Wars of
Independence, the Scottish commander Sir Archibald Douglas was
defeated by Edward III of England, who was was supporting the claim
of Edward Balliol (the son of King John Balliol)[17] to Scotland’s
crown. Balliol, some months earlier, had declared himself King of
Scots, only to flee almost immediately to England, half-naked and
promising half of Scotland to Edward III[18]. Halidon Hill was
England’s attempt to overthrow Scotland’s nine-year-old King David
II with this evidently more pliable alternative. England won the
battle, but not the war; Edward Balliol is not a name you will see
on many lists of Scottish kings and, after several attempted coups,
his claim was abandoned. He is believed to be buried under a post
office in Doncaster.

I said I would be reading my way
westwards, not just walking. So, before I go much further, I will
pause to take a sceptical look at some of the travel writers who
have come this way before us.

For the moment, though, Malc and I are
happy enough to get off the bus at New East Farm. We are still in
England. We run across the busy A1 road (walking across it here
would be fatal), and into Marshall Meadows Farm. Here, a caravan
site stretches down to the sea’s edge from near England’s most
northerly hotel. Walking north-eastwards for a couple of hundred
yards through the farm, we head onto the little bridge over the
railway. Crossing it, we turn left, and emerge onto a coastal path
which follows the eastern side of the railway line. Just beyond
Marshall Meadows Bay, a sign on the path welcomes us to Scotland
and tells us that we are now out of Berwick and into
Berwickshire.

We are standing on the Border. Our walk
has begun.

***

 




CHAPTER 3


Mostly Lost: Travel Writers and the
Border

James Logan Mack; Pope Pius II; Boswell
and Johnson; H.V. Morton; Rory Stewart; Nigel Tranter.


The long tradition of travel-writing about
the Borders should now be acknowledged, though I admit that I do so
here only very selectively.

 Much of what has been written about the region (mainly by
visitors) has assumed that the Scottish Borders are somehow
‘neither in Scotland nor England’, or that they are a ‘middle
country’. A great deal of this writing takes it as read therefore
that the Border line somehow doesn’t really exist. Some
writers wonder aloud in a state of perceptible bafflement about the
Border, and all those who live by it.[1] I am unable to oblige
the reader by falling into this tradition, as I very markedly do
not subscribe to its key premise.

 In plotting a path for my walk, I looked at the accounts of
some people who said they had walked the Border. In a number of
cases, I found they had gone nowhere near the Border at all. One
honourable exception is James Logan Mack who, over the course of no
fewer than seventy expeditions to different sections of the Border
between 1916 and 1922, probably gathered more meticulous
information on it than has any other individual. Mack took his
commission so literally that at times he leaves the impression that
he chose to walk through bogs and burns, rather than deviate an
inch from the Border. In the process, he produced a very fine book,
The Border Line, to which I am greatly indebted.[2] My own route
will not take quite such a diligent route as J.L. Mack’s and will
use paths and roads wherever these are available. For the most part
though, I will stick as inflexibly and unreasonably close to the
Border as seems physically practicable.

Much travel writing about the Border takes
a less rigorous approach than J.L. Mack’s. There is probably no
better way to demonstrate that point than by reading the account of
one of the most eminent, if unlikely, people to walk (some of) this
way before us: Pope Pius II.


***


Aeneas Silvio Bartolomeo Piccolomini, to
use his own name, visited Scotland in 1435, some years before his
election as Pope Pius II. He probably enjoys the accolade of having
been the only Pope ever to have crossed our Border, other than in
an aeroplane. He deserves a mention here for that strange fact
alone. By a happy coincidence, he is also one of only a couple of
Popes ever to have written an autobiography. It makes curious
reading.

Aeneas arrived in Scotland by ship from
Bruges, during which journey he had been blown off-course towards
Norway. A north wind eventually blew him back to the coast of East
Lothian, from where he walked barefoot to the shrine at Whitekirk
to give thanks.

 Aeneas believes that Scotland
is an island, though he also says it is ‘connected with
Britain’.[3] He observes that the men are ‘short
and brave’. The women, meanwhile, are ‘fair and easily won,
thinking less of a kiss than Italian women think of a touch of the
hand’. People in the north-west speak a different language. In the
winter, he claims, the day is barely four hours long. The chief
delight of Scots, he concludes, is to hear verbal abuse directed
against England. He dispels a story (which had seemingly reached
Italian ears) that there are trees in Scotland whose fruit, if it
falls into a river, is transformed into birds. He concedes that
this type of thing might possibly still be going on in
Orkney.[4]

Aeneas eventually made his way over the
Border, somewhere in the Merse, and headed for Newcastle.
Immediately after crossing into Northumberland, one incident which
he records illustrates (among other things) the terror which people
there had for the Border reivers:



 Two young women showed Aeneas into a chamber strewn with
straw, planning to sleep with him, as was the custom of the
country, if they were asked. But Aeneas, thinking less about women
than about robbers, who he feared might appear at any minute,
repulsed the protesting girls, fearing that if he committed a sin,
he might have to pay the penalty as soon as the robbers arrived. So
he remained alone, among the heifers and the nannygoats, which
prevented him from sleeping a wink by their stealthily pulling the
straw from out of his pallet.[5]



Aeneas goes on to describe
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With a foreword by Cameron McNeish

Writer and politician Michael Russell
“Anyone who wants to know how the Border got here,
and why so many people have written about it,
should read this book."
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