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A rough pronunciation guide

Suilven – as sool-ven

Glas Bheinn – as glass vine

Quinag – as Koon yak

Lochan a Choire Ghuirm – something like ghirim but the first i is like a cross halfway between oo and the i in hit

Loch Dubh Meallan Mhurchaidh – loch doo meeyalan voorichee

Loch na Gainmhich – loch na ganiveech

Loch na Faoleige – loch ni fi-leegi

Bealach a Bhuirich – as bee-a-loch a voorich

Gaedhealtachd or Gaeltachd – gale-tack (first vowel l-o-n-g, as per Sorley MacLean)

Note that emphasis in Gaelic nearly always comes on the first syllable, thus GANiveech etc.
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A CHARGE IS LAID

‘Man is in love and loves what vanishes’

Were it merely a matter of digging, I would not choose to exhume the dead, nor live again the time we went to fish for the old poet and his friends. I would not ask you whose days on Earth are numbered as mine, to come along as audience, witnesses, companions of the heart.

Behind the journey to Lochinver I made that day there lay another. Five years earlier I walked down a familiar tenement street to press the buzzer and ascend the worn stone stairs to call on Norman MacCaig, native of Edinburgh, poet of Assynt. It was to be the last time we talked alone together, and that night he would lay on me the charge by which I now remember him.

Dim in here, smelling of food, stone, smoke. As I fit my shoe into the hollow at the centre of each step, I am thinking of all the hands that have tugged at this wooden banister. A phantom pantheon of poets come trooping up these winding stairs, clinking with carry-outs from the Abbotsford or Milnes Bar, still laughing and smoking, the foggy brewery guff of 1950s Edinburgh clinging to their tweedy jackets. They are ready to continue the party, the jousting, gossip, laughter, flyting.

Norman of course leads; lean, upright, classical head held high, he stalks up those stairs like a heron. Behind him, murmuring a Gaelic lament under his breath, comes Sorley MacLean, then Goodsir Smith the clown, mimicking a rival’s latest pomposity. MacDiarmid puts his surprisingly small hand on the banister to pull himself up after young Crichton Smith, visiting from Oban. At the rear, nervously clutching beer bottles under his brown corduroy jacket, comes lantern-jawed Mackay Brown, followed by Alexander Scott trying to hone a remark by which the evening will be remembered. Tom Scott the tormented Marxist is elsewhere, pounding the wet streets in his duffel coat, in search of the beloved of at least three of that company …

All gone now, though the hollow their feet made resides in this stone, darkly glinting as a pencil’s lead. Their work remains, though I think sometimes MacCaig would have given all his poems for one more day’s fishing, or another evening session with his friends. I am glad that bargain was not his to make.

On the landing I look back down the winding stair of memory. A nervous, excited East Fife schoolboy has come to call on the legendary poet. In his Mod jacket and chisel-toed, elastic-sided Chelsea boots, he is hurrying up these stairs to hear the verdict on his aspirations, cheerfully oblivious of the poets he passes through. My young, skinny self is right behind me as I reach the mat and raise my hand – which bears its first brown splotches – to chap on that worn door.

‘I should like you to fish for me at the Loch of the Green Corrie,’ MacCaig concludes over our final dram. ‘Only it’s not called that. But if you go to Lochinver and ask for a man called Norman MacAskill, if he likes you he may tell you where it is. If you catch trout, I shall be delighted. And if you fail, then looking down from a place in which I do not believe, I shall be most amused.’

He shuffles with me to his door. We shake hands, his grip painfully bony.

There comes a point when goodnight may well be goodbye. At the turn of the tenement stair I look back. He is still standing in his doorway and I see one more time the high forehead, those arrow-head cheekbones and smoke-white plume of hair, the deep-set, watchful, mournful eyes – he’d been a strikingly fine-looking man and not unaware of it when he’d stalked upright through the bars and streets of Edinburgh. The sardonic mouth twitches, his right hand comes up, waves once.

‘Ta-ta.’

That was the last evening I spent alone with Norman MacCaig. At his funeral months later, sitting among writer friends, each with our own memories of the man, looking down at the box that contained the mortal remains of one who once contained all Assynt, I remembered hislast words to me. Nothing grand or clever, just ‘Ta-ta’. How very Norman – at once childlike and concise: thank you and goodnight in one. He relished economy and clarity, did MacCaig.

At the end of the service, after the praises of the man, the friend and the poet, praises that would have at once amused, gratified and embarrassed him, the heartbreaking slow fiddle air of Aly Bain broke into a celebratory reel. Time to go.

Outside were many faces I knew, mostly of my generation. The grand old men were nearly all gone. But there was Sorley MacLean in the sunshine by the tombstones, looking rather well and cheery. My father had been the same towards the end of his long life: outlived another one! I wasn’t at that stage yet; death of friends just brought chill and sorrow.

We shook hands and before too many people had gathered I asked ‘Sorley, what would the Gaelic be for Loch of the Green Corrie?’

Sorley MacLean, last of the Gaelic bards, with still nine months to live, never had MacCaig’s concision. By the time he’d rubbed his stubby grey moustache, frowned and nodded, drawn many syllables from the words ‘Well, now …’, family and friends were upon us.

I would have to go to Lochinver and ask for Norman MacAskill and hope he likes me. For the charge had been set: to find and fish the Loch of the Green Corrie, Norman MacCaig’s most loved place in all his beloved Assynt, the ruinous, transcendent heartland of the North West Highlands of Scotland.

Were it just a matter of digging, down through hard ground and hard history, I would not revisit that time. It is hard enough to attend to today. Hard to stay alert to our partners and friends, to children, work, the daily pleasures and necessities of our lives, even as they slip away.

Not long ago my beloved sat letting sand sift through her fingers onto a North Ronaldsay beach, as though she herself were a neat-waisted hourglass time ran through. She saw me watching, smiled ruefully then clasped my bare arm with still-gritty, still-warm fingers. We did not need to speak of what we accepted then.

Our days are numbered and we still don’t know what that number is. So let us not sift through the dead who grow more numerous every year. Let the book of homage remain unwritten and unread.

Yet there are places and times on this Earth when the ground as it were grows thin, and the dead arise of themselves. Gone days, dead parents, lost friends, old loves, rise round us as an escort, an entourage, to provoke, counsel and console. As we drive, or lie with a book at the day’s end, we may glimpse them at the edge of vision. They must be spoken with, if we are to remain honest.

Without digging or summoning, absences rise quivering like midges over bracken, like heat-haze over a Highland road – the A835, for instance, west of Altguish, as I drive it in late May. They move along with me as I turn the wheel, and lift my eyes to see again Suilven’s sandstone dome raise, above the village of Lochinver, its monumental correlative of Norman MacCaig’s forehead.

It is not nostalgia, this feeding on air as certain plants do. It seems our roots are in the invisible.

So many summers

Beside one loch, a hind’s neat skeleton,

Beside another, a boat pulled high and dry:

Two neat geometries drawn in the weather:

Two things already dead and still to die.

I passed them every summer, rod in hand,

Skirting the bright blue or the spitting grey,

And, every summer, saw how the bleached timbers

Gaped wider and the neat ribs fell away.

Time adds one malice to another one –

Now you’d look very close before you knew

If it’s the boat that ran, the hind went sailing.

So many summers, and I have lived them too.

Norman MacCaig


DAY 1


Cast: going West

When I go, I’d like my sign-off to be even briefer than Norman’s last goodnight: Ta.

For as the car hums over Drumochter in radiant late May, despite everything it is thanks I want to give again. Much has happened in the four years since Norman died; now I am finally on my way to a rendezvous in Ullapool.

The car is stashed with bulging rucksack, maps, boots, carrier bags, waterproofs, tent, sleeping bag, stove. My rod is propped in the seat beside me, wedged in with landing net and boxes of lines, reels, trout flies. It twitches as I drive, my slender nodding passenger.

When I cleared the gear from the glory hole yesterday, the old lines and casts were tangled – how do they do that? – and the hooks were the colour of old blood. In truth I am not much of a fisherman, an apprentice at best, and I haven’t fished for ages. The friend who taught me how to, who should have been with me on this ploy, died a year ago on Everest, in his tent with a book across his chest.

I still wonder: which book?

Mal Duff is gone. For nearly ten years he enlarged my life, dragging me into Scottish winter climbing en route to three Himalayan expeditions, on the Mustagh Tower, Everest North East Ridge and Lhotse Shar. In our times off the hills, he introduced me to his other passion: fly fishing. We fished together, not so many times that I don’t remember each one of them.

If I hadn’t fished with Mal, I never would have mentioned it to Norman, for fishing to become our principal subject of conversation whenever we met, leading to his final request. So the line runs out and settles on me being here now, descending the A9 past the signs to Culloden – let us put old defeats behind us for today! – towards Inverness, its glinting bridges and dolphin-torn estuary.

What is this love, this profound and absolute attachment I feel for Scotland? Why do these mottled rising green-brown hills, these humped fields, this river, even the familiar cast of the houses, feel so right and move me so? Lesley accepts that she is English, but it is not a defining fact for her, any more than being right-handed or blue-eyed. Whereas she can see that for me being Scottish is fundamental to who I am.

As I turn off at the Tore roundabout onto the A835 to Ullapool, drive on past scattered villages where the valley pushes a green wedge between the hills on either side, I’m thinking of one of MacCaig’s shortest poems, ‘Patriot’.

My only country

is six feet high

and whether I love it or not

I’ll die

for its independence.

The idea of patriotism was abhorrent to him. He’d seen enough of what it led to. He could not love an abstraction. But he loved – my God how he loved! – things that were solid, concrete, particular: some people, dogs, frogs, rivers, mountains, toads, a wild rose bush, so many kinds of birds. His vision was earthly, corporeal.

That last evening at Norman’s, he’d been talking about fishing in Assynt. He flicked his thumb over a tiny badge on the lapel of his tweed jacket. AAA.

‘Nothing to do with motorcars or alcoholics,’ he said drily. ‘This is the honour of which I am most proud.’

‘More than the OBE?’

He giggled, the air hissing through his teeth. MacCaig was fortunate, his brain was good to the end. But in his last years at times the old man moved aside to let the child he’d once been peek out at you. It was in the giggle, the mischief, the love of expressions like ta-ta.

‘Much more. Some people whose good opinion I cherish made me an honorary life member of the Assynt Anglers Association.’

But his legs – circulatory and heart problems, acerbated by constant smoking – had become so bad he could no longer fish in his favourite lochs. He hadn’t been able to for years. He lapsed into silence, sipped his whisky. His face had sunk, leaving the jutting cheekbones, high eye-sockets arched over the watchful, lustrous eyes. Norman could drink whisky and converse all night and never appear drunk or tired. Now he looked lost. Since his wife Isabel died five years earlier, these silences came more often.

Maybe that was why I had asked, in one of those confidences that come after midnight with drink taken, just the two of us in high-backed armchairs near the fire, ‘Norman, what is your favourite spot in the world?’

He blinked himself back from wherever he’d been.

‘Assynt,’ he said. How much love and memory he freighted into that one word.

‘I know it’s Assynt!’ I said. ‘But where in Assynt? Your favourite place?’

He took his time. Another drink, another drag of the cigarette.

‘I think it would have to be the Loch of the Green Corrie. Only it’s not called that. AK and I used to fish there.’ His head turned towards a black and white photo on his mantelpiece. An eager-looking man stands outside a church; in dark suit and tie, hands on hips, he confronts the camera with an air of brimming mischief: AK MacLeod, mourned in wonderful, desolate elegies. ‘It’s many years since I’ve been there. It’s remote, you see, high up in the hills and quite a scramble. I think about it a lot.’

And that was when he set the charge that has brought us here. ‘In fact, I should like you to go and fish there for me.’

He leaned forward and tapped me on the knee.

‘I loved that man!’ he said vehemently. ‘Not like that, you understand, but I loved him.’

I drive through Garve, then past the junction where one road goes off to Achnasheen, the red-ledged towers of Torridon and the hills of Kishorn. Pass those names across your tongue as though they were poems, as though they were whisky. These names and places have histories for me, dating from childhood holidays, my father’s tobacco-rasped voice offering fragments of anecdotes as his gloved hands turned the big wheel of our Humber Hawk. He claimed to have driven every numbered road in Scotland; each had memories and associations for him.

Accelerating straight on up Strath Garve, my heart rises with the road. The landscape is empty now, any house or car an event, the hills all-surrounding, the river flashing brown and clear over stones. I wind the window down to check the air: moist sweetness with underlying acidic peat.

I have entered the West.
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