

A guid New Year tae yin an’ a’

Hogmanay remains the signature Scottish festival in the eyes of the outside world. But the traditional New Year celebration only exists nowadays in the black and white line drawings of ‘The Broons’ (in English, ‘the Browns’), a cartoon strip that has appeared in the Sunday Post since 1936. The extended family Broon have lived unchanged at 10 Glebe Street, Auchenshoogle, since then. They are possibly the last family in Scotland who cleave strictly to the Hogmanay traditions that were only just clinging on in my own childhood. For the rest of us, most of those customs have faded away.

On Auld Year’s Day, the last day of the year, the house had to be cleaned. My father, and most of the men and boys we knew, had their hair cut. We children were sent to bed for a nap in the afternoon so we could stay up to handsel in the new year. We all washed – bathed if we had a bath – and put on our best clothes. We’d gather in the living room as midnight approached, the TV on to make sure we didn’t miss the countdown to the bells. There was invariably something tartan-and-shortbread Scottish on the TV – the kilted dancers of the White Heather Club; Andy Stewart gurning ‘Donald, Where’s Your Troosers?’, while my father grumbled that anyone who sang that flat shouldn’t be on the telly; Jimmy Shand and his accordion band playing ‘Bluebell Polka’ while my grandfather reminded us yet again how he’d known Jimmy since they were young lads; Moira Anderson and Kenneth McKellar doing the proper Scottish songs; comedian Rikki Fulton satirising Scottish Presbyterianism in the shape of the Reverend I. M. Jolly. I have no idea what the English were watching; it was absolutely a foreign country for one night of the year.

Glasses were charged – whisky for the men, sherry for the women (apart from Gran who liked an advocaat and lemonade with a glacé cherry), non-alcoholic ginger wine for the children, all ready for the toast. And then the countdown to midnight. We all chanted along with the TV and then it was ‘Happy New Year!’ and glasses chinked all around. We embraced each other, wishing everyone in the room all the best for the coming year.

We sipped our drinks, gasping at the spiciness of the ginger wine, waiting eagerly to discover who would be our First Foot – a friend or neighbour knocking on the door, first across the threshold to bring the house good luck in the coming months. Tradition demanded they be dark and ideally handsome. Dark, allegedly because there was still a race memory of blond or red-haired Vikings, who definitely did not mean good luck. One year, I first-footed old friends. I was neither dark nor handsome enough, and I was blamed for every misfortune that befell them that year. I’m still not sure whether they were entirely joking.

Tradition also demanded that the First Foots had to bring their own bottle of whisky, which they’d pass around the room, having their own glasses filled in return with the hosts’ drink. They were also supposed to carry a lump of coal to symbolise fuel to get the household through the winter and something to eat, usually shortbread or the much-dreaded (in my view) black bun. The black bun is like a Garibaldi biscuit on steroids – a large pastry case filled with dried fruit and candied peel. All I remember of them from my childhood is an excess of currants that made it feel like chewing a mouthful of soil.

First Foots would come and go as the night passed. As the drink flowed, the grown-ups would take turns to deliver their party piece, songs and poems hefted to their individual performers. Heaven forfend a stranger should turn up and attempt a piece that ‘belonged’ to another. I can still remember the glacial silence that greeted an interloper’s rendition of my father’s earmarked New Year special, ‘The Road and the Miles to Dundee’. Sometimes, if the room was big enough, there would be a chaotic attempt at Scottish country dancing; once, after a particularly violent Strip the Willow, I was literally bruised from shoulder to knee!

But over the past thirty years or so, these traditions have ebbed away. Large-scale celebrations in town and city centres, special dinners in restaurants, late licences in clubs and bars have replaced those domestic events that now feel quaint in the memory. In the capital, for example, we have Edinburgh’s ‘Hogmanay!’, a giant street party with live music, spectacular fireworks and thousands of people celebrating with all the stops out. Some streets in the city are closed off for days in advance to facilitate the event; I’ll admit to being grumpy that I’m forced to make extensive detours to walk across the centre of my own city. Some residents need to have a special permit to get to and from their own residences in the absence of an expensive ticket for the celebrations, effectively forbidden from having private parties in their homes.

Yes, the fireworks are visible from miles away, but the street party that used to be spontaneous and free-flowing around Princes Street and its gardens is no more. To be fair, it’s not just in the Hogmanay capital of the world that the festivities have been turned into expensive corporate and heavily restricted events. It’s the same story in London and other major cities in the UK and around the world. Public shared spaces once open to all are contracted out by many local authorities to private companies.

We’re told it’s for our own safety. That unfettered crowds will turn barbaric under the influence of the festive spirit, both literal and metaphorical. We need to gather in closed spaces like sports stadia or concert arenas. We sit in our assigned seats or standing areas. Sometimes we are turned away if we’re not in place in time.

But I do mourn the random gatherings at Hogmanay. In Kirkcaldy, people would gather spontaneously in the town square to count down to the New Year. It was a chance to run into old school friends and former neighbours, to greet strangers without fear. We’d wish each other a happy New Year and, if we knew them well enough, swap swigs from our New Year bottles. There was always some sort of musical entertainment and a small-scale firework display funded by the local council. A wee bit of chaotic dancing and everyone linking arms for ‘Auld Lang Syne’ topped off the celebration.

Now, there’s nothing. The town square stands empty and unwelcoming. People pass each other in the town centre in awkward silence with eyes averted. It’s as if the square’s been turned into a space we no longer have a common claim over. And that makes me sad. American writer and activist Barbara Ehrenreich said, ‘The urge to transform one’s appearance, to dance outdoors, to mock the powerful and embrace perfect strangers is not easy to suppress.’ But suppressed it has largely been.

To be honest, we’ve given up on Edinburgh at New Year. Instead, we decamp to a fishing village in the East Neuk of Fife, where a crowd assembles down by the harbour with their bottles and glasses for the countdown to the bells. We cheer our small firework display and hope for a clear night so we can see across the Forth to the pyrotechnics at Edinburgh and other towns along the East Lothian coast. One of the neighbours keeps open house and it’s a cosy approximation of a traditional gathering.

This year, when the Edinburgh ‘Hogmanay!’ celebrations were cancelled at the last minute because weather forecasters predicted gales and torrential rain, part of me hoped that people would rock up anyway and have an impromptu street party. Especially after the weather gods produced a late reprieve: the wind dropped substantially and the rain eased. But only a few people turned up on Princes Street. Either they’d swiftly made other plans – in which case, good for them – or they’d lost their nerve for taking a chance on becoming part of an arms-open-wide kind of celebration among strangers. And that makes me even more sad.

*

Nevertheless, I have to confess to making my own contribution to Edinburgh’s New Year festivities. A few years ago, the decision was taken to extend the celebration from Hogmanay to Burns Night with Message from the Skies: New Year’s Resurrection – a son et lumière spectacular across twelve sites in the city centre. I was invited to create the narrative for a walk that would reveal an unfamiliar element of the city’s literary history.

As I struggled for a theme, I remembered a novel I’d stumbled across many years previously, when I was an undergraduate at Oxford – Marriage by Susan Ferrier. It wasn’t part of the main syllabus, but I’d read a reference to it and wondered whether there were any Scottish women publishing novels at the same time as the big names – Austen, the Brontës, George Eliot. Marriage is a vivid and entertaining novel, a social comedy with many of the elements that made Jane Austen so popular. An aspect Austen lacks that Ferrier exploited to the full was life below stairs – the book is more Downton Abbey than Bridgerton!

I wondered why Susan Ferrier had failed to make the literary canon and started to do a little digging. My first discovery was that she was born in 1782 in an apartment in Lady Stair’s Close, a courtyard off the Royal Mile in Edinburgh that now houses the city’s Writer’s Museum – a building that honours Robert Burns, Sir Walter Scott and Robert Louis Stevenson. Not Susan Ferrier, nor any other women writers. It’s as if Muriel Spark never put pen to paper . . .

Ferrier was privately educated and her family moved in the upper echelons of Edinburgh society. Her closest friend was Charlotte Clavering, a granddaughter of the Duke of Argyll, and Ferrier was a regular visitor to the home of Sir Walter Scott, who praised her as the equal of other successful women contemporaries such as Maria Edgeworth and Fanny Burney. Her books outsold Jane Austen, her advances exceeded Austen’s and Marriage was translated successfully into French, while Pride and Prejudice only appeared as a pirated edition in France.

The more I found out, the more possibilities offered themselves to me for locations. And so, on 1 January, a freezing cold Ne’erday night with sleet blowing in from the Forth, New Year’s Resurrection opened in Parliament Square, outside St Giles’ Cathedral, with my dramatic message from Susan Ferrier, projected on the Signet Library:

When I was six years old, my daddy took me to see a man being hanged, right where you’re standing now. Half the city was here. Forty thousand people turned up to see Deacon Brodie swing from a gallows tree he’d designed himself. A proper eighteenth century gentleman, or so everybody thought.

But somehow, in a small city where houses crowded close and people knew every noisy detail of their neighbours’ lives, Brodie managed to keep his secrets. Not a single member of the Edinburgh establishment was aware that he had not one, but two mistresses who between them had given birth to five of his children.

It takes a lot of money to keep a secret as big as that. Brodie’s answer was simple. He was the city locksmith. So he made extra copies of the keys that unlocked the doors of the rich and comfortable. And in the night, he crept into their homes and their offices and robbed the very citizens he rubbed shoulders with in business and politics. When they discovered how he’d bamboozled them, there was only ever going to be one outcome.

I saw Deacon Brodie’s last dance from my daddy’s shoulders. Maybe you think that’s a terrible thing to show a child. But that’s Edinburgh for you. Don’t be fooled by the superficial charms. Edinburgh is as ruthless as she is lovely. Here, now, at the turning of the year, when Janus-faced January looks to the past as well as the future, we’re held fast in the frosty embrace of Edinburgh. This is a city of opposites. Good and evil. Old and new. High life and low life. Respectable . . . and very definitely unrespectable. But most of all, it’s a city of stories.

 

My story shifted round the corner to the National Library of Scotland, where the message read:

 

Welcome to Edinburgh, UNESCO City of Literature. Home to Sir Walter Scott, Robert Burns, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Robert Louis Stevenson and—

 

The message was then interrupted by a single word: ENOUGH!

And we were off, on a journey round the city with Susan as our guide. From Lady Stair’s Close to the Bank of Scotland, where the view of the Scott Monument was hijacked, replacing the statue of Sir Walter with one of Susan, to the Scotsman Steps, where the walls were adorned with the names of Scottish women writers, past the Conan Doyle pub and Robert Louis Stevenson’s childhood home. We passed the Ferrier family grave, a dramatic pair of carved stone Gothic arches. Finally
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Winter is an especially inspirational season for Philip; there is something incredibly evocative about the skeletal trees atop the hillside or the winter storm that howls and batters the coastline. The season offers a glimpse of nature in a beautifully bleak state.
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