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NORTH QUEENSFERRY

He found himself  at South Queensferry, requiring to be on the far side of  the mighty Forth for his
supper.  The reasons for this necessity are many, varied and far too long to explain in the time allotted
to us for such a short tale.  Let us just agree between ourselves that he was on the south side and he
needed to get to the north.  It was the end of  a long summer’s day, he had travelled many miles, and a
haar  was  coming  in  fast.   The  haar:  cause  of  many a  burnt  supper  and a  spoilt  summer outing.
Surprising to those who are not used to its creeping, sudden clammy fingers; an inevitability to those
who live around the shores of  the Forth.  Our young man was one of  the latter - but we’ve spent over-
much time on him - let us simply call him James, an innocuous name; and, we confess, he was only
young in the sense that some men never imagine themselves to be old – an adolescent in spirit.

James found himself  penniless in the village of  South Queensferry, neither wishing to cross the old
road-bridge on foot, for it was a long walk even to get to the start of  the Bridge, and a grim walk across
even in sunshine; nor able to find the money for a ticket to travel in the unimaginable luxury of  a train
from Dalmeny Station.  It was five o’clock.  Almost supper-time, not far to go, but too far when one
possessed neither energy and money.  He sat down wearily and gazed from the esplanade into the haar
which was swiftly obliterating from view, as from the heart, any sight of  the north shore.

Just when he had resigned himself  to making for the new bridge - he always called it the new bridge,
despite it being almost as old as he was: something of  a family tradition - he heard the swishing and
gurgling of  incoming waves.  A large boat was approaching.  James peered into the rapidly thickening
murk.  He could just make out the flat shape and tall superstructure of  an old car-ferry.  He recollected
that these ferries must have stopped at about the time the new bridge was opened by the Queen: when
would that have been?  1963, 1964 maybe?  No call for the ferry after that - all the Ford Zodiacs and
the SMT buses went hurtling over the fine new bridge and their noise was distant to the abandoned
jetties.

So what was this boat doing here?  Must be one of  those groups of  enthusiasts - they rebuilt steam-
trains, old cars, old planes, took them round the country to festivals and the like.  No reason why an old
ferry from the Forth crossing should not have been resurrected from some scrapyard,  -  Ratho or
Inverkeithing - and put lovingly to rights over the intervening years; and should not now be puttering
about under the railway bridge as in times gone by.

He disengaged from the cold balustrade and strolled towards the old jetty as the ferry, like a Kodak
snapshot in its simple black and white livery, cut its engines and drifted gracefully alongside.  There did
not appear to be much activity, no signs of  disembarkation.  A couple of  crewmen on the vessel itself,
a single man on the land to catch the mooring-rope.  James went down the slope to look closer.

The ramps for cars clattered down, bounced twice, then came to rest.
“Will you be going over the firth in that thing?” the young man shouted to one of  the crewmen

who, having secured the ropes, was now taking his ease with a cigarette.
“Aye,” replied the man.  “If  you want passage, come aboard, we’ll be off  in a minute.”
“How much?” asked James trying, without undue difficulty, to sound both disinterested and tight-

fisted.
“Och, I surmise that foot-passengers will pay nothing today,” came the welcome answer.
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James needed no further invitation and strode up the ramps on to the ferry.  It seemed much smaller
than in his memories - but, of  course, he was a child when he was last on one of  these - maybe nine
years old.

Barely was he aboard than he was startled by the arrival of  another group of  people.  They emerged
from the mist which now thickly settling around the boat, came aboard and huddled in small groups,
keeping their distance.  An ancient car clattered up the ramp.  A few minutes of  utter silence ensued.
The car was of  interest to James only in so far that it reminded him of  his childhood: two colours of
car then - black; or teal-green.  This was a green one, a Morris Oxford, looked well-maintained.  This
confirmed his suspicions that the whole thing was some kind of  Classic Car Club event.  Still, he could
put up with all kinds as long as he got passage north.  At length, the ramps were raised, the engines
roared and they were off.  

After about five minutes of  sailing, they were about half-way across - probably: there being nothing
visible above,  below, ahead or behind, and only spectral shapes where his fellow-passengers stood.
James thought he’d take a turn round the near-empty deck.  As he approached the first couple, his eye
was alerted to something familiar about the way they stood.  The couple’s backs were turned to him,
but there was a set of  the figure, a gesture as they puffed at their cigarettes, which froze him in his
tracks.  Then an unmistakable dry cough from the man.  This pair were surely his parents.  Dad, dead
these past twenty years, and Mum, gone some ten years previously.  But there they were, as large as life,
and young - well, about as young as he was now.  

This was unsettling, and no mistake.  James stepped back and avoided the couple who continued to
puff  away and look out over the sightless water.  He made his way further round the deck.  But it went
from bad to worse.  In the next group he found his Aunt Cathie, her brother Uncle Bill and his wife
Betty, all dead years ago.  In the next group again, there were the late Aunt Tibbie and Uncle Tom,
talking animatedly to her sister Cath and husband Jim; at least the yapping corgi wasn’t with his aunt
today.  Unpleasant little brute, the corgi.  If  these were ghosts, then here was proof  that yapping dogs
did not enjoy an afterlife.  Some things the Universe got right.  

The  car,  on  closer  examination,  turned  out  to  be  his  father’s  car  -  at  least,  it  had  the  same
registration-number, which must count for something.

Chilled, puzzled, confused, James approached the couple appearing to be his resurrected parents.
“Well, son,” said his father, narrowing his eyes as he puffed on the cigarette,  “surprised to see us?”
His mother straightened her son’s jacket and advised him in no uncertain terms that he should go

out and buy a new one.  “That wind-cheater’s a disgrace!” she scolded.  “You should be ashamed of
yourself, coming out with us dressed like that.  Whatever were you thinking of?  What was he thinking
of, John?” she asked her husband.  Her husband brushed ash off  his coat and blew his nose loudly.
From behind his handkerchief, he muttered something in reply.

Son James did his best to straighten his jacket for himself  and stand up to his mother.  But it had
never worked when she was alive, even in her weakened last days, so it was unlikely to work now she
was dead and in the prime of  life.  “Sorry. mum,” he muttered.  “I didn’t know I was supposed to meet
you today…”

“Didn’t know, didn’t think!” she said sharply.  “Well, it’s done now, and I’ll just have to put up with
it.”  She pursed her mouth and accepted another cigarette from her husband.

James changed the subject: “I see all the family’s turned up today, then,” he said brightly.  “Even
Auntie Betty - not often we see her, then.”

James’ mother agreed, making it plain that, even if  they were dead together and on the same ferry,
she was not going to talk to Betty unless she had to.
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Just then, and by good fortune, the pier at North Queensferry loomed abruptly out of  the haar.
Everyone was distracted by the small commotion of  the engines throttling back and the mooring-ropes
being thrown.  But no one made the slightest move to disembark.  It seemed that their journeys were at
least two-way.  James felt that it was rude to leave his parents so soon after recovering them.  Discreetly
he asked a passing crewman whether the ferry would be making another northbound journey that day.
“Oh aye, man,” was the answer.  “There and back, there and back, until hell freezes over!”  James asked
if  he might stay aboard.  The crewman laughed shortly, nodded and moved on.  While the ramp was
down, around a dozen more passengers and an even older car came aboard.  The ferry sounded its
hooter, the ramp was raised and southwards they went once more.  The haar remained as thick as it had
been.

James’ dad patted his son’s arm.  “Now, son, “ he said kindly, “you were very young then, so you
won’t remember your grandparents, eh?”

James shook his head in agreement.  The last of  his grandparents was dead by the time young James
was seven.  

“Come on,  then,  I’d  better  take  you round.”   Lighting  up another  cigarette  and taking a  deep
inhalation of  smoke, James’ dad led the way.  

“You should give these up, dad,” said James.  “These things’ll kill you.”
His dad looked at him.  “No, son, I don’t think so, eh?”  
James considered his words again, then reluctantly agreed.
“Now then, these are my parents, James - William and Edith.”  Young James knew them only from

family photos, an old man in his eighties and his small strong wife.  But in the flesh, they appeared - yet
again- to be aged about fifty.  In the prime of  life.

“Who’s this, John?” demanded the patriarch.  “A tinker?  Does he want a job in one of  my shops?
If  so, he’ll need to clean himself  up a bit!”

James’ father coughed.  “Not quite, pa,” he said deferentially.  “This is my son -”
“Your son!” exploded grandfather.  “John, I always knew you were a libertine!  Does the woman

want  money,  is  that  what  it  is?   Well,  she’ll  get  none from me!”   James’  grandmother  patted her
husband’s arm, looking critically at this new grandson and shaking her head.  “Best be off, son,” she
whispered to James, “you’ll not get anything from us today.”

James’ father explained in vain that his son was quite legitimate, if  quite modern.  Grandfather was
having none of  it.  “Oh no, no!” he repeated, “I can tell a layabout from the softness of  his hands and
the cut of  his cloth.  And you have one there, John.”  So saying, his grandparents turned away and
began conversing with William’s siblings – Graham the doctor, Lizzie the widow, George, poor Robert.
They all looked askance at James and his father.  A number of  other women attached themselves to this
group.  James, who was now accommodating himself  to the curious situation, supposed them to be
wives and mistresses of  this generation, tragic and otherwise.

Shrugging  his  shoulders,  James’  father  led  him  to  another  group:  the  man  here,  now,  was
recognisable to James, from old photos - it was his mother’s father, another John.  Without waiting for
an introduction, James marched up to him and shook his hand.  “Nice to see you again, grandad,” he
said enthusiastically.

Old  John  looked  at  him,  much  astonished.   “Do  I  know  you,  young  man?”  he  asked,  not
unpleasantly, but with enough of  a chill to his voice to remind James that his grandfather had been a
headmaster.

Hastily, his dad intervened.  “This is your grandson: young James.  Do you remember him?”
Grandfather, like all the other passengers just starting on his sixth decade, shook his head decisively.

“Since he was only born when I was seventy-three, I think it unlikely I would remember him.  I’m not
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that old yet.  You’ll recall your arithmetic lessons, I expect, John?”  Grandfather raised his eyebrows and
smiled aside at his wife, a rather dumpy, darkly-dressed figure.  “But I think perhaps this young chap
might invest in some elocution lessons.  Such idle pronunciation!”

James turned away in despair.  He’d always wanted to meet all of  his recent forebears, ask them so
many questions about their lives, see how they perceived the social upheavals of  their day, find the
human-beings behind the  rather severe  family  portraits  that  he’d  examined since  the  death of  his
parents.  But not one of  them wanted to return the compliment.  He appeared before them as a pariah,
a stranger, an unwelcome visitor, an ill-dressed, soft-palmed, slovenly layabout.  Certainly not ‘family’.
And he had been so sure he’d  want  to meet  his  own grandchildren,  his  own great-grandchildren,
children seven generations removed and find out what became of  the line.  He was so sure of  it,
despite having no child or wife of  his own - at least, not this side of  the Forth: but that’s a story for
another time.  And who were these people, anyway, to look down their noses at him?  His father’s
father was a failed salesman of  women’s underwear, for God’s sake, who turned his hand late in life to
selling fruit and veg.  And his mother’s father was, when all was said and done, only a schoolteacher -
not such great shakes these days, then!

Some minutes passed, his father standing awkwardly nearby, peering at the wake which churned into
the fog, saying not a word, but tilting and straightening his fedora every other minute, a nervous tic.
When the pier at South Queensferry appeared, it was as if  a swirling cinema curtain had suddenly been
lifted; the ferry glided alongside and moored once more.  There was a large crowd on the pier this time.
James feared the worst.  He heard his paternal grandfather muttering angrily about ‘old folks’. James
watched them come aboard.  No cars this time, he noticed.

He cruised around the newcomers at a distance.  Having no photographs to guide him, only family
resemblances, he correctly identified his fruit-and-veg grandad’s mother and father.  He looked keenly
at the woman:  Mary Forbes – well, he had learned a spicy thing or two on her from his genealogical
researches, things that he thought his overbearing grandfather knew little about.  And there was her
unfortunate  husband,  who died  young  and was  quickly  forgotten  from his  wife’s  bed.   A strong,
energetic-looking  man.   Now,  who  were  these  others?  -  probably  the  English  connection  for  his
grandmother.  And over there, the multitude of  Fifers from whom his mother’s mother was descended;
which meant those others, keeping themselves sensibly to themselves, were the Ayrshire lot.

As the jetty retreated once more into the haar, which showed no signs of  thinning or lifting, James
edged away from his father, who was looking extremely glum, and approached his great-grandmother.
She was, it has to be said, a very attractive woman.  James reminded himself  that it would not do to flirt
with his own great-grandmother.  What would happen to the gene-pool if, as she had done once or
twice in her life, she abandoned herself  to a young man’s charms?  She stood with her late husband and
another man, whom James supposed to be the true father of  his great-uncles Robert and Graham.

He halted in his tracks.  He’d had a mind to play morality games with Mary Forbes, but now he
thought better of  it.  Just as they judged him, so he was now judging them.  Across the generations,
huge chasms suddenly opened up.  He had no more in common with them than they had with him.
They were total strangers with whom he shared only his genes - and sometimes not even that.  They
were as far apart as the north and south shore of  the Forth on a cold summer evening.

The  ferry  clattered  its  way  noisily  through the  haar.   There  was  a  slight  echo,  coming,  James
supposed, from the massive iron supports of  the railway bridge.

James  contented  himself  with  viewing  his  distant  ancestors  from afar,  observing  their  strange
clothes, the slight family resemblances, the angle of  this face, the jut of  that jaw, the set of  those feet,
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the cough and the laugh which reminded him of  - what?  Himself?  No, these were foreigners from a
foreign land.

In not many minutes, the ferry once more approached the north shore.  To James’ horror, he beheld
a great crowd of  people dressed in the fashion - no, not even the fashion - of  the middle of  the
nineteenth century.   Poor  people.   Pinched and small.   Farm-labourers,  cobblers,  carters,  spinners,
clerks.  He could not face them:  as they trooped aboard, young James silently walked off  the ferry and,
feeling a hundred pairs of  eyes boring into the back of  his head, half-ran up the slippery cobbles of  the
jetty.  He did not look back until he was sure that the ferry had left once more on its ceaseless crossing.
Then he turned round, and saw only the haar.

Safe at last in North Queensferry, young James turned his footsteps to home and his supper.
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