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BIOGRAPHY OF IAIN MacGREGOR

I write mainly in Lowland Scots, ma ain melt, to capture the sound and feel of the Scots language. “Ambrose” as below is one of twenty-five stories in the “Iain and Trev” series about childhood in rural Midlothian in the 1960’s – 1970’s. 

I also write modern day monologues – the “Wullie’s Wife” stories set in rural Borders under the series of “Haud yer Wheesht.”

AMBROSE
By

Iain MacGregor


Bilston wis ane big faimilie. Aw the neibours richt doon the causey it Castlelaw wir couthie. Thay yaised ilka ithers hooses as thayr ain. Nane o the doors wir sneckit so onybodie coud traipse in it onytime. Maistly it wis fur a blether or ta borrae a cupfu o shuggar or a shave o  breid fur the wanes playpiece. Ither times it wis ta get a len o a pat or a spuin or gie bak summit borraed afore. Aw the fowk wir jonick, sum mair say is ithers, an sair wrocht. Ein thay hid thayr bak tae the waa ordinar thay wir blithe. Richt roond the Crescent, as Castlelaw wis shapit lik a big circle, in ilka hoose thayr wid be wanes. A wis ten ‘ear auld an thayr wid be a dizzen ither laddies o ma age an as monie lassies. Oo awe geid ta the schuil in Roslin an whin oo wir eleevin oo wir hirselt yont ta Penicuik Big Schuil. Aw the bigger laddies an lassies wir at Penicuik Schuil an thoucht thay wir grown up an cawd the ones at Roslin “jist bairns.” It didna fash Trev or masel. 

Maist fowk lookit efter ane anither, an whin oo schuil wanes cum hame at nicht a neibour wid tak oo in, if oor ain pawrents wir wirkin. Oo wir aye hungart efter schuil so oo wir gaen a gless o leemonade an a jeely piece or a farl. Whiles it wis hame bakit farls an strawberry jeelie, it wis braw. Bein say nar ilka ither hid its snags as na metter whit ye did sic is wee things lik playin fugie fra schuil fur a halfie ta gan fushin or fawn in the burn an comin hame wi yir breeks thrawn drookit, yin or ither wid gab ta yir mither. A’m no sayin oo didna da ocht a bit sleiket-lik, bit whin oo did oo hid ta caw cannie o the neibours, an keep ither kids fra fundin oot an clypin. 


Aw the neibours wir prood  fowk an wrocht in the pits or mills an wir aw scones o the same days bakin. Bye-ordinar thayr whiles wid be ane faimilie thit wis unalik. Neixt door, on the richt o oor hoose wis anither fower-chaumer cooncil hoose bit whare oor hoose wis in a block o fower hooses, twa on the grund on twa abin, yon wis a block o twa, ilka hoose hid the grund level an the upby anaw, an a gairden richt roond it mairchin wi ane neibour. Thare wir twa auld weemen bided in the hoose an whin ane weir awa the ither got a bit dottlt-gitten on hid ta go ta lieve in a hame fur auld fowk in Roslin. This gied the cooncil a truim hoose fur the faimilie neixt on thayr list. Bye-ordinar it wis gien ta a new appointit heid bummer it Loanheid pit. E wis caud Charles Fitzgerald an hes hoose-end wifie, Florence. Thay hid ane laddie aboot ages wi masel cawd Ambrose. Ambrose gaed ta a posh Embra schuil an bid at hame ilka nicht. E wisna allood ta daff aroond or hae onythin ta da wi oo kids bit hes mither wid inveet laddies fra hes ain schuil roond on the Sabbath. Efter schuil oo whiles spied Ambrose daffin hisel in the gairden wi a brent-new bike or a brent new bonnie-die an makin a fair dirdum ta enteece ither kids ta luik ower the palins an ettle efter im. A kent masel thit whin the flourish an fluffer o the new-forrant die wis ower Ambrose wis lanelie an micht hae bin mare blithe oot wi oorsels gettin aw glaursell, if it wisna fur hes naira-nebbit mither. 

Ane Setterday a wis thrang poutherin a geenapig’s dowp as thayr hid bin a fecht wi a rattan in the nicht. Whin a luikit ower at Ambrose’s hoose a see’d im haiglein a tortie gae cannie-lik as e wisna ower croose, an set it on the ruif o a new jyner-biggit box. This made iz kwerious  as a didna think Ambrose’s mither wid alloo im ta hae a tortie as thayr gairden wis sic a picter o manicured gress an fluer beds. Efter poutherin the geenipig a felt a bit gallus so a walkit ower oor gairden ta the rhubarb an askit Ambrose aboot hes tortie. Ambrose wis wee-boukit fur hes ‘ears an luikit wersh, thou hes claithes wir brent-new. Hes blek heir wis cowed short on hes heid, an roond hes neb an een wis fernitickelt an speckelt wi plouks. E wis gae massie whin e spaik in pan-loaf-Inglish, an it soondit lik e spaik throu a moothfae o speins.
 “A see yiv gotten yirsel a tortie,” a said.
“Yes, I bought it from a good friend at school,” said Ambrose. 

 “Dis yir mither alloo ye ta hae a tortie?” 
“I have to look after it myself. My papa bought a new hutch for my birthday. We got it made in Edinburgh,”  

“De ee ken whit ta feed it?”  

“Yes, thank you. I bought a really spiffing book on the matter, and I can buy food at the shop with my pocket money,” . 

“A hae yin masel, a got it fra a laddie at schuil thit didna want it onymair,” 
“My tortoise is female, and if she lays eggs I could become famous and rich, as it’s unusual for a tortoise to lay eggs in this country,” said Ambrose boasting
“Bit yiv only got ane, de ee no need twa fur ta git eggs?” a said rather dootfu
“My tortoise is special not like your ordinary ones.” 

E spaik on aboot hoo wunnerfae e wis an hoo e wis a ephor it the Academy an studiet Laitin. Efter aboot ten meenits ma heid stertit ta birl so a made up sum whittie-whattie an walkit bak ower ta ma ain mappie hut. Whin Trev cum roond efter bein in the toon wi hes mither an hes wee tittie Pip e showd iz a new Ford dinky-die tractor e hid boucht. Trev wis richt keen on fermin an hid a hail lot o tractors an fermin graith. A telt Trev aboot Ambrose an hoo e hid bin priggin it iz, an blawn aff aboot hes tortie, bit oo baith thocht na mair ont an stertit muckin oot the mappies an geenipigs hooses. 

On Monanday nicht a wis roond at Tam Airchibald’s doocut seein hes racin doos. A wir richt tain on wi the doos whin thay wir fleein roond the hooses in a muckle circle an wid cum bak hame inta thair ain doocut. Tam wis in ma cless at schuil an e hid a wee tittie aboot a ‘ear yunger as iz, caud Charlotte. She wis the bonniest lassie in the crescent wi her lang reid heir an glossie pirls hankit up wi a silk trappin. Her mither maun hae spent oors wi a kaim makin the pirls ticht. Charlotte kent shae wis guid luikin an wid purr lik a baudron  whin ony o the aulder weemen gied ruise, as shae wis richt prood o hir heir. Tam caud hannle the doos an mak thaim eat peas oot hes haunds. A wis dumfoonert whin Charlotte showd iz shae coud da the same, bit telt iz it wis pert o the trainin ta catch-haud o the doos efter a race. Tam telt iz, ower a wis wantin, ta tak a pair o reid doos an try fleein thaim fur masel. A fair fancit masel fleein doos, so a geid im a haund an oo catchit twa. 

A telt Trev the neixt mornin gan ta schuil, thit Tam hid gaen iz twa doos an thit a wis makin a new shed fur thaim on Setterday oot the widd oo wun frae the cowp a few weeks bak. Throu the week oo baith thoucht aboot makin the new doocut an whiles oo maun hae luikit a bit glaiket in cless as the maister mair as a time or twa speirt aboot oor wirk an oo hidna ony idaia. The rest o the cless hid a gid geiggil it oor cantrips tull oo wir aw thriatent wi the tawse fur na takin tent o the lessons.


Whin Setterday at lang lest cum roond a wis up at the sma oors muckin oot the mappies an geenipig’s huts an reddin up the auld hey an sawdust o the tortie an the twa new doos. A geid thaim aw fresh watter an a muckle pile o gress an clover a hid paud on ma wey hame fra schuil on Friday nicht. The doos an tortie hid doo peas an a auld laituce. By the time Trev wun at ma yaird e wis awful disjasket-lik an telt iz e coudna wrocht on the new doocut as ee wis gan ta see ane o hes Aunts as shaed  bin taen til hir bed wi a richt dose o the cauld. Fur aince a didna feel lik makin the hut masel so efter a priggit ma mither fur a jeely piece, a walkit ower ta see Tam’s doos. Baith Tam an Charlotte wir thrang in the doocut.
“Help ma boab! Whit ir ye baith dain?” a said in astonishment
“Oor weshin tha burds fur the morns big race,” said Tam.

“De the doos na mind?” a said concerned 

“Na. Thayr yaist ta it,” said Charlotte.

“Whare be the race fra?” a said.

“Abergavenny in Wales – nearly thray hunner miles,” said Tam.

“Will ey gan wi thaim the nicht?” a said rather kittlet
“Na. Oo box thaim  up in thay wicker baskets an pit thaim on a train doon fur the race the morn, The Abergovenny club fowk da the rist,”said Charlotte.
“An whin wull thay flee bak?” a said.

“The better anes shud be hame aroond teetime,the morn” said Tam corsin hes fingers.
“Ir aw thay ‘Firsts’ and ‘Seconds’ tak fur the doos,” a said speirin it thaim baith.
“Aye, an whiles siller anaw,” said Charlotte.

“Charlotte wun yon big siller cup an has her name ont,” said Tam.
“Ye shood be michty  prood, Charlotte,” a said is a tain a wee luik.

A wis feelin richt prood mael an a hidna done ocht. Jist as a wis gan oot the doocut a hid a wuiddrim, on hoo ta play a pliskie on Ambrose efter im blawin hes ain horn aboot hisel an hes tortie. A didna lik ta craw on ma ain midden bit it micht jist wirk.

“Tam, coud a hae seeven o thay doo eggs thit wir ta be thrawn oot?” a said.

“Aye. Tak as mony as ye want,” said Tam.

“Thenks Tam, a wis jist  wantin seeven,” a said.

A cairryt the eggs bak ower ta ma ain yaird an laid thaim in the tortie box on tap o a handfra o hey. Thit nicht a tain a dander roond ta see Trev an telt im whit a wis gaen ta de ta Ambrose. E thoucht it wis braw, bit if oo wir catchit, the Polis micht pit oo in jile. Syne it wis a hoaliday on the Monanday oo wid try oor plan oot  thin, as oo kent Ambrose wid be aff schuil anaw an coud be in hes gairden maistlik, an micht een hae ane o hes taffie-nebbit schuil freends ower.


On a big airn cleek ahint the door o the mappie hut wir twa wee collars. Thay wir makkit oot o the bur o ma auld buits held thegither wi a serk-stud an a short lenth o raip. A tain ane doon aff the cleek an fixed it on ma Dutch mappie, jist lik ye wid wi a wee dug. A thin tain the mappie oot inta the gairden an set it doon on the grund. A stertit ta dander ower the gress an the mappie followd abak o iz richt roond the flours an the greens, haen a snifter at awthin an gaen a nibble whiles at the laituce or curlie kale on the wey past. A kent if a kepit walkin the mappie roond an roond the gairden in the hinnerend it wid mak Ambrose inqueesitive an e wid caw ower an blether. As rains weet it workit. Ambrose gaed oot ta hes gairden an a watched im gein a keek ower the widd pailins. Hes keeriositie wis kittled, say it wisna lang afore a seed im sclimin ta the tap o the mairch pailin an e rowst ower.
“What are you doing with that rabbit on a lead?” said Ambrose amused.
“Jist gein it a stretch roond the gairden,” a said.

“I didn’t know rabbits went for walks!” said Ambrose in a snooty voice.
“Aye, bit this is ma speeshal mappie!” a said tryin no ta lauch.
“It looks ordinary. How is it special?” said Ambrose getting curious.
“A hae bin trainin it ta da joukerie-bawkerie,” a said.

“I don’t believe you, it’s just a common rabbit,” said Ambrose impatiently.
“Cum ower an a’ll show ye,” a said.

“I  better not. My mother would be very annoyed,” said Ambrose.

“Weel, a’m naw  gaen ta haigil it ower ta yir yaird,” a said.

“Just hold on for a minute and I will come over,” said Ambrose reluctantly.

Ambrose sclimed onta the tap o the widd pailin an dreepit ower the side straucht inta the rhubarb.  It hid bin weet no lang syne an ane o the rhubarb shaws cowpt aboot a quart o watter doon Ambrose’s troosers. E got richt roosed wi the cauld watter poorin doon hes trooser leg, so a rowst ower fur im ta stey on the pad whare e widna git aw glaursell.

“Ir ye aw richt?” a said.

“My trousers are all wet and it’s your fault!” said Ambrose in a roosed voice.
“Ae thocht ye wantit  ta see ma mappie dain its tricks,” a said smugly.
“I’d better go home and change or my mother will not be pleased,” said  Ambrose.
“Aw weel, a’ll na bother dain onythin wi the mappie,” a sichd.
“What can it do anyway?” said Ambrose in hes heich-heidit tone.
This wis whare a wantit Ambrose ta tak the corn.

“A’ll show ye. Jist open the door o the tortie box,” a said in a gallus wey.
Jist thin a coudna stop masel fra gein a coaf ta haud ma face straucht.
“I have opened the box door,” said Ambrose, serious-lik.
“Pou aw thit hey up ta the ither end o the box,” a said gein haund directions.
Ambrose poud the hey up the box as a askit. E thin let oot a lood  yowl an e growkt it the eggs Hes face turnt bricht reid an e lost the gab fur a meenit.
“Your tortoise has laid seeven eggs, did you know?” said Ambrose in astonishment.
“De be say sappie-heidit,” a said as a kepit a straight face.

“Look, see, seeven eggs,” Ambrose’s een wir oot on stocks.

A luikit it the eggs an tried ta be tain-in afore a near stertit the gieggles.

“Richt,” a said, “Let’s happ the eggs up wi hey an keep thaim het.”a said.
“My tortoise has laid eggs as well,” said Ambrose, tellin a muckle fib.
“Did ee no want ta see ma mappie dain ony tricks thin?” a askit quatelik.
“No. I must go home and change my trousers before my mother returns from the hairdresser – Monica’s in Morningside. Do you know it?” asked Ambrose abruptly.
“Naw. A jist gan ta Afflecks the Barber in Roslin. Da you ken it?” a askit snell-lik.

“I really must run. Can’t stand here talking to the likes of you all day,” said Ambrose showin aff a new gowd watch as e pretendit ta luik it the time.


Ambrose pit in a fit  ower the gress, thin tyced atween the aik an sauch trees, it the fit o oor gairden, neixt e sclimed ower the pailins an dreepit doon inta hes ain yaird. A felt lik a rattan, bit a coud hear ma hert dingin awa as a thocht o Ambrose’s sair face whin e pit hes  een on thay eggs. Sic a ticket.

A hadna muckle time ta gie ma brains a rest afore a rin doon ta Trev’s hoose an telt im thit Ambrose hid tain the corn on the keist. Oo baith went inta Trev’s mappie hut an tain a sait bit the rouse didna alloo oo ta be doon-sittin fur lang. Oo wirna cut oot ta be sleekit, bit this geid oo a bit o a divert. Efter dennertim oo baith met ootside in the derk jist forrent o ma tortie box. It wisna cannie oot in the derk. Ye coud hear the girnie poultrie neixt door in thayr mirksome shed. Jist as the noise drapt, thayr wid be a richt collieshangie as ane hen maun hae flappit its wings an drapt aff its strunt afore haen ta flee ta the shed flair skrechin wi fricht. This set aff aw the rist an the eldritch noises thay made wid tirn yir bluid cauld.. 

Whare the causey lichts glent  ower the gairden the sheddas o the privy hedge an the aipple tree luikit lik twa ghaists waitin ta lowp oot it ye. Oo kepit weel quait an hunkert doon ahint a hot o widd. Oo hung on an tholed the wait fur aboot an oor an wir jist aboot ta gan whin thare wis a noise abin the rhubarb lik the soond o a stirk chargin throu a corn perk. Oo held oor braith an kepit oor lugs wirkin. Oor een hid come-tae the derk by noo an oo coud see Ambrose as guid as in daylicht. E made straucht-forrit ta the tortie box, birlt the snek an opent the door. E thin poud the hey aff the eggs an ingaithert thaim ta a wee bowlie e haud in hes haund. E thin carefae-lik poud the hey bak, pit-tae the door an birlt the snek ower. E geid a gleg glent  ower hes shooder afore e rin heuchie-backit ower ta hes ain yaird cairryin the wee  bowlie richt cannie-lik. Trev luikit it iz an a luikit it Trev an oo baith gaed intae kinks thou oo clappit oor haunds ower oor mooths ta quaten the dirdum. Ambrose hid stown the eggs as a said e wid, an if nabodie hid bin speyin us fra thayr windaes, nabodie wid clype on us efter. Oo jist hid ta bid oor time an keep oor lugs cockit!
…………………………………………………………………………………………


It wis aboot a muin fra oor ghaistly pliskie on Ambrose an it haed amaist gaen oot ma heid, whin a wis lang-luggin Babs Cameron on the schuil bus one day. A prickit ma lugs up sherp-lik whin the name “Fitzgerald” wis mootht. Babs’s big brither, Eck hid left schuil an wrocht in the poultrie ferm at Bush Estate. Aboot a muin syne a Mr Charles Fitzgerald hid brocht up seeven eggs thit hes son’s tortie hid laid an askit if e coud yaise the incubator till thay wir cleckin. It wis bye-ordinar fur onibodie ta hae tortie eggs, bein say could, so a collegianer fra Embra said e wid luik efter thaim. Jist the ither day Eck telt Babs thit the eggs hid birdit an awbodie wis stammygastert whin thay turnt oot ta be doo swabs! Weel, whin Mr Fitzgerald makkit in yisterday aboot the eggs the Heid offeecial it Bush maun hae telt im if e didna ken the odds atween a doo an a tortie e shidna be wastin thayr time. Mr Fitzgerald left gae crabbit-luikin wi a richt reid face.

It wid be dootsome if Ambrose gead aff licht whin ees faither speirt im aboot the tortie eggs at dennertim  thit nicht. A’m share e wid be ower feirt ta tell ees faither the truith, so whit crack e telt oo’l nivver ken. Trevor,  Ambrose an masel kent the richt wey ont, bit nane o the thray o oo ever telt. This wis oor saicret an as thay say: “Oo lat that flee stick ta the waa!”.
