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Abstract 

This work is a study of the life and poetry of the Scottish poet George Campbell 

Hay, with particular reference to those places where biography, psychology and 

poetry intersect.  

It examines and questions some of the biographical ‘facts’ of Hay’s life as he 

gave them: his acquisition of Gaelic and the cause of his initial mental breakdown 

in Greece in 1946. It discusses the reasons that may have lain behind his 

eventual agreement to be conscripted into the British Army after a long period of 

refusal, and considers how this affected him as a man and as a poet. Post-war, 

Hay was diagnosed with schizophrenia and as a result spent many years in a 

mental asylum; this study challenges the diagnosis of schizophrenia and 

suggests that what Hay actually suffered from was bipolar II disorder. It examines 

the ways in which the disease may have affected both his methods of working 

and the form and content of his poetry. On a slightly wider scale it also explores 

the ways in which Hay’s poetry reflected his lived experience, as well as the ways 

in which he used his work to create and present a personal vision of Scotland.  
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A Note on the Text 

 

The Collected Poems and Songs of George Campbell Hay, edited by Michel 

Byrne has been a source of material beyond simply the texts of the poems 

themselves. Given the frequency with which it is mentioned it is given its full title 

on first reference, and has thereafter been shortened to Collected Poems.  

All quotations from Hay’s poems are taken from the one volume paperback 

version of the Collected Poems. The number given in parentheses after the title 

of a poem is the number given to the poem in Collected Poems. For ease of 

reference, where quotations of three or more lines have been made from poems 

the line numbers have been given after the quotation. 

Many of Hay’s poems were written in a language other than English; all 

have translations in the Collected Poems. This has meant a decision about 

whether to refer to such poems by their original or their English titles, particularly 

in regard to the Gaelic poems. As I am not a Gaelic speaker, and as there are 

poems in languages other than Gaelic or English, the decision made was to give 

the title in both languages when first mentioned in a chapter, and subsequently to 

reference poems by their English title only. On the rare occasions where 

quotations contain people’s names, those names are also given an English 

spelling.  I cannot deny that this principle has led to a certain amount of internal 

wincing, particularly when typing Dougall for Dùghall or ‘This Savage Wood’ for 

‘Esta Selva Selvaggia’ but if it has no other merit, it does at least have that of 

consistency.   

I also had cause to hesitate over the variant translations of the names of 

Mochtàr  in  ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’. The incomplete version of this poem 

published by the University of Glasgow during Hay’s lifetime, and for which he 

attempted to complete an English translation himself, uses Mokhtar, whereas 

Byrne chose Mokhtâr. Although it seems almost aberrant to go against the 

version chosen by the poet, I have used Byrne’s Mokhtâr, again for the sake of 

consistency.  

 



The overall title of this work and the titles of Chapters Two to Five all 

contain quotations from Hay’s poems. ‘Today’s no Ground to Stand Upon’ in the 

overall title, and ‘Between Duntocher and the Moon’, in the title of Chapter Three, 

are both from the poem ‘Esta Selva Selvaggia’/ ‘This Savage Wood’ (135). For 

Chapter Two ‘I Have Loved Your Sea and Moorland’ is from ‘Cinntìre’/ ‘Kintyre’ 

(26), for Chapter Four ‘An Ember of Courage in Strange Countries’ is from 

‘Pleasure and Courage’(141), and ‘The True Meaning of my Music’ for Chapter 

Five is from ‘An Ceangal’/ ‘Envoi’ (108). 

The Gaelic phrase Sìth da h-anam, meaning Peace to her Soul and used 

on the dedication page is a quotation from Hay’s elegy for his mother,  

‘Marbhrann dom Mhàthair’(350) 
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Introduction 

 

George Campbell Hay (1915 -1984) was one of a remarkable number of poets 

born in Scotland during the twentieth century. Whatever the reason for this 

sudden profusion of national poetic excellence, one of the regrettable results is 

that critical attention has tended to coalesce around one or two of the group,  

leaving others,  who are equally deserving of study, generally unregarded. Hay 

has largely been one of the neglected ones.  

There are several reasons which might explain this critical neglect of a 

poet who was highly regarded by his peers in the periods before and just after 

World War Two.  

The first is the historic difficulty in accessing Hay’s work. Three collections 

of his poetry were published in his lifetime: Fuaran Slèibh (1948), Wind on Loch 

Fyne (1948) and O na Ceithir Àirdean (1952). These volumes included not only 

original poems by Hay, but also a number of translations by him in a variety of 

languages. Late in his life an unfinished version of a long poem he had started 

writing during the war, ‘Mochtàr is Dùghall’ / ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’, was 

published in 1982 under the aegis of Derick Thomson. Hay was one of the four 

poets included by Gordon Wright in his 1970 anthology Four Points of a Saltire 

and in 1976 eleven of his poems were included in Donald MacAuley’s Nua-

bhàrdachd Ghàidhlig.There is some overlap between the poems in the Wright 

and MacCauley anthologies, but all  of the poems in these two books had 

previously appeared in Hay’s own three published collections. 

 Hay did have many poems (and other work)  published  over the years in 

a variety of newspapers and journals, some of them very short-lived, and he also 

discussed at length with Gordon Wright the possible publication of his collected 

poems. Like many of Hay’s projects this one ultimately came to nothing and it 

wasn’t until the publication of the Collected Poems  and Songs  of George 

Campbell Hay in 2000 that Hay’s poetry was finally all presented in a single 

place. The poems were painstakingly edited, dated and annotated by Michel 

Byrne, and the book also contains a brief biography, a consideration of Hay’s 

major themes and a short essay, focussed mainly on the Gaelic poetry,  on his 
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poetic craft. Hay’s original poetry, although not his translations of other poets,  

thus became easily accessible.  

Another possible reason for Hay's critical neglect is the difficulty of 

positioning him as a poet and placing him within a critical discourse. Hay was an 

individualist who never aligned himself with contemporary poetic movements or 

even involved himself in the heated language debate of the mid-1930s. Other 

poets of the time can be summed up more easily: Sorley MacLean was the great 

Gaelic poet of his generation, Hamish Henderson was the champion of folk song 

and the art of the people, Edwin Morgan was the experimenter with form, George 

Mackay Brown created present meaning from historical references.  All of these 

poets are of course more than the shorthand descriptors assigned to them. The 

labels do however offer a short cut to understanding where these people stood in 

relation to one another and to the general development of Scottish poetry in the 

twentieth century. They also provide  a starting point for critical discussion of their 

work.  

Hay is in a way too fluid for this. He was a great Gaelic poet, but one who 

also wrote poetry in English and Scots, as well as occasionally in Italian or 

French. He experimented with form, but not in the way Morgan did by trying to 

expand the boundaries of poetry, but by attempting to master the different 

traditional forms of poetry which he encountered. Like Brown he looked to the 

past but without finding within it, as Brown did, a type of sacred patterned 

comfort. Like both Brown and Morgan he has been seen as a poet bound up with 

place, but even this designation is problematic, since he wrote equally skilfully 

about a variety of places, rather than becoming the poet of one.  An interesting 

parallel might be drawn with the relative critical neglect of Iain Crichton Smith, 

another writer whose prolific output in different genres and in both Gaelic and 

English leaves his work difficult to categorise. 

And finally there is the fact that Hay was unable to build a critical 

reputation, or to establish nurturing literary networks during his own lifetime. The 

creative life of many of his peers was interrupted, as was his own, by service in 

World War Two. Most of them returned to productive lives, teaching or lecturing 

as well as writing and publishing. Hay did not. In the years following the war when 

his contemporaries were picking up the threads of their pre-war lives and re-



                                                                                                                                                         3 

establishing themselves, Hay was hospitalised with a crippling mental illness and 

largely unable to write. His books were well received when published, but with 

nothing appearing in print for many years after 1952, and with other poets 

continuing to publish and capture the attention of the public, it is not surprising 

that he was forgotten.  Things might have been different if, on his release from 

hospital in 1961, he had been the active, imaginative and somewhat querulous 

individual he had been before he fell ill, but this was not the case. Whatever the 

reasons, which might include age, fatigue, fear of recurring illness, or a degree of 

institutionalisation, the Hay who came out of hospital was a noticeably different 

man to the one who went in. He was less sociable, less confident, and less able 

to deal with the demands of day to day life. He could, and did, write again; at 

times his output was prolific, but the quality of his work was in general sadly 

diminished and the imaginative breadth of his poetry, so evident in the poems he 

wrote in response to his wartime experiences, especially in The Maghreb,  

narrowed significantly. He was not totally forgotten, as his inclusion in the Wright 

and MacCauley anthologies  suggest,  but with no new work of significance 

appearing, and the emergence  of younger poets, writing about more 

contemporary concerns, Hay was largely eclipsed.  

With such little critical attention having been paid to Hay in the past there 

is a place for more work with a wide variety of possible approaches. The 

emphasis in this study is on that place where poetry, biography and psychology 

meet; the way life, creativity and the working of the mind interact to produce art. 

Hay is a suitable subject for such an approach since he wrote some excellent 

poetry, much of which grew out of his own life experience, he lived in interesting 

times which produced for him some particular challenges, and he suffered for 

most of his adult life from a debilitating mental illness which had huge effects on 

his outlook and his productivity. 

 

The initial hypothesis for this work was based on an acceptance of Hay’s 

diagnosis of schizophrenia, and was concerned with establishing what might 

have been the cause of Hay’s initial breakdown, which he suffered in 1946 while 

on active service in Macedonia. The working title was ‘The Dark Road Down from 

the Hill’ which reflected the argument that the breakdown was the result of an 
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overwhelming guilt, for going back on his word and joining the British Army, 

coupled with a long period of stress, related to his wartime service.  

 

 It quickly became evident that schizophrenia was most probably a 

mistaken diagnosis. An examination of Hay’s working patterns and fluctuating 

moods from a period long before his breakdown led to the conviction that he had 

a cyclothymic personality,  and that this underlay the later development of  bipolar 

disorder, possibly triggered by stress. The bipolar hypothesis offers explanations 

for several incidents in Hay’s life which have previously been difficult to account 

for: the major example being his second and extremely severe mental breakdown 

in 1947, for which there is otherwise no satisfactory explanation. It also makes 

credible the occasional observations by both Hay and his mother about certain 

periods of rapid poetic composition. Catherine Hay’s claim, quoted in Byrne (611)  

that the poem ‘Seeker, Reaper’ (158)  was ‘done straight onto the typewriter 

without notes, or a note of any sort, and commenced and completed in a matter 

of hours’ would be difficult to believe, without the understanding that such 

experiences are common in artists who suffer from this particular mood disorder. 

 
Just as a critical label does not wholly define an artist’s work, a correct 

medical diagnosis cannot wholly define them as a person. An individual is always 

more than a diagnosis. While current research suggests that many creative 

people suffer from bipolar disorder, with particularly strong associations between 

bipolar disorder and writers and composers, it is not the illness which produces 

the art. Rather the illness, in certain creative individuals, facilitates the production 

of art by its temporary effects on both physical and mental processes. These 

effects can often be seen in Hay’s work.  

 

Since the study is interested in the interaction of life events, poetry, and 

mental illness its structure is basically a  biographical one. The subject matter of 

Hay’s poetry sprang largely from his lived experience, but as a poet he was also 

much concerned with the craft of poetry. His early life and poetry therefore tend to 

reflect one another closely; but if his themes were drawn from a rather restricted 

range, the forms in which he expressed them were not. One of the great benefits 

of the Collected Poems is its chronological ordering, which gives sight of  a young 

poet experimenting with, and  maturing, his technique, almost before the reader’s 
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eyes. Military service overseas, and witnessing the aftermath of combat gave Hay 

new experiences and added new themes to his work, even as exposure to 

hitherto unknown poetic traditions added fresh forms to his poetic repertoire. In 

later life the restrictions of hospital life led to almost total creative silence, and 

even after his release, the narrowed life he led in Edinburgh did little to provide 

him with inspiration, although he had some productive years.  This biographical 

approach, in addition to providing an outline structure for the discussion of his  

poetry also allows for the tracing of the beginning and progression of Hay’s illness 

throughout his life, and the effects that it had upon his outlook and work.  

 
Because of the interdisciplinary nature of this study, the Literature Review 

is rather broader than a simple survey of critical work on Hay. The critical work is 

not extensive  but that does not mean that those who have written on Hay have 

not had interesting, and sometimes provocative things to say about him. In 

addition to placing Hay in this literary context, the Literature Review contains a 

brief consideration of the research sources for the ideas developed around Hay’s 

mental health, and also those which provide a context for Hay’s experiences 

during the second world war. With regard to the research into the war, every 

theatre in which Hay served is the locus for debate amongst historians. Since the 

main purpose of the research was to understand how the events into which Hay 

was pulled affected his moods and were incorporated into his poetry, the 

historical material incorporated into the text is, as far as possible, factual only, 

and no attempt has been made to debate the merits or demerits of particular 

positions. In particular, understanding the ambivalent position of British troops in 

Greece in the immediate post-war period was fundamental to a discussion of 

Hay’s claim in later life to have been the subject of an assassination attempt while 

he was serving in Macedonia. Since the background is important for 

understanding quite how directly Hay’s own experiences were integrated into his 

poetry it seemed important to give more space than a simple bibliographical entry 

to some of this material. 

 

Chapter One, Of Madness and Poets provides brief descriptions of 

schizophrenia and the two recognised forms of bipolar disorder.  It also considers 

the research that has been done on the links between bipolar disorder and 

creativity. These two elements  are then discussed with reference to evidence 
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from Hay’s life, to argue that his illness was not schizophrenia but bipolar II 

disorder. It ends with an outline biography of Hay, displaying the way in which his 

life can be narrated in terms of bipolar illness.  

 

Chapter Two, I Have Loved Your Sea and Moorland covers Hay’s life and 

work from birth until his arrest for attempting to avoid conscription in 1941. The 

chapter therefore covers several formative stages of his life including the early 

loss of home and family members, the abrupt and unsettling move away from 

Argyll to go to school, his university years and his burgeoning political awareness 

and commitment. The chapter draws attention to the early establishment of 

certain patterns of behaviour in Hay which would recur throughout his life, not 

always to good effect, and which will be highlighted in later chapters. These 

behaviours are not necessarily a function of his illness; although they speak to 

some mental turmoil they were set long before that manifested itself, but they do 

in later life  sometimes give him methods of response to some of his more 

uncomfortable symptoms. The chapter  establishes the close linking of Hay’s life 

experience with the subject matter of his poetry, and also traces the way he was, 

even from an early stage, experimenting with form.  

 
Chapter Three, Between Duntocher and the Moon is the major part of the 

study and is concerned with Hay’s life in the military. It is split into two parts: A 

Poet at War, which covers biographical material, and The Poems of Wartime 

which discusses the poetry written while Hay was in the British Army.  

Part One opens with a discussion of the possible reasons why Hay might 

eventually have complied with conscription despite his previous determination to 

avoid it.  It then follows his army career in North Africa, Italy and Greece, 

providing in each case a brief context for the military action in which he was 

engaged, and then describing his experiences in each location, ending with his 

breakdown in Kavalla and subsequent repatriation to Scotland.  

The chapter argues that his experiences in North Africa were largely 

positive for Hay, while those in Italy and Greece were negative, and explores the 

reasons that might lie behind this difference. Despite the good things about his 

time in The Maghreb, life in North Africa had its frustrations, and it seems to have 

been here that serious mood swings, the major feature of bipolar disorder, first 
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manifested themselves. A dense concentration  of letters between August 1943 

and July 1944 to both Sorley MacLean and Douglas Young gives a unique 

opportunity to create a mood map for Hay and detect some of the symptoms of 

his illness.  

Discussing the poetry in Part Two, the chapter notes several changes from  

the work produced before the war. To begin with, the war itself and the new 

cultures to which he was exposed, gave Hay new themes for his poetry. He did 

not totally abandon his previous ones; in particular he continued to write often 

about Scotland, which was a constant preoccupation. He also wrote about the 

war itself, but there was not  much on that topic while he served in The 

Maghreb.There, he was more interested in the culture of Islamic North Africa,  a 

new world for him to explore. One or two descriptive pieces give way to a more 

measured consideration of deeper subjects, in particular the way in which a man 

should live. This strand in his poetry culminates in the long unfinished ‘Mokhtâr 

and Dougall’  which, amongst other things,  also explores ways of living in the 

world.  

The tone of the poetry changes when Hay begins to write in more detail 

about the war and in particular about what he saw in Italy. It is apparent that his 

experiences in Italy, much more than those in North Africa, had a profoundly 

depressing effect upon him, and this is reflected in the darker and more 

despairing tone of his work. 

There is no doubt that  overall the poetry which Hay wrote in the war is 

more mature, more reflective and more technically accomplished than his 

previous work. This is not surprising. He was older, he was at war, practice 

always improves performance and he had more time to revise his work than had 

previously been the case. Encountering  people from other countries also brought 

him into contact with new poets and new poetry, and some of the new poetry 

stimulated him to master new poetic forms.  

Chapter Four,  An Ember of Courage in Strange Countries completes the 

survey of Hay’s life. It begins with the high point, the summer and autumn of 1947 

which Hay spent in Tarbert writing several of his best poems, including ‘Seeker, 

Reaper’, ‘Solan’ and ‘The Walls of Balcutha’. It continues with the story of his 

subsequent long hospital stay (1947-1961)  and the following pattern of release, 
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relapse and reincarceration which made up the rest of Hay’s life. It discusses the 

later  development of his alcoholism and the possible reasons he might have 

become alcohol dependent, but it also chronicles the courage with which Hay 

tried repeatedly to re-establish a stable lifestyle.  It notes the efforts of friends to 

help him and to bring his work once again before the reading public. It also 

discusses the poetry of his later years which was occasionally more confessional 

than had previously been the case, but notes the general lack of originality and 

vigour of this final phase. Much  of Hay’s time in these later years was spent 

revisiting and revising old songs. The chapter concludes with a brief account of 

his last illness and death.  

Chapter Five, The True Meaning of My Music: Assessment and 

Conclusions  begins by looking at reaction to Hay’s work in the immediate 

aftermath of his death, a reaction which makes  it clear that he was valued then 

specifically as a Gaelic poet. Referencing his poem ‘An Ceangal’/ ‘Envoi’, from 

which the title of the chapter is taken, it discusses the importance Hay placed 

upon the use of Gaelic in his work, and the purpose which he thought his work 

might fulfill, but then considers the reasons why he might also have employed 

other languages in which to write his poetry.  

The chapter summarises the greater insight gained into the life and the 

work of Hay by an understanding of the difficulties caused both by his illness and 

the inability of medical science  in his own day to help control it, although  it 

emphasises once again that  great art is created by great artists and not by 

illness.  Finally, it suggests some lines for future research into Hay’s work. 

Appendices 

Some appendices have been included to clarify or support some of the claims 

made in the text.  

Appendix A1  which summarises Hay’s poetic production shows the 

cyclical nature of Hay’s writing pattern, and has been based upon the dates the 

poems were written as detailed in the notes to the Collected Poems by Michel 

Byrne. In Appendix A2,  where data is available, some analysis has been done on 

a monthly basis, and this shows a seasonal bias to Hay’s creativity.  
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Appendix B deals with the subjects of Hay’s poems decade by decade. 

This displays quite clearly the way in which his life experiences fed into his poetry 

and how, when things were no longer present to him, he no longer wrote about 

them. Equally it dispels the belief prevalent in some quarters that Hay wrote 

about Kintyre throughout his  life.  

Appendix C breaks down the language in which Hay’s poems were written. 

He is famously someone who wrote poems in all three of Scotland's languages, 

but the shifting balance between them, particularly through time, makes 

interesting reading.   

Appendix D is a mood graph, showing Hay’s mood swings in the twelve-

month  period  from August 1943 to July 1944, based on evidence from his letters 

to Sorley MacLean and Douglas Young.  
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Literature Review 

As indicated in the introduction this study is concerned not only with the poetry of 

George Campbell Hay, but also with his biography and psychology; and in 

particular with those places where these three intersect and influence one 

another. Such an approach seems of value in the case of Hay for several 

reasons.  

Firstly he lived and wrote in one of the liveliest periods in Scottish literary 

life. The existence and importance of the early twentieth century Scottish Literary 

Renaissance movement and its charismatic founder Hugh MacDiarmid cannot be 

ignored when considering any writer of the period. As Christopher Whyte 

remarks, the prospect of discussing modern Scottish literature without mentioning 

MacDiarmid is seductive, but also impossible (34). Hay, like several other writers 

born between the years 1900 and 1930  is considered to be one of the second 

generation of writers of the Scottish Literary Renaissance. Whether he himself 

would have been happy with such a label is debatable, but he knew MacDiarmid 

and many other members of the movement and shared some at least of their 

views and aims. It is indubitably part of the cultural and political context in which 

almost all of his early work was written and part of the background against which 

much of it must be considered.  

Secondly, he underwent the experience of fighting in a World War.  It is not 

given to every generation of poets to participate in an experience which brings 

into such visceral focus questions of life and death, and which gives such 

opportunities to observe both the best and the worst of human nature. The war 

took Hay to new places and opened up new windows in his mind and 

imagination; it gave him, for a time at least, a fresh perspective on Scotland. 

Thirdly the formation of deep attachments and patterns of behaviour in his 

childhood had huge and direct effects on his later life, not always to his benefit.  

And finally he suffered for many years from a debilitating mental illness, 

which was diagnosed at the time as schizophrenia, but which, it will be argued 

here, was bipolar disorder. Bipolar disorder is a condition which affects the way in 

which those creative artists who suffer from it live and work. Such effects, both 

positive and negative, can be clearly traced in Hay’s life and work.  
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The intention to present a study of Hay which gave weight to the inter-

relationship of his life, his work and his psychology has meant research into a 

wide range of literary, biographical, critical, historical and psychological sources.  

Art is not created in a vacuum, and thus an examination of the cultural 

context in which it is created is almost always indicated. For Hay this is a dual 

consideration. Mention has already been made of the Scottish Literary 

Renaissance but more fundamental to Hay’s work and his world view, is his 

discovery of the world of Gaelic poetry.  

Hay encountered Gaelic poetry at a young age and took the world of 

thought, action and expression which it illuminated to heart.  One of his earliest 

poems, written as a schoolboy during his time at Fettes College, is ‘Cumha 

Ruaraidh Mhòir’/ ‘Lament for Ruaraidh Mòr MacLeod’ (3), a lament for Roderick 

MacLeod of Harris and Dunvegan, who died in 1626. It was written in English, but 

subject matter and format indicate that Hay saw nothing strange in using these to 

write poetry in a milieu which was a long way from that in which the originals had 

been composed. Although it was not long before he stopped using the set Gaelic 

schemas such as elegy and satire as the foundation for his own work, his 

concern with form, so central to Gaelic poetry for centuries, stayed with him all his 

life.  

This then is the first context in which Hay’s poetry should be considered; 

the tradition of Gaelic poetry into which he consciously placed himself, not least 

by writing the majority of his poetry in the Gaelic language. A sense of this 

continuing tradition was gained by reading the quartet of Gaelic poetry 

anthologies published by Birlinn: Duanaire Na Sracaire, Gàir Nan Clàrsach, An 

Lasair and Caran an t-Saoghail  (Songbook of the Pillagers, The Harps’ Cry,  The 

Flame and The Wiles of the World) in conjunction with Derick Thomson’s An 

Introduction to Gaelic Poetry.  

While Hay was concerned in general as much with form as with content in 

his Gaelic poetry it was older models which he seemed to prefer. As Donald 

MacAulay points out in the introduction to Nua-Bhardachd Ghaidhlig, Hay prefers, 

‘not the popular metres of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but, rather, 

earlier metrical forms … his chief inventiveness  … (is) in revitalising traditional 

forms’ (51). Certainly the poet whose work Hay seemed to cherish most was the 
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eighteenth century Alasdair Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair, a copy of whose poems he 

carried with him throughout his service in World War Two.1  

To the extent that the Gaelic tradition gave him a framework for his ideas 

and a mode of poetic expression which suited his cast of mind it was a strength, 

but it was also a limitation on his ability to appreciate poetry which belonged to 

other, less formal  traditions, such as vers libre. 

Service in the war, which brought him into contact with poetry from 

different cultures, expanded his knowledge and appreciation for the way poets in 

other times and other places had approached their craft, but it is notable that 

even in these circumstances he was drawn to the strict formats of the Petrarchan 

sonnet or Dante’s terza rima, rather than the work of modernists who he 

described as ‘sherry party poets’.2  

The Scottish Literary Renaissance, which is the other important cultural 

context in which Hay’s poetry should be seen, can be said to have begun in 

earnest after the First World War when Hay himself was still a boy. Its chief 

architect and propagandist was Christopher Grieve, better known by the pen 

name of Hugh MacDiarmid, which he adopted in the early 1920s. MacDiarmid 

was a journalist, poet, occasional editor and publisher, and political theorist 

whose central position in the cultural life of Scotland in the first decades of the 

twentieth century would be difficult to overstate. 

This cultural renaissance was not seen by MacDiarmid himself as a purely 

literary phenomenon. In his essay ‘The Nationalism of Hugh MacDiarmid’, 

Douglas Young quotes at length from the opening of MacDiarmid’s book Albyn, or 

Scotland and the Future  where MacDiarmid says: 

The forces that are moving towards a Sottish Renaissance are complex and at first sight 
incompatible. The movement began as a purely literary movement some seven or eight 
years ago, but of necessity speedily acquired political…bearings. It is now manifesting 
itself in every sphere of national arts and affairs, and is at once radical and conservative, 
revolutionary and reactionary (Duval,and Goodsir Smith 108). 

 
Leaving aside MacDiarmid’s customary hyperbole, the end of the passage 

displays a realisation on the author's part that the movement was not a unitary 

one, but rather something which exhibited a need for multiple modes of 

                                       
1 G C Hay letter to Douglas Young July 1941 (day not given) 
2
 G C Hay letter to Sorley MacLean 21 March 1944 
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expression. It was this perhaps which lay behind MacDiarmid’s enthusiastic 

acceptance, for a time at least, of G Gregory Smith’s concept of Caledonian 

Antisyzygy; the idea that the Scottish psyche (and as a necessary result its 

literature too)  is constantly split between two opposing ideas but yet manages  to 

hold them in some sort of precarious balance without actually bringing them into 

synthesis. MacDiarmid himself showed signs of this strange  paradox. Was he, 

for example, a nationalist or an internationalist in literary affairs? He launched a 

movement to revitalise the literature of Scotland although one of his stated aims 

was always to bring modern Scottish literature closer to the literature of Europe.  

And while he used the phrase  ‘Not traditions – precedents’  as a slogan 

for The Scottish Chapbook which he published in 1922 , he was simultaneously 

using another,  ‘Not Burns – Dunbar’,  which seemed to imply that what was 

required was, not the disavowal of tradition, but a deeper knowledge and 

understanding of it (Duval and Goodsir Smith 12-3). 

In effect MacDiarmid was saying that Scottish Literature was not sufficient 

unto itself and needed to be open to the influence of other traditions, while 

simultaneously another part of his Renaissance platform was to do with 

refreshing the forgotten springs of a purely Scottish literary expression, held to 

have been poisoned or re-routed long since by the overweening nature of English 

literature.  

Whatever the internal contradictions of the movement, or of its founder, 

under the energetic aegis of MacDiarmid there was a true revitalisation of 

literature in Scotland between the World Wars, and the so-called second 

generation to which Hay is generally held to belong was particularly rich in 

outstanding poets. 

In the third chapter of his book Modern Scottish Poetry which deals with 

the influence of MacDiarmid on the development of Scottish Literature in the 

twentieth century, Christopher Whyte claims that ‘MacDiarmid had to be grown 

out of, when he could not be grown out from’ (35) but however this may apply to 

other writers, it has arguably little reference to Hay.  

By the time Hay returned to Edinburgh after finishing his degree at Oxford, 

MacDiarmid had already left for the Shetland Isles where he lived from 1933 to 
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1942. Nevertheless, Hay was aware of MacDiarmid, admired some of his work, 

discussed it upon occasion with Sorley MacLean; he was not however particularly 

in awe of the older man, either as a political theorist or as a poet.  

Hay was aligned with some of the objectives of the Renaissance 

movement, particularly at those times when it took a nationalist stance towards 

culture and politics, but equally there were aspects of it to which he was largely or 

totally indifferent. As far as can be ascertained he was not interested in either 

MacDiarmid’s communism or his internationalist leanings.  Hay’s own brand of 

nationalism was a settled matter in his own mind before he met MacDiarmid, and 

politics, and political theory, beyond the question of Scotland regaining 

independence, seems to have held little or no interest for him.  

Culturally too while Hay had an interest in the poetry of other languages, 

as evidenced by his commitment to translation noted above, he was not greatly 

interested in the larger scale cultural and philosophical developments in Europe 

which powered new forms of poetic expression. His comment to MacDiarmid in 

1939 that he was ‘all for the “minor literatures” and the “backward races” whose 

literatures have not been etherealised out of life’ (Byrne 516, my italics) 

emphasises this attitude; he was interested in the literature of other cultures, but 

only to the extent that the life had not been drained from them. The implication 

here is that such etherealisation had certainly taken place in the major literatures, 

and presumably he had in mind chiefly the effect that modernism, which he so 

much despised, had had on literature in English. Examples of this attitude, as 

expressed in his correspondence, will be found throughout the body of this text.  

Hay also discussed the possibility of producing anthologies of excerpts 

from European literatures translated into Gaelic in a letter to Douglas Young. He 

talked about doing translations himself from the Scandinavian languages, Modern 

Greek, and Welsh, and was sure that Sorley MacLean could do something similar 

with French prose and verse, and Sorley’s brother John with classical sources. 

But such productions were to his mind less about spreading new intellectual 

ideas than widening the scope of reading material available in Gaelic, in order to 

preserve it from an atrophy he was afraid many influential Gaelic speakers 

wished upon it. If it could be done then: 
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we will have done something practical for Gaelic and broken the ring of 

clergy, Comunn Gàidhealach Britons and academicians who would like to 

preserve the Gael in a kind of intellectual Red Indian Reserve, where their 

folklore will not be contaminated by reading the tales of any other nation.3 

   Nor was Hay much exercised by arguments about the language in which 

Scottish poetry should be written; a discussion which had forced a breach 

between MacDiarmid and one of the other major literary figures of the day, Edwin 

Muir. While Muir and MacDiarmid clashed over whether poets should employ 

English or Scots, Hay simply went his own way. A lot of his poetry was written in 

Gaelic, not as an overtly political gesture, but simply because Gaelic was the 

medium in which he largely wished to work, but he wrote in English and Scots as 

well, without seeing any need to agonise over, or justify, the decision.  

In effect then while it is convenient to describe Hay as part of the second 

generation of poets produced by the Scottish Literary Renaissance, this is a 

function more of  a coincidence of time than ideological commitment, a caveat 

which may apply to more poets than Hay. The fact that so many exceptional 

poets were born in Scotland between 1910 and 1925 and began writing poetry in 

the cultural environment  newly revitalised by the work and persona of 

MacDiarmid makes it easy for them to be described, and occasionally critically 

treated, as a group; a tendency which is understandable, but which should not  

be allowed to obscure the fact that each poet had his own individual  voice within 

the overall chorus of the second generation.  

This is not to deny that these poets had much in common; they were after 

all practicing their craft at the same time and in the same general cultural space.  

Almost all wrote about either nature, or place, or both. Many wrote about politics, 

some within a European or global context, others in a way more narrowly 

concerned with Scotland.  All were affected in some way by World War Two, 

whether they fought in it or not. Some were interested in modern poetic 

developments at home and abroad, while others preferred to look backwards to 

more traditional poetry. While it is important to recognise the writers as a group, it 

is equally important to define the individual. The  poetic voice comes from the 

                                       
3
 G C Hay letter to Douglas Young September 1940 
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individual’s synthesis of subject and form; common experiences lead  not to 

monotony but polyphony.  

While the recognition of individual voices played a large part in the early 

preparation for this study, the study itself  is not primarily a comparative one, 

although occasionally attention is drawn to correspondences and divergences 

between Hay’s work and that of his contemporaries.  

Early critical attention to Hay did place him firmly within the Scottish 

Literary Renaissance. The notes on the inside of the jacket of Fuaran Slèibh, 

Hay’s first published collection which came out in 1948,  and based on publicity 

material penned by John Lorne Campbell (Byrne 488)  describe him as ‘one of 

the outstanding figures in the Scottish Literary Renaissance movement of today 

… A brilliant scholar and linguist’. For O na Ceithir Àirdean, published in 1952,  

the anonymous sleeve plaudits continue but they concentrate now on Hay as a 

specifically Gaelic poet, even though the book was, as the previous two had 

been, a mixture of Hay’s  original work and translations from other poets and 

other languages. The jacket notes for O na Ceithir Àirdean assert that Fuaran 

Slèibh was hailed as ‘unquestionably the most important volume of Gaelic poetry 

for a century and a half by a distinguished critic’ (which begs the question of 

where this anonymous but distinguished critic might place MacLean’s Dàin do 

Eimhir agus Dàin Eile) and claims that ‘another has said that  “Hay must be rated 

as the best poet in Gaelic since the death of Alasdair MacMhaighstir Alasdair two 

centuries ago”. Presumably this latter encomium would have given Hay particular 

pleasure had he been, when the book was published, in any position to read and 

appreciate it. This is a definite shift of focus away from Hay as generally a 

‘brilliant scholar and linguist’ within the ambit of the Scottish Literary Renaissance 

to Hay as a specifically Gaelic poet writing within a long Gaelic tradition. 

In Volume 4 of The History of Scottish Literature, dealing  with the  

twentieth century, Hay’s work is discussed in two essays, which interestingly 

enough reflect the two approaches taken on the book jackets quoted from above. 

In the splendidly titled Chapter 13 ‘Thunder, Renaissance and Flowers: Gaelic 

Poetry in the Twentieth Century’  Ronald Black discusses Hay as a Gaelic poet, 

and in Chapter 20, ‘Internationalising Scottish Poetry’  Roderick Watson talks 
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about Hay in the context of the ‘second generation of Scottish Literary 

Renaissance poets’, considering only ‘their work in English’(Craig 311). 

Watson’s chapter takes as its starting point the exhortation of MacDiarmid 

that Scottish literature should be brought into a closer relationship with European 

literature, a claim which is often used to refute the idea that the aims of the 

Renaissance movement were parochial in nature. Watson holds that the 

experiences of Scottish poets during the second world war gave them a 

broadened sense of the evils of the world and a wider sympathy towards those 

who suffer them, while they simultaneously retained a sense of being Scots, and 

produced work that was informed by this feeling of national identification. For 

MacLean this was the discovery in the desert of the ironic ‘democracy of death’ 

which paid no heed to the political beliefs of the dead. For Henderson it was 

finding a meaning in, and a use for, the martial traditions of the Highland clans. 

For Hay it was about realising that the concept of war as the sacrifice of the 

common man, by governments committed to an abstruse political cause, is too 

simplistic, as racism, and distrust of the other seem to be deeply rooted in all 

races (Craig 312-3). Watson also points out that for Hay his war service also led 

him to an identification with the values of the Arab culture which he encountered 

in Algeria, without taking the further step of connecting these with the values Hay 

imputes to the historic world of Gaeldom, a connection which is made here in 

Chapter Three.  

Black’s chapter is a bracing review of the Gaelic poetry written in the 

twentieth century. He points out that at its mid-point  Hay and MacLean were 

considered to be the ‘last gleam of the Gaelic sky’ although as it later transpired 

this gloomy view was mistaken (Craig 195). 

Black makes instructive comparisons between Hay and MacLean. He, at 

least, harbours no doubts about the importance of the innovative nature of 

MacLean’s work in Dàin do Eimhir which he describes as ahead of its time.  Hay, 

who was known as a Gaelic poet for a long time only for the enthusiastically 

received Fuaran Slèibh and O na Ceithir Àirdea, was thought of as a poetic 

virtuoso, who was more interested in words than ideas. For Black, Hay’s poetry 

as evidenced from those two collections was  ‘invested with rich, lexical and 
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metrical music’ but his work did not advance Gaelic poetry, in the way that 

MacLean and Derick Thomson did, he ‘just embellished it’ (Craig 201).  

Black correctly identifies the importance of Hay’s wartime experiences, 

claiming that they made of Hay a great pacifist poet and citing ‘Bisearta’/‘Bizerta’ 

(116) and ‘An t-Òigear a’ Bruidhinn on Ùir/‘The Young Man Speaking From the 

Grave’ (123) in support (Craig 199). He also sees  ‘Bizerta’ as a precursor to, or 

inspiration for, ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall.’  It was the publication of ‘Mokhtâr and 

Dougall’ that led Black to revise his interpretation of Hay as only a metrical 

virtuoso, finding the poem to be: 

One of the great sustained achievements of Gaelic literature ... with philosophical 

depth, music, humour, atmosphere, colour, excitement, metrical variety, and a 

conceptual richness that takes the breath away (Craig 200). 

And in addition to this praise of what might be called the mechanics of the poem, 

Black concedes that it may even constitute an advance, since in its subject matter 

it permanently broadened the range of Gaelic verse (Craig 201).  

Further critical work on Hay is not extensive compared to some other 

poets of his time. Donald Meek wrote a sensitive appraisal of Hay’s poetry not 

long after the poet’s death in 1984, which was published in  Chapman 39. 

Unsurprisingly his main focus was on Hay as a Gaelic poet, and he had only a 

limited awareness of Hay’s work, since much of it remained unpublished at that 

time. Meek emphasises particularly the links between Hay’s awareness of his 

Gaelic heritage and his love for the landscape of Kintyre in which he was brought 

up.  For Meek, Hay’s childhood love of Kintyre develops as he grows older into an 

appreciation of the wider context of Scotland as a nation, so that he can then use 

nature as a medium through which to describe the whole country. For Meek this 

development is most clearly seen in the poem ‘The Four Winds of Scotland’: 

although he is careful to make the point that Hay’s vision of Scotland was always 

centred on Kintyre.  

Like other commentators Meek stresses the effect that Hay’s war service 

had on his work and his world view. He is perhaps the only one to draw a direct 

parallel between the wartime destruction of the culture of Europe, described in 

several of Hay’s poems (Meek quotes ‘Truaighe na h-Eòrpa’ / ‘Europe’s Piteous 

Plight’ (136) ) and the systematic dismantling of Gaelic culture which had been 
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taking place since the eighteenth century.  While most critics of Hay talk about his 

attraction to Arab culture, it is  Meek who points out the multivalence of the Arab 

world, applying this to both the variety of Hay’s short poems about his 

experiences in North Africa as well as to the diversity of experience  found in 

‘Mochtàr is Dughall’/Mokhtar and Dougall. And he underlines Hay’s use, again in 

‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’  of the twin Gaelic concepts of dualchas (tradition) and 

duthchas (heredity), to examine what makes up the complex world that is held in 

each individual.  

Christopher Whyte discusses Hay in a chapter of his book Modern Scottish 

Poetry together with Sorley MacLean and Edwin Muir.  Whyte chose to organise 

his book in chapters with each one dedicated to a decade of the twentieth 

century. He begins with the 1940s, and each chapter is devoted to three or four 

poets only. To an extent, the choice of Hay, MacLean and Muir for the 1940s 

appears oddly arbitrary, but Whyte links them by the effect he judges the war to 

have had on their poetry, going so far as to argue that  the finest British war 

poetry of World War Two was written in Gaelic  by Hay and MacLean (Whyte 64). 

However, Whyte’s major interest in Hay’s poetry seems to lie in not in the 

poet’s experience of war at all, but in Hay as a Gaelic and nationalist poet. Whyte 

is unstinting in his admiration of the technical qualities of Hay’s poetry, which he 

claims defy translation and which he obviously regards as something more than 

the simple embellishments referred to by Black.  But if he admires the technique, 

he is less comfortable with the subject matter; demonstrating and deploring what 

he sees as Hay’s ‘doctrinaire nationalism’ and the influence his poetry had on 

Derick Thomson and younger Gaelic poets. He  comes very close, with his 

strictures on Hay’s ‘backward-looking militaristic rhetoric …which placed him in 

the reactionary, rather than the radical camp’ (Whyte 82) to calling Hay a fascist, 

an epithet which would no doubt surprise both Black, who called Hay ‘certainly 

left wing in an endearingly boyscoutish way’ (Craig 199) and the poet himself.  

Whyte considers Hay’s poetic voice to be  one of detachment, contrasting 

it with the way in which MacLean writes about his own experiences, and places 

himself at the core of his own poetry. ‘Hay’ says Whyte (83) ‘is not a warm poet’. 

And while MacLean took Gaelic poetry in new directions, Hay did not and  Whyte 

identifies a danger implicit in such a determined adherence to traditional forms 
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and vocabulary; it risks validating the language’s exclusion from modern society 

(Whyte 83) Minority languages, which have been suppressed or fallen out of daily 

use before the coming of widespread industrialisation, tend to become static; they 

do not enlarge their vocabulary to take account of technological progress, and 

thus become less and less relevant and useful as time goes on. It is unlikely that 

Hay was unaware of this, as he constantly bewailed the lack of good modern 

Gaelic prose, but he seems not to have considered that it was any part of his own 

calling as a Gaelic poet to address the problem.  

Whyte is also interesting on Hay as a crosser of cultural boundaries, 

pointing out that he chose to write in a language that was employed by neither his 

family nor his social circle, and by doing so, became or impersonated, a cultural 

other (88, my italics).   

The opinions of both Black and Whyte are examined further in Chapter 

Five, forming part of the consideration of the nature of Hay as a poet.  

The study of Hay’s poetry was hugely facilitated by the 2000 publication of 

the Collected Poems and Songs of George Campbell Hay, edited by Michel 

Byrne.  Despite limitations of space, which meant that Hay’s numerous 

translations of poetry from other languages could not be included; this is a 

comprehensive collection, chronologically arranged, of Hay’s original work from 

the age of seventeen. The three collections of poetry published in Hay’s lifetime, 

Wind on Loch Fyne, Fuaran Slèibh and O na Ceithir Àirdean do contain many of 

Hay’s translations. Despite occasional difficulties with his mental health while 

these volumes were under preparation, the content was selected by Hay himself, 

so that the inclusion of the translations indicates how important a part of his work 

he considered them to be.   The range of both source and destination languages 

including Gaelic, Irish, Welsh, Norwegian, Italian, Modern Greek, Scots and 

English are a reminder, should one be needed, of the breadth of Hay’s linguistic 

interests. It is also possible to trace, now and again, ideas and turns of phrase in 

the translations which are repeated in Hay’s own original work. Hay was a 

voracious reader, and these echoes of other writers give a tantalising glimpse of 

how his writing was influenced by what he read. This is not to suggest that Hay’s 

mature work is derivative; it is simply that echoes of other voices can from time to 
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time be discerned within it. Knowing where these echoes originate can then 

deepen an understanding of the poems of Hay in which they appear.   

Byrne’s edition has, in addition to the poems, a brief biography of Hay, 

which relies heavily on the memoir by Rankin and the work of Angus Martin as 

detailed below. There are also short but useful essays on Hay’s poetic craft and 

his major themes.  

  There is no full-length biography of Hay, but Professor Robert Rankin, a 

friend from Hay’s school days, wrote a short memoir of him which was published 

in Chapman 40. This provides useful information about Hay’s time at school and 

university, which adds to that which can be extracted from the extant letters of 

Hay to Professor Rankin which are in the National Library of Scotland. However, 

Rankin has little to say about Hay’s involvement in nationalist politics in 

Edinburgh before the war, although in a passing aside he claims that Hay ‘was 

certainly left wing in his sentiments’ (Rankin11). He also has little personal 

knowledge of Hay’s life after he returned from Greece, with only two encounters 

between them noted after that, firstly in 1961, and then twenty years later in 1981, 

so that the usefulness of his memoir is limited essentially to the period up to 

1946.  

In the Chapman piece Rankin refers to Angus Martin, a friend of Hay’s in 

his later years and author of Kintyre:The Hidden Past. This book devotes a whole 

chapter to Hay in which he is described as ‘The Bard of Kintyre’. Since the 

material in it is drawn from conversations with Hay himself, some of which were 

captured on tape by Martin, it is again a useful source of first-hand information, 

but not without its limitations. Firstly Martin’s interest was primarily historical and 

linguistic, rather than biographical and literary. Although he initially made contact 

with Hay after reading one of his poems in a school anthology, it was the subject 

matter of the poem, which was about fishermen on Loch Fyne, rather than its 

literary merit which excited him. Secondly he was unwilling to broach in any detail 

Hay’s history of mental breakdown and illness, so that many years of the poet’s 

life are left undiscussed. Thirdly he was willing to take at face value whatever Hay 

told him, including two rather different accounts of the incident in Kavalla to which 

Hay at that time ascribed his breakdown. And finally, as can be clearly heard in 

the tapes themselves, Hay was not always sober during the interviews, and, 
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drunk or sober, he was perfectly able to avoid any question he didn’t feel like 

answering by the simple expedient of claiming not to remember. The interviews 

and the book chapter do however offer insights into Hay’s early years in Tarbert, 

the deep affection which he had for North Argyll and his love for ring-net fishing 

and the Gaelic language, which are not available elsewhere.  

Historical research has been focussed on the Second World War and in 

particular on those times and places where Hay saw active service. This began 

with Operation Torch, the code name for the Allies’ invasion of French North 

Africa in November 1942 and the subsequent campaign which resulted in 

German withdrawal to mainland Europe. After this, in common with most of the 

veterans of North Africa, Hay was sent to Italy, and his final period of service, 

after transfer from the Royal Army Ordnance Corps to the Education Corps, was 

in Macedonia.  

Operation Torch does not seem to have caught the imagination of British 

military historians in the same way as Montgomery’s Desert War has, presumably 

because of the large American involvement. Two detailed accounts of the 

operation by American authors are An army at dawn: the war in North Africa, 

1942-1943 by Rick Atkinson and Desperate venture: the story of operation torch, 

the Allied invasion of North Africa by Norman Gelb.  Atkinson’s book, which was 

the first in a trilogy dealing with the liberation of Europe, won a Pulitzer Prize, but 

its narrower focus on the American and the purely military made it less interesting 

and useful than Gelb’s work. Gelb has a wider scope, and includes material 

relating to the Allies attitude to the indigenous populations of North Africa, and a 

more nuanced discussion of the position of the French, in situ, in Vichy and in 

exile.  

The most useful description of Operation Torch for the purposes of this 

thesis  is to be found in Together We Stand North Africa 1942-1943: Turning the 

Tide in The West. This book was written by the British historian James Holland, 

whose technique of weaving together first-hand personal accounts and military 

archive material produces a compelling and lucid narrative of the campaign. It 

ends with the simultaneous falls of Tunis and Bizerta on 7 May 1943; his 

description of the uncertainties of the outcome of the Allied attack on Bizerta, 

which was heavily defended by German forces, provides an interesting 
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counterpoint to Hay’s poem ‘Bisearta’/‘Bizerta’ (116) about the bombardment of 

the town.  

After the defeat of the Germans in North Africa the Allies invaded Sicily 

and began a long campaign which saw them heading north to central Europe 

through Italy. They were simultaneously making preparation for the landings in 

northern France which would ultimately see a victorious Allied army sweep 

eastwards, pushing the Germans back towards Germany and defeat.  

Like Operation Torch the Italian campaign has never attracted the 

attention from British and American historians that the D-Day landings and the 

subsequent liberation of France and the Low Countries have. The narrative of 

Hitler’s defeat has become the story of D-Day, and the Italian campaign, despite 

the involvement of large numbers of British, Commonwealth and American 

troops, has been reduced to a neglected sideshow. However, Holland’s ‘sequel’ 

to Together we Stand, Italy’s Sorrow A Year of War 1944-45 is a comprehensive 

account of this often neglected aspect of World War Two. Once again by 

combining military and political history and including personal accounts, here not 

only from serving soldiers from both sides and of all ranks, but also from 

partisans and civilians, Holland makes sense of a bitter and divisive struggle, 

where the Allied powers fought the Germans through a land that was 

simultaneously destroying itself in what amounted to a civil war. This is a complex 

story made understandable by an author who is well attuned to the vagaries and 

ironies of war. Furthermore it is striking how many of the issues he addresses, 

especially the physical degradation of the environment and the moral degradation 

of the population, are so closely mirrored in Hay’s great Italian war poem ‘Esta 

Selva Selvaggia’ /’This Savage Wood’ (135).  

Like Italy, Greece became embroiled in a vicious civil war after the defeat 

of Germany. Victory of a Sort The British in Greece 1941-46 by Brigadier E D 

Smith is a useful account of British wartime involvement in the country during 

those years and gives a context to Hay’s time there, although for a work written 

as late as 1988 it is perhaps more partisan in tone than might be expected.  More 

useful is Geoffrey Chandler’s The Divided Land, a first-hand account of the 

immediate post-war period, covering the last few weeks of German occupation in 

1946 until the end of the Greek Civil War in 1949. Chandler clearly illustrates the 
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anomalous position of the British occupying forces in Greece and the difficulties 

this entailed. While Smith reports atrocities and attacks on British soldiers in 

Greece during the war, Chandler’s account of the slightly later period reports only 

three British casualties, at a time when Greeks were being murdered by fellow 

Greeks by the thousand; something which further strengthens the doubts, 

discussed in Chapter Three, about Hay’s later claim to have been the target of a 

politically motivated assassination attempt.  

For the research into the possible nature of Hay’s mental problems four 

volumes of the Oxford University Press’ ‘A Very Short Introduction’ series: 

Madness, Psychology, Psychiatry and Schizophrenia provided a solid foundation.  

For specifics of the attitude towards, and treatment of, military personnel 

with mental disorders Ben Shephard’s A War of Nerves Soldiers and 

Psychiatrists 1914-1994 is a comprehensive account of the establishment and 

development of military psychiatry, mainly in the British and American armed 

forces during the twentieth century.  

The earlier chapters on the two World Wars contain much useful and 

interesting background material as Shephard is thorough in his narrative, and 

does not shrink from addressing some of the more difficult ethical questions 

relating to the treatment of war-related psychoses by branches of the forces 

themselves.  In World War Two at least there were opposing schools of thought. 

The first advocated  taking those affected out of the front line and giving the best 

available psychiatric care before deciding whether to return the patient to active 

duty or retire them completely from the field where they might be in danger of 

relapsing. The second approach was to give a short period of rest and 

recuperation, coupled with some morale-boosting talk, and send the patient back 

into the front line. Advocates of this second method claimed it reduced the 

possibility of men trying to fake breakdowns in order to be taken away from the 

fighting. Such considerations however did not apply to Hay, as his initial 

breakdown occurred after the end of the war. His position as a sergeant in an 

education unit in Greece was not particularly pivotal, and there was no need to 

keep him in Macedonia once he fell ill.  

It seems that Hay was subsequently diagnosed as schizophrenic and no-

one can consider the origins and nature of schizophrenia without recourse to R D 
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Laing’s The Divided Self first published in 1960. Since this study argues that Hay 

suffered not from schizophrenia but from bipolar disorder and Laing’s interests lay 

mainly in the former, reading him had in the end little direct relevance, but it was 

nonetheless an interesting undertaking. 

The leading authority on bipolar disorder is Kay Redfield Jamison, who has 

not only studied and written extensively about the disease, but also suffers from it 

herself. She co-edited the standard text on the topic Manic-Depressive Illness 

Bipolar disorders and Recurrent Depression with Frederick K Goodwin. Since it 

examines all aspects of the disorder some chapters, specifically those which 

described neurological research into the possible physical causes of psychosis 

were beyond the scope of this study, but others, particularly those which dealt 

with the presentation and course of the disease, and the problems of co-

morbidities such as alcoholism were decidedly  useful when applied to Hay’s 

biography.  

Redfield Jamison has also done much research into links between 

creativity and bipolar disorder, notably in her book Touched with Fire: Manic-

Depressive Illness and the Artistic Temperament. Examination in this book of the 

common manifestations of bipolar disorder and how these link to creativity 

provided a model for looking  at Hay’s life alongside his work and his patterns of 

output, some of which had already been noted in an initial analysis of Hay’s work. 

These showed a strong correlation with the patterns Jamison describes in both 

her contemporary research amongst members of the creative community known 

to suffer from bipolar disorder, and her analysis of some of the great troubled and 

creative minds of the past such as Byron and Schubert.  

More recently Jamison was asked by the family of the American poet 

Robert Lowell to write his biography with particular reference to the vagaries of 

his bipolar illness. The resulting book was Robert Lowell: Setting the River on 

Fire. It was only possible for this to be written because Lowell’s medical records 

are all still extant, not sadly the case for Hay, and Jamison was given unrestricted 

access to them by Lowell’s family. The book is a fascinating record of the 

interplay between periods of normalcy, times of madness, and the creative 

process, and while it would not be possible to write a similar study of Hay, the 

Lowell book does illuminate some of the harsher realities of living with the 
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disorder. Jamison is particularly clear about the courage needed to face life when 

burdened by a disease which attacks and retreats in inexplicable, painful and 

irregular cycles.  

Two memoirs of psychotic illness proved useful in understanding the 

mental processes involved, as well as the difficulties of negotiating the psychiatric 

system and the burdens such an illness can place on other members of the 

sufferer’s family. The first is Jamison’s own An Unquiet Mind, an account of her 

personal struggles with bipolar disorder. The second is Henry’s Demons Living 

with Schizophrenia: A Father and Son’s Story by Patrick and Henry Cockburn. 

Henry Cockburn developed schizophrenia in his late teens and by using chapters 

written by both Henry and his father Patrick, interpolated with entries from the 

diary of Jan Cockburn, Henry’s mother, it builds up a picture of the illness seen 

from both inside and out, as well as throwing light on the difficulties of accurate 

diagnosis and the current inadequacies of mental health care provision. As with 

Jamison’s talk of Lowell’s courage in facing his disease, one observation by 

Henry Cockburn was particularly illuminating; he writes of how boring life in 

hospital is, since for most of the day patients are simply waiting for someone to 

come and do something to them. Such small pieces of information can 

sometimes be as informative as pages of professional description. Perhaps 

nothing can bring a reader closer to sympathy with the plight of those who, like 

Hay,  are locked away from society because their minds, rather than their bodies, 

are sick, than such lucid depictions of the reality of life in an asylum.  

It is a measure of the variety of Hay’s life and interests that research was 

necessary in such a wide range of fields. Hay himself wrote that ‘Sometimes I feel 

I am interested in too many things  ... but when I think again, I thank the Lord for 

diversity’.4  The attempt to understand the background to Hay’s own diversity was 

occasionally a tiring, but always an interesting, journey.   

  

                                       
4
 G C Hay letter to Douglas Young 18 April 1944 
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Chapter One 

 Of Madness and Poets. 

 

The intention of this chapter is to give background to the argument that Campbell 

Hay suffered, not from schizophrenia but rather from a form of bipolar disorder. It 

begins with a brief account of the early development of the thinking about 

‘madness’ that took place in the  nineteenth  century.  This is followed by a 

summary of the major features of  schizophrenia, and the two recognised forms 

of bipolar disorder, and a longer more detailed description of the symptoms, 

course, and outcome of bipolar disorder.  

There is a long-held cultural  belief that madness and artistic gifts 

(particularly the gift of poetry) are linked and the next section of the chapter looks 

briefly at examples of this, before discussing the form and results of some of the 

modern research which has been undertaken to explore whether such beliefs 

have any basis in fact.  

Finally there is a short  psycho-biographical sketch, which brings together 

what is known of Hay’s life and the specifics of bipolar disorder, to suggest the 

possible beginnings, and progress, of the disease through his lifetime.   

 

Early Theorising of Mental Dysfunction  

Modern observation and clinical classification of the symptoms of mental 

disorders began in the late nineteenth century with the German doctor Emil 

Kraepelin (1856-1926). Kraepelin believed that mental illnesses should be divided 

between what he called manic depressive insanity and dementia praecox (later 

renamed schizophrenia). He noted that it was often difficult to differentiate the two 

disorders in their early stages, since symptoms could be similar or overlap. Those 

with manic-depressive insanity suffered from a fluctuating form of the illness 

which showed a pattern of recovery and relapse, while those with schizophrenia 

showed a remorseless downward course, eventually leaving sufferers with a 

severely compromised ability to function.  The similarity of symptoms in the early 

stages became his main justification for using outcome as the distinguishing 

factor between the two, and he was convinced that both disorders had a physical 
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cause in the brain itself (Frith and Johnstone 27-9, Goodwin and Jamison 7, 

Burns 42). 

Kraepelin’s ideas were both developed and challenged by the Swiss 

psychiatrist Eugen Bleuler {1857 -1939} (Frith and Johnstone 30).  Bleuler was 

much more heavily influenced than Kraepelin by the ideas of Sigmund Freud and 

he therefore considered schizophrenia not, as Kraepelin did, to be neurologically 

based but rather as a psychological disorder. In his work he extended the 

diagnostic signs and concept of schizophrenia so widely that in time it was used 

to cover not only those patients who Kraepelin would have described as suffering 

from dementia praecox, but all those who he would have separately diagnosed as 

having manic depressive insanity as well (Frith and Johnstone 30-32). 

After Bleuler’s widening of the definition of schizophrenia, debates in the 

early twentieth century around madness became focussed on cause: that is to 

say, whether mental illness was a neurological or a psychological disorder. 

Kraepelin’s second diagnostic category of manic depressive insanity was almost 

forgotten. This meant that most doctors in the first half of the twentieth century 

facing a patient presenting with odd behaviours would consider them to be 

schizophrenic.  

 

Diagnosis – Standardisation and Continuing  Difficulties 

The new discipline of psychiatry developed rapidly during the twentieth century . 

With more understanding of the subject came an increased capacity to create 

and refine definitions of mental diseases. Differences of interpretation and outlook 

in individual practitioners however could lead to diagnostic confusion, and as a 

result several systems of standard diagnostic criteria for mental illness were 

developed.  

The two major current systems of classification are published and regularly 

updated by the World Health Organisation (hereafter WHO) and the American 

Psychiatric Association (hereafter the APA).  The WHO publishes the 

International Classification of Diseases, begun in 1893 and which, as its name 

suggests, covers physical as well as mental disease. The ICD is currently in its 

11th(2018) edition. The APA produces the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, 
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normally known as the DSM. First published in 1952, it is currently in its 5th (2013) 

edition. Although produced by two different organisations there is necessarily a 

large a degree of overlap in all categories of mental disorder; the major difference 

in regard to schizophrenia for example lies not in the description of symptoms but 

in the length of time they must be present to validate a diagnosis.  

Despite the existence of these standardised diagnostic criteria it can still 

be extremely difficult to differentiate between schizophrenia and bipolar 

disorder, especially if the first presentation of a patient is in an emergency 

situation where the taking of a medical history is difficult. This is due largely to 

the  overlap of symptoms, especially psychotic ones, which are experienced 

equally by  schizophrenics and bipolar patients in an acute phase of mania.  

In Henry’ Demons Patrick Cockburn recounts the story, told against 

himself, by Professor Sir Robin Murray, a distinguished clinician specialising in 

schizophrenia, who once exclaimed when admitting a patient that whoever had 

previously diagnosed him with schizophrenia was an idiot as the patient was 

obviously suffering from bipolar disorder. It transpired that the ’idiot’ had been 

himself, when admitting the patient on a previous occasion. (P Cockburn and H 

Cockburn 103)  

Schizophrenia – An Outline 

Schizophrenia is a severe mental illness ‘associated with bizarre, inexplicable 

and frightening experiences and with behaviour that is strange and difficult to 

understand’(Frith and Johnstone 23). The term, which is derived from Greek roots 

and means split mind, was coined by Bleuler. It was intended to reflect his  view 

that  schizophrenia was the result of a weakening of the connections between 

various functions of the brain leading to an impairment in cognitive and emotional 

associations, and causing either disinclination or inability to act independently 

(Frith and Johnstone 30).   

The major symptoms of schizophrenia according to DSM-IV are delusions, 

hallucinations, disorganised speech (such as incoherence), alogia (poverty of 

speech), grossly disorganised behaviour, and avolition (a lack of interest in 

normal goals and an inability to start or complete a course of action) (Frith and 

Johnstone 34). 



                                                                                                                                                         30 

The delusions and hallucinations which arise from schizophrenia can be 

severely alarming to the sufferer, since many seem to indicate the presence of 

outside forces clustered around, or even invading, the patient’s mind and body. 

Hearing voices, which is a common symptom, can manifest itself in various 

ways. Sometimes the voice echoes every thought, sometimes it provides a 

constant commentary on the patient’s actions, and sometimes there are 

several voices which argue about the patient (Frith and Johnstone 23,82). 

Perhaps most notoriously the voices can order the patient to carry out actions 

which are aberrant, bizarre or violent (Frith and Johnstone 160). Delusions 

often centre on the belief that the patient’s brain or body is being controlled 

from outside by alien forces, and that thoughts and actions are attributable to 

these forces and beyond the patient's volition or control. Paranoia is also 

common. Such symptoms appear to have at their root an inability to 

differentiate between  internal and external stimuli, leading to confused thought 

and action (Frith and Johnstone 37). 

Less frightening, but equally disabling features of schizophrenia include 

certain cognitive difficulties including memory problems, difficulties in 

concentrating, the inability to understand or retain information and poor 

decision making (Frith and Johnstone 56).  

Because of the widely recognised overlap of symptoms between 

schizophrenia and bipolar disorder the exclusion of mood disorder is 

specifically cited in DSM-IV as a pre-requisite for the diagnosis of 

schizophrenia.  

Bipolar DisorderI and II –An Outline 

Bipolar disorder used to be known as manic depression, although it is now 

thought of as one disorder in a group of manic depressive illnesses (Goodwin 

and Jamison 22, Jamison 13). It appears, from the fact that it runs in families, 

to have a genetic basis, but since it rarely affects every member of a family it 

must be activated by some physiological or psychological trigger, which may 

differ between individuals (Burns 17,128, Goodwin and Jamison 135). It is an 

illness in which the sufferer’s mood alternates between depression and 

euphoria (Butler and McManus 106). There are two recognised forms of bipolar 

disorder, bipolar I and bipolar II (Jamison 14). They are similar in their 
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depressive phases but differ in their manic phases: in bipolar I, patients in the 

euphoric state present with full-blown mania whereas those who have bipolar II 

suffer hypomania instead, a much less intense and less dangerous state than 

mania (Goodwin and Jamison 95, Jamison 14). Bipolar I patients can suffer 

from psychotic symptoms such as hallucinations and delusions in their manic 

phase and in such circumstances differentiating it from schizophrenia is 

particularly difficult (Burns 16, Jamison 29). 

Depressive symptoms are akin to those experienced by patients with 

unipolar depression, that is, clinical depression not linked to euphoric states, 

and include feelings of worthlessness and guilt, and suicidal thoughts.  

Disrupted sleep patterns and an inability to enjoy anything are also common, 

and lead to withdrawal from both physical activity and social interaction 

(Jamison 13). 

Symptoms of mania include a sense of euphoria and excitement, often 

including a conviction of invincibility. Thought processes work much more 

quickly, giving a sensation that the mind is spinning out of control. Feelings of 

confidence or grandiosity often lead to rushed and unwise decision making and 

extravagance (Jamison 13). Psychotic symptoms such as delusions and 

hallucinations can manifest themselves in manic phases (Jamison 29). Mania 

is disruptive to normal life patterns and psychotic symptoms of mania require 

hospital treatment.  

Hypomania is generally much easier to manage than full-blown mania, 

but can be unpleasant or frightening. Symptoms are less severe than in mania 

and do not include psychotic episodes, and therefore do not require 

hospitalisation (Goodwin and Jamison 95, Jamison 14).  Hypomanic phases last 

for a much shorter period of time than manic ones, but do occur  more often, as 

the cycling between high and low mood is more rapid (Goodwin and Jamison 

95).  As with mania, hypomania is generally characterised by feelings of 

euphoria or well being, together with rapid thoughts, and increased confidence. 

However it can also present as increased agitation and irritability, leading to 

outbursts of temper and aggression. Impulsive behaviour is common in both 

euphoric and irritable modes (Goodwin and Jamison32,94-6) 

 



                                                                                                                                                         32 

Bipolar Disorder: Presentation, Outcome and Co-Morbidities 

At the root of many cases of bipolar disorder is a cyclical temperament known 

as cyclothymia. People with a cyclothymic temperament are subject to 

recurring mood swings,  which cycle through mild euphoria to mild depression 

and back again. The mood states can be stable for months at a time and 

transition from one to the other is gradual. Transition is often observed to be 

seasonal, and there can be periods of remission where mood is ‘normal’ 

(Goodwin and Jamison 83). 

The proportion of cyclothymic temperaments is thought to be abnormally 

high in writers and artists (Goodwin and Jamison 84), and their rhythm of mood 

cycles can be followed by plotting the beginning and end of periods of 

productive work (Goodwin and Jamison 84). 

Cyclothymia is sometimes regarded as the mildest form of bipolar 

disorder rather than a separate disorder (Goodwin and Jamison 98); whether it 

is or not, the existence of an underlying cyclothymic temperament is 

considered fundamental to a later development of bipolar disorder(Goodwin 

and Jamison 82). It seems to be more associated with bipolar II than bipolar I 

(Goodwin and Jamison 86). It is not uncommon, after a diagnosis of bipolar 

disorder, for a patient or members of their family to recognise a preceding 

period, (sometimes quite lengthy ) of mood and energy swings typical of 

cyclothymia (Goodwin and Jamison 84). The mechanics of the process by 

which those with a cyclothymic temperament go on to develop either form of 

bipolar disorder is not understood, but it is accepted that in some cases 

stressful life events can precipitate the change (Goodwin and Jamison 100). 

As detailed in the outline above the characteristic feature of bipolar 

disorder is the existence of mood swings between depression and euphoria. In 

depressive phases the features are the same in both bipolar I and bipolar II, 

and indeed in unipolar depression, including feelings of worthlessness and 

guilt, and a bleak or pessimistic outlook. Anger, anxiety and irritability are 

common. Some patients suffer from suicidal thoughts.The euphoric state 

however can differ markedly between bipolar I and bipolar II, where it manifests 

as mania or hypomania respectively.  
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Mania is characterised by expansive and grandiose thought combined 

with euphoric or irritable mood. Paranoid delusions are common as are 

hallucinations, although these occur less frequently then delusions. Increased 

energy levels increase the desire for movement and as the phase continues 

irritability turns to anger and hostility and the patient's behaviour turns 

explosive, and aggressive.  

Mood changes in hypomania are much less violent and although 

paranoia can be present, hallucinations never are. Other symptoms are similar; 

bipolar II patients also experience euphoria, quicker thought and speech, 

heightened senses, increased energy levels leading to greater physical activity, 

fluctuating levels of social interaction,  disrupted sleep patterns and irritability 

and impulsivity. The difference is not so much in the nature of the symptoms as 

in the degree of severity with which those symptoms  manifest. In fact in some 

patients hypomania can be so non-severe as to pass almost unnoticed, a 

situation which can  lead to a diagnosis of unipolar depression. Hypomanic 

phases are either not noticed by the patient or accounted for as simply feeling 

more positive and energetic than normal (Goodwin and Jamison 83). They are 

therefore more likely to seek treatment, if they seek it at all, during a 

depressive phase, not recognising hypomania for what it is (Goodwin and 

Jamison 134). As with cyclothymia it is common for friends or family members 

to note hypomanic symptoms or behavior more readily than the patent himself 

(Goodwin and Jamison 133).  

In many patients suffering from either form of bipolar disorder, the 

excess energy they have often leads to pressured writing and a huge output of 

written work. ‘The physical process of writing appears to be what the patients 

enjoy , their handwriting and spacing becomes ever more illegible and 

disorganised with more flourishes, exclamation marks etc’ (Goodwin and 

Jamison 34-5).  

Bipolar disorder can be treated, to the extent that symptoms can be 

managed, but it cannot be cured, and although it can appear to go into 

spontaneous remission for long periods of time, the likelihood of a recurrence 

is high (Goodwin and Jamison 126). The later the age at which the disease first 

strikes the more likelihood there is of a recurrence. If the first onset is at age 
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thirty or above the probability of a recurrence is fifty percent (Goodwin and 

Jamison 131). Although the first instance of the disease is likely to be 

influenced by outside events, once it has been triggered in this way life events 

appear to have little or no influence on the timing of future attacks  (Goodwin 

and Jamison 149). 

Severe shocks such as those caused by sudden bereavement or 

witnessing a fatal accident  can be emotionally disruptive, but in general these 

are recovered from or processed so that ordinary life can be resumed again. In 

contrast, recovery from the emotional highs and lows of a mood disorder are 

only ever partial and temporary which means that the patient, in addition to the  

suffering brought about by the symptoms of the disease, also lives with the 

burden of knowing, even when feeling normal, that sooner or later they will 

become ill again (Goodwin and Jamison 26). This is perhaps the most difficult 

aspect of the disorder to live with.  

Unlike patients with schizophrenia who show a pattern of deteriorating 

mental function, bipolar patients do not suffer general intellectual impairment. 

In particular they show a marked resistance to any damage to their linguistic 

abilities. It is not known why, but it may be  because they tend to be more 

highly gifted in that area than in others to begin with.  Ability to learn  and 

memory function are undisturbed, but patients can develop problems with 

attention and concentration over time (Goodwin and Jamison 321). 

Bipolar patients who have been hospitalised generally find it difficult to 

reintegrate into normal life. It is often difficult for them to obtain or keep a 

regular job (Goodwin and Jamison 700). Non-compliance with medication 

regimes, which is common amongst both schizophrenic and bipolar patients,  

leads to recurrences of illness and often readmission to hospital. Another 

problem which besets bipolar patients, and affects them more than those with 

any other psychiatric disorder, is substance abuse (Goodwin and Jamison 226). 

It is not known why this higher association of alcoholism with bipolar 

patients should be the case. It may be that alcohol helps still the agitation 

associated with the manic/hypomanic phases of the illness and patients self 

medicate with it in an attempt to soothe the restlessness.  It may be that it is 

consciously used to induce or to heighten a euphoric state. Or it may simply be 
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an inability to control the impulse to drink, as a difficulty  with impulse control is 

itself a symptom of the disease (Goodwin and Jamison 229-31). Whatever the 

reason, bipolar patients who abuse alcohol have much poorer clinical 

outcomes than those who do not. The effects of alcoholism appear to be 

deeper and longer lasting in those who suffer from bipolar disorder, and this 

extends beyond physical symptoms into difficulties with relationships, lack of 

ability to cope with everyday life , non-adherence to medication regimes and 

self-neglect, all of which can be features of lives lived with mood disorder 

and/or alcohol abuse (Goodwin and Jamison 225-33). 

Are poets prone to madness?   

Western culture has long seen a connection between madness and poetry. As 

early as the fourth century BC, Plato was writing in The Phaedrus of the links 

between prophecy, poetry, and the divine madness which was their source of 

inspiration. Madness, said Plato, was not always a bad thing:  

It might be so if madness were simply an evil; but there is also a madness which is a 
divine gift, and the source of the chiefest blessings granted to men. For prophecy is a 
madness, and the prophetess at Delphi  … conferred great benefits on Hellas, both in 
public and private life, ... But it would be tedious to speak of what everyone knows ( Plato 
871-6) 
 

and with regard to poetry he was even more explicit, regarding madness as a 

pre-requisite for its success: 

The third kind is the madness of those who are possessed by the Muses; which taking 
hold of a delicate and virgin soul, and there inspiring frenzy, awakens lyrical and all other 
numbers; … but he who, having no touch of the Muses' madness in his soul, comes to the 
door and thinks that he will get into the temple by the help of art—he, I say, and his poetry 
are not admitted; the sane man disappears and is nowhere when he enters into rivalry 
with the madman (Plato 887-92) 
 

Folklore continues this association between madness and the poetic gift. 

In  parts of Britain, particularly those  associated with Celtic culture there are 

places, often thought to be the former haunts of beings connected with the other 

world, where to stay is to court death, or madness, or the receipt of a great artistic 

gift. Cader Idris in Wales is one such place, where those who sleep on the 

summit return the next day, if they return at all, as poet or madman. A similar 

belief was held about Maen Du Yr Arddu, where two people were required to 

activate the process in which one would become a poet and the other mad. A 

common feature of these stories, and similar ones told in Scotland and Ireland, is 
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that of the high place; all these places where great gifts are bestowed, or reason 

taken, are high up, remote from other men and presumably closer to those beings 

of the other world who are inclined to meddle with men’s minds.  

Even as belief in the supernatural receded, the association between 

madness and the poetic gift lingered; was strengthened even, by the lives and 

behaviour of some of the great poets. The description of Lord Byron, attributed to 

Lady Caroline Lamb, that he was ‘mad, bad and dangerous to know’ is widely 

known, but Byron was by no means the only poet whose temperament trembled 

constantly on  the thin edge which separates sanity from madness and takes up 

residence, now on one side of the line, now on the other. In the popular 

imagination the idea of the mad poet is linked almost inextricably with early 

nineteenth century English romanticism, but there were earlier poets who 

struggled with madness like Cowper and Blake, and later ones such as 

Swinburne. Nor was it a peculiarly Anglo-centric malady; examples from other 

European countries are not difficult to find, and include such well-known names 

as the Russians Alexander Pushkin and Nicolai Lermontov,  Paul Verlaine of 

France, and Friedrich Hölderlin from Germany.  

The major text on the subject of links between manic depressive illness 

and creativity is Touched with Fire Manic-Depressive Illness and the Artistic 

Temperament published in 1993.  Its author is Kay Redfield Jamison, Professor 

of Psychiatry at the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, an honorary 

professor of English at St Andrews University and a bipolar sufferer.   

After an introduction describing all the major forms of manic-depressive 

illness, Jamison’s book covers previous research undertaken  on the topic of links 

between this and the creative mind, as well as describing her own researches 

into the subject.  

Such research falls into two broad categories, that on the living and that on 

the dead. Jamison reviews five major studies based on biographical research into 

the lives of those in a variety of artistic careers, including writing, the visual arts, 

and music, and describes a research project of her own along similar lines. Of the 

five she reviews, one was restricted to visual artists, and another to composers. 

Of the other three one included poets only and  the other two included a broad 

range of activities in the creative arts. All five of these studies show a consistently 
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higher rate for psychiatric disorder among their subjects than would be expected 

in a normal population. Additionally in the mixed studies it is notable that poets 

were the group most prone to psychiatric problems, with about 50% affected 

(Jamison 59-61). Jamison’s own study was based on the lives of major British 

and Irish poets born between 1705 and 1805, and again over half of these 

showed evidence of mood disorders (Jamison 62). 

 Studies of living artists are fewer in number, but again findings are 

consistent (Jamison 74-5), with higher incidences of psychiatric problems than in 

the general population, and with writers scoring more highly than other artistic 

professions. In the late 1980s Jamison carried out her own study amongst a 

group of forty-seven eminent British writers and artists. The study was designed 

to look at the effect of moods in the creative process, but included questions 

about treatment received for depressive or manic depressive illnesses. Of the 

writers in the study, a group which included poets, playwrights, novelists and 

biographers, 38% overall had been treated for a mood disorder; for poets that 

figure was 50%. Additionally only the poets had been treated for mania or 

hypomania; writers in the other formats had been treated only for depression 

(Jamison 76). 

Such consistency in the research findings, with a strong correlation 

between poets and a tendency to suffer from mood disorders suggests that the 

ancient belief that  poets are mad has at least some foundation in fact. 

However it cannot be stressed too strongly that poetry is created by the poet, 

and not by the illness. Mood disorders can confer temporary benefits, such as 

quickness and fluidity of thought , heightened perception and an excess of 

physical and mental energy, which assist in the process of writing, but it is still 

the poet who chooses the ideas and uses his technical skills to turn them into 

poetry.  

George Campbell Hay and Bipolar II 

Post facto diagnosis based on biographical material has its difficulties and 

Jamison (59) cautions that it must be more ‘tentative’ than a diagnosis made on a 

live patient, but it can be done  if the knowledge of manic depressive illness is 

used systematically. Things to take into account include: 
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Symptomatic presentation (for example pronounced changes in mood, energy, sleep 
thinking, and behavior), associated behavior patterns ( such as alcohol and drug abuse) 
… suicide … its natural course (an episodic, cyclic course of symptoms with normal 
functioning in between; usual onset of symptoms in the late teens or early twenties, with 
temperamental signs often exhibited much earlier, seasonal aspects to the mood and 
energy changes and if untreated a worsening of the illness over time and, very important, 
a family history, especially in first degree relatives … of depression, mania, psychosis or 
suicide). (Jamison 58) 

 
Bearing such things in mind, is it possible to present a credible if, in 

Jamison’s terms, a ‘tentative’, diagnosis of Hay as a sufferer from bipolar II 

disorder?  The outline of his life which follows, much more fully developed in 

the main text, suggest that it is. 

It is known that he suffered from a  debilitating mental disease and as a 

result was hospitalised for long periods of time. He was given a diagnosis of 

schizophrenia, but bipolar disorder and schizophrenia are often mistaken for 

one another, due to the overlap of symptoms between them. Despite the 

development of standard diagnostic criteria and a greater understanding of 

both conditions,misdiagnoses are still made, and were much more common in 

the past. The major symptom of schizophrenia, and of severe cases of bipolar I 

disorder is the presence of hallucinations and delusions. There is no record 

that Hay ever suffered from any form of hallucination, or delusion. It is 

significant that his sister Sheena was also incarcerated in a mental hospital for 

most of her adult life, again with a diagnosis of schizophrenia. Since there is no 

information available about Sheena’s symptoms it is impossible to say whether 

or not that diagnosis was correct, but given that she and her brother were both 

ill and that bipolar disorder has a genetic basis, it is within the bounds of 

probability that they both suffered from the same illness.  

That Hay was at the least cyclothymic can be inferred from examining 

his periods of productive writing.  Appendix A1 has a summary of poems 

written by decade, and then by year within each decade, which clearly 

demonstrates how some years were much more productive than others. 

Appendix A2 shows how poetic output tends to cluster, with cyclical peaks in 

spring and, to a lesser extent, in autumn. Throughout his life Hay  would have 

periods of ‘dryness’, complaining that the Muse had withdrawn herself and that  

he was lacking inspiration; he would always begin writing again when the low 

mood passed and his ‘muse’,  in the form of a normal or euphoric mood 
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returned. In addition he several times in later years would begin letters by 

apologising for being out of touch for ‘about a year’; closer attention shows that 

such periods were generally of eighteen months duration, and display a cyclical 

pattern of increasing and decreasing desire for social contact.  

While it is not possible to trace Hay’s mood in adolescence he appears 

from  his own account of things to his friend Angus Martin to have been 

physically active and to have had a reduced need for sleep. He also exhibited 

some forms of aggressive behaviour at school; he got into a fistfight with his 

good friend Robert Rankin over whether a window should  be opened or closed 

and Rankin noted that he ‘was at times a pretty wild customer, and it was wise 

to keep well clear of him when he had a bayonet in his hand’ (Rankin 11). 

There were further examples of physical aggression while Hay was at 

University and again when he was serving in the army.  

Hay was not a generally a good correspondent but in the twelve-month 

period from August 1943 to July 1944 he wrote a lot of letters, mainly to 

Douglas Young and Sorley MacLean, with quite detailed accounts of how he 

was feeling and why. These make it possible to map his moods throughout that 

period and to trace their cyclical nature; the positive moods noted in dated 

letters often corresponding to those times when Hay was writing most easily 

and quickly. The mood map is included as Appendix D. 

Hay’s own account of his initial breakdown, recorded by Angus Martin 

many years later, blamed it on an  organised attempt upon his life, but even 

were this to be true, there is no satisfactory outside event which would account 

for his second and much more serious breakdown in Tarbert at the end of 1946 

which came, tellingly, after a particularly productive and happy period.  

Towards the end of his life, after many years spent more or less 

contentedly in Edinburgh, Hay surprised all his friends by suddenly packing up 

one day and relocating to Tarbert where he spent eight months, drinking and 

socialising before, just as unexpectedly, returning to Edinburgh. Such  

impulsivity, the energy to carry out the plan  and the extravagance with which 

he did it fit well with the idea of him entering a  euphoric bipolar phase which 

was followed, after his return to Edinburgh, by several months in hospital. This 

stay was necessary to improve both his physical and his mental health.  



                                                                                                                                                         40 

In summary, it seems that it is possible to write an outline of Hay’s life in 

terms of bipolar disorder. That he and his sister suffered from long term 

psychiatric illness argues for a  genetic predisposition to the disease, and in 

adolescence, and the years beyond that, there is some evidence of mood 

swings and personality traits, such as the aggression and restlessness, 

characteristic of bipolar disorder. Production of his creative work shows a 

distinct circularity, with seasonal peaks. After several years on active service,  

and at the age of thirty, either a single event or  a period of prolonged stress, 

triggered the first full-blown bipolar attack which was so severe that he had to 

be hospitalised and repatriated. When released he returned to Tarbert where a 

time of immense, rapid, and fluid productivity was followed by another and 

more severe breakdown. When he was finally released after twelve years he 

made efforts to return to normal life but found this difficult and suffered 

recurring attacks of mental illness, sometimes characterised by aggression, 

and seemingly exacerbated by a dislike of taking medication to control his 

symptoms. After his mother died in the mid-1970s he turned increasingly to the 

misuse of alcohol, and after the impulsive and abortive attempt to resettle in 

Tarbert, his life became increasingly disorganised. The final period of care in 

hospital failed to restore his health and he died a few months after his 

discharge from hospital. His inability to cope with normal life once more is 

reflected in the causes of death listed on his death certificate: gastro-intestinal 

hemorrhage,  chronic alcoholism, self-neglect, and hypothermia. All of these 

details fit well with Jamison’s systematic description above of bipolar sufferers 

and make the argument that Hay was indeed one of them; an heir, like other 

poets before him, to all the benefits and harms which the disease confers.   
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Chapter Two 

 ‘I Have Loved Your Sea and Moorland’: 1915-41 

 

Beginnings 

George Campbell Hay was born on 8 December 1915, to John MacDougall Hay, 

a Minister and writer, and his wife Catherine Hay, née Campbell.  According to 

Angus Martin, Hay knew very little of the story of his father’s family, although he 

was more knowledgeable about his mother’s background (Martin 52). Such 

ignorance may seem surprising for a poet who placed such emphasis in his work 

on the importance of heritage, but his interest lay largely, not in the particularities 

of an individual’s family background, but in the history, values and culture of 

Gaeldom. Assiduous research by Martin himself, when preparing the chapter on 

Hay for his book Kintyre The Hidden Past filled in some of the gaps in Hay’s 

knowledge of his immediate forebears, on both sides of the family. 

  Hay was only four years old when his father died, so he would have had 

little chance to discuss family matters with him, although a little of the Hay history 

makes an appearance in his long poem ‘Air Suidh’ Artair Dhomh Mochthrath’ / 

‘On Arthur’s Seat One Morning’ (204) written in 1960,  which references the 

family move from Dunure  to Tarbert. Some of the details then were obviously 

known to him. His mother survived well into her nineties, so that there were many 

more opportunities for Hay to ask questions about her family; given that it was 

from her that he gained what Martin refers to as ‘his Gaelic stamp’ (52) it seems 

likely that the Campbell strain  would have held more interest for him than the 

Hay one. Or perhaps  he just had more opportunity to hear about it; Robert 

Rankin in his memoir of Hay for Chapman 40 also points out that ‘George was 

not particularly interested  in the details of his ancestry’ (Rankin 2). 

 The Hay family in Tarbert was descended from Willam Hay, who moved 

there  from Ayrshire in the 1830s. He established himself in the town as a fish 

merchant and married a local girl named Margaret MacFarlane. Since Martin 

records that all of their children were Gaelic speakers, it can probably be 

assumed that Margaret was also a Gaelic speaker, but the language seems to 
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have gone no further down the generations, and John MacDougall Hay, grandson 

of William and father of George was, says Martin, without Gaelic.  

 John Macdougall Hay, born in 1879,  did not follow the family tradition of 

selling fish, but attended Glasgow University. He was by all accounts a clever and 

successful student, winning class prizes and supplementing his student bursary 

with the proceeds of journalism (Rankin 1, Martin 50). After graduating in 1901 he 

decided to become a teacher, but followed this career for four years only. The 

introductory biographical note in the Canongate Classics edition  of his novel 

Gillespie (author unknown)  attributed the leaving of his teaching post to a 

breakdown in health caused by a bout of rheumatic fever, whereas Martin reports 

that this was in response to a decision to enter the ministry of the Church of 

Scotland (Martin 50). There is of course no reason why both should not be true. 

John Hay returned to Glasgow to study divinity in 1905 and once those studies 

were completed, in May 1909, he was ordained as the Minister of Elderslie in 

Renfrewshire. In October of the same year he married Catherine Campbell, 

whom he had met in Tarbert during one of his university vacations.  

 Catherine Campbell was the only child of Duncan Campbell and Jessie 

MacMillan. Duncan Campbell’s family came from Knapdale, although he had 

been brought up in Islay. As a young man he spent some time in farming, before 

experiencing a call to the Ministry. After ordination he was given charge of the 

large parish of Kilfinan in Argyll, and he took up residence in Auchenlochan,  

where Catherine, the only child of the marriage, was born in 1883.  Kilfinnan 

seems to have been a bi-lingual parish as Catherine was expected to sit through 

services led by her father in both Gaelic and English. Duncan died in 1891when 

his daughter was only eight. Jessie MacMillan, Catherine’s mother, was a native 

of Tarbert and it was to Tarbert that  Catherine  went to live when her father died 

and where she met John Hay (Martin 51-2). 

Early Life 

John and Catherine had three children  during their time in Elderslie. The 

first was a daughter, Sheena, born in 1911, followed by two sons, George in 1915 

and Duncan in 1917. In addition to his duties as a Minister, John Hay continued 

to earn money from writing and in the same year that George was born, he 

published his novel Gillespie. He was not however a particularly well man, and in 
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December 1919,  just after George’s fourth birthday, he died of tuberculosis 

(Byrne 445). 

This left Catherine not only a widow, but homeless as well and in the 

aftermath of her bereavement she returned once again to Tarbert. It was in a 

sense an inevitable decision since the town was known to her and she had family 

there to support her, but there were reasons why she might have suffered a little 

trepidation about her return.  

Firstly there were those in Tarbert who were not particularly well disposed 

towards  her. Archie Smith says that some resented both John Hay and 

Catherine for ‘breaking out’ of Tarbert and making other, possibly larger, lives for 

themselves elsewhere, instead of being content with the places they were born5.  

This attitude was compounded by the publication of Hay’s novel Gillespie. 

Although this had been critically well received, in both Britain and America,  it was 

not popular in Tarbert (Byrne 445, Martin 50-1). The setting, a small town called 

Brieston, and its unpleasant residents, were all too recognisably based on Tarbert 

and its inhabitants. Murray and Tait (Hay vi) talk of its ‘sombre vision’ and Smith 

calls it John Hay’s longest and most powerful sermon. It was not a sermon that 

the people of Tarbert particularly wished to hear; two of them going so far as to 

ritually burn the book, page by page, in their domestic stove6.  

But if Catherine was worried, she need not have been; ‘Mrs Hay was 

received kindly when she returned to The Brae as a widow with young children. 

The 1914 resentment about Gillespie was not inflicted on her’.7 In addition Archie 

Smith maintains that generally those in Tarbert who knew Catherine were inclined 

to put all the blame for Gillespie on ‘that terrible man’ she married.8  

Catherine soon had other things to concern her in any case; her youngest 

child Duncan took ill in mid-May, and on 4th June he died of broncho-pneumonia  

at the home of his uncle,  Angus Law.9 It was the third difficult loss for Catherine  

                                       
5
 Archie Smith, conversation with author, 13 March 2017 

6
 Archie Smith, conversation with author, 13 March 2017 

7 Archie Smith, letter to author 4 March 2017 
8 Archie Smith, conversation with author, 13 March 2017 
9
 Details from the death certificate of Duncan Ivan Hay. 
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to cope with in the space of fewer than six months. She would have been much in 

need of the kindly reception and support referred to above.  

Tarbert became  the place in which George Hay spent his childhood , and 

it was where he came to love the three things that would be an inspiration and 

solace to him throughout his life; the physical landscape of Kintyre, sailing and 

fishing, and the Gaelic language.  

The Acquisition of Gaelic 

It has long been held to be a fact that Hay was a learner of Gaelic, rather 

than a ‘native speaker’, a claim which rests on Hay’s own account of the matter. 

As part of the tape recordings he made in 1980 with Angus Martin about his life, 

he spoke about the way in which he had come to the language: 

AM  You said that you acquired a good deal of your Gaelic from your aunts 

GCH  I did indeed, yes 

AM  And how did you go about that? 

GCH  Och, when I was about six I started asking them, what was the Gaelic for this and what 

was the Gaelic for that, and so on, and that’s how I learned Gaelic.  

AM How was it that your interest in Gaelic was stimulated at such an early age? Was it 

through your mother’s influence or was it an external influence in the village? 

GCH I think it was my mother's influence … I think so 

AM  So although she wasn’t perhaps a fluent speaker, she … 

GCH Oh she had some Gaelic, she had some Gaelic 

AM And what was your aunts’ reaction to your interest? 

GCH They were encouraging. 

AM Did you accompany that aural learning …. 

GCH By reading the Bible, yes. 

AM  The Bible? 
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GCH The Bible, aye, and then sermons; they were on the shelves, you know, in Ingleside. I just 

found my way to them you know and then the MacLean Bards (SSS 1980).
10

 

There are several questions raised by this account of how Hay learned 

Gaelic. Firstly there is the transition from simply speaking to reading and, by 

extension,  writing Gaelic. Hay was indisputably a gifted linguist, but given the 

disconnection between Gaelic as it is pronounced and Gaelic as it appears on the 

page it is highly unlikely that he could have spontaneously arrived at a position 

where he could read the language fluently, without help from someone else. Who 

that may have been is a question for speculation, with his great  aunts being the  

most likely candidates. But another possibility is his mother.  

Despite Hay’s rather dismissive attitude to his mother’s Gaelic, it seems 

likely that she knew, or had known, more of the language than he was prepared 

to admit. It has already been noted that her father was a Gaelic speaker, 

conducting church services in both Gaelic and English. As for her mother, she 

was the sister of these same great-aunts from whom Hay said he learned Gaelic. 

So Catherine had two Gaelic speaking parents, and given that even Hay admitted 

that she had ‘some Gaelic’ it seems likely that the Gaelic she had came from her 

home background and that, at least as a girl, she would have been bi-lingual.  

It may be that as she grew up, in deference to social pressure, or because 

it was simply easier on a day to day basis, she no longer used Gaelic as a matter 

of course. (Byrne {448} notes from census returns  the rapid decline of Gaelic in 

Tarbert between 1891 and 1921.) Possibly as a result of that she forgot a lot of it. 

But her knowledge of the language was, or had been, certainly a lot more 

extensive than Hay admitted. If Hay expressed a desire to learn the language it is 

difficult to believe that his mother, who adored him, would not have helped him 

with it. Against that argument however must be placed the fact that there is no 

record of Catherine and her son speaking Gaelic together.  

 
Much of what is  ‘known’ about Hay’s early life and especially his 

interaction with the fishing community of Tarbert comes from these tapes made 

with Angus Martin, and that includes this account of how Hay acquired his 

knowledge of Gaelic.  While the recordings are an important resource, the context 
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 Sinclair, A.M.(ed) The MacLean Bards Charlottetown Haszard & Moore, 1898, 1900. 
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in which they  were made should  be carefully considered. By the time these 

recordings were made Hay was in his late 50s, unwell for a lot of the time, and 

talking about events of half a century before. In the intervening period he had 

fought unwillingly in a war, suffered from a cyclical and  extremely debilitating 

mental illness, undergone  long-term incarceration in a mentally stultifying 

environment, and was subject to serious bouts of alcoholism.  Into this lonely and 

difficult life suddenly came  a much younger man; one who, moreover,  was 

seeking the sort of knowledge that perhaps only Hay could give him. For although  

Martin was not himself a Gaelic speaker, one of his major interests was the 

Gaelic of the fishermen of the west coast: the technical Gaelic vocabulary of their 

trade, and how the way they spoke Gaelic in North Argyll, where Tarbert is, 

differs from how it is, or was, spoken at the southern end of Argyll, where he is 

from himself. Martin’s deep interest was  flattering, and in such circumstances  it 

would be perfectly understandable if Hay, in his desire to  impress, should  

attempt  to present himself, in a modest way, as even more precocious in his 

language acquisition than perhaps he really was.  Hay was not averse to 

occasionally stretching the truth when it suited his purposes, and this may well 

have been one of those times.  

 In whatever way it arose, Hay’s interest in Gaelic undoubtedly began in 

Tarbert when he was young, and it was nourished by his great-aunts, his reading,  

and by listening to the conversations of the local fishermen. It is unfortunate that 

he said little to Martin about his early reading in the language beyond the mention 

of the Bible and the MacLean Bards. Such reading must have been extensive for, 

when his friend Robert Rankin undertook the learning of Gaelic as an 

undergraduate, Hay sent him a long list of recommended reading. This included 

Watson’s Bàrdachd Gàidhlig and Rosg Gàidhlig, and Iain MacCormaig’s 

Seanchaidh na Traghad, as well as Duncan Ban Macintyre and ‘anything of 

MacPhaidin’s, especially An t-Eileanach which is bloody amusing. Mac 

Mhaighistir Alasdair will “put you daft” with a spate of obsolete adjectives, the Uist 

bards are good, but the strength and richness of their idiom is as that of old 

gorgonzola. They’re all worth reading.’11 Hay would have been nineteen when he 
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 G C Hay, letter to Robert Rankin May 1936. Rosg Gàidhlig:Specimens of Gaelic Prose and Bàrdachd 
Ghàidhlig:Specimens of Gaelic Poetry 1550-1900 were two companion volumes. They were edited by 
William J Watson, Professor of Celtic Languages at Edinburgh University, under whose son Hay would later 
study Middle Irish (see p 64). The prose volume was published in 1915 and the poetry selection in 1918, 
both by An Comunn Gàidhealach. Iain MacCormaig’s Seanchaidh na Traghad (The Storyteller of the Shore) 
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wrote this letter, and he was obviously already widely read in Gaelic, both poetry 

and prose.  

 

Fishing and Sailing 

 

From quite an early age Hay began to associate with the fishermen of Tarbert, 

sitting quietly and listening to them in the evenings when they congregated at the 

boat shed of Dougie Leitch, the boat builder. When Angus Martin asked about it, 

Hay described this time, and the beginning of his friendship with Calum Johnson, 

skipper of the fishing boat Liberator: 

GCH ‘…in front of Dougie Leitch’s shed there used to be a log where they sat down and 

talked, and I don’t remember when I met Calum first, but he used to go round and sit on the log 

and talk you know and I was small and sat down beside him and talked to him and got to know 

him that way …’ 

Archie Smith tells it differently. According to him ‘George was befriended 

by Calum Johnson – that was his way into Dougie Leitch’s shed. (He was not a 

pleasant man to children generally – we were told to clear off from around it)’12 

It seems George’s presence may only have been tolerated because he 

was in company with  Calum Johnson; the Johnsons lived  close to the Hays and 

Mrs Johnson was a friend of Catherine’s. Hay’s imagination was certainly fired by 

the conversations of the fishermen;  so much so, that he declared an early  

interest in going to the fishing with them, a desire that was fulfilled in his teenage 

years when he began to crew for Calum Johnson during his school 

holidays(Byrne 447).  

It is easy to assume that Hay spent time with the fishermen of Tarbert 

because, without a father of his own, he was searching out male role models. 

There may well have been an element of that, with the secondary aim of 

assimilating more Gaelic. But although he lived in a largely female environment, 

with his mother and sister, and spent time with his great-aunts, there were male 

relations from his father’s side of the family living locally so that a desire for male 

company cannot have been his only motive in seeking them out.  

                                                                                                                  
was published by MacAoidh in 1911. Iain MacPhaidin was an occasional contributor to An Gàidheal, the 
monthly journal of An Comunn Gaidhealach.  
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It is more interesting to ask the question why Hay spent so much time, not 

specifically with the fishermen, but generally outside his own home, because a lot 

of his leisure time, when he wasn’t on the strand near Leitch’s boat shed, he was 

spending with his great aunts. What was it that he felt in his own home that was 

driving him away? Or what was it that he was running from? If this unwillingness 

to stay in his own home were confined to these early years the matter would not 

carry any great significance; it could be accounted for as a child’s desire to spend 

time outdoors. But the fact is that this is an early manifestation of a phenomenon 

that was a constant in Hay’s life; running away to avoid confronting emotions or 

situations which were uncongenial to him. It starts here, in childhood, with a small 

boy sturdily and constantly absenting himself from home, and it never stops; as 

late as the year before his death Hay astounded his friends by suddenly running 

away from Edinburgh to Tarbert, and then, eight months later, just as 

spontaneously running back again.  

Schooldays 

Hay obviously came to love Tarbert and its surroundings during the years he 

spent there as a boy after his father’s death. His idyll was rudely interrupted at the 

age of ten, when the family moved to Edinburgh so that he could attend school. 

They did though continue to spend holidays in Tarbert so he was not totally cut 

off from the place.  

That Hay was not happy about the change can be easily seen in some of 

the poems he wrote about it over a decade later, particularly ‘Mi ‘Fàgail na Tìre’ / 

‘Leaving the Land’(18). In the first stanza he writes  

The way I went some spite had planned,  
to know the homes of other men, 
the time I turned to leave the land, 
it was not well with me then. (ll 1-4) 

 
Here the use of the strong word spite in association with the expression 

‘had planned’ suggest a conspiracy directed against the poet to make him 

unhappy. The poem continues: 

That these old headlands falling back 
Could draw such dim eyes to their hold, 
that hills beyond a steamer’s track 
could hurt so sore, I was not told. 

 
There Sleea swung away from me,  
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hidden by hills I never crossed. 
I had not heard that rock and scree 
And rain-scarred slope were precious lost.(ll 5-12) 

 
The scale of the pain grows as all the familiar landmarks give way to 

strange places; leaving them slowly behind in the steamer’s wake brings to the 

poet a long realisation of the hurt and loss involved in this journey. Finally Hay is 

able to link his own emotional experience directly with the feelings he had read of 

in Gaelic poetry and song; perhaps it was the first time he really registered that 

the emotions to be found there were real, despite the often formulaic nature of 

their expression. 

My eyes on Laggan, and the sound 
of homely waters loud astern: 
that day the ancient grief I found  
of songs sung lightly, in my turn. (ll13-16) 

 
 It is difficult to disagree with Byrne when he writes that ‘His removal from 

Tarbert … seems to have nourished an intense emotional dependency on the 

place and a notably uncomplicated, idealised identification with North Kintyre: the 

physical wrench of the separation also became a poetic leitmoti’ (Byrne 449),  

although the strength of feeling which manifested itself may well have been due 

to the shock of the pain caused by the removal, rather than the removal itself.   

 Little is known about Hay’s time at the first school he attended in 

Edinburgh, which was John Watson’s. After that, he moved on to Fettes College 

and it was there that he met Robert Rankin, who was to be a friend of his for 

many years.  Hay and Rankin shared a study during their last two years at Fettes, 

largely in amicable fashion, although Rankin does recall one occasion when the 

two fought; Rankin’s spectacles were broken and Hay lost one of his front teeth 

as a result. It was not a matter that disturbed their friendship (Rankin 2).  

 The Fettes College ethos was akin to that of an English Public School, and 

so was the curriculum, leaning heavily on Latin and Greek, at which Hay excelled. 

He was not so good at Maths and Science, as his school records attest.  Copies 

of these were obtained by Angus Martin from the Keeper of the Register at the 

school, Richard Cole-Hamilton, and were subsequently deposited by him in the 

National Library of Scotland.  Hay’s highest achievement in Maths was to come 

eighteenth out of a class (the bottom set for his year) of twenty-four; generally he 

languished in last place. In the list of subjects passed by Hay in his Scottish 
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Leaving Certificate, Mr Cole-Hamilton has appended by the entry Lower Maths 

the dry comment ‘(which must have surprised everyone!)’ (NLS MS 26753). 

 In view of this seeming mathematical ineptitude, it is worth noting here in 

full a poem Hay had published in the school magazine The Fettesian on the 

subject, and quoted by Rankin (3). No doubt this had particular resonance for 

Rankin who went on to have a distinguished career as a mathematician.  

                             Maths 

Five terms I’ve graced the bottom set 
Without the hope of a punt as yet, 
For when I should be doing Maths 
My mind will run on other paths. 
But after all, why should I care? 
Equations only make me swear, 
And riders make me tear my hair. 
And graphs just drive me to despair: 

          I loathe the sound of stock and share. 
X, Y and Z I cannot bear. 
Whether they’re plain or cube or square, 
I loathe them one and all – so there! 
Revision papers give me pain, 
Pythagoras benumbs my brain, 
All algebra’s a beastly blain! 
Geometry's a useless strain! 
All Maths are but a vile excrescence; 
They pain me by their very presence.   

 
 Apart from being quite a skilled example of versification from someone still 

in their mid-teenage years, there are two further points of interest in this poem for 

a student of Hay. Firstly, it is a funny poem, and humour is far to seek in his 

poetry. The only other sustained example is in the 1938-9 satirical sequence ‘The 

Scottish Scene’ (Byrne 38-54), which has too bitter an edge to be classed as 

merely funny.  Serving in Greece after the end of World War Two, Hay wrote the 

Scots poem ‘Kailyard and Renaissance’ (131), which is more serious but has 

several amusing touches. Written in two almost equal parts, one delivered by an 

anonymous ‘Kailyairder’, and the other by a ‘Renaissance Chiel’, this was 

probably meant to be a balanced summary of two different, and warring, 

approaches to Scottish Literature. The argument instead reduces largely to the 

nature and worth of sincerity. The Kailyairder claims that, though his work cannot 

be held equal to that of  the great writers of the classic period, it yet  has the 

power to move the reader: 

Stringan rhymes it was, I grant ye; 
  twasna Homer, Virgil, Dante; 
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  words eneuch an’ thocht fu’ scanty – 
  yet the rhymes they strung can haunt ye (ll21-4) 

 
To which the Renaissance chiel’s response is:  

  Aye the rhymes they strung can haunt me. 
  thro the nicht in dreams they daunt me 

wi their snifteran, snivellan greetan, 
till I scraich  an’ waukan sweitan (ll53-6) 
 

after which he undermines the notion of sincerity and accuracy of the 

Kailyairder’s view in a further quatrain 

Taen frae a yaird just no’ his ain, 
he slorps his cauld kail het again, 
tho what wi Briars an’ Bonny Broom 
for growan kail there’s scarcely room. (ll65-8) 

 
‘Kailyard and Renaissance’  is an amusing poem, and the last funny poem 

that Hay wrote. Humour, along with  music, appears to be something which the 

war, or his illness, or his treatment, robbed him of. But as well as being funny it is 

a clever poem, it reminds us that however much he may in general have 

suborned intellect to emotion in the subject matter of his poetry, particularly his 

poetry of Scotland, there was a fine mind behind his work.  

 Returning to Hay’s teenage poem about mathematics,the other important 

aspect of this poem is to be found in lines 3-5. 

For when I should be doing Maths 
My mind will run on other paths. 
But after all, why should I care? (Rankin 3) 
 

         Hay had no aptitude for Maths just as, he would later discover, he had no 

aptitude for philosophy, and his response then was the same as his response at 

school. Rather than work at an unpalatable subject, he chose instead to ignore it 

and spend his time tracing ‘other paths’ which were more personally amenable. 

Hay was unwilling, even as early in his life as this, to have his agenda set for him 

by other people, a pattern which recurs constantly, and which, in later stages of 

his life harmed, at first his prospects, and later his health. Perhaps if his 

schoolmasters had been a little less willing to excuse his lack of effort in some 

subjects, presumably because of his success in others, he might in later life have 

found the self-discipline needed to make such difficult times a little easier.  
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 School seems to have been where Hay first seriously started to write 

poetry. Rankin says  he believes that ‘from his school days George considered 

that writing poetry was the highest form of mental exercise …. He was fascinated 

by the various devices employed by poets in English, Gaelic, Latin and Greek 

…..’ (Rankin 4), and this too highlights an aspect of Hay which began early but 

would be constant throughout his writing life; the attraction held for him by poetic 

form. This is evident even in the first twenty works of  the Collected Poems which  

all display variations in stanza and line length, rhyme schemes, and stress, as 

well as language. Perhaps the most interesting example of this from his 

schooldays is his ‘Cumha Ruaraidh Mhòir’/ ‘Lament for Ruaraidh Mòr Macleod’ 

(3). The poem was written in English, since it was intended for the school 

magazine (Byrne 541). 

 It might be thought, since there was a Gaelic tradition of elegy writing with 

which Hay was familiar, as well as from the Gaelic title , that Hay was attempting 

an elegy in the Gaelic mode, but in fact this poem differs from the traditional elegy 

in several respects. It has no first-person speaker, nor does it address the 

deceased directly with a litany of their virtues, neither does it enumerate the ways 

in which the poet’s life is personally diminished by the loss. Such elements are 

common to the Gaelic elegies and laments contained in Ó Baoill Gàir Nan 

Clàrsach  such as ‘Marbhrann Thighearna na Comraich’ (172-7), ‘Cumha do Niall 

Òg’(74-7)  or ‘Do MhacLeòid’ (134). The young Hay’s version is quite different, 

addressed rather to the men of Skye who have lost their chief, not the chief 

himself, and with no account of personal loss (although that would not have been  

possible as Ruaridh Mòr MacLeod had died in 1626!). The praise of the chief is 

phrased as a reminder of his achievements to the men who have lost him, and in 

Hay’s poem the loss is felt as much by the natural world, as is normal in Gaelic 

praise poetry, as it is by those who knew and followed the dead chieftain.  

 For what can we see or hear again with Ruari sleeping, 
but the grey rain on the dreary hills weeping, weeping, 
and the sea’s mouth mourning along the shore? (ll16-8) 

 
The poem is far from perfect, with, in particular, a few infelicities in 

vocabulary such as the phrases ‘then never more’ with its melodramatic but 

doubtless unintentional reference to Edgar Allen Poe; and ‘the foreign men’ 

where the word foreign has obviously been chosen to alliterate with their ‘far 
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fields’, but which sits oddly as a too vague description of the Chief’s enemies. 

However alongside these small inelegancies there is much skill on display. The 

alliteration is thick, and generally without strain, and the rhythm of the poem is 

well controlled by the alternation of monosyllabic and polysyllabic words and the 

judicious use of the line break which sometimes does, and sometimes does not, 

coincide with the break in the poet’s train of thought.  

For all his poetic protestations about the horror of being forced to leave 

Argyll behind  and live in the Lowlands, Hay seems generally to have enjoyed his 

time at school. In this respect it is noteworthy that he wrote to Rankin about 

visiting Fettes during his first University vacation, something he would hardly 

have done had his memories of the place been totally unpalatable.13  

University 

At the conclusion of their time at Fettes both Hay and Rankin went on to 

university in England; Hay to Oxford and Rankin to Cambridge. They kept in 

close touch and it is  fortunate that Rankin kept many of the letters which Hay 

sent to him at this period, as they give a lively and, more importantly, 

contemporary picture of how Hay settled into life at Corpus Christi.  

 During the first part of his degree course Hay seems to have been a 

conscientious student. He described his early  workload as follows; ‘In the work 

line I have three lectures, one tutorial, two unseens, a prose, three books of 

Homer, and two speeches of Demosthenes a week. I was also asked if I 

would like to suggest anything more. I wouldn’t’.14 

 Student life was more than work though; Hay reports in his early days that 

he also plays rugger and hockey, goes rowing and beagling as well as devoting 

some time to the ‘collection of English limericks and jokes’. He was also Vice 

President of the Gaelic Society, of which there were nine members,  only a third 

of whom actually knew Gaelic. With regard to the Gaelic Society he bragged that 

he had ‘kept up a record  of never yet appearing at the weekly meetings in a 

sober condition’.15 

                                       
13 G C Hay letter to Robert Rankin 2 January 1935 
14 G C Hay letter to Robert Rankin 17 September 1934 
15

 G C Hay letter to Robert Rankin 20 November 1934 
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 Hay writes quite a lot about drinking, and smoking (he affected a pipe), in 

his letters to Rankin and it would be easy to see the seeds of his later problems 

with alcohol here in his student days, especially as he several times describes 

being drunk or passing out from over-indulgence in alcohol.16 However it seems 

more likely that this was nothing more than what was accepted as normal for 

students at the time. When Byrne contacted fellow students for their memories of 

Hay for the biographical essay in the Collected Poems, several mention his 

whisky drinking but none of them remark upon it being harmful, or done to 

excess. One of them does indeed remark that Hay was ‘very convivial – perhaps 

too convivial’ but this is in reference to his disregard for the official curriculum 

rather than a comment on  his consumption of alcohol (Byrne 452). That he stuck  

firmly at Oxford to his own Scottish culture is evidenced not only by the imbibing 

of whisky, but also by the mention many of his former friends and associates 

make of Hay playing the bagpipes and singing Gaelic songs. None of them 

mention the mouth organ which Hay told Rankin he was learning to play in early 

1935;17perhaps he didn’t consider himself a good enough player to produce the 

instrument in public.  

 There was a disturbing undercurrent of violence in Hay at times. The fight 

he had with Rankin at school over the opening of a study window and  which 

resulted in him losing a tooth has already been mentioned , and  recourse to 

settling arguments with his fists was not unknown in his student days either. 

Byrne quotes from Hay’s friend Dunlop who told him ‘I still bear a nose bent by 

him, following his strong objection to my persisting in discussing philosophy with 

a fellow student in his rooms. He inflicted the damage , although I was twice his 

size and weight’ (Byrne 453). And in a letter to Rankin Hay himself tells of a 

similar occurrence. He had been to the cinema with someone whom he 

apostrophised as ‘a cold intellectual’ who ruined Hay’s enjoyment of the film they 

had seen by pointing out all its faults. Riled, Hay ‘picked a quarrel with him 

afterwards and screwed his neck. A crude course … it serves him damn well 

right for spending his afternoons in the exercise of his cold intellect’.18 

                                       
16

 For an example see G C Hay, letter to Robert Rankin 20 February 1935 in which he describes passing out 
after a Gaelic club ceilidh as a result of drinking too much.  
17 G C Hay letter to Robert Rankin undated except for year, but early from context.  
18

 G C Hay letter to Robert Rankin 1935, undated except for year, but ealy from context 



                                                                                                                                                         55 

For a clever man, Hay was very dismissive of  ‘intellect’, but it was the 

spectre of intellect being used while divorced from feeling that seems to have 

been what he deplored. This,surely, partly accounts for his dislike of T. S. Eliot 

and other modernist poets. Hay must have read Eliot because he thought it worth 

commenting on him to Rankin, who had obviously been reading him too. In fact in 

a letter to his friend Hay quotes a line from Eliot’s ‘Morning at the Window’, writing 

around a circled ink blot ‘I am aware of the damp souls of housemaids breathing 

up from area gates’.  Eliot’s line actually reads ‘I am aware of the damp souls of 

housemaids, Sprouting despondently at area gates.’ Possibly Hay was quoting 

from memory here, and so got the line slightly wrong; he was certainly not likely 

to have  deliberately memorised the poem as he comments to his friend that ‘You 

seem to have been indulging in T. S. Eliot. Some of the people here are mad on 

such stuff and I have had it explained to me again and again. It isn’t  all balls, but 

I still find it unintentionally amusing’.19  

 There is no sense in the letters that Hay found the curriculum troublesome 

at first. But once the syllabus widened from the study of Latin and Greek to 

include Ancient History and Philosophy he began to stray from it. This seems to 

have been the result of discovering that he had little aptitude and no liking for 

philosophy; several of the friends contacted by Byrne mention this aversion.  He 

ignored it, in favour of spending time doing things he found more amenable, 

including learning Old Icelandic (Byrne 453). He had no idea why, and was 

unconvinced that the language had ‘much practical use’ but he found it not ‘so 

difficult as all that’20. From Icelandic he moved on to Danish and later Norwegian. 

There can be no doubt that language was his main interest, and for many years 

he continued to acquire new ones as the opportunity arose.  

 Rankin must also have mentioned in one of his letters that he had seen 

Hay’s mother (the Rankins and the Hays knew one another in Edinburgh) and 

she had mentioned his deficiencies as a correspondent, for Hay tells him to ‘Take 

my mother’s remark as a joke. She probably said it automatically, being so used 

                                       
19 G C Hay letter to Robert Rankin 20 February 1935 
20

 G C Hay letter to Robert Rankin 14 January 1936 
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to impressing on me the need to write lengthy epistles. I have contrived to do so, 

so far but the length is falling off ...’21 

It wasn’t only during term times that Catherine Hay might have been  

forgiven for feeling ignored. Once he reached his mid-teens she had, by Hay’s 

own account, seen little of her son during the holidays, for he told Martin that at 

these times, which were spent in Tarbert, he was walking on the hills behind the 

town during the day and was away fishing with the ring net trawlermen during the 

night. It seems unlikely that this could have been the constant pattern of his 

holiday time since it allowed no time for sleep, as Martin was quick to point out. 

AM So you’d be on the hill all during the day , then at sea at night 

GCH Sea at night yes 

AM You wouldn’t have been sleeping much, then (SSS 1980). 

 Whether he was sleeping or not, this way of spending his time during the 

school holidays continued the pattern Hay had established as a youngster in 

Tarbert, of spending as little time as possible in the family home. Once he was at 

Oxford he arranged  a variety of vacation activities with fellow students,  walking 

or sailing in the Highlands,  which all kept him away from home for weeks at a 

time.  

 When he deposited his letters from Hay with the National Library of 

Scotland, Rankin appended some useful information, amongst which was a list of 

the walking and sailing holidays on which he joined Hay and other friends. In 

August 1936 and July 1937 they spent two weeks walking in Lochaber;  in July 

1938 they changed location and walked in the Northern Highlands. The first 

sailing trip was in July 1936, and that year and also in 1938 and 1939,  they 

confined themselves to the Clyde Estuary. Only in 1937 did they venture further 

than that, getting as far as Mull and Skye. For that trip they had chartered a yacht 

called The Grey Goose, and they had a problem with the engine. Hay reported 

back to Rankin several months later that they were being pressed by the owner to 

pay for engine damage. In a bombastic style that screams defensiveness,  Hay 

was having none of it. ‘It’s no use the owner asking us to pay for the beastly 

engine as it wasn’t owing to us that it broke down; John Dunlop was quite definite 
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 G C Hay letter to Robert Rankin 20 November 1934 
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about that ... it’s very bad luck on him,that’s all. I hope it won’t make him shy of 

giving us the Goose again’22. 

 It seems  the owner certainly was unwilling to hire out the yacht to Hay and 

his friends again; subsequent trips were undertaken in other vessels. It is a not 

unreasonable stance by the yacht’s owner; Hay’s belief that he could bring back a 

damaged boat from a charter, refuse to pay for repairs and then be allowed to 

take the boat for a second time is almost breathtaking in its naivety;  and worth 

noting as he would display a similar attitude several years later when trying 

unsuccessfully to transfer out of the Royal Army Ordnance Corps into the 

Intelligence Corps.     

 Hay’s unwillingness to recompense the unlucky owner of The Grey Goose 

may have sprung partly from an inability to do so. Chartering yachts was not a 

cheap occupation and he was possibly still suffering from the effects of an earlier 

trip in May that year, when three out of six of the proposed members of a 

yachting party had to drop out, leaving him ‘broke from shouldering the charter 

expenses’23. Hay was at Oxford on a scholarship, and he was constantly writing 

to Rankin about things he couldn’t do because he was short of funds. In those 

circumstances some might consider it extravagant, or foolish, to charter a yacht, 

sometimes twice a year, but it does not seem to have occurred to Hay to give up, 

even just once, something which he enjoyed. In fact he sent a long letter to 

Rankin in 1936,  trying to show that it would be cheaper for him to buy and 

maintain his own yacht rather than to keep chartering them from other people; an 

extravagant theory which, perhaps fortunately, he never had the funds to put to 

the test.   

 Whether walking or sailing  it appears to have been his habit to cut off 

contact with home for the duration of his trips. After he graduated Catherine Hay 

wrote  to his friend Douglas Young to say that ‘George has just gone off on a 

boating trip’. She explains that she has forwarded Young’s letter to him, but it 

probably won’t reach him as he ‘cannot be bothered to call for letters at Post 

                                       
22 G C Hay letter to Robert Rankin Autumn 1937 
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 G C Hay letter to Robert Rankin 11 May 1937 
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Offices’; when he had gone  on a recent trip to Denmark all her letters to him had 

been returned.24  

 It was at Oxford that Hay first met Douglas Young, and it seems that it was 

through Young’s influence that Hay’s emotional attachment to Kintyre widened 

and deepened to become a fervent Scottish nationalism. Sadly Hay wrote nothing 

about politics in his letters to Rankin (possibly their positions were opposed and 

so they tacitly avoided the subject. Rankin managed to write a twelve-page 

appreciation of his former friend, the Chapman memoir, without  once mentioning 

Hay’s nationalism, a remarkable feat of avoidance considering how central to the 

poet his commitment to the cause of Scottish independence was.) It seems it is 

not possible to ascertain exactly what political activities Hay engaged in at 

Oxford, but certainly after his return from there to Edinburgh he became an active 

campaigner for the cause of Scottish independence.  

 Hay did not stop writing poetry while he was at Oxford. He was then, as he 

remained almost to the end of his life, a biographical poet, whose  life 

experiences informed his poetry and became its subject matter. Sometimes this 

was almost immediate, more often the experiences had to undergo some sort of 

subconscious processing before they surfaced in his poetry. This is  evident in 

the poems he wrote during the war when those that related to his North African 

experiences were mostly written later when he was serving in Italy and those 

which reflect his Italian experiences were largely written in Greece. 

As not all of his poems are dated to the month of composition it is difficult 

to decide which of those dated 1938, which was a prolific year for him in terms of 

poetry,  were written during his last two terms at Oxford, and which in the summer 

and autumn after he graduated. It is not perhaps a matter of great moment; for 

the purposes of this discussion the phrase ‘Oxford poems’ should be understood 

to include all those poems which Byrne has dated between 1934 and 1937, plus 

‘Soraidh Slàn le Cinntìre’/ ‘Feet Ashore’ (17) dated to 1938, but which Hay 

himself noted had much earlier origins, the title and subject matter going back to 

when he was first sent away to school.  
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 Catherine Hay letter to Douglas Young 10 July 1938 
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His Oxford poems display a continuing interest in Gaelic language and 

culture, sailing, and Kintyre. Most of them are written in Gaelic, although several 

are in Scots and English; his use of  all three languages was a hallmark of his 

work until his release from hospital in 1961 after which he wrote no more original 

poems in English. The few works in Engish between that year and his death, 

more than twenty years later, are either translations of Gaelic originals [such as 

‘Summer Coinage’ (302), which is a translation of the Gaelic ‘Cùinneadh 

Samhraidh’ (286) , or  the occasional reworking of a much older poem, such as 

the 1983 revision of ‘Homer’, a poem first written when he was a teenage 

schoolboy (Byrne 426)].   

Much as he varied his language choice, he varied too his use of poetic 

structure. Even the first section of Collected Poems ( Poems 1 – 37) displays a 

remarkable diversity of poetic form; almost  as though Hay tried every variation 

he came across to see how well he could master it. The only notable failure is 

‘What Song is Ours’ (10) an unsuccessful attempt to use an old Anglo Saxon 

metre which makes use of lines with four stresses, and in which the positions of 

the stress differ  from line to line. (The poem was never finished, but the subject 

matter, a comparison of the destruction of Troy with the desolation caused by the 

Highland Clearances, was used two years later by Hay in a Scots poem, 

‘Lomsgrios na Tìre’ /‘The Destruction of the Land (29) with a more common 

structure of four-line stanzas and an abab rhyming scheme.) Despite this one 

exception Hay displays a remarkable gift for successful structural variation in his 

poetry, even from these early times.  

Many of the poems reference  Kintyre in one way or another. One of them 

‘Leaving the Land’ (18) has already been noted, and another longer poem in 

Gaelic ‘Soraidh Slàn le Cinntìre’ / ‘A Long Farewell to Kintyre’ (19) goes over the 

same ground. Two others, ‘Aisling’/ ‘A Vision’( 5) and ‘Luinneag’ / ‘Chorus Song 

(14) are also about the poet’s passion for  the area.  In ‘A Vision’  this feeling is 

conjured up in a dream, but in ‘Chorus Song’  thoughts of his exile from Loch 

Fyne, evoked  by the south wind, prevent sleep. Asleep or awake, Kintyre is 

never far from Hay’s mind.  

Nor is sailing. Two of the poems concern The Corrie, a yacht Hay had 

chartered with friends in the summer of 1935, one of those occasions when he 
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was not  joined by Rankin. ‘For the Corrie’ (4) is a lively English poem in praise of 

the boat, most remarkable perhaps for the fact that Hay makes a brave attempt at 

poetic triplets throughout, although in two stanzas of the six he  is forced to rely 

on a certain degree of repetition to keep the rhyme scheme intact. ‘Siubhal a’ 

Choire’ / ‘The Voyage of the Corrie’ (7)  is a longer poem in Gaelic which 

focusses on a particular night during the  trip when they meet bad weather at sea. 

The overall note is of exuberance as the ship, incarnated as some strange 

beaked beast, sings and fights against the sea, while the crew are deafened by 

its snorting and blinded by the spray.  

Presumably it is the memory of nights such as that described in ‘The 

Voyage of the Corrie’ that informs ‘Feet Ashore’ (17), a sonnet in English which 

contrasts the ease of life on land with the struggle to survive at sea, and 

highlights the contrariness of human nature. The ‘wind-torn haggard dawns’  give 

birth to  thoughts of being able to  ‘sit at ease by day and through the night to 

sleep unlet;’ but, that ease tried, it ‘sheds its sweetness’ and the sailor longs to 

hear once more the hoarse cry of the boat’s wake  and see ‘the long swell 

marching ridged against the sky’.  

The dangers of the sea are told of in two poems; both in Scots, both 

written in quatrains and both otherworldly in tone. ‘Tìr Thàirngire’/ ‘The Land of 

Promise’ (13) warns against the folly of trying to find the legendary island of 

Brendan’s vision; the necessarily long and tedious voyage in search of it will end 

inevitably in death,  and the seeker  

(...) wull drift wi the tides as they shuft an’ swing by the side o the land 
an’ quate the fush wull glim at ye oot o cauld eyes, 
an’ there ye wull rock in the tangle an’ turn, til the deid rise, 
an’ the hunners that socht a shore that seeker nivar fand.9ll21-4) 
 

This picture of a dead man uneasily inhabiting a realm not his own has 

echoes of T. S. Eliot’s Phoenician sailor who ‘rose and fell’ (Eliot 39) just as Hay’s 

corpse ‘wull rock in the tangle and turn’, both driven no longer by the winds they 

once sought to exploit, but by the intractable movements of undersea currents. 

Unlike the Phoenician, and indeed the much earlier drowned sailor of Ariel’s song 

in The Tempest, Hay’s corpse undergoes no sea change and does not become, 

as they do, assimilated into the undersea world. Hay’s drowned seeker after 

Paradise seems doomed to stay as he was in life, imprisoned in an alien 
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environment  until the end of the world, when the dead will rise from earth and 

sea. Hay would revisit the plight of the drowned sailor in a later wartime poem 

‘Grunnd na Mara’/ ‘The Bottom of the Sea’ (68) to equally eerie effect.  

‘The Three Brothers’ (Byrne 14) is based on a story which Hay related to 

Douglas Young about three brothers eager to return home from Ayrshire and who 

put to sea despite an imminent storm, which then catches them and sinks their 

boat. Family waiting for them at home are subjected to a ghostly knocking on 

their door, followed several hours later by the sound of keening from the rocks of 

the shore; knowing what these supernatural signals mean they go out after 

daybreak and find the broken boat, but have to wait another twenty-four hours for 

calm seas to find the bodies drifting in the water near the shore. The poem, unlike 

the prose retelling,  ends  at daybreak with the  sound of the keening and there is 

no mention of the finding of the wreckage ,or the bodies.  It is notable that in both 

poem and prose Hay’s real interest lies in tracking what would have been the 

route of the boat home, and the exact details of how she must have been 

overcome by the sea. There is no description of the struggle or fear of the sailors 

as they faced death by drowning in either version. And although Hay maintained 

to Young the absolute truth of the supernatural visitations inflicted on the family 

concerned (Byrne 545), it seems unlikely he believed it;  rather it seems to be an 

integral part of the story as it had entered local lore. Although it is not an 

unsuccessful poem as it stands, and indeed displays in places Hay’s undoubted 

skill at describing the movement of both water and boats, it is a slight genre piece 

that stands alone in his work.  

Hay’s continuing engagement with both the  language and literature of 

Gaelic are highlighted in two poems of the period. One, ‘Fada-Geàrr’ / ‘Long-

Short’(16) is a witty and clever riposte to a friend who had denied  the need for 

length marks in written Gaelic, illustrating the confusion that could arise if they 

were abolished. The other is ‘Òran don Oighre’ / ‘Song to the Heir’ (9), in which a 

sarcastic poet wishes the heir of a large estate joy of his inheritance. While there 

are obvious links here to the tradition of clearance poetry, this poem addresses a 

much later situation, when the original economic benefits to the clan chiefs who 

cleared their lands are over, and their heirs are left with vast empty estates,  and 

no tenants to pay rent to help with the expense of maintaining them. There is a 

streak of vindictiveness here in lines such as: 
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May you enjoy your fate and predicament,  
your vacant land, your empty purse, 
all you will have to spend to maintain it,  .... 
the sin of the father upon his children, (ll 17-9,21) 

 

which is echoed in Hay’s expressions elsewhere of his feelings about the 
English. 

 One final point should be made about Hay’s poetry and Oxford. It has  

been said that Hay used the experience of his own life as source material and 

inspiration for his poetry, even if sometimes that experience appeared in poems 

written several years after the event(s)  which inspired them. There is however no 

poetry about Oxford; not about the experience of being a student, nor of the 

Oxfordshire landscape; there is just one brief reference to it in the long reflective 

poem ‘On Arthur’s Seat One Morning’ (204)where he says: 

is fheàrr feartan a’ mhonaidh 
na gach oilein tha ‘n Sassain;(ll 115/6) 
 
(better the properties of the mountains, than education in England)  

 

Such an obvious lack argues that in a way his Oxford experience was 

irrelevant to Hay; it was the expected method of passing his time after he left 

school, but there was  a part of him, the part most intimately linked to his 

creativity, which Oxford simply did not touch.  

By the time of his final examinations  Hay was well aware that his neglect 

of the official curriculum was going to have an adverse effect on his results. He 

had made sporadic efforts with the syllabus but with no great enthusiasm or 

diligence, writing to Rankin that  ‘I’ve been grinding my nose on philosophy and 

Ancient History  at the rate of twelve hours a day – sometimes’25. It was not 

enough; his  later  prediction to a friend that he ‘would get a degree of kinds, tho I 

daresay  I will be in some disgrace’ was fulfilled when, in 1938,  he was awarded 

a fourth class degree (Byrne 454). 

 It is not known how upset, or otherwise, Hay was by his poor performance 

in his final examinations. He certainly didn’t say anything of it to Rankin who 

wrote that Hay ‘never revealed to me the extent of his disappointment that in this 

examination he was awarded Fourth Class Honours’ (Rankin 10). 

Edinburgh 
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After graduating Hay returned to the family home in Edinburgh. For several 

years afterwards he kept a diary; the entries are not regular but it is a useful 

source of information about his life during some eventful times.  

He did not have a job waiting for him in Edinburgh and there are sporadic 

references in the diary to his attempts to find one;  making contact with the 

Forestry Commission,  The National Library, newspapers, and various 

academics.  His search for a job led to one of the few mentions in the diary of his 

mother; ‘Wrote to Warr and a man in London about a job, I will need to get one 

soon, as this anxiety is too much for my mother’.26 Having an unemployed son at 

home was not Catherine’s only worry; her daughter Sheena was by then a patient 

in a mental hospital where it appears she spent the rest of her life. Several times 

in the diary Hay remarks that he goes to see Sheena when his mother was 

indisposed, although he laconically appends each time that she was ‘on fine 

form.’ 

On his return to Edinburgh Hay became acquainted with James Watson, 

who had only recently succeeded his father as Professor of Celtic at the 

University of  Edinburgh (Byrne 466). Watson encouraged Hay to think about 

producing scholarly editions of some of the minor Gaelic poets, specifically 

Eachan Bacach  and Mairearad Ni’n Lachainn. This work was never undertaken, 

probably because no funding could be found for the project,  but Hay did join 

Watson’s  class in Middle Irish where he studied with ‘an honours man of his 

called Calum MacLean from Raasay’27  This letter makes no mention of  Calum’s 

elder brother Sorley; presumably Hay was yet to make his acquaintance.  

Like his father before him Hay was in the habit of writing articles and 

poems for newspapers and other periodicals, with mixed success to judge from 

the diary entries concerning these efforts.  He was evidently much disgruntled 

when  ‘a copy of the SMT arrived with the Kintyre poem in it. Apparently they 

think the honour of publication sufficient reward’.28 (Of the many poems Hay 

wrote about Kintyre, the one referred to here is the English ‘Kintyre’ {35}). The 

SMT Magazine was however better-behaved in this respect than The Scottish 

Field who, as Hay noted several days later had not published an article he had 
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written for them that month as promised, despite having had it in their hands for 

over a year. By contrast the following year he received £1- 5/- for two poems that 

had been published in The New Alliance , a monthly journal first published in 

Edinburgh in 1939,  which he deemed to be ‘much too much’.29  Later, even as 

he was preparing himself for his flight to Argyll,  he notes the receipt of money for 

a poem and article published in that month’s Scots Magazine.30  The poem was 

the quietly poignant ‘Còmhradh nan Rubha’ / ‘The Talk of the Headlands’ (78), a 

reflection on the past and present lives of the west coast fishermen, who are now 

far away on other seas seeking out not fish but enemy submarines, comforted 

only by the memory of the sound of their home waters.  

In late 1938 Hay had sent some of his Gaelic poems for comment to 

Kenneth  MacLeod, who was a Minister on Gigha as well as a Gaelic writer of  

repute (Byrne 462). The two men maintained a correspondence for some time, 

and  MacLeod was encouraging about the poetry, although the two often did not 

see eye to eye on other matters.  Hay occasionally recorded his frustration with 

the older man in his diary; ‘plenty letters flying between me and Kenneth at the 

moment, and it looks as if he’s quite annoyed....But the old man has a right to be 

stuck in his own opinions and deaf to others. That’s how old people are 

anyway’.31 It was not just MacLeod who Hay dismissed on grounds of age; he 

was frequently scathing about old people in his diary.   

With the confidence that MacLeod’s approval of his Gaelic work had  given 

him, in December that year  Hay sent off some of his poems to Angus Mackay, a 

publisher in Stirling but they were returned by early January with a note to say 

MacKay’s could not consider publishing.32 Hay immediately took the manuscript 

to another publisher, Grant’s on George IV Bridge, where he was told they would 

consider it, but the answer must have been negative once again and there is no 

further reference to it in the diary.  

Even if not all Hay’s earnings from occasional journalism and poetry were 

recorded in his diary, it must have been clear that he was not going to make a 

living from his writing at that point of his life, and with no results from his other 
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enquiries, in September 1939 Hay enrolled at Moray House in Edinburgh to train 

as a teacher. His references to his studies there are few and far between; they 

were interrupted in 1940 and were never officially completed. 

Hay’s main interests at this time were in any case political, and his diary 

contains a certain amount of  reflection on the international situation, particularly 

the approaching war, together with  details of his own heavy involvement  in 

nationalist activity in Edinburgh and Glasgow. Hay’s own nationalism at this time 

seems to have been made up of equal amounts of a dogmatic and unquestioning 

belief in the right of Scotland to independence, and a hatred of all things 

pertaining to English rule and the Empire. He had little patience for diluting this 

with any other political overlay.‘The pity is that any Scotsman who thinks, or is 

alive, or revolutionary is strongly for self-government; but they are nearly all 

sidetracked into being communists, Labour men, Liberals and God knows 

what’.33 

Or as he put it later in a letter to Douglas Young, ‘What we need at present 

is pure nationalism.34 His fear was that such political party prisms distracted 

people from the main goal of self-government. ‘If they had eyes in their heads 

they would see that under the present dispensation nothing will be done for the 

good of the people; that nothing will come out of Westminster’.35  

With such views  it is not surprising that he got on so well with Wendy 

Wood, the lively and often controversial campaigner for Scottish independence 

who he met not long after his return to Edinburgh.  Hay had been doubtful 

beforehand , but afterwards he changed his mind. ‘I had imagined her a targe. 

She is one of the most charming and vital people I have ever seen’.36 

Disillusioned with the chaotic factionalism that was then rife in the Scottish 

National Party Hay joined Wood’s Comunn airson Saorsa na h-Alba which he 

thought ‘looks as if it may achieve something real’.37   

Hay’s enthusiasm for the Comunn was genuine and he seems to have 

been admiring of what they did, especially their involvement in the unrest at the 
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naval dockyard in Rosyth, when the Admiralty replaced Scottish workers with  

English ones. Hay exultingly reported to Young in a letter that ‘The Comunn 

airson Saorsa na h-Alba alone took the chance and they have left  the place a 

boiling pot of racial hatred (it will be given a stir frequently).’ In the same letter he 

explains that ‘one must have neither doubts or scruples... if one has doubts or 

scruples these things can’t be done’38.  

But the Comunn was short-lived and by October 1939 Hay was involved 

with the more moderate (by comparison) Young Scottish Nationalists. His main 

activities were writing Gaelic pamphlets, selling copies of the Scots Independent 

newspaper and canvassing for the Scottish National Party in by-elections. On at 

least one occasion  that month he went to paint nationalist  slogans on Arthur’s 

Seat, although he was disturbed part way through and ran away, leaving his paint 

tin behind him.39   

By the time of that particular escapade Great Britain was at war with 

Germany. It was a war that  had long been foreseen and as early as his last 

months at Oxford Hay had been telling people he would not take part in it (Byrne 

460). He felt that as a Scot he had no reason to fight in a war that was basically 

for the benefit of England and her empire. This was a stance that, for a while at 

least, the SNP endorsed. A resolution passed by the party in 1937 said that male 

members of the party would refuse to serve in the British Armed Forces, but as 

the war came closer the policy was reversed (Byrne 460). This change of official 

attitude  made no difference to Hay, who, along with Douglas Young and many 

others, had already  determined not to fight.  

This was not a decision he had seen fit to confide to his mother. Catherine 

had been worried for months about the likelihood of conscription being introduced  

if war actually broke out.  As early as July 1938 she had confided her fears in a 

letter to, ironically, Douglas Young. ‘I feel pretty despairing about it all ... if they 

take men alphabetically as I was told, you will probably be much later’40. She was 

oblivious to the fact that neither her son nor his friend had any intention of being 

‘taken’ at all.  
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Once the so-called ‘phoney war’ of 1939-40 was over and attacks by the 

Luftwaffe began on Britain,  Edinburgh became an uncomfortable place to live. 

German bombers targeted several locations in Scotland, including the Forth 

Bridge and the port of Leith. It was a febrile time and from the end of June 1940 

there are repeated references in Hay’s diary to the sound of both air raid sirens 

and  German planes overhead. In accordance with his stated principle of being 

willing to defend Scotland while not intending to fight for England, Hay, along with 

several of his nationalist friends,  joined the LDV (Local Defence Volunteers) 

(Byrne 467).  At the same time,  he was fighting  conscription  through the 

designated procedure  of appearing before a local tribunal and requesting 

exemption,which in his case was on political grounds. 

His first hearing was at the end of April 1940, before the bombing of the 

Central Belt began.41 Much to his disgust he was not allowed to discuss the 

nationalist principles on which his objection to serving in the British Military forces 

was based. As he explained to Young in a letter he had stated that  he was ready 

to do agricultural work and also to serve against attacks on Scottish soil. He 

added ‘ nor has my attitude to the war changed, like that of so many people 

recently. This is only a matter of protecting Scots folk against bullets.’42  

The hearing was  brief and his application was dismissed but the system 

allowed for an appeal which he lodged more or less immediately. By the time his 

appeal was heard,  on 19th July, Hay was feeling despondent. Just before it, he 

wrote again to Young expressing dissatisfaction with himself ‘I am ...exceedingly 

dorranach, [vexed] mostly owing to my personal situation for as you can 

imagine I am much dissatisfied with myself’.43  

The war itself, once it started in earnest, brought its own stresses and 

strains. Broken sleep due to sirens, bombings and LDV shifts, rumours about how 

the fighting was going, worry about friends who had gone off to fight,all took their 

toll. Even in Edinburgh people were not safe, a realisation which seems to have 

crept up on Hay They were strange and unnerving times as he recorded in his 

diary. ‘This not having any certainty of how things will be ten minutes hence is 
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strange and trying. If you say Goodnight to a person who lives half a mile away 

from you, you can not say if you will ever see each other again.44 

This awareness  of mortality may have been the impetus behind a long 

entry in his diary just after his appeal was rejected. In it he sums up what he has 

achieved in his life so far.  After dismissing his degree ‘I am a B.A. of Oxford. We 

can cross that out’, he lists the things he knows. He can  sail and shoot and fish 

and play the pipes, and speak several languages. After this, he turns to the things 

he has done; writing songs,  poetry and sketches, some of which have been 

published, translating and scholarly editing work. He concludes that it all amounts 

to ‘very little’, trying to console himself with the thought that  at least he has good 

friends and has ‘seen good days by hill and sea, and may see them again yet’.45 

To others, this  list of achievements, especially for a young man of twenty-

four might  seem laudable, but Hay was dissatisfied. He ends the entry with the 

would-be bracing comment ‘Well give over the introspection’, although he is 

obviously disappointed in himself and this is one of the  rare moments when he 

admits it. His summing up of his life to date reads almost as though he were 

assembling the narrative for an obituary. The possibility of death in the streets 

has concentrated his mind and  he has discovered that he has not, as yet, come 

far in his own terms.  

In many ways of course his  life was not going particularly well at this 

juncture. His degree was poor and he had been unable to find regular 

employment. He was training to be a school teacher which was not his first 

choice of profession,  and one to which he was not necessarily suited. He had 

had some of his work published, but for little monetary reward, and the book of 

Gaelic poems he had compiled with such care and sent off with such high hopes 

had been rejected. One of his beloved great-aunts had died in January, and he 

missed her, sorry as he said that ‘I cannot fully believe in spirits’.46 His nationalist 

sympathies and activities meant that he was, or imagined himself to be, subject to 

a certain amount of observation from the authorities. As early as October 1939, 

just after the outbreak of war, he had written to Young with a warning about the 

contents of their correspondence: ‘in future mind what you say and write and 
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where you do it... Finally let me  draw to your attention the three prudent monkeys 

of Japan’.47 And in his diary that same month he reports a group he was in being 

under surveillance when they went out for a drink. ‘At the Melville ... as we went 

out a C.I.D. man was sitting there, a poor down-trodden looking creature, 

pretending to enjoy his beer’.48  

A  year later he and Young were still (or again) being watched.’YNA first 

public meeting tonight. Dia ... spoke to maybe 30 people (including two plain-

clothes men who each bought an S.I.).’49  

And of course there were all those who were falling away; friends and 

colleagues who had said they would refuse conscription  just as Hay and  Young 

had, but who had in the end accepted it. Many had apparently claimed their 

change of mind was due to Scotland being in danger; an excuse Hay was having 

none of. ‘As if Scotland weren’t in continuous danger from her gluttonous 

southern neighbour. What weak-kneed, weak-minded windbags’.50 

As anticipated,  his appeal was dismissed, and he was duly summoned for 

the routine medical examination which formed the next  part of the conscription 

process. He ignored this, and received an official reminder about it on 7 August, 

which pointed out that failure to appear left him open to summary arrest and 

detention. The next day, almost as though to reassure himself that he was doing   

the correct thing, Hay wrote another lengthy diary entry about the state of  the 

war as it was presented in the media of the day and as he thought of it himself.51   

He managed to dismiss to his own satisfaction all the public justifications 

for the war. In his opinion it was neither a Christian Crusade, nor a war for 

democracy nor a fight for freedom against tyranny; all of which he claims were  

the reasons given by the government for fighting. Since his arguments are based 

on the premise that England, as a colonial  power, is not  democratic but has 

proved herself again and again to be a colonising tyrant, it is hardly surprising 

that he comes to the neat conclusion that the justifications for the war given to the 

people are deliberately and maliciously falsified. His conviction that the 
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government, the military and the B.B.C. were all paving the way for a High 

Anglican Fascism seems now merely ludicrous;  the support that there was in 

1930s Britain for Hitler and Fascism had little to do with religion beyond the toxic 

strain of anti-semitism which all fascist movements held in common. His most 

interesting comments in this entry though, are the ones which pertain to Poland. 

He had prophesied in his poem ‘Is Coma Leam Cogadh no Sìth’/ ‘War or Peace, I 

Care Not’ that war would be declared over a modern equivalent of ‘gallant little 

Belgium’, and it was the German invasion of Poland which finally led to Britain’s 

declaration of war with Germany. Hay was particularly vituperative about the pre-

war Polish Government and its actions. ‘What state did we use as a pretext for 

war? The stupid, reactionary Poland, the chauvinist that defied the League and 

bullied Lithuania, that plundered the Czechs ...’.52 And he felt equally negative 

about the Polish government in exile under General Sikorski. ‘As for the present 

“Polish Government” under Sikorski which they entertain, it refuses to let Polish 

Jewish students here join the Polish Army and will not grant them help from the 

Polish relief fund’.53 

Possibly these and other reflections which he did not commit to the diary 

bolstered his determination to carry on defying conscription. Despite the threat of 

summary arrest contained in the reminder about his medical, he carried on with 

his life as normal for another two or three months. He was waiting he said to see 

if the Germans would invade. There was no ground invasion but the bombing of 

the Central Belt continued, and one raid in October 1940 holds particular interest 

because of the way Hay describes it.  

 He had been half dozing in his darkened bedroom when ‘suddenly the 

room was filled with light’. Getting up to check what the light was he saw that it 

was coming from descending flares to the south west; on seeing that, and 

hearing the engine of a German plane, he sensibly stepped back from the glass 

window  and went back to bed. Once the bombs had been dropped and the 

resulting explosions were obviously coming from further away, his curiosity got 

the better of him and he went back to the window and looked out.  
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It was about five on a fresh morning with a clear starry sky. All over the sky to the S.W. 
was a great orange reddish glow, pulsing, burning brighter and fading and very pale grey 
smoke growing up through it like a curtain.

54
 

Five years later Hay would write a poem about the bombing of another 

city, in another country;  Bizerta, in Tunisia. His powerful description of that, 

including his image of the rising and falling of the flames as the  pulsing and 

beating of an evil heart, has its roots  here in his description of the bombing of 

Edinburgh. Even the ‘clear starry sky’ of that Edinburgh night is transmuted in 

‘Bisearta’ (116) into ‘the ancient high tranquility of the stars’ of the poem’s final 

line.  

Sometime in October 1940, whether because he was now satisfied that he 

would not be needed to defend Scotland from the Germans, or because he 

became convinced that the threat of summary arrest was about to be made good,  

Hay disappeared from Edinburgh and took to the hills of Argyll (Byrne 469). This 

was a long-held plan of his; he had mentioned it to friends at Oxford. Byrne 

quotes from one of Hay’s student friends; ‘George made it clear that as a loyal 

Scot he would take the view that it was no part of his duty to fight the 

Englishmen’s war for them. When someone said he might not be allowed the 

choice, he said he would go up into the hills and lie low there’ (Byrne 460). 

And the theme was taken up again in one of his letters to Young: 

if it becomes clear that the Germans won’t appear this time round I’ll take to the 
Highlands, since there are one or two places there where there’s a good Scot or two that I 
know. Anyway I’m sure about one thing – I won’t submit to the London lot’ (Byrne 469).  

In view of later events there is an uncomfortable irony in the last words of that 

sentence.    

‘Under the Cairn’, Arrest and Capitulation 

There are no entries in Hay’s diary for his time living in the hills of Argyll, although 

towards the end there are several pages, obviously written in retrospect, about 

his eventual arrest there,  and his subsequent trial in Edinburgh.  

Where he was is not known, except in the most general terms, but there 

seems to have been a small network of people in a similar position, and others   

who gave him assistance and helped him to keep in touch with what was going 
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on in nationalist  circles in the Central Belt (Byrne 469). According to Rankin (11),  

his mother was told by Hay’s mother that the police knew where Hay was all 

along and ‘bided their time’ before arresting him. This is contradicted by Hay’s 

own diary account, where he records being told by his arresting officer that 

although the authorities had known for some time that he was ‘somewhere in 

Argyll ... it was very hard to fix the definite spot. It was only recently that they had 

got more precise information’.55 

Whether it was because the police left him alone or because he managed 

to evade them, Hay was on the run in Argyll for about seven months. He was 

finally arrested at Arrochar on Saturday  3 May 1941. A number of people 

prominent in the Nationalist movement, including Hay’s friend Douglas Young 

were arrested in different places on the same day; it was obviously a concerted 

nationalist round up (Byrne 469). 

In May 1941 Hay wrote at the end of his diary a long and detailed account 

of his arrest and transfer to Edinburgh. His  arresting officer's name was 

Thomson and despite being poorly he engaged Hay in conversation, apparently  

determined to impress his prisoner with all that he and his colleagues knew about 

nationalist activity; Hay  was equally determined not to be impressed. From what 

Thomson said it is obvious that the authorities had knowledge of  the names and  

whereabouts of several of Hay’s colleagues  and quite a lot about where they met 

and what they had been doing. The hills of Argyll were not the safe and  

unwatched  haven that Hay had thought them.  

For all his determination not to be cowed Hay was badly affected by being 

locked up for the night in a cell in Alexandria Police Station where he was to wait 

for a police escort to Edinburgh. He couldn't sleep, the cell was too hot, there was 

too much noise from other people which he found intensely irritating, and 

‘everything was a bit strange to me’. On top of all this there  was an air raid 

warning in the middle of the night, which meant the station was filled with loudly 

chattering Civil Defence Volunteers. After they had left Hay lay awake, listening  

to the life of the station going on around him, even eavesdropping on the 

conversation between two officers who were searching his pack, and being ‘so 

droll  that I was hard put to it to keep from laughing’. It cannot have been quite so 
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amusing to hear them saying ‘it’s awful to see one so young going to the bad’, but 

he certainly appreciated the irony of the naive comment from one of them to the 

effect that ‘the army will never take him now. It’s only willing people they want’.56 

The next day Hay was taken to Edinburgh and locked up again, then  tried 

on the morning of  Monday 5 May. The officer in charge of him during his transfer 

from Alexandria to Edinburgh, a Lewisman by the name of Macleod had gone to 

Hay’s home the night before, taking news of his arrest and detention to 

Catherine, and she naturally turned up the following morning to see her son. Hay 

was ‘delighted’  to hear of this as he had not seen her for what he describes as 

‘nearly a year’, a slight, if forgivable, exaggeration.57 Doubtless his absence  had 

seemed long to her.   

Macleod had worried Hay by hinting that his trial might be held in camera 

and Hay had taken this to mean that he might be tried for something like sedition, 

a much more serious matter than his refusal to attend for a medical examination. 

But in the event it was only the non-compliance with his summons to a medical 

which  was on the charge sheet. His description of his court entrance seems 

purposely  amusing: 

I climbed a flight of steps popping up through the floor of the courtroom like 
Mephistopheles in a play. I was wearing my oilskin and had on my heavy boots which 
made a tremendous din. The judge had bleary blue eyes and looked like some 
melancholy fish.

58
  

Hay pleaded guilty to the charge against him and was given the option of 

paying a fine or serving a ten-day prison sentence.  He chose to go to prison. 

Once sentencing was over he had the chance to see his mother again for a short 

while. After that Macleod took  him to an anteroom where he was harangued by a 

man who he described as ‘having a bad hard look about him’. He was threatened 

with physical violence, and called a coward and by implication, stupid as well, 

before the man took himself off, ‘black with temper’. Hay was still as he says, ‘a 

bit dazed’ after this, when he was confronted with two more men, a large one who 

propped himself against the wall and a smaller elegant one who asked Hay ‘in the 

most Oxford of accents to sit down and have  a talk with him’ after which he 
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solicitously enquired why Hay had gone away. He was obviously, Hay noted, 

‘their smooth card to their previous rough one’.59 

Frustratingly Hay’s diary comes to a close at this point. If there ever was a 

record of what happened next, it has been destroyed or lost. Whatever occurred,  

it had what the authorities doubtless regarded as the desired effect. Shortly after 

his release from prison  Hay gave in and agreed to be conscripted.  

On 18 June he  wrote once more to Robert Rankin, after a considerable 

period of silence, for he says Rankin must have been wondering what had come 

over him. In  uncharacteristically restrained fashion he summed up the previous 

few months. ‘I was eight months away from home and rather out of touch, then I 

was a guest of His Majesty for a short period.’ He continues rather forlornly 

‘Actually I am going away tonight to join the R.A.O.C ... I’m not in the best trim for 

epistolising. But I’ll write you from the Army sometime’.60 

The following day he reported to the R.A.O.C. training depot at Earl Shilton 

in Leicestershire.  

Edinburgh Poetry 

Busy as Hay was during this period he continued to write poetry, and was 

occasionally successful in having it published. To begin with his themes were the 

same as they had been before; Gaelic language and culture, sailing and Kintyre. 

With his increasing involvement in nationalist politics there begins to be a more 

overtly nationalist and anti-English strain in his poetry, and there are some poems 

which reference Scotland as a whole, rather than Kintyre or Argyll in particular. 

As time went on the shadow of the approaching  war made its way into his poetry, 

followed by the reality of the choice to be made between fighting or not.  He 

continued to experiment with form, using a wide variety of poetic structures. The 

period begins with an elegiac poem in praise of Calum Johnson, ‘To a Loch Fyne 

Fisherman’  (20)  and ends with the bitter and defiant ‘Teisteas Mhic Iain Deòrsa’ 

/ ‘Mac Iain Deòrsa Testifies(82).61  
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It would of course be reductive to take Hay’s poetry from these years and 

classify each text as concerned with a single theme. His knowledge, enthusiasms 

and political outlook are as naturally blended in his work as they were in the man.  

Although living in Edinburgh he continued to visit Tarbert often. He writes 

in his diary of a conversation he had with someone about the  hold Tarbert had. 

‘He talked of the grip which Tarbert gets on people “east wind or south wind, sleet 

or sun”. ... My father persisted in coming to Tarbert although the doctors had 

forbidden it, and it may be that Tarbert killed him’.62 It is telling that Hay ascribed 

his father's possible defiance of doctor’s orders to the pull of place, rather than to 

the desire to visit family; an indication of his own priorities perhaps, fitted to his 

father in retrospect.  

At this point Tarbert and Kintyre were still central to his poetic imagination.  

‘Cuimhne Nach Tèid Às’ / ‘A Memory that Will Not Fade (23) is a short poem in 

English, which declares the poet’s preference for Argyll over Paradise and denies 

the power, even of the River Lethe (a rare classical allusion from Hay) to drown 

his memories of it. Nothing it seems can be stronger than the poet’s love for the 

sea and streams, wind and rain of Loch Fyneside.  

There are two poems from this period with the title ‘Kintyre’, one in English 

and one in Gaelic. The English one (35) is simple in form (four stanzas of four 

lines) and heavily nostalgic in tone, as the poet’s thoughts turn from  where he is 

(Edinburgh) to where he’d rather be (‘lovely long Kintyre’ l4), drawn there in the 

same inevitable way that birds seek trees for shelter. The main point of interest 

here is the use of Kintyre place names as an incantation; Hay himself calls it a 

litany. 

Ròaig and Àirigh Fhuar, 
words from some fairy tale, 
the Grianan and Davaar, 
Carradale, Sunadale.(ll13-6) 

 

The words as he says them, walking amongst the grey chill walls of 

Edinburgh, become a protection, a blessing and a source of warmth for him; all 

attributes normally associated with feelings of home. 
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The Gaelic ‘Cinntìre’  (26)  is  longer and more descriptive, beginning with 

the beauty of the country’s landscape. 

I have loved your hills and moorland, 
the bareness of your hills under the blue of the sky; 
The shimmer of sun on their fair-sided flanks, (ll 9-11) 
 
Sweet is the voice of the wind on your summits, 
crying on their high shoulders; 
lovely your white girdle about you, 
the sea closing in on the shore. 
That ancient land on the edge of the deep, ... 
steep her hills above the salt sea,  
smooth her strand, wave-white her side (ll13-7,19-20) 

 

Once again Hay compares Kintyre with other iterations  of Gaelic paradise, 

to Tìr nan Òg, and to Tìr fo Thuinn, but as in ‘A Memory that will not Fade’ (23), it 

is to their detriment, as he claims here that  ‘to us has been given a land more 

lovely’. 

It is not just the physical landscape that draws him though; he loves too 

the heritage and history of the place. He talks with admiration of the clan of Iain 

Mòr, Lord of the Isles, and of the older stories and traditions of the Children of Lir, 

the Viking invaders and St Columba. 

This is not really a poem about a place, except on a superficial level; what 

it is is a love poem, to an entity that nurtured him in body, mind and spirit. He 

even refers, right at the beginning of the poem, to Kintyre as his ‘fostering 

mother’, an indication that his love is something elemental, greater and 

deeper than anything that might be felt for another human being. 

It has been suggested that at some stage in Hay’s psychological 

development as a child something happened which caused him to transfer the 

love which a child normally has for its mother to his physical environment.63  If 

this is the case, ‘Cinntìre’ is perhaps the poem which most overtly expresses the 

idea that the place was more important to him than the person.  

‘Tiomnadh’ / ‘Testament’ (36) takes up once more the theme of Kintyre’s 

superiority to the fabled lands of Tìr nan Òg and Tìr fo Thuinn, with Avalon 

included for good measure, but in this poem Hay is more explicit about where the 

supremacy of Kintyre lies. For the lands of the blessed as described in stanza 
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three, have ‘no tempestuousness but only calm’, they are ‘peaceful ...  untouched 

by the elements’ and ‘undisturbed by any grim storm’. For Hay it appears, nothing 

could be less inviting:  

I would want a howling wind putting the clouds to flight, 
coming down from the north over the ridge of Ben Cruachan 
 with cold clutched in its jaws, 
and the storm-steeds marching proudly on the ocean’s plain. 
A downpour like a heavy curtain advancing over the billows; 
the sharp stinging sea-spray like poison-darts on the cheek;  
the anxiety of the steersman - those would be my longing (ll 37-48) 

 
Hay did not want to contemplate life, or to live it quietly and peacefully, he 

wanted to be active, participatory and daring. These are not just the feelings of a 

restless young man either; they would be reflected later in some of the poems he 

wrote about attitudes  he encountered in North Africa, notably in ‘Meftah Babkum 

Es-Sabar?’ / ‘Patience the Key to your Door’ (124)  and ‘Prìosan da Fhèin an 

Duine?’ / ‘Man his own Prison’ (Byrne 115) where he deplores positions  of 

submission to fate, and extols the virtues of  struggling to live with joy and 

generosity.  As late as 1980 he was still recommending participation, rather than 

reflection,  in the fragment ‘The Hert’s Aye the Pairt Aye ....’ (Byrne 331) The title 

may look and sound like the tired expression of an old man, but the sentiments of 

the poem deny that, with their encouragement to engage  with the world: 

‘... Ye’ve sangs tae sing. 
He that wad haud ye, heedna him’.  
 

When Hay was contemplating taking refuge in the hills rather than joining 

the Army he wrote another poem about the nurturing he had had and the love he 

had given in return, adding a plea for a very particular requiting. ‘Alba Àrsaidh’ / 

‘Ancient Scotland’ (76) exists only as a fragment, but it illustrates Hay’s position 

vis-à-vis the Scotland that he knew: 

Ancient Scotland, blue and valleyed, 
of woods and knowes and plains,  
wondrous Scotland, my treasure, 
‘twas you who brought me to life and nourished me; 
young  I stood on your behalf, and my heart sore for what had befallen you, 
since I have chosen you the heather is under my head , 
and my love, will you not show me shelter?  
 

It is unusual to find in Hay’s work poems that are about people whom he 

knew, but there are two written in this period that are exactly that. ‘To a Loch 

Fyne Fisherman’ (20) is about Calum Johnson, the man who got Hay an entrée 
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into Dougie Leitch's boat shed when he was young and who later gave Hay a 

place on his crew during  student holidays. It is a poem of praise to a man who is 

true to himself, who does not shirk his responsibilities, and also a man who is in 

charge of his own destiny. Rankin (3) says that Hay’s ambition when he was 

young was to be a fisherman and that was why he was so distressed at having to 

leave Tarbert for schooling in Edinburgh. Whether life as a fisherman would have 

satisfied Hay once he was grown seems doubtful, but a poem like this one 

certainly demonstrates the admiration he had for those who were. Johnson is ‘a 

pillar’, a ‘beacon’  and an ‘ancient yew’; his greatest attribute in Hay’s eyes being 

his steadfastness. 

Set among men that waver like leaves in the branches, 
still among minds that flicker like the light on the water. ... 
Little you heed or care to change with changes, 
to go like a broken branch in the grip of a torrent;(ll9-10,13-4) 

 

The other  personal poem from this period is Hay’s Elegy for his great aunts, 

‘Cuimhneachan do Ealasaid agus Anna NicMhaoilein’/ ‘In Memoriam for 

Elizabeth and Anne Macmillan’ (80). The younger of the two, Anne died in 

January 1940, and he had told Doulas Young that he missed her. When her elder 

sister Elizabeth died eight months later the loss must have been even greater. 

These two women and their home had been a huge part of his childhood so that 

losing them would have been like losing a part of his life, or at least being set 

adrift from it. The elegy seems to have been written shortly after Elizabeth died 

and, like the poem about Calum Johnson, it  is notable for its praise of those 

qualities in the two women which refer back to a world of Gaelic values which, if 

not already gone, were rapidly fading out of sight. Hay is explicit about this:’The 

old breadth of spirit of the Gael came alive again in their habitual ways’; ways 

which included the virtues of gentleness, generosity and nobility of mind. This is, 

even in English translation, a tender and lyrical farewell to two women whom Hay 

had loved, and to a way of life Hay feared was passing too.  

Tender and lyrical are not words which can be applied to Hay’s political 

poetry of the period. His strident nationalism often threatens to overwhelm any 

poetic worth in his work in this vein, and reduce it to simple propaganda. This is 

certainly the case with ‘The Scottish Scene’, Hay’s satirical sequence of 1938 

(38-54). It delighted Wendy Wood and her partner MacAindreis;  ‘they 
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encouraged me to add to (it) I sat down and wrote two or three of the ditties’.64  

The verses are clever, but the cleverness becomes glib and monotonous; the  

saving  grace is the humour visible throughout the group as Hay turns his bile on 

both ignorance  of Scottish culture, as exemplified by the English governing 

classes, and its appropriation and debasement by those of other nations.  The 

tone is set by the opening poem ‘Gather, Gather, Gather’ (38) as the narrator 

visits the Highland Games and casts an eye over both participants and 

attendees: 

‘...my Cot, the Duke of Brill wass there 
In Hunting Cameron plus fours. 
 
The leddies from the U.S.A. 
sat row on row like chugs on shelves; 
their tartan bonnets, surely they 
would melt the fery stones themselves 
 
...the cabar prize wass born away 
by Al the Olive Pugilist.(ll7-12,15-6) 

 
Amongst this parade of nauseous inauthenticity  the poet claims to have 

found one genuine Highland value still left: 

Our fathers’ ways are with us yet, 
our ancient backbone is unbent, 
the only Highlandmen I met  
I found in the Refreshments Tent (ll17-20) 

 

But in fact this is ambivalent, for the fondness of a Highlander for his 

whisky is, surely, simply another English cliché? 

The tone of resentment grows as the sequence continues and becomes 

more political in tone. The insufficiency of simply collecting statistics in the face of 

Scotland’s horrific economic decline, and the uncaring attitude of Westminster in 

the face of the facts presented to them, is depicted in ‘An Informative Volume 

Bound Tastefully in Blue’ (51) 

It tells us just how doomed are we, 
and drips “alarm” and “sympathy”. 
We should be honoured . What a fuss! 
Pages and pages all for us! (ll9-12) 

 

And in ‘War or Peace, I Care Not’ (53) the bitterness is given full rein. The 

prospect of Scots dying to defend a small nation not their own, spurred on by a 
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manipulated romanticism organised by Westminster, only to be speedily forgotten 

once the war is over, horrifies and infuriates Hay. These poems are written in 

English and with a simple regular rhythm , but in this poem in particular Hay is 

fulfilling the Gaelic role of the poet as seer.  

The war will come in Spring, they say; 
and if it comes I bet, my friend, 
they’ll find some “ Belgium” to defend. 
(Invest in Steel, while yet you may) 
 
The Fiery Cross from London flies, 
and caterans (encased in spats)  
all mount their tanks, and cock their gats, 
and gallop off with shining eyes. 
 
And thus we fight for gutters fit 
for Scottish heroes, where they may 
(complete with begging licence) play 
Trombones – they “having done their bit”, 
 
Weeping through Scotland, shore to shore, 
And pipers puffing, red and wudd, 
And Donald choking in his blood -  
the”little Belgiums” matter more. 

 
In 1939 the ‘little Belgium’ would become ‘brave Poland’.  Neville 

Chamberlain’s broadcast to the nation on the  morning of 3rd September 1939  

announcing that Britain was at war with Germany made that quite clear: 

We and France are today, in fulfilment of our obligations, going to the aid of Poland, who 
is so bravely resisting this wicked and unprovoked attack on her people

65
.   

Perhaps the viciousness of Hay’s attitude to Poland and her government, 

as displayed in the diary entry quoted above66, is explained by the fact that it was 

Poland which was  seized upon as, in Hay’s terms, the excuse for war. Hay was 

largely indifferent to considerations of world politics and presumably had little time 

for the type of obligation Chamberlain was talking about in his broadcast. His 

belief was that Scotland became embroiled in World Wars simply because of her 

subjection to England and her Empire. It was not seemingly part of his 

temperament to wonder how Scotland, as an independent nation,  might have 

viewed or reacted to the German rampage over continental Europe; but he was 

intelligent enough to realise that it was not only in Scotland that former soldiers 

were blowing into trombones in an effort to keep body and soul together, even if 
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he were not willing to acknowledge the fact, or admit that it was pertinent. For a 

clever man he had at times a frustratingly, deliberately,  blinkered outlook. The 

‘pure nationalism’ he had advocated to Young evidently  included the willingness 

to look at the world through an obsessively partisan lens.  

An earlier poem about economic woes, relating particularly to the 

fishermen of the west coast, is ‘The Fisherman Speaks’ (24). There is a 

bitterness here, as there is in ‘The Scottish Scene’ (38-54) but it has no ‘clever’ 

satirical edge. Instead it is presented directly from the mouth of the disheartened 

fisherman who gazes at a loch filled with fish which he and  his former colleagues 

no longer have the means to catch. This directly reflects the situation in Tarbert 

when Hay went there for a holiday in the summer of 1938, and it gave rise to both 

the poem and a short story on the same subject (Byrne 549). The plight of those 

he had known as independent fishermen in his teenage years who were now 

reduced to mending roads was something he took much to heart. There is no 

mention here of Blue Books, of the antics of ignorant Secretaries of State, or any 

of the other generalised railing seen in ‘The Scottish Scene’. There is simply a 

captured moment in the life of a man whose talents are wasted;  and whose 

circumstances have been horribly changed, by the whims of world markets of 

which he has precious little knowledge, and which are not even mentioned 

directly in the poem. It is bitter, as ‘The Scottish Scene’ is bitter, but it is quiet as 

‘The Scottish Scene’ is not. It might possibly not have delighted Wendy Wood, 

but the more emotive stance of ‘The Fisherman Speaks’ makes it arguably the 

more powerful piece of work.  

Hay’s antipathy to the English seems to have developed and deepened in 

these years after Oxford. Perhaps it had always been that strong and  he became 

more comfortable expressing how strongly he felt about them in his poetry,either 

through the passage of time, encouragement from others such as Wendy Wood, 

or international developments that took Britain ever closer to war with Germany.  

There is no doubt that for Hay, England was the great despoiler. It is an 

opinion he makes explicit in ‘Brang air na Sasannaich’ / ‘A Muzzle on the English’ 

( 74). He wrote this poem with a specific tune in mind which may account for his  

description of it later as  being  ‘very nearly doggerel’ (Byrne  566).  
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The purpose of muzzling and gagging the English, which is the theme of 

the poem,  seems to be so that they can no longer use their voices to persuade 

or threaten Scots into submission. Scots, having lost  ‘the good ways of our 

fathers’, have been left vulnerable to seduction, rape, theft  and abandonment by 

England: 

They left our land like a girl in the back streets, 
lethargic, grief-stricken, as her children abandoned her. 
They seduced her with wealth, they stripped her of all, 
they laughed and light-heartedly turned away from her.(ll 9-12)  
  

And the moral of the story, as Hay sees it in verse three, is that  Scots 

should ignore English whistling now that they need Scotsmen to fight . In an 

obvious reference to conscription, he concludes the poem:  

Whistle as they may, we won’t come running like lapdogs, 
alert of hearing when it suits their need; 
we care not for the bluster of the men who despoiled her, 
firm we will stand though the skies should cave in.(ll13-6) 

 

Once again the irony of the last line resounds.  

Similar themes are explored at greater length in ‘Mac Iain Deòrsa 

Testifies’(82). In this poem England is at first compared to  a huge holly tree that 

has spread all over the world, stifling any growth but its own: 

The coarse holly, tree of curses that not a shoot can grow under, 
that has spread to the world’s rim and withered every continent, 
ruthlessly it pushed the roots that drained the channels of each people,(ll9-14) 

 

Hay’s choice of the holly tree to personify a cruel and rapacious nation 

seems odd, in view of the fact that in Gaelic lore the holly is one of the noble 

trees. There are also a number of flowers, ferns and shrubs which can grow quite 

happily under holly trees. It is however true that the holly, being generally of rapid 

growth, tends to out-compete other plants at an early stage of growth, and 

perhaps it was this aspect of the tree which  Hay had in mind. 

The poem makes clear that Hay is aware that Scotland has not been the 

only land to suffer under English imperialism. Nearest to home of course is 

Ireland, only recently (and partly) removed from the English yoke. ‘What are the 

customary ways of the English? Go enquire in Ireland;’ says the poet, but there 

are other lands which suffered  in similar fashion although much further away. 

hurry and ask in India, see what story they tell you: 
Oh their history spreads far, how shamefully they stripped Egypt (ll21-24)  
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After calling to mind some of the Scottish heroes who suffered at English 

hands,  Hay cautions his fellow Scots about the danger the English still represent, 

with references, as in ‘A Muzzle on the English’, to seduction by fine words 

Their nature has not changed, as they seduce you with fine talk 
till ranks of you appear in the khaki, gun in hand. (ll32-6) 

 

For Hay there has already been too much of this: 

O let’s be rid of it, men! Haven’t you drained your blood-vessels  
 in every land under the sun, in foul carnage and murder? 
While the arrogant English rode high on your backs?(ll41-6) 

 

Hay thinks he sees that the English hold is weakening: 

but now its foliage has withered;it has lost its hold in the soil – 
... the top branch is rocking (ll4,5,8) 

 
Holly trees are however notoriously difficult to kill. 

Hay urges his fellow Scots, if they wish to take up arms, to bloody them for 

themselves and for Scotland, not for the English, and in the last section of the 

poem he foreshadows his own flight to the hills: 

...there are hills in my country, and would I grovel to the pack? 
They will pursue us a while through the dens and the thickets(ll63-6)  

 

but not its ignominious end: 

...and if it comes to blows , I’ll win in the deal: 
they will get only me, but it’s two or three that I’ll hit.(ll69-72) 

 

Although there was a  present danger, there was also, Hay considered,  a 

faint hope. He was obsessed with the idea that a whole generation of Scots 

would be lost in a second world war and that this would take away the recent 

forward momentum of the nationalist movement. This idea is explored in his 

poem ‘An Dèidh Tràghaidh Thig Lìonadh’ / ‘After Ebb Comes Flood’ (59) written 

in September 1939 just after the outbreak of war. 

The poem takes as its basis a fairly hackneyed image, that of the ebbing 

tide. In the first stanza the poet laments the fact that the tide has not come quite 

as high as he believed and wished it would before it turned. In stanza two he 

questions why no-one else will state the obvious fact that the tide is ebbing, and 

points out that an ebb tide here means flood tide elsewhere. The third stanza 

underlines the effects of the ebbing tide and raises the spectre of a different one, 
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not of water, but of blood, ending with the wistful question of whether there will be 

anyone left to remember that the flood tide returns when the ebb is done. 

Obviously the tide under consideration is that of Scottish Nationalism 

which is ebbing away in the face of war. It hasn’t had quite long enough to 

revitalise Scotland, and Hay is angry that the tide of feeling is now climbing 

another shore; that of British Anti-German patriotism. Even more to be deplored 

in his eyes is the fact that once the tide of blood which the war unleashes has left 

Scotland, so many of her people will have been sacrificed in the fighting against 

Germany  that Scotland may have no-one left to take advantage of the new flood 

tide and take up the nationalist cause once again. 

This is not a poem without infelicities of expression; Hay himself disliked 

the phrase ‘burst in blooms afrieze’ in line 4, but could never think of an 

alternative. And the parenthetic phrase ‘(When rogues fall out, then good men go 

to die)’ is a trifle sententious. Those small points aside though, this is a clever 

poem, imbued with sadness but ending on a barely allowable note of hope. 

If there was hope it was a small flame, that Hay thought it his duty to fan 

into fire. He wrote ‘Brosnachadh’ / ‘Incitement to Battle (103) as a poem to stir 

Scots into action against the fatal inertia in which they seemed to be wrapped. He 

is impatient with his country. ‘Beloved Scotland, give yourself a brisk shake and 

understand the situation:’  he cries, pointing out that if Scotland is to wither away 

through apathy , then ‘a cold end awaits your people’. The cold, except in relation 

to the weather, is always in Hay a bad thing; a signifier of indifference, of intellect 

without emotion, of a hard, uncaring world. A cold end for the Gaels he would see 

as a catastrophe. But he ends the poem on a prayer, or at least a plea. ‘But may 

that not be seen; there will be a flame and a blaze’. The conflagration he foresees 

will burn ‘many a lord and foreigner’ but, like the annual burning of the heather it 

will leave behind it a land newly cleansed.  

The Approach of War 

The approach of war seeps into much of his poetry of this period. Some of those 

poems already discussed under the heading of Nationalism deal with the 

impending conflict, because for Hay the desire of the English to conscript Scots to 

fight (a perfectly understandable desire from the point of view of a British 
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Government taking Britain into a war) simply underlined the fact that they did not 

accept that Scotland was a different country, supposedly united with, rather than 

in thrall to, her southern neighbour. His determination to resist conscription was 

not the result of unwillingness to fight, but a resistance to the idea that the English 

had the right to tell him where and when and against whom he should take up 

arms. His nationalism and his dislike for being expected to fight for those he 

already regarded  as his worst enemy, were mutually  reinforcing.  

One of the first of Hay’s specific war poems is the succinct Scots language 

‘1918-1939’ (61) written at about the same time as ‘After Ebb Comes Flood’, and 

given below in full 

They deed, thae men ablow the mools, 
For fules that played at history. 
Aye, boys. Oor turn tae thrapple daith 
For fules grown auld wha winna dee. 

 

In rhythmic form and simplicity of rhyme scheme this poem is reminiscent 

of Hay’s recently written satirical sequence ‘The Scottish Scene’, but ‘1918-39’ 

has an altogether sharper and more bitter edge.  

There are echoes here of the sentiments expressed towards the end of 

World War One  about those in power who send others to die without putting 

themselves in danger. The double use of the epithet ‘fules’ reinforces the idea 

that those in charge didn’t know what they were doing in 1918 and they don’t 

know what they are doing now. Foolishness is, apparently, an abiding 

characteristic.   

The fact that this little poem is written in Scots is naturally suggestive of a 

nationalist perspective. While the sentiments are universal, the language implies 

that the intended audience is those young Scottish men who will be expected to 

go and fight. There is a reminder here that the previous generation who 

responded to the call to war, urged on by the patriotic rhetoric of those who 

‘played’ at history, are now lying dead in the graveyard.  

This is not a personal poem, more an example of Hay writing in the guise 

once more of the poet as prophet, issuing a warning against a dangerous road he 

could see many taking. As such it needed no time to germinate but could be 
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written as an immediate reaction to events, much as the satirical ‘Scottish Scene’ 

had been.  

Three other poems, ‘The Bottom of the Sea’ (68), ‘Am Maraiche 

Gàidhealach sa Chogadh / ‘The Gaelic Sailor at War’ (73) and ‘The Talk of the 

Headlands’ (78) all written in 1940, are concerned with the war. All are about the 

experience of war at sea, perhaps not surprisingly in view of Hay’s previous 

maritime experience.  

In fact according to his diary Hay not only considered, but actually applied 

to join, the RNVR (Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve) on the outbreak of war. When 

a friend, appalled to hear of his intention, pleaded with him to do nothing rash, 

Hay explained it was not rash but sensible in view of the fact that the alternative 

would likely turn out to be ‘the barbed wire of the Siegfried Line’.67  The comment 

is interesting twice over; firstly because it emphasises the extent to which trench 

warfare and its attendant horrors were still embedded in the public imagination, 

and secondly because it implies that Hay assumed that his eventual participation 

in the war was inevitable. This sits oddly with his oft re-iterated defiance. 

However, earlier that day he had seen boatloads of territorial soldiers from 

Tarbert and the surrounding area going off to war with cheerful solidity and no 

small degree of excitement. They were accompanied by two pipers, and perhaps 

the emotion of the whole experience swayed him temporarily in favour of joining 

them.68 Nothing came of the application, and Hay doesn’t mention it again after 

noting three days later that it had been forwarded by the Shipping Master at 

Greenock to the appropriate office of the Royal Navy.  

Of the three maritime poems ‘The Bottom of the Sea’ is a poem of quiet, 

almost domestic, horror and the last poem Hay wrote containing elements of the 

supernatural. It is written in Gaelic and the bulk of the poem takes the form of a 

disjointed conversation between a mother and her dead sailor son. It is 

introduced by a quotation from an eighteenth-century Gaelic lament and 

concludes with a two-line comment from the poet himself.  

The mother speaks first, calling to mind the happy childhood of her son, 

identifying all the current markers of his absence and bemoaning the fact that he 
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now lies amongst water demons and spectres. When the son replies, it is with a 

wish for her to be silent. He is burdened by her grief, and resents the disturbance 

of it, particularly as he is no longer sure exactly who either he or she is. Death 

has eroded his memory and it retains little if anything of his life.  He just about 

clings to his name ( ‘Donald I was’ ) and he seems certain about who it is to 

blame for his death (‘London it is that murdered me’) but he denies any 

connection with the woman speaking to him. ‘It may be that once I knew you, 

….Your weeping has weighed on me like a load, whoever you are, woman, hold 

your wheesht’.  

This poem works on the level of a personal tragedy, but it can also be read 

on a deeper level as being, not simply about a mother and son, but about 

Scotland and her people. In this reading Scotland/The Mother suffers a double 

loss; not only does the son die, but in dying  (and dying in an Imperial conflict 

which has nothing to do with Scotland) he loses his identity and becomes 

someone who can no longer recognise her or any claims she has on him. All that 

is left is a resentment which is aimed equally at Scotland and ‘London’, London 

here being shorthand for the British government.   London may have killed him, 

but it is Scotland which cannot let him rest. With this wider interpretation the final 

two lines of the poem, ‘It sears me, people of the Islands, how dearly you have 

paid for the greatness of Britain!’  written by the poet, are transformed from a 

sententious and unnecessary reinforcement of points already somewhat more 

delicately made in the body of the poem, into a lament for his own time, in which 

Scots have paid a price, not only in terms of physical death, but also in the loss of 

their own identity, subsumed as it has been into the colonial enterprise of 

England. This echoes the concern expressed in ‘After Ebb Comes Flood’ of 

Scotland losing in the war the  people she would need after it.    

In ‘The Gaelic Sailor at War’  the poet imagines the situation of a sailor on 

a warship patrolling northern waters in search of German submarines. There are 

soft echoes here of Yeats’ ‘An Irish Airman Foresees his Death’, not only in the 

title but in the almost complete lack of personal interest that the protagonist takes 

in the enemy. The sea conditions concern him much more than the prospect of 

encountering an enemy submarine. More than that though, this is a poem which 

is about dissociation on the one hand and grounding on the other. The mariner in 

the poem does not see or hear what is present; he is not attending to that. He is 
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thinking about waters that are more familiar to him than the dangerous ones in 

which he currently finds himself: 

It wasn’t the noise of the frothing waves,as trampling she dashed them 
that filled my ears at that time, but the hum of the wee burn in Glennan.(ll 7-8) 
 
a north wind, the snow thick and the sea rushing aboard her –  
I would see the glittering white billows crashing about Garvel. (ll 13-6) 
 

Such thoughts work to keep the sailor grounded in two ways: firstly by 

keeping him ‘upright in the storm’ and secondly by lifting his ‘spirit to gladness’, a 

reflection perhaps of the optimistic nature which was still such a part of Hay’s 

personality at the time. 

‘The Talk of the Headlands’ takes the form of a conversation between two 

landscape features that Hay knew well; Laggan Head and Ebbing Point, which  

both lie south of Tarbert on the way down Loch Fyne towards the open sea. 

Unlike the previous two poems, this one is written in English, perhaps in 

deference to the English names of the points Hay is using. Ebbing Point asks 

where all the fishermen are and Laggan Head responds that they are all gone to 

war; searching ‘dark seas they never kent’, which could be  a reference to either 

the unfamiliar waters to which war has taken them, or death. Once again the 

power of the familiar to strengthen the resolve to cope with the unfamiliar is 

invoked, as Ebbing Point asserts as the poem ends that ‘sweet it drones aye in 

their ear, the swell that breaks upon us here.’ 

Finally, attention must be paid here to the first six verses of ‘Is Duilich an t-

Slighe’ (64). The poem as it stands has ten verses , but the final four were written 

at a later date; after Hay had agreed to join the army in fact. When editing, Byrne 

gave the English title of ‘Difficult is the Road’ to the whole poem but the first six 

verses, according to his notes, were somewhat clumsily entitled by Hay ‘Final 

Lyric to Nationalists Who Refuse English Conscription’ (Byrne 562). The poem 

skilfully evokes the loneliness and difficulty of taking up an unpopular minority 

position: 

We are so few, my friends, our one recourse in this struggle is for each to be manful 
alone. 
There is no team behind us to urge and to prod us with encouragement and cheering and 
praise. 
We have below us for prop only each man’s two legs – plant them firmly and suffer each 
blow. 
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The tongue-lash of our country, the whiplash of the flogger, cold death in the back streets 
unnoticed.(ll 4-15) 

 

Hay could have had no idea, when he wrote those lines in late 1939 that 

he himself would come to a point where he could endure the blows no more. But 

that place was reached; by Summer 1941, despite all his previous determination 

and protestation, Hay was a soldier in the British Army. 
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Chapter Three  

‘Between Duntocher and the Moon’: 1941-47 

 

Part One A Poet at War 

 

Asking the Obvious Question 

Since at least 1937 Hay had been vocal about his intended refusal of conscription 

into the British military forces. He had declared this intention to friends at Oxford 

(Byrne 460), discussed it with Douglas Young, a fellow refuser, applied for 

exemption from service, and appealed when the decision went against him. 

Finally, rather than submit to the ruling of the appeal tribunal, which upheld the 

original decision that there were no grounds for excusing him from service, he 

made a grand romantic statement by taking to the hills and living rough for eight 

months. After his arrest in May 1941 he could, like Young, have continued with 

his refusal and gone to prison. Instead of that, he gave in and joined the Army.  

 Why did Hay suddenly capitulate in this way? There are no pointers in the 

rather wistful letter written in early May to his great friend Robert Rankin which 

was quoted in the previous chapter. Apart from noting a low mood in himself, he 

gives a simple statement of the facts: ‘Actually I am going away tonight to join the 

R.A.O.C ... I’m not in the best trim for epistolising. But I’ll write you from the Army 

sometime’.69 There is no explanation about where he had been or what he had 

been doing or why he was suddenly in khaki. The promise to write ‘sometime’ is 

vague and tentative, but it is a sign that he wanted to keep in touch. It has already 

been pointed out that letters to Rankin contain nothing of a political nature, and 

also that, in writing a memoir of his friend after his death, Rankin made no 

mention of Hay’s commitment to Scottish Independence. Presumably it was a 

subject on which they did not see eye to eye and which they avoided discussing 

by mutual consent. If Rankin had not been a recipient of Hay’s loud avowals that 

he ‘would never give in to the London lot’ (Byrne 469) there is really no reason 

why Hay should have felt the need to justify the sudden volte-face to him.  
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It is a different case with those to whom he had announced his intentions, 

including Kenneth MacLeod and Douglas Young. Hay wrote to both of them after 

his acquiescence and subtly shifted any blame for his change of heart onto his 

mother. To MacLeod he said: 

That was my word of honour, and I did all I could to keep to my word...With what I’ve seen 
of the methods used by the CID ... never but never would I yield to them, Hitler or no 
Hitler. But they were keeping watch on the house ... and tailing my mother when she went 
out, and although that kind of thing wouldn’t bother me, she didn't like it which is natural 
enough. For that reason I gave in to them ....(Byrne 471, my italics) 

Likewise, he writes to Young: ‘I have gone back on everything I said and 

acquiesced in joining the English army. It was a very humiliating thing to do but 

the best course under the circumstances.’70 He doesn’t elaborate on what these 

circumstances might be but adds ‘my mother is glad to have me home, and that’s 

the main point’. (my italics) 

There is no reason to doubt that Catherine was glad to have her son back 

at home, although since this was only because he had agreed to join the army  

and fight, an enterprise from which he might not return, possibly her joy was not 

untempered by worry.  

The claim that he had given in for his mother’s sake is less than 

convincing, mainly because Hay had, since childhood, demonstrated a marked 

predilection for avoiding her company in favour of pursuing his own pastimes. 

The social norms of the day, which decreed that women play a supporting role in 

the lives of their menfolk, account partly for some of his behaviour in this regard, 

and possibly all of Catherine’s acceptance of it, but it then makes it difficult to 

take seriously his claims that he joined up for her peace of mind.  

Sorley MacLean had another explanation which he passed on to Young in 

a letter after he had visited Hay at Catterick, where he was posted after his basic 

training. He thought Hay’s motives were political. After commenting on how well 

Hay had looked, he wrote: 

Politically Russia seems to have come to mean a good deal to him and, as far as I can 
see, he is reconciled to the fight against Hitler both because of the Russian business, and 
because he now regards the Nazis as the greatest curse to small nations. 
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He was careful to add, however: ‘That at any rate is my reading of his remarks 

but actually we talked poetry chiefly’.71 

MacLean was probably right to add the rider about what he said being his 

own interpretation. That Hay had come to see the Nazis as a threat to small 

nations does ring true; they had after all marched over most of the countries of 

Europe, large and small alike; and even Hay could see the qualitative difference 

between the way England treated Scotland and the way Germany behaved to her 

conquered territories. The comments about Russia seem unlikely in a man who 

had little general interest in politics beyond achieving independence for his own 

country. The political ruminations in his diary, even when they addressed the 

international situation, were all seen through his own specific filter of how the 

English government manipulated its people into supporting a war which it  

branded as a fight against evil, when it was really a cover for the preservation of 

Empire. It was Young to whom Hay wrote about politics, and those letters contain 

no reference to Russia, to Nazism or any other wider political concern than the 

one they had both shared since Oxford days. Not even when reporting his 

decision to join up had Hay sought to justify his decision to Young in terms of the 

desirability of fighting National Socialism.  

Perhaps Hay’s most honest assessment of the situation came in a letter to 
F.G. Scott:  

I said I would defy them and I did my poor best ... But here I am in khaki. Yet the 
Germans are a very pestilence and perhaps one should be in khaki. On the other hand 
the English have been just as bad even recently ... A curse on both their houses! I say, ... 
Anyway here I am in khaki and in some mental confusion (Byrne 472). 

This letter reinforces MacLean’s comments about Hay seeing Germany as a 

threat to small nations, of which Scotland was undoubtedly one, and hints that he 

did see that actually defeating Germany was important. As someone who was 

used to knowing his own mind, and expressing himself in a forthright manner, this 

nuanced situation where the ‘right’ decision was for him really a choice between 

two disagreeable alternatives was obviously difficult for him to cope with. This 

mental disturbance had a detrimental effect on his productivity. He told Scott in 

the same letter that he was not in a frame of mind ‘conducive to creation’. And 

indeed 1941 was a year in which he seems to have written no poetry at all (see 

Appendix A). 
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It is possible there were other forces at work. Firstly, the alternative to 

joining the army would have been prison and Hay had already had a short spell of 

that. It is doubtful he found it congenial. Leaving aside the likely attitude of 

warders and other prisoners, the experience of confinement, crammed together 

with a random collection of strangers, subject to an imposed routine and with 

restricted access to exercise and fresh air would have been anathema to a man 

like Hay, who was used to pleasing himself and who loved to spend time 

outdoors. In addition, he must have thought his freedom of political action would 

have been seriously circumscribed. He had warned Young of this unfortunate 

side effect of imprisonment months earlier, writing to him in January that it would 

mean being unable to write, speak or act: ‘so avoid being fettered and (worse 

muzzled) if you possibly can.’72 In the event Young did spend most of the war 

years in prison and whatever difficulties his incarceration caused him, they did not 

prevent him being elected as Chairman of the SNP. But Hay can be forgiven for 

not foreseeing that.  

Secondly, as previously noted, there is no record of Hay’s conversations 

with authority after his conviction for failing to appear for his medical, just the 

diary entry that ends with the entrance of his second interlocutor. But we know 

that the first one had called him a coward, an accusation that Hay would have 

found difficult to accept. Cowardice was a shameful thing, and courage was one 

of those Gaelic characteristics that Hay most admired. He was aware that 

opportunities to display it might be limited, a knowledge expressed in his 1946 

poem ‘Feachd a’ Phrionnsa’/’The Prince’s Army’ (133) 

...one spell only do we get on earth 
To show the temper of the metal in us,  
to test the edge of our courage, 
to win fame for our country, or shame. (ll16-9) 

 
Hay may have felt a pull to take part in cataclysmic events. Edwin Morgan 

(born in 1920, so a near contemporary of Hay’s) had that experience. He 

originally registered as a conscientious objector on pacifist grounds, but by the 

time he was called to his tribunal his views had changed. He was still unwilling to 

fight, but volunteered instead to serve in the Royal Army Medical Corps. His 

reason for changing his mind was a wish to take part in something great, and to 
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stand beside others who were doing the same: ‘I think I felt it was wrong to stand 

aside from what was happening. It wasn’t just simply a capitalist war that the 

worker wouldn’t support. There was an actual enemy over there’ (McGonigal  61). 

Perhaps Hay’s acceptance of conscription has a parallel here. His letter to Scott 

certainly hints that he was starting to see Germany as ‘an actual enemy’. 

And, finally, the strain of the previous months should not be left out of 

account. He had been living at a high pitch for a long time and was probably 

stressed before he ever went to the hills of Argyll. The political foot soldiering, the 

debates over whether the Westminster Parliament could legally conscript the 

Scots, listening to people declare they would never fight for England and then 

seeing them acquiesce: all of these elements must have taken a toll on him. And 

although he had made much of the fact that he could survive ‘on the hill’ he had 

probably found it harder than he anticipated. It is one thing to hike in the 

Highlands on a walking tour and miss the occasional meal for a few weeks in a 

university vacation. It is a different experience entirely to live an unstructured life, 

with no idea of how long that situation will last, out in all weathers, with only 

occasional contact with other people, and always on the alert, living with the 

constant fear of discovery and arrest.  

Perhaps in the end the main reason Hay capitulated was simply that he 

was tired of the struggle to stay defiant. He had seen other men change their 

minds and go and fight, and although it had been a climb down for them, as it 

was for him, having seen their example it may well have been that he thought it 

was a decision he could live with.  

He did live with it, but not easily. It was after his conscription that Hay 

added the final four verses to his poem ‘Is Duilich an t-Slighe’/’Difficult is the 

Road’ (64). In these additional verses he deplores the fact that he gave in; a 

decision which he is unable to be at ease with. He writes: ‘Since I stepped back 

from danger …. A canker gnaws at my heart too sorely’ and avers that in future, 

were he to be in a similar position the outcome would be different. ‘The next time 

I trumpet with grand rhetoric, I swear my actions will match my words.’ He 

obviously feels guilty about the decision that he has taken, but along with the  

guilt there is a feeling of having been himself betrayed and left to fight a huge 
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battle single-handed: ‘My beloved companions fell away all around me and left 

me exposed and alone in the fray.’  

In the Army: Pre-deployment 

Hay’s initial posting was to Earl Shilton in Leicester for training. He was not 

particularly pleased to have been placed in the RAOC (Royal Army Ordnance 

Corps) where, he commented wryly, ‘you certainly meet a lot of political bad 

boys’.73 If he really believed that the RAOC was a ‘dumping ground’ for those 

whose commitment was suspect, it is odd that he didn’t think it was exactly the 

place for him. Interestingly Hamish Henderson, another Scottish poet with whom 

Hay had much in common, had similar thoughts about his own posting to the 

Pioneer Corps which was ‘not a fighting unit… In fact the corps was something of 

a dumping ground for older conscripts, men with physical disabilities or low 

intelligence, refugees, foreign nationals, and men of suspect political allegiance’ 

(Neat 56). Perhaps Henderson was placed there due to the bad eyesight which 

had prevented his early enlistment in the Cameron Highlanders. Henderson was 

transferred to the Intelligence Corps soon after his arrival in North Africa; in this 

he was certainly more fortunate than Hay who twice applied unsuccessfully for a 

transfer to the Intelligence Corps and was angry and disappointed to be refused.  

After Earl Shilton, where life, he had reported to Douglas Young, was ‘very 

like life in a boarding school’,74 Hay was transferred to Catterick. He was stoic 

about his situation, and his duties, but he was also bored, and for most of the 

time not writing. He claimed that ‘flirting with the ATS … is about the only way of 

passing the time’.75 The monotony was broken by occasional periods of leave 

when he went home to Edinburgh, but he confided to Young that he found it 

difficult to re-adjust to army life when he returned. After leave in Edinburgh in 

January 1942 he wrote to Young that ‘After leave, depression has kept me from 

writing to you so far … I have written absolutely nothing’.76 Working as a store 

clerk in Catterick was an unstimulating occupation for an intelligent and energetic 
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man, and he had to survive it for fifteen months before he was deployed on active 

service.  

In November 1942, he was shipped out from the Clyde to the North African 

coast, as part of Operation Torch. He would spend two years in North Africa 

which, after allowing for the dangers of the general situation and the irritations of 

Army life, would be a positive time for him, his ‘good’ war in fact. His later 

experiences of serving in Italy and Greece would sadly prove to be the exact 

opposite.  

The Background to Operation Torch 

In 1941, at the time Hay had been arrested, co-opted into the armed forces and 

sent off for his basic training, the British were in a  poor position. Most of 

mainland Europe was under Fascist control. At home the victory of the Battle of 

Britain had been followed by a vicious bombing campaign on major British cities 

(Beevor 137). The Battle of the Atlantic was having such a huge impact on UK 

imports that by the end of 1941 almost every foodstuff, other than vegetables had 

to be rationed, and industrial production for the war effort was seriously 

compromised by a lack of raw materials and parts. In the Far East territory was 

being lost to Japan; by April 1942 the whole of South East Asia would be under 

Japanese control (Beevor 267). In North Africa Rommel’s victories against the 

British were having a deleterious effect, not only on the men doing the fighting 

there, but on morale at home (Beevor 179,Atkinson 16, Dimbleby xiv).  

On 7 December 1941 the Japanese launched a surprise attack on an 

American fleet stationed in Pearl Harbour, bringing America into a conflict  from 

which she had previously stood aside.  The British Prime Minister, Winston 

Churchill, concerned that the Americans would want to concentrate on the defeat 

of Japan, immediately travelled to America for talks with President Roosevelt 

(Atkinson 11, Dimbleby 169-70). His goal was to convince the President that the 

military priority of the war should be to defeat Germany, and to agree how this 

might best be done. The result of these Anglo-American deliberations was 

Operation Torch (Beevor319).  

Operation Torch was the code name for simultaneous amphibious Allied 

landings in Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco, designed to establish the north coast of 
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Africa as an Allied stronghold, from which to launch an invasion of southern 

Europe. This would serve the dual purpose of opening up a second front to 

relieve pressure on the armies of the Soviet Union and draw German troops away 

from other areas, particularly France, and improve the chances of a successful 

liberation of northern Europe at a later date. 

The Problematic Politics of North Africa 

Most of the territory which was the object of the Torch landings, with the 

exception of a small Spanish protectorate, Ceuta, in Northern Morocco, was 

French. This made a military incursion into these countries politically difficult 

because when Marshal Pétain had surrendered most of France to Hitler and gone 

south to lead his ‘government’ in Vichy, the French forces in North Africa had 

pledged their loyalty to the Vichy regime.   

The Americans were not particularly well informed about the political 

nuances of the situation in North Africa (Beevor 380) but they were concerned 

about possible reactions by both the French and the Spanish on the ground in 

relation to Operation Torch. They were  unconvinced that Franco, the Fascist 

leader of Spain, would not react to the presence of Allied troops in the region, 

especially if he considered his own sphere of influence to be under threat. In fact  

the Franco regime was determined to stay neutral (Atkinson 272, Beevor 375). 

Equally the Americans were concerned that the French administrations of the 

countries concerned, Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco, might resist the Allied 

landings, seeing them not as a harbinger of liberation but rather as an invasion of 

their sovereign territory. It was partly for this reason that a message from 

Roosevelt, broadcast to the area to coincide with the landings read, without irony:  

‘we come among you to repulse cruel invaders who would remove forever your rights of 
self-government, your rights to religious freedom….we assure you that once the menace 
of Germany and Italy is removed from you, we shall quit your territory at once’ (Gelb 227). 

The message was of course aimed at the French colonial administration, 

not the Arabs and Berbers who were subject to it.  It was hoped that the not 

inconsiderable77 French forces still in North African would join with the British and 
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American troops of Operation Torch when they landed, and indeed there were 

clandestine attempts  prior to the landings  to organise local French military and 

administrative support (Atkinson 93,Beevor 381).  These were largely 

unsuccessful since the local French administration would not act officially without 

direct orders from Vichy. Such orders were unlikely to be forthcoming since 

Pétain’s major concern was always to keep from giving the Germans an excuse 

to take over that part of France which they had not already occupied. As 

sanctioning co-operation with the forces of Operation Torch would undoubtedly 

have done just that, Pétain  was not approached.  In the event the success of 

Operation Torch triggered German invasions of Corsica and southern France, 

regardless of the lack of French support for the Allies on the ground in North 

Africa (Holland Together We Stand 430).  

Neither the British nor the Americans concerned themselves greatly with 

the reactions of the local population. Intelligence intimated that Arabs, away from 

the larger towns and cities, were ‘semi-hostile’ to the American and British troops 

and their mood was almost always described as ‘potentially explosive’ by 

American intelligence officers (Gelb 130). Given that no problems of ‘explosive’ 

reaction from the Arabs were actually experienced during the time of Operation 

Torch it can only be concluded that, in this matter, as in many others at the time, 

the fledgling American Intelligence Service in North Africa was at fault, or at least 

erring on the side of caution.  

Movement and Stasis 

Despite some problems of the sort bound to be associated with an under-

rehearsed, badly researched and dangerous amphibious landing, in the 

beginning Operation Torch was surprisingly successful, surprisingly quickly. It 

began on 8 November 1942 and the three major city objectives, Algiers, Oran 

and Casablanca were all in Allied hands within seventy-two hours. The plan was 

then to drive eastwards into Tunisia, while Montgomery and his forces came 

westwards from Libya, and thus to destroy Rommel and his Afrika Korps in a 

classic pincer manoeuvre. In theory this would then leave Allied Forces in total 

control of the North African coast from which they would launch an invasion of 

Sicily and then mainland Europe.  
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However, the general military maxim that no plan of battle survives first 

contact with the enemy was as true for Operation Torch as for any other military 

campaign. The Germans in North Africa proved rather more resistant than 

anticipated and, despite early successes, the campaign to establish Allied 

superiority in the region dragged on for over six months, until May 1943.  

Hay and North Africa 

Hay, as a soldier in the RAOC was not involved in combat. The job of the RAOC, 

as reflected in their motto Sua tela tonanti (To the Warrior his Arms) was to 

supply and maintain weaponry, munitions and other military equipment for 

fighting units. As such, companies of the Corps tended to be behind the fighting 

lines and often stationed in one place for some time. Although this eventually 

made Hay restless and irritable, in the beginning it meant that he had both the 

opportunity and the leisure to savour his new environment and acquaint himself 

with the people who lived there. Judging from his letters home Hay appears to 

have found both place and people congenial. He lost no time in learning Arabic 

which he described as ‘the most methodical lingo I’ve yet met with’78.  

He wrote to Sorley MacLean that ‘This part of North Africa is as pleasant 

as anyone has a right to expect of an overseas theatre of operations, although I’d 

rather be looking at Ben Law than the green mountains of Algeria’.  But what held 

the most attraction for Hay was the abundant variety of the people he 

encountered. He commented on this to MacLean: ‘There is such a variety of 

people and peoples here, samples from all the nationalities of the 

Mediterranean.’79 He similarly included a vivid description of some of the people 

he encountered in a letter to Young: 

The dockers, old white beards mounted on donkeys, serious country folk in striped 
hooded burnouses fat pale shopkeepers in tarbushes and pantaloons, ragged beggars 
chanting “Er-rabbi yerahmek”, shoeshine boys screeching in chorus…

80
 

 

He continues for several more lines, enumerating the infinite variety of the 

people whom he had met. Hay’s writing at this time was particularly exuberant: 

the marriage of his observant eye and keen ear produce vivid tableaux of the life 
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which surrounded him. Despite saying at the time that he would like to return to 

North Africa in peacetime, he never did, but he left his contemporary 

correspondents at least with some masterly descriptions of the life he had known 

there. He often bemoaned the lack of good contemporary Gaelic prose and 

reading some of his letters, such as the one quoted above, there is a sense that 

he himself could have gone some way to filling this perceived void, had he not 

been so intent on writing poetry.  

The teeming life and variety of the place appealed to him greatly, but there 

were attributes of the local people which appealed to him too. He found them 

tolerant, mannerly and unbound by convention; traits which he seemed to think 

had been largely lost in Western Europe, due to its habit of judging everything in 

relation to its material worth. He writes to Young: 

They show qualities here which would greatly benefit Western Europe, but W Europe 
having all the machine guns doesn’t worry about unmaterial qualities. She peers thru the 
sights and sees nothing beyond but phosphates, cork, cheap labour and what not. 

81
  

It is interesting to note a shift in Hay’s attitude here, as he criticises not 

England in particular, but Western Europe in general for material-based 

imperialism. No doubt the fact that he was stationed in a French colony helped 

him make the leap to recognition of a wider culpability. 

It was their negative attitude to the local Arab population that led Hay into 

an initial dislike of the Italian Prisoners of War that he met.  Italian was another 

language which he learned in North Africa and his knowledge of both Italian and 

Arabic led to him being used as an unofficial interpreter for his unit (Byrne 474).  

He described the Italians to Young as having:  

the servile characteristics of crawling to their superiors and bullying those to whom they 
calculate it is safe to do so… I’ve had to pull them up frequently for buggering Arabs 
about. This unpleasant characteristic may be due to Fascism or equally to their many 
years of military service.

82
 

Hay was defensive about the Arabs partly because he had taken to them 

and their way of life But a large part of his liking for, and sympathy with, the Arabs 

of The Maghreb was because he saw parallels between their situation as a 

colonised people and that of the Scots; some of the qualities he admired in them 
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were also the qualities he found and admired in Gaels: manners, hospitality and 

the valuing of friendship amongst them.  

While he may have enjoyed the encounter with a different culture, and the 

opportunity to learn new languages, Hay was not impressed with Army life in 

general and working in the Ordnance Corps in particular. He became bored and 

restless, and that made him even less tolerant of the ordered nature of military 

service.  The situation cannot have been helped by a period of constant and rapid 

mood changes between August 1943 and July 1944 which can be tracked 

through his correspondence with Douglas Young and Sorley MacLean. Preceded 

by a long period of restlessness, the cycle may have been triggered by the 

continuing silence from the army authorities with reference to his application to 

join the Intelligence Corps (See Appendix D Mood Graph August 1943 to July 

1944).  

It was generally to MacLean that Hay confided his problems with the army, 

presumably because MacLean had also served in North Africa before being 

invalided out. He was therefore more able to appreciate the difficulties of army life 

than someone who had never seen active service.  

In September 1943 Hay wrote disgustedly to MacLean about some new 

orders, which required the men to spend forty-five minutes of their two-hour break 

from guard duty in ‘square-bashing. We also do a spot of saluting to the front and 

about turning.’83 For someone who, even as a student had been described as 

having only a slender regard for authority, such things must have chafed. 

Frustration with his situation was mounting and in November Hay sought release 

in the way he always had from his youngest days; he ran away. He described the 

incident to MacLean in a letter of November 1943, but there is no record that he 

confided in anyone else.  He adopts a jocular attitude but the frustration he had 

felt is clearly evident: 

This letter comes to you signed and sealed by the stained hands of a criminal. For this 
week I am a janker-wallah … the reason is that the bloody work disgusted me so much 
that I absented myself for a day – just to jog their elbows.

84
  

The jogging of their elbows may have been a reference to the fact that he 

had recently heard that his application for  a transfer to the Intelligence Corps, for 
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which he had been interviewed three months previously, had been turned down. 

He had been promised a change of scene but had yet to hear about any new 

posting. He was upset by the rejection, and Young did his best to soothe his 

ruffled feathers; reporting back to Catherine Hay on his attempts to calm Hay 

down in the aftermath of the refusal he said ‘I have also warned him that the 

bureaucracy have a publicly valid excuse [to refuse his transfer request] in his 

acts and non-acts of 1940-41’. He adds kindly that ‘I have suggested it is no use 

worrying you’.85 It might seem odd that Hay thought it worthwhile applying to the 

Intelligence Corps at all. He had already applied once before, when he was 

stationed at Catterick, and been rejected (Byrne 471).  

 Hay’s brief period of absence and his subsequent punishment are not 

noted on Hay’s army record. The British Army had a serious problem with 

soldiers going absent without leave or deserting in both North Africa and later in 

Italy (Shepherd 239); the situation was so severe that there were high-level 

discussions about the reintroduction of the death penalty for deserters,  although 

this was never sanctioned. In those circumstances, Hay’s wandering off for a day 

must have seemed a light offence. Nor does his record mention the incidents in 

which he got into fights. Less than a month after the letter which talked about 

going AWOL he writes ‘As a matter of fact I’m in dock, but will be out very soon 

….The Lord gave me a thin skin and  a hot temper, which is no harm but   it 

doesn’t go well with khaki. I’ve bruised my knuckles more than once.’86  

While he confided in MacLean about his difficulties with the military, Hay’s 

correspondence with Douglas Young was largely about either the state of 

Scotland, or his efforts to get his poetry published. With no first-hand knowledge 

and reliant upon what little news he could get from home, Hay became 

increasingly anxious about the state of Scotland, a fact reflected in much of the  

poetry he wrote about the country at the time. Almost all his letters to Young from 

abroad begin with the question ‘How is Scotland? , or ‘How are things in 

Scotland?’ So upset did he sometimes become that his mother was occasionally 

reluctant to send him news; in November 1943 she approached Young in some 

perplexity about whether or not she should send out some copies of the Scots 

Independent newspaper that Hay had asked her for. She was worried he would 
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be upset by them, aware that he was already annoyed about the refusal of his 

application to transfer to the Intelligence Corps. Young advised her to send them,  

pointing out that if she didn’t Hay would be vexed. Hay does seem to have been 

deeply distressed by what he thought was happening in Scotland, writing to 

Young less than a month later that    

When I think of Scotland now I do so with anxiety and bitterness, because I think the 
maiming or extinction of the Scots as a nation is intended … [she is]a nation against 
whom a white war, biological and economic, is being waged (Byrne 474). 

Byrne (474) lists some of the things that seemed to prey on Hay’s mind in 

particular, citing amongst them: 

Continuing Bevinisation (the forcible removal of Scottish women down to armaments 
factories in England), continued talk of emigration drives, relentless appropriation of 
Highland estates by English firms; 

The idea that these things amounted to an economic or biological war against the 

Scots with the purpose of obliterating them seems fanciful, especially as most are 

explicable in other terms; the need of a government to control armament 

production, or the opportunism that manifests in a time of war, for example. Hay’s 

reaction is understandable only in the light of his world view, which cast England 

as an unremitting, alien, and cunning enemy of the Scottish people, always 

poised to take unfair advantage of them. There was a biological war going on in 

Europe at that time, designed to drive a people to extinction, but it was not being 

masterminded by the English nor prosecuted against the Scots.  

Hay’s correspondence shows that he was in an agitated mental state 

throughout the latter part of 1943, apparently experiencing a rapid cycling 

between depression and hypomania. This was the period in which he reported to 

Sorley MacLean the occasion when he went absent without leave, his fights and 

his restlessness, and also periods of prolific writing, all of which can be attributed 

to hypomania. Those times alternated with periods of depression and boredom, 

also reported on to MacLean. The reaction to events at home expressed in this 

letter to Young strongly reinforces the argument that, although it would be 

another three years before he had a debilitating bipolar episode which required 

medical intervention, he was already suffering from a disturbing pattern of mood 

swings and a tendency to paranoia.  
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Meanwhile, however worried he was about Scotland there seemed to be 

good news for Hay as far as getting his work published was concerned. Just 

before the war he had thought about applying to the McCaig Trust for a grant 

towards publication; this initiative seems to have faltered when Kenneth MacLeod 

would not give him (on religious grounds) a note of recommendation to the 

Trustees. But while Hay was serving in North Africa others at home were 

attempting to get his work into print.  

Hugh MacDiarmid, an early and enthusiastic champion of Hay’s work, had 

proposed to the publisher William MacLellan that he ought to publish Hay’s 

poetry, magnanimously offering to supply a preface to any book that MacLellan 

put out.  Hay was unimpressed by the offer of a preface, remarking pithily in a 

letter to Douglas Young ‘I can never reconcile myself to English forewords for a 

book mainly Gaelic’.87 It was a good point from a Gaelic poet but there was no 

personal animosity behind the refusal; indeed when Hay’s Collection Wind on 

Loch Fyne finally made an appearance in print it was jointly dedicated to 

MacDiarmid and Francis G Scott, the Scottish composer who had set some of 

Hay’s poems to music before the war, and who was another keen advocate of his 

poetry. 

 
  MacDiarmid’s approach to MacLellan bore no fruit, but others were having 

more success on Hay’s behalf. In late 1943 John Mackechnie, another Minister 

and Gaelic scholar, as well as a co-nationalist, had made a selection of Hay’s 

poems and submitted them to the McCaig Trust, and this time a £50 grant 

towards publication was agreed (Byrne 476). Because of Hay’s absence abroad, 

much of the work for the book was left to people in Scotland whose judgment and 

good faith Hay felt at that stage he could rely on. MacKechnie had already 

selected Gaelic poems for the initial proposal to the McCaig Trustees, but the 

choice of work in English and Scots to be included was, Hay now decided, to be 

done jointly by his mother and Douglas Young.  

 

That he was contemplating including anything other than Gaelic poems is 

surprising. He had told Douglas Young that he thought the McCaig Trust would 

want the book to include only Gaelic poetry, and this proved to be the case. But 
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before that became clear, Hay made some interesting comments to Young about 

the selection and order of the poems to be included.   

 

The Gaelic poems would come first, naturally, but he then wished to 

include some of the French poems which he had been writing since arriving in 

North Africa.  With at least sixty per cent of the selection to be Gaelic, that left the 

English poems to come, as he said himself, ‘second by a long interval’. Referring 

to the English section he further added that it would be ‘verse and half of it in 

Scots’.88 This seems odd terminology from Hay but presumably he was using  

English here as a shorthand term for ‘not Gaelic’.  

 
More interesting than his comments about language weighting though is 

what he says about the subject matter of the Gaelic poetry. ‘The nature poetry 

might as well go in together…that would get (the) adolescent stuff under sail 

together’.89  To dismiss his own work as adolescent, especially at a time when he 

knew that other people were considering putting it into print, seems  harsh, but 

possibly the gap of experience between the young man who wrote it and the 

slightly older man who was now considering it, accounts for this dismissive 

attitude. Or perhaps it was another example of the basic lack of confidence in his 

Gaelic poetry, which Hay seemed to suffer from time to time.  He had, as a young 

poet, sought validation for it from Kenneth MacLeod and he also confided his 

doubts about it in correspondence with MacLean. ‘Doubts assail me at times as 

to whether ¾ of my stuff is worth publishing. A lot of it may be bonnie verse, but is 

not new or significant’.90 He was well aware that he was writing within the 

boundaries of a tradition that MacLean was by contrast taking forward, and he 

seems to have been sensitive on the subject. Even so, he confessed that he was 

pleased at the thought of seeing his work in print.  

 

 Douglas Young was keen at this time that he and Hay should collaborate 

on at least one other book, if not two, but although Hay was initially enthusiastic 

he became restive under the uncertainties of publication and his lack of control 

over what was happening: 
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I’m in a bit of a haze about what is really happening to my work. MacK, [Mackechnie] I 
know, is getting published a good amount of the Gaelic and that’s O.K. You also propose 
a joint production or “omnium gatherum” to be published by MacL. [MacLellan], and that’s 
also O.K. … I think we’ll see how things go with the Gaelic book and the joint one and 
then I’ll take stock of the material left and see what I want to do with it. I’m not in any great 
hurry.

91
  

 Getting ‘the Gaelic book’ into print proved a slower affair than anticipated. 

Because he was so far away Hay had given Mackechnie a free hand in choosing 

which poems should be included; additionally he had asked Young to look at the 

proofs for him, as there seemed little point in attempting to send them to North 

Africa. No doubt he had confidence in Mackechnie’s abilities as a scholar but 

when he saw what was proposed for the book, now tentatively entitled Gaoth air 

Loch Fine/Wind on Loch Fyne he decided his confidence had been misplaced. 

He was not at all happy with Mackechnie’s selection, and he had already been 

irritated by reported difficulties with the cover, caused by the fact that the artists 

chosen to produce it declared that it was impossible to paint wind.92 It was at this 

unsatisfactory juncture that Hay received the news that he and his unit were 

about to be transferred to Italy.  

The Italian Campaign  

Once victory had been assured in North Africa attention turned to the invasion of 

Europe. Despite the American government’s preference for a landing in France, 

they were persuaded to delay for a short while and agree to an offensive in Italy 

first, in the hope that this would stretch German forces more thinly over the whole 

of Europe and in particular, since the Allies were under pressure to help the 

Soviet Union, away from the Russian Front. Accordingly parts of the Eighth Army 

moved from the north coast of Africa to Sicily, which  they captured in July  1943.  

From there they prepared to launch an attack on the Italian mainland.  On 8 

September 1943 the Italians surrendered to the Allies, and the following day the 

main allied force landed at Salerno, just south of Naples, to begin their drive 

northwards to Rome. It would be a longer, harder road than any of the Allied 

commanders had anticipated.  

  For men and officers accustomed to fighting in and around the deserts of 

North Africa, the struggle in Italy came as a different and more difficult challenge. 

                                       
91 G C Hay letter to Douglas Young 29 March 1944 
92

 G C Hay letter to Sorley MacLean 12 May 1944 



                                                                                                                                                         107 

The North African campaign had been one of short periods of intense action 

followed by weeks where there was little or no engagement between the 

opposing forces. It took place in terrain that was largely flat and dry, as well as 

sparsely populated.  The fighting in Italy was of a quite different order. Allied 

forces fought almost continuously against a strong and embedded German 

defence.  The mountainous terrain of Italy made the job of attacking defensive 

positions a costly one, and each day the Germans held back the allied attack was 

another day in which they could strengthen their defensive lines further north. 

And as they retreated, in order to slow down the approaching Allied forces, the 

Germans destroyed roads, bridges and railway lines (Holland Italy’s Sorrow inter 

alia 207,239, 319). In some ways therefore the individual battles of the campaign 

became harder, despite the Allies’ forward momentum overall.    

 The German determination, at the personal insistence of Hitler, to fight 

hard for every inch of Italian soil, is encapsulated in the epic struggle for the small 

town of Cassino and its associated mountain top monastery of Monte Cassino.  

The Allies had to take Monte Cassino in order to march northwards, but it took 

them five months, from January to May 1944 to do so, and they lost some 55,000 

men in the process.   By the time Cassino ‘fell’ it was categorised as 100% 

destroyed, with not a single building remaining intact (Holland 128). 

Hay and Italy 

Hay’s unit wasn’t moved to Italy until June 1944, the month when the Allies finally 

reached Rome. It was stationed in the area around Naples where the Allies had 

been trying to run an administration since the previous autumn. To do this they 

established several unwieldy and overlapping bureaucratic structures, and 

although they passed control of  some parts of the region back to the Italians, 

they reserved for themselves wide powers over manpower, war materials  and 

anything else they thought necessary for their efforts to  eradicate fascism. The 

situation was chaotic. Money, work, and food were all scarce; refugees were not. 

As a result corruption, black marketeering and prostitution were rife(Holland 

Italy’s Sorrow 241-3). 

 All these things found their way eventually into Hay’s poetry: the destroyed 

towns and villages where everything had been pulverized, as at Cassino, into 

dust, the rivers reddened with the blood of soldiers from both sides, the long lines 
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of wandering and traumatised refugees, the lack of food, and the prostitution 

which arose from desperation.  

 However terrible the surrounding circumstances, Appendix A shows that 

Hay wrote prolifically in Italy. After a long period of depression in the latter half of 

1943, during which he did little writing, Hay’s mood was recovering. He had told 

Sorley MacLean in February 1944 that he felt in the mood for ‘a forward jump one 

day’ and the move to Italy seems to have been the catalyst for it.93 Certainly, 

during the ten months from May 1944 to February 1945 Hay produced a 

substantial  number of poems, including a series of reflections on Islamic life as 

he had known it in Algeria, most of his war poetry including ‘Bizerta’, various 

poems about Scotland, and a large  part of his long poem ‘Mochtàr is 

Dùghall’/’Mokhtâr and Dougall’.  

 He was still embroiled in publishing woes. About the time he was moved to 

Italy he heard that Young had been discussing with the publisher MacLellan the 

idea of a book of poems produced jointly by Hay and himself. Hay was annoyed; 

he thought he had already  put an end to this idea before leaving Africa, when he 

had expressly said to Young he wanted to leave that idea in abeyance until after 

the publication of Wind on Loch Fyne. The idea that such a book had been 

discussed, despite his avowed reluctance to commit to it, probably coupled with 

the feeling he had that he had lost control of Wind on Loch Fyne itself, drew a 

sharp and distinctly unfriendly letter from him to Young in June: ‘I think it would be 

best if you refrained from having anything to do with my work’  he wrote to the 

man he had happily entrusted to help his mother make the original selection of 

the non-Gaelic material which he had thought might be included in Wind on Loch 

Fyne (Byrne 476,478). 

 He was sorry for it later and soon apologised to Young for his outburst. 

Expressing regret that the matter had ‘caused contention’, he reiterated that he 

now wanted his mother to have sole authority in the matter. His main objection 

seems to have been the fact that ‘all sorts of things had been or were being 

arranged for me’; he never had taken kindly to having a lack of control over his 

circumstances.94 He was seriously contemplating repaying MacLellan his costs 
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and cancelling the whole project (Byrne 479). In the event he did no such thing; a 

spell of home leave in August gave him the opportunity to take something new  to 

MacLellan, which he described to Robert Rankin as ‘something much more 

worthwhile’.95  

 If his friendship with Young  was under (temporary) strain, he was still 

enjoying a mutually supportive correspondence with MacLean. MacLean had 

been having his own problems with MacLellan, who was planning to publish 

MacLean’s long poem ‘The Cuillin’ but was evidently insisting on bringing it out in 

an expensive edition. Hay advised his friend to let MacLellan do things his way, 

and then press for a plainer cheaper edition later.96 In the same letter he also told 

MacLean not to be too worried about ‘feeling dried up. I had the same experience 

myself for a long while, about two years. It’s an effect of depression and you’ll 

come out of it, though you may not think so.’97 It is interesting to see here that 

Hay was aware that depression and a lack of inspiration were linked, and also 

that he knew it was not a permanent state.  

 In fact Hay’s self-knowledge is sometimes surprising. Writing to MacLean 

about the plans of their mutual friend George Davie to settle down as a family 

man he said ‘settling down is a thing I can’t understand yet. I must be a restless 

being’. Possibly he was feeling restless at the time; he reported in the same letter 

that he was ‘just emerged from one of those thoroughly browned off 

periods,…when nothing seems worth saying or doing… and when you would like 

to meet someone you don’t like and punch him on the nose’.98 If Hay was 

transitioning to a euphoric state at this juncture then the restlessness and the 

violent feelings he expressed are perfectly understandable in those terms.  

 He was still harbouring some violent fantasies a couple of months later 

when he wrote to say that, having listened to both MacLean and his mother he 

was minded to give MacLellan another chance. ‘Had I my own way, I’d like to 

take him by the arm to the top of a flight of stairs and kick him down them’.99 

Fortunately that wasn’t possible and a month later Hay reported that he had been 
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talking to MacLellan and would be sending him material for a new book to be 

called Fuaran Slèibh.100   

 A lot of Hay’s correspondence with MacLean is, unsurprisingly, about 

poetry, both the poetry he was writing himself and the poetry he was reading. The 

Italian prisoners of war with whom he worked introduced him to Dante and 

Petrarch. He was impressed by Petrarch, declaring that he ‘couldn't be praised 

too highly’ and naturally, being Hay, he experimented with translating him into 

Gaelic. It wasn’t necessarily an easy task: ‘The Sonnet form seems to transpose 

into Gaelic pretty well but the difficulty in translating Petrarch is that he has no 

idle words in his poems’.101 In the same letter he mentions buying an Italian 

translation of a book of Croatian poetry, with works by about thirty different poets. 

Some of these poems he set about translating too, and several of the resulting 

works would find their way into the books he had published after the war. 

Intriguingly, at least one of these seems to have had a small influence on 

‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’. In a poem entitled ‘Soldier’s Graveyard’  by the Croatian 

poet Franc Alfirevie the fifth verse reads:  

 Here lies the cherished life that mothers gifted, crushed. 
 Here a man is less than  nothing among such myriad dead. 
 Yet each of them was a world…. (Hay 1948)  

 
This finds an echo later in the epilogue to Mokhtâr and Dougall where the 

opening line is ‘A world apart is each son of man, a living world in himself is every 

person’. This sentiment  may also have been influenced by the Arabic ‘Jabatek 

ummek wahad f’il dunya’ which translates as ‘Thy mother made thee unique in 

the world’. This is a stock phrase in Arabic poetry and one which Hay may well 

have encountered during his time in North Africa (Morrison 114). 

 In the letter in which he told MacLean about the proposed new book Hay 

said that now that the war was over everyone just wanted to go home.102 The war 

had ended officially about a week earlier, on 8th May, but just because the 

Germans had surrendered it did not mean that the war was over, or that the 

British Army was quite ready yet to relinquish Hay’s services. At the beginning of 
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October 1945 Hay was transferred to the Army Education Corps, and early the 

following year he was posted to Greece.   

Greece at the end of World War Two  

Greece had been invaded by Italy in October 1940, but the Greek Army managed 

to repulse the attack. As a result Germany, in support of her ally,  invaded both 

Greece and Yugoslavia in April 1941, with rather more success (Beevor 159).  

Control of Greece was initially divided between Germany, Italy and Bulgaria. 

Armed resistance to the occupation began in earnest in mid-1942 mainly in Italian 

controlled areas. With  the Italians unable to contain the resistance, the number 

of German troops in the country was substantially increased to help deal with the 

problem. After Italy’s surrender to the Allied powers in September 1944, Germany 

demanded the surrender to them of Italian troops in Greece, and took over what 

had been their sphere of control. Resistance activity was brutally responded to   

by the Germans, in Greece as elsewhere, but despite their use of civilian 

massacres they were never able  to completely  defeat the Greek resistance. The 

Germans withdrew from mainland Greece in October 1944, leaving behind them 

a wrecked economy, ruined infrastructure and a much-reduced population which 

had undergone a severe famine (in 1941/2) in addition to the suffering which had 

resulted directly from the fighting, and the destruction of their economy.    

 Resistance in Greece had been largely organised by two politically 

opposing factions; the  communist ELAS and the right wing EDES (Beevor 424, 

666-8). ELAS had been particularly successful and by the time the Germans left 

Greece it was in de facto control of large parts of the countryside. Fearing that in 

the aftermath of the German withdrawal the Communists would take power in 

Greece, the British sent troops there to ‘liberate’ the country.Their mandate was 

supposedly a neutral and administrative one designed to help establish a 

provisional government which would run Greece until a general election could be 

held, although many would say that in fact they bolstered the forces and agenda 

of the right in order to help neutralise the threat of a communist government.103 

ELAS and EDES had been in armed conflict with one another since before the 

Germans left, and the political position in Greece was therefore a delicate one at 

the time Hay was posted there. He was sent to Kavalla in Macedonia, where the 
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situation was even more complicated by the proximity of communist Bulgaria and 

Albania, as well as ideas of Macedonian nationalism. 

Hay in Greece 

Hay was  pleased with his Greek posting, writing to Young that ‘The Fates have 

been kind to me and sent me where I very much wanted to be sent, namely to 

Greece’.104 He was aware of political tensions and the different factions that 

existed in Macedonia; the atmosphere was so tense that the British military 

personnel in Kavalla where he was stationed were not allowed out on election 

day, 31 March 1946 (Byrne 483). 

 Despite the difficulties of the political situation Hay spent time socialising 

with locals and took to the Greeks in general, admiring their pride and their skill 

with small boats (Byrne 482). He was still in a fluent and productive phase as far 

as his writing was concerned and some of the poems he wrote while in Greece 

are amongst his best, including  ‘Kailyard and Renaissance’ (131), ‘The White 

Licht’ (129) and the war poem ‘Esta Selva Selvaggia’/ ‘This Savage Wood’ (135). 

However, the long period of elevated mood which had resulted in so much, and 

such good, writing could not last forever, and sometime in late spring or early 

summer Hay suffered some form of mental breakdown ( Byrne 483). This was 

serious enough for him to be sent to hospital and subsequently repatriated for 

continuing medical care. 

 Hay was officially discharged from the Army in August 1946 on the 

grounds that  he was permanently  unfit for further military  service. The nature of 

his disability was pithily recorded on his Army discharge papers  as ‘Paranoid 

State (now recovered)’; surprisingly, in view of some of his disciplinary problems 

during his army days  the same document records his Character as Exemplary 

and contains a testimonial to the effect that he was ‘a very reliable and efficient 

man who has carried out his Military duties with zeal and efficiency’.105  After five 

years and one hundred and thirty-six days of military service, Hay was finally a 

civilian again.  
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Part Two The Poetry of Wartime 

 

This section is called The Poetry of Wartime rather than War Poetry because it 

covers poems written by Hay on active service, and war was by no means his 

only theme during that time. Life in The Maghreb directly inspired several poems, 

among them an interesting group loosely based on the idea of how man should 

live in the world; and Scotland was a constant theme, in these years, as in all 

others.  

War Poetry 

In fact war poetry accounts for very little of Hay’s output, and what might 

be called ‘combat poetry’ even less. This is not surprising, given that Hay wrote 

most of his poetry from his lived experience. As someone serving in a unit which 

was placed behind the fighting line, Hay would have seen little direct action. What 

he saw and experienced, most particularly in Italy, was the aftermath of war and 

this is what finds its way into his work. The one exception perhaps is 

‘Bisearta’/’Bizerta’  (116) which describes the bombing of the last major Axis 

stronghold in North Africa, an act Hay saw from some distance away and which 

seems to have reminded him forcibly of the air raids on Edinburgh  he witnessed 

in the early stages of the war. 

Before he was conscripted almost all of Hay’s poems dealing with the  war 

had been about war at sea. Once he was actively engaged in the war his  poems 

tended to be land-based; but  there was one final poem loosely about war and the 

sea, ‘Skottland til Nordsjofarerne’/’Scotland to the North Sea Farers’ (88),  which 

he wrote in 1942. The poem was written in Norwegian as a tribute to the 

Scandinavian sailors who were part of the war effort. It is not one of his best 

poems, but two aspects of it are notable. Firstly in  tone and content  the first half 

of the poem looks forward to the post-war ‘Seeker Reaper’(158), a poem which 

celebrates the exaltation that a ship feels in its natural element, the sea. In 

‘Seeker Reaper’ Hay will give the ship her own voice with which to express 

herself; in ’Scotland to the North Sea Farers’ the description is externalised but 

the poem has the same energy as it describes the Viking raiders’  passage 

through the  sea to take the western isles. 
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White death on black steeds 
With might the driven waves thunder as she stamps; 
forward under pale banners, listen, they tramp, 
the sea’s north-east cavalry on the hunt. Ll5-8) 
 

‘Seeker, Reaper’ can seem to be a poem that comes out of nowhere; and 

it is a much more unconventional, experimental poem in form and content than 

’Scotland to the North Sea Farers’ , but it owes something to this earlier work.  

The second point of interest is the poem’s assertion that peoples who have 

been enemies in the past can become friends. The once feared Vikings who 

raided the western isles are now welcomed as friends and fellow fighters against 

Germany. Written before Hay embarked for North Africa this  is perhaps the first 

small sign of his sympathies beginning to widen and to encompass people other 

than the Scots. 

Whether ’Scotland to the North Sea Farers’ does show the first dawning of 

wider sympathies on Hay’s part or not, by the time he came to write ‘Bizerta’, one 

of his best-known poems, these were more firmly established.  Hay was a 

witness to the Allied bombing of the city of Bizerta; along with Tunis, the seat of 

the last Axis resistance to the Allied advance in North Africa. Prior to an attack by 

ground forces, Bizerta was subjected to a long aerial bombardment, and 

photographs of the aftermath show a city in places bombed almost out of 

existence.  ‘Bizerta’ is a skillful and moving poem, and incidentally a good 

example of Hay’s habit of allowing his ideas time to develop before being 

committed to paper; the bombing of Bizerta took place in May 1943 but the poem 

itself was not written until January 1945.  

One of the more notable things about Hay’s account of what he witnessed 

is the silence.  As a skilled nature poet in the Gaelic tradition Hay was in the habit 

of utilising all five senses in his poetry and, as a lover of music, sound had 

previously  been at least as important as sight for him.  Here though, presumably 

because he is so far from the actual event, despite being able to see the firestorm 

which the bombing has caused, there is no sound, only ‘evil ghastly silence.’ Hay 

can and does imagine the sounds that should be heard, ‘The roar of rage and the 

yell of hate, the barking of (frenzied)  dogs from it or the howling of wolves... the 

snarl of violence would reach....the very edge of the world.’ 
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These noises are all natural, all vulpine and all violent. But in fact the 

whole thing is taking place in the ‘evil ghastly silence’. It is as though the 

technology of man has finally overcome nature and nature has fallen silent in 

response.  

As Hay  moves on to consider what is actually happening beneath the 

bombs the poem becomes one of detachment. The damage of the aerial 

bombardment is at first described in terms of the damage it does to the buildings 

of the city, not its people, who are twice detached; from their environment as it is 

ruined around them, and seemingly from everyone else in the world. Now the 

poet imagines the noises that they are making; an indistinguishable babble of 

many tongues calling out for death, and a frenzied crying for help that will go 

ignored, partly because it cannot  be heard. Those who attack them are too far 

above them, and those who, like the poet, watch and are appalled, are too far 

away.  

Hay’s final almost lyrical description of the fire that is destroying the city is 

like a vision of hell; at the centre is a personification of evil like a pulsing and 

beating heart, which is creating a false dawn, a ‘ring of rose and gold at the foot 

of the sky’, a sky which is home to ‘the ancient high tranquility of the stars’. 

The horror of what is done to Bizerta lies for Hay largely in the fact that the 

inhabitants of the city are innocent bystanders, victims of a war not their own. In  

his words they are paying the ‘old accustomed tax of common blood’;  that price 

paid by colonised people the world over, and throughout history, when great 

powers choose to play wargames on their doorstep. Of course for Hay, Scotland 

was also a colonised country which had suffered unjustly because of  its 

association with England. The bombing of Scotland’s central belt had certainly 

come into that category for him and it is more than likely that, even as he watched 

Bizerta being bombed, he was thinking at least as much of the bombing raids on 

Leith and Clydebank as he was of the town in front of him; and remembering the 

suffering that that had caused to Scots even as he deplores and imagines what is 

happening to the inhabitants of Bizerta.  

It is interesting to compare this description of the bombing of Bizerta, with 

all its compassionate overtones, with Hay’s much earlier assertion, in a letter to 

Douglas Young in August 1940 about the German  bombing of England ‘....the 
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English are getting the  worst of it, and it’s only right that they should....let them 

have every bomb, bullet and explosive. In all truth I’ve no sympathy for them 

(Byrne 469). Hay’s sympathies widened during his time in North Africa, as he 

began to realise that the Gaels were not the only race ever to have suffered the 

effects of  colonisation and that there were colonising powers in the world other 

than England. Whether his experiences softened, in retrospect, his attitude to the 

bombed victims of England is not ascertainable.  

There is no denying that ‘Bizerta’ is a masterly poem, but it is possible that 

as well as delineating the horror of mechanised warfare it also marks an early 

point along the road to Hay’s breakdown. His view of nature, as expressed in his 

poetry up until this time, has been Gaelic in its overall sensibility. The natural 

world has not always been seen as a gentle and nurturing thing, as his 

descriptions of violent sea storms in many poems and the harsh spring wind in 

‘Sguabag 1942’ / ‘Spring Sweeper 1942’ (85) for example, attest. But there has 

always been a sense of affinity between man and the natural world, and of the 

solace which is to be found in nature; more than that there has been a belief  that 

there is inherent  purpose in the extremes of nature which may or may not be 

explicable in human terms, but which in no way disturb the belief that all life is 

linked . Nature is not seen as ‘for’ or ‘against’ humanity, any more than humanity 

can be seen as being ‘for’ or ‘against’ nature, a concept which would have deeply 

puzzled the Gaelic poets Hay so admired. ‘Bizerta’ is perhaps the first poem in 

which Hay recognises an alienation between nature and man, acknowledged 

both in his reference to the ‘ancient high tranquility of the stars’, so obviously 

now, indifferent to the plight of humanity so far below them, and to its frightening 

uncontrollable  violence, encapsulated in his vulpine descriptions of anger and 

rage. ‘Bizerta’ is a poem which totally lacks any sense of Hay’s characteristic 

optimism or even the stoicism which he brought to his war service.  He wrote it at 

the same time as he wrote to Sorley MacLean saying that he was just emerging 

from a period of depression and starting to write again, but there is no doubt that 

the overall tenor of the poem is despairing106. With the ‘depression’ in abeyance 

he had the energy to write again; but the strain of war is showing, and leaving a 

mark in the poetry, and by inference in his mind too, even if that is not 

consciously acknowledged in his correspondence.  

                                       
106

 G C Hay letter to Sorley MacLean 26 January 1945 
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If strain is starting to show in ‘Bizerta’ it is in full view in Hay’s other great 

war poem ‘Esta Selva Selvaggia’/’This Savage Wood’(135). Written in Greece in 

1946 it draws on his experiences in both North Africa and Italy to illustrate the 

many ways in which ‘war is hell’, and in structure  marks a surprising change from 

Hay’s more usual mode of using strict and long-established forms.  

  When Hay was first a student at Oxford he wrote in disparaging terms to 

his old school friend Robert Rankin about modern poets such as Ezra Pound and 

T. S. Eliot, making it clear that he did not recognise what they wrote as being 

particularly poetic. It is a surprise then to encounter ‘This Savage Wood’ and 

realise the debt it owes to  Eliot, particularly the latter’s ‘The Waste Land’. In ‘This 

Savage Wood’ the references to Dante, the filmic form of some scenes, the use 

of multiple and multi-lingual voices, the order and meaning of language imposed 

upon a situation that the poet knows to be completely without order or meaning, 

all have parallels in ‘The Waste Land’. Where the two poems differ is in their 

endings;  ‘The Waste Land’, bleak though it is, ends on a note of acceptance and 

optimism; ‘This Savage Wood’, like ‘Bizerta’ before it, ends on a note of 

acceptance and despair. 

From its opening lines  ‘Esta Selva Selvaggia’ is a poem where reality 

eludes the grasp of both reader and narrator. The first section of the poem 

establishes this lack of reality by immediately claiming the non-reality of time 

itself. ‘Today’s no ground to stand upon’ proclaims the writer, it’s simply a fiction 

which separates the equally non-real yesterday from the not yet real/non-real 

tomorrow. All that lies between the two days is the ‘hair of midnight, finely drawn’; 

so finely drawn indeed that the difference can hardly be seen. Today has no 

meaning, caught as it is between a past and a future which present nothing to the 

speaker but a blurred and dangerous sameness. Tomorrow is simply a locus for 

anger, fear, and hope, and the hope is a twisted thing because hoping to survive 

in a place where ‘one man’s foul’s another’s fair’ is hoping to survive at the 

expense of someone else. Yesterday is nothing but the memory of a time that 

died with violence; a description that references ‘Bizerta’, not only in the vulpine 

imagery which describes the sound of shellbursts as being like the snarling cry of 

hyenas,  but also the repetition of the scarlet and white colours of shell and bomb 

fire, all taking place under an indifferent and distorted sky. The violence here is  

lunatic and catching;  the image in stanza three is one of nightmare. 
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Man, violent against his will 
Tore himself open, looked his fill  

and saw; and he is shuddering still. (ll18-20) 
 

There is a sense here that however unwilling the individual may be tofight , 

in the event he will inevitably be sucked into the violent madness that is war. 

Here, in the throes of a compelling madness, man has disembowelled himself, 

and displayed to his own horrified gaze exactly what evil he is capable of. Given 

that the narrator of the poem seems still to be in the midst of fighting, and 

probably, from clues given later, fighting in Italy, knowledge of the  full horrors of 

the war lie in his future; although known to Hay who wrote the poem after the war 

had ended. This places the whole narrative of the poem not only in spatial, but 

also temporal, uncertainty. The immediacy of the following narrative may owe 

everything to the events it depicts having actually taken place, but equally they 

could simply be the disordered ravings of an overturned mind, concocted from 

unreliable memories and the imagination. 

Stanza four represents a  transitional stage as Hay moves from a 

generalised picture of war’s unreality to a longer series of specific and grounded 

pictures of its effects.  

The swaying landmines lingering down 
between Duntocher and the moon 
made Scotland and the world one. 
At last we found a civilisation 
Common to Europe and our nation, 
Sirens, blast, disintegration. (ll 21-6) 

 

 The hallucinatory effect of the previous section is underlined by the 

opening of stanza four which presents the reader with a picture of landmines 

swaying between earth and the moon, almost as though they are floating gently 

down to earth. But the benign illusion of drifting light is harshly undercut by the 

poet’s description of what they herald: ‘sirens, blast, disintegration.’ The common 

strand  that binds all men together as one turns out to be, not a recognition of 

their common humanity, but a shared talent for destruction. Hay had been driven 

through Duntocher after the German air raids on Clydebank, and had seen the 

destruction which had been caused there. It must have shocked him deeply for 

him to use the place, years later, as the occasion which he saw as finally binding 

Scotland to the rest of the world in common suffering from the horrors of war.  
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After this transitionary passage there  follows a series of short vignettes, 

which are mainly set in Italy, although some have a North African background, 

and which together give an idea of the destruction, futility, and pervasiveness of 

violence in war and its aftermath.  

The first describes the death of a whole North African family. A bombed 

house buries a mother and sister, the brother is killed by another direct hit some 

way away. The telegram announcing the brother’s death cannot be delivered to 

the burned-out  house so it is returned, and like the house and the people within 

it, it is burned. ‘None was left and no-one mourned’ the reader is told; a tribute to 

the powers of annihilation in a phrase loaded with bleak regret.  In World War 

One the arrival of the telegram became the signifier of loss, it was the quickest, 

and therefore the default, messenger of death in action. In World War Two the 

extent of the destruction and the rapidity with which  death occurs has outstripped 

the ability of communications technology to keep up with it. 

Although it is not explicitly stated the second scene follows from the first 

and shows the reaction of the airman  brought face to face with the destruction 

his bomb has caused. The bomb was meant for the docks but a breeze and the 

minutely early squeezing of the bomb release mechanism means it has hit a 

civilian area. The ease and anonymity of dropping  a bomb from a great height 

onto an unknown target are lost here, as the airman is forced to confront the 

destruction for which he is responsible. His reaction is a mixture of disbelief and 

horror.  

It may be that the next, third, picture has been placed out of sequence 

because it is set in Italy whereas one and two, as well as four and five, are all set 

in North Africa. In it an Italian sergeant tells of how he found three bodies behind 

the church at San Vincenzo; two German soldiers and a young Italian girl. He 

surmises that the girl had poisoned the wine found at the scene; she had given it 

to the Germans and although  it had killed them, one had managed to shoot her 

as he was dying. The reader here is back in the unstable world of the poem’s 

opening. The Italians and Germans had been allies throughout most of the war, 

but as it drew to a close, with Germany losing, once firm alliances were 

reassessed and the Italians repudiated the Germans. The message is reinforced 

by having the Italian sergeant belong to the Folgore; an Italian unit which had 
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been destroyed fighting alongside the Germans in North Africa, which was then 

reformed to fight against them in Italy (Byrne 601). The boundaries of military and 

national allegiances are changing quickly at this stage of the war,and this leads to 

the sort of deadly confusion the sergeant witnessed in San Vincenzo.  

Of the two further North African based scenes the first  shows a French 

gendarme preparing to torture  ‘natives’ to procure information, which he asserts 

is quicker and less trouble than interrogation. He displays a sickening ability to 

deny the humanity of his proposed victims, who are not differentiated, simply 

dismissed en masse as ‘ces messieurs indigènes’. Although Hay cannot have 

meant it as such, this scene is a timely reminder that French Colonial rule in 

North Africa did not end in 1945, and the next scene becomes almost prophetic in 

its description of a bitter old Arab working in the fields. He has seen the French 

rule his country for a long time, but he promises, with vicious stabs of his cleaver 

into the ground to illustrate his point, that the day will come when they will be 

ground into the dust. Thus does violence breed violence, and become a vicious 

circle of dominance and resistance. France’s North African colonies all had to win 

their  independence through more or less violent means and relatively late; 

Morocco led the way in 1955 closely followed by Tunisia a year later, but it wasn’t 

until 1962, and after a particularly bitter war, that France finally ceded 

independence to Algeria.  

The remaining ‘story’ type elements of the poem take place in Italy and are 

introduced with a triplet setting the scene: 

The Irno bridge; Salerno in the sun 
While Capo d‘Orso in a bluish haze 
Watches the cobalt waves against him run. (ll65-8)  

 

This is Italy, not just a place of warmth and beauty but  the centre for many years 

previously of artistic and intellectual tourism, where guide books such as 

Baedeker went so far as to grade the ancient ruins for interest and importance. It 

is also an Italy which is now full of newly made ruins; ruins not created by the 

passage of time but the ‘barking batteries’ of modern warfare.  

Discussion of Hay so often, and understandably, revolves around him as a 

Gaelic poet, that it is easy to overlook the fact that he was almost as steeped in 

the Graeco-Roman tradition as he was in the Gaelic one. He had after all had a 
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private education at Fettes College, which although physically in Scotland,  was 

an English Public School in all but location. As a skilled linguist he had excelled at 

Latin and Greek and had studied Classics at Oxford. He was very aware  of the 

historical and cultural significance of the ruined landscapes through which he 

travelled in the wake of the Allied armies which were liberating Italy; and of what 

was being lost in the  fierce fighting  they were having to do against  both German 

troops and those Italian battalions still loyal to Mussolini: 

Here are your newly made antiquities; 
new graves and stumps of riddled gables frown 
From Paestum to the Arno’s Galleries (ll 74-6) 
 

That last phrase is skilfully terse.  Paestum was originally a Greek colony 

founded around 600 BC in southwest Italy,and subsequently famed for its three 

Doric temples. In 1943 it was also the site of the American’s  first amphibious 

landing on Italian soil. They had expected little resistance, thinking the opposing 

German forces would be unprepared for their invasion. They were not, and the 

fighting around the Salerno beaches was long and bloody; a taste of the way the 

rest of the Italian campaign would go. (Holland, Italy’s Sorrow, 12) Arno’s 

Galleries is obviously a reference to Florence which sits on the River Arno, and is 

generally acknowledged as the birthplace of the Renaissance. In just this one line 

Hay has encapsulated how the fighting  encompasses both Greece and Italy, the 

bases on which all of  western civilization had been founded.   

But he is concerned not just to describe the effects of the war on the 

physical landscape and cultural heritage, terrible though these are. The cost to 

the human inhabitants is worse. A father tries to prostitute his daughter; failing,  

he begs instead for a cigarette. The dignity of human relationships and the safety 

of the family  environment have alike been blasted away. In what sort of world 

can the safety and virtue of a daughter be placed  at just over the value of a 

single smoke? And behind him, plodding stoically past the Osteria, are the 

‘perduta gente’, the lost people of the war, without food, without homes and 

without hope. Byrne (602) rightly points out the reference to the ‘perduta gente’ of 

Dante’s Inferno, which Eliot had also referenced in ‘The Waste Land’.  Not only 

did they appear as a crowd of the dead which ‘flowed over London Bridge’ (Eliot 

53), but they are also reminiscent of Eliot’s ‘hooded hordes swarming over 

endless plains’ (Eliot 65) ; endless plains which will reappear in ‘Truaighe na h-
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Eòrpa’ / ‘Europe’s Piteous Plight (136),  which is to all intents and purposes Hay’s 

final war poem. 

Having conjured up this vision of a shattered world where war has reduced 

civilisation to meaningless rubble, the poem disintegrates into a cacophony of 

voices and languages. German, Italian, French, English, Arabic and Greek; all the 

major languages of the western war are here and all maintain the same thing; 

that none of the ‘ordinary people’ of Europe wanted war. War is waged by the 

great men they say, and they were forced to fight by their governments. Such 

noble and understandable sentiments are skilfully undercut by means of the 

narrator  including an equally  multi-lingual selection of the racist and derogatory  

epithets used by these same ordinary soldiers to describe combatants from other 

countries; and he underlines the danger of allowing such attitudes to continue by 

issuing a stern warning: ‘Listen to yourselves. Beware’. 

The poem then circles back to where it began,  back to the indeterminate 

company of the poem’s opening and a repeat of the opening line of stanza three 

of the poem ‘Yesterday? We saw it die’.  Now, instead of the description of 

yesterday dying the speaker points out its rotting carcass. He looks to the pale 

bleak light in the eastern sky but is still unable to decide whether it signifies the 

light going down on yesterday or coming up on tomorrow. There is an appeal to 

the ‘old men’ to elucidate, but rather than display the wisdom that comes with age 

they demonstrate instead the ignorance of senility. Yesterday made them, asserts 

the speaker, but they were complicit in its destruction, a reference to the failed 

claim that World War One was the war to end all wars. Some remnant of 

remaining logic in the speaker’s blasted mind helps him pick his way to the 

conclusion that, yesterday having been shot to destruction, and today having no 

reality or meaning, then the light must be that of tomorrow. That being the case 

there is nothing to do but tighten the packstraps and face whatever it brings. 

‘This Savage Wood’ is a wide-ranging and well-crafted poem, but once 

again it speaks more of pessimism and despair than optimism and hope. The 

lessons of previous wars have not been learned; for all that the ordinary soldiers 

decry the idea of war and deny that they wanted it, their easy slippage back into 

racist language and attitudes suggests that a future generation will be just as 

malleable, just as persuadable to violence against other men, as they were. It 
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seems that for Hay there cannot be a ‘war to end all wars’, because the idea of a 

common humanity gets too quickly overcome by nationalist sentiments and 

prejudices which  successfully subvert it.  

Although in form ‘This Savage Wood’ stands alone amongst Hay’s work,  

thematically it shares much with the two final poems he wrote about the war,  ‘An 

t-Òigear a’ Bruidhinn on Ùir’/‘The Young Man Speaking from the Grave’ (123) and 

‘Europe’s Piteous Plight’. 

From its title a reader might be forgiven for thinking that  ‘The Young Man 

Speaking from the Grave’ is going to lie well within the tradition of later World War 

One poetry, which bewailed the waste of a generation in the trenches of the 

western front by personalising the tragic experience of a single young soldier. In 

fact this poem is something quite other. It is a tale of horror; a call to the whole of 

mankind to look upon the havoc that has been wrought by war upon the land of 

Europe.  A whole series of agricultural terms heighten the implied contrast 

between the way the land should be treated and what has actually happened to it. 

It has been harrowed, ploughed , mown, dug and watered to prepare it for 

harvest, but the harrowing and digging has been done by the machinery of war, 

the ploughing by canon, the watering with blood, and the mowing is not of grass 

but of young soldiers. The harvest from such preparation is nothing but dust; the 

dust of dead bodies and the destroyed towns of Italy and North Africa.  

The dust, says the young man, should all be gathered up by a mighty wind 

and thrown in the faces of those who were responsible for the war  but who  now 

fail to grieve for those who died in it. He conjures up a picture of this dust being 

thrown into the eyes of such people, the implication being that if they will not 

grieve genuinely for the dead, they will at least  be forced to shed false tears 

induced by the results of their work. 

This is one of those poems that remind us that Hay’s father was a Minister 

of the Church of Scotland and that one of the earliest Gaelic texts to which he 

had access was the Gaelic Bible (Byrne 446). There are Biblical echoes 

throughout this poem, particularly the passage from the beginning of  

Ecclesiastes Chapter 3  which talks of there being a right time for everything, 

including planting, reaping and mourning. Later in the same chapter comes one 

of the  more pertinent Biblical references to dust,  which is such a prominent motif 
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in this poem: ‘All go to the same place. All came from the dust and all return to 

the dust’ Ecclesiastes 3 v20, although in this context Hay may also have had in 

mind the somewhat more fearsome line from Deuteronomy: ‘The Lord  will make 

the rain of your land powder and dust; from heaven it shall come down on you 

until you are destroyed.’ (Deuteronomy 28 v24) This seems a suitably apocalyptic 

sentiment for what Hay had seen in Europe, although he believed that the 

destruction had been self-inflicted and not sent as a punishment from a God in 

whom he seems to have had no belief.107 

The wind returns in ‘Europe’s Piteous Plight’ where it roars hard over the 

flat featureless plains to which war has reduced the continent.  Like ‘This Savage 

Wood’ this poem bemoans the destruction of Europe’s culture, although rather 

more succinctly. On a material level the concern is for the loss of the 

craftsmanship that has taken centuries to perfect, represented by the ‘finely hewn 

ramparts’ and ‘close fitting courses’ of the towers that are now nothing but rubble. 

This in itself is not a good thing, but the resulting effects on the people of Europe 

are worse. ‘The people of her halls are wanderers dispersed’  says the poet, 

evoking with the word ‘hall’ images of  hospitality and generosity; elements of 

human life which are now impossible amongst a deracinated population which 

wanders, restless and complaining, over the  dead land of a shattered continent. 

If ’The Young Man Speaking from the Grave’ takes the reader to the Bible, then 

this poem goes back once more to Eliot and his wasted land: 

Who are these hooded hordes swarming 
Over endless plains, stumbling in cracked earth 
Ringed by the flat horizon only… 
Falling towers… (Eliot 65) 
 

As a result of the war, the physical towers of Western Europe have fallen, 

as have the metaphorical boundaries of progress and civilised behaviour, leaving 

nothing behind but endless plains of cracked earth over which rootless crowds of 

                                       
107 As far as can be ascertained Hay had no personal faith, but this is an inference only, since he did not 
discuss religious matters in his letters, or indeed his diary. As a new undergraduate he complained to 
Rankin in a letter (dated 17 September 1934) of being ‘very afflicted by sanctimoniosities [sic] and holy pi 
atrocities’ and of having been ‘hauled to the kirk twa times’ by someone who wanted support in the 
‘reprehensible practice of singing the psalms in Gaelic’. His comment to Douglas Young, in his letter of 
February 1940 after the death of one of his great-aunts, that he was sorry he could not fully believe in 
spirits, carries a similar implication without being explicit on the matter. Regular religious observance 
seems not to have formed part of his life, except for the period just after his discharge from hospital in 
1960, when, according to a letter he wrote to Rankin on 9th December that year, he attended the 
Tolbooth Gaelic Church most Sundays. See also page 195, footnote

 
137.
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people aimlessly roam. Hay’s concluding line describing Europe as having 

become ‘a promontory of Asia, the Balkans of the world!’ strikes a jarring note; 

while it is doubtless a reflection of attitudes of the time, and designed to make the 

reader feel even more horror over the fate of Europe, it is not a conclusion that a 

modern reader is likely to feel comfortable with. It also exists in stark contrast to 

the generous and admiring feelings Hay had for some aspects of life he had 

encountered in Islamic North Africa, and which he wrote about while making his 

way north through Italy. 

Poems of The Maghreb   

Hay’s experiences in North Africa inevitably found their way into his poetry.  Two 

slight poems, the four line ‘Rann fo Chraoibh Orainse’/’Verse under an Orange 

Tree,  and  ‘Athair nan Cluas’/’The Father of the Ears’  were composed in Algeria, 

although true to form the bulk of his poems dealing with North Africa were written 

after he had left there, while he was serving in Italy. The distance and the lapse of 

time obviously gave him more opportunity to reflect on the way of life he had met 

with, and to consider both its positive and negative aspects, in a way which he 

could not  in the immediacy of his correspondence about such things with people 

at home.  

The major poetic work on North African themes was the long (and 

unfinished ) poem ‘Mochtàr is Dùghall’/’Mokhtâr and Dougall’(109). There are five 

others; ‘Atman’ (110), ‘An t-Eòlas Nach Cruthaich’/’The Knowledge that does not 

Create’ (111), ‘Prìosan Da Fhèin an Duine?/’Man his own Prison?’(115), ‘Is E 

Crìoch Àraidh’/’Man’s Chief End’ (120) and ‘Meftah Bâbkum es-Sabar?’/ 

‘Patience the Key to Your Door’ (124). These five form a loose group which all 

consider the theme of how man should  live best in the world during the short 

span of time that is allotted to him, and two of them at least form a counter-

argument to the ascetic fatalism of the character Obaïd in ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’.  

There is a sad irony in the general excellence of the poems which grew out 

of Hay’s North African experience. As a nationalist Hay had avoided  conscription 

into the British Army for as long as possible, but his time as a serving soldier in 

North Africa  resulted in a group of poems, inspired by both the realities of war 

and the surrounding Islamic civilisation, which surpassed anything he had 

previously written, and which mark a major development in his poetry and an 
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expansion of his sympathies.  Sadly, just as the war gave rise to this positive 

expansion, it was also responsible for its premature end; the major breakdown 

Hay suffered while serving in Greece in 1946 had destructive consequences for 

his life and his poetry.  

Mokhtâr and Dougall 

‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’ is a long and unfinished poem which Hay began 

writing in Italy. At first the writing went well, but the poem was abandoned for a 

time and although he added to it during his time in Greece it was still incomplete 

when Hay was discharged from the Army in 1946. A draft was shown by Hay to 

Angus Martin in 1980, and it was Martin who brought it to the attention of Derick 

Thomson  who arranged for its  subsequent publication. Prior to publication 

attempts were made by Hay to complete both the poem in Gaelic and an English  

translation,  but this proved beyond him. It was published in its incomplete state in 

1982 by the Celtic Department of the University of Glasgow where Thomson was 

a Professor (Byrne 497). From its first publication ‘Mokhtâr and  Dougall’  has a 

had a high critical reputation, and it brought Hay the Gaelic Writer’s award in 

1983 .     

‘Mochtâr and  Dougall’ is a poem which touches on many themes including 

the inability of men to live together harmoniously with one another and with 

creation, the importance of cultural and religious heritage, and man’s restless 

exploration and drive for knowledge of what he does not already know. The 

breadth of knowledge and the  craft required to write the poem, and the multiple 

concerns with which it is engaged  mean that any consideration of it can be only 

partial. Equally it is reductive to look at the poem from a single aspect only. Much 

of the reading that follows concentrates on ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’ as a poem of 

limitation and constraint, but not exclusively so, and in the full kowledge that it is a 

poem which will bear multiple interpretations. 

‘Is there anything that would  not be within man’s powers, were but the 

chance given him, with all his qualities ....’ says Hay in ‘Man His Own Prison?’, 

and in that poem (discussed below) he laments how man subjects himself to self-

limitation. But in ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’ he is more concerned with the limitations 

imposed from outside and how the individual develops in response to the  

challenges these limitations represent.  
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 ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’ opens on a hilltop in North Africa where three 

worlds have collided. As a result two young men lie dead and a third is scrabbling 

away from the site pursued by madness. In most contexts this would be a scene 

of horror; in the midst of war it can become mere commonplace. Part of the 

burden carried by any war poet is to rehumanise the dead; to make manifest the 

individual tragedy of each combatant’s death against a background of mass 

slaughter. 

Hay’s way of dealing with this task was to emphasise that the loss of an 

individual was more than simply the loss of a single life. Mokhtâr and Dougall 

both come from traditions that can seem monolithic to an outsider, but in fact they 

are infinitely varied when seen from inside.  A generic tradition might seem able 

to withstand loss, but is diminished by it nonetheless, because of the unique way 

in which tradition is carried forward in each family and each individual. Thus the 

deaths of Mokhtâr and Dougall are more than the deaths of individuals, they are 

disruptions, faultlines in the life of their communities. 

          Mochtâr and Dougall are killed simultaneously by a shell fired by a German 

soldier, but he is not the sort of Aryan warrior lauded by Hitler’s High Command. 

He is so weakened by illness brought on by bad food and water that he can 

scarcely carry the weight of his mortar; hungover and sleep-deprived he runs 

away from the scene of death he has created.  By the time he is caught he has 

been driven into a loud and vituperative madness, crying down curses on the 

Führer who has forced him to face horrors his mind was not strong enough to 

withstand. The mass hysteria of the German home crowds hailing their 

conquering leader distills in the desert to the profane howls of a single man run 

amok. 

       It is notable that Hay records no sympathy whatever for the broken down 

enemy, despite the state that he has been reduced to by war. To Mokhtâr and to 

Dougall he extends  the most tender compassion, but there is nothing 

comparable for the young German, even though he was ‘no cheerful eager 

warrior’ but as much a victim as the other two. This rather undercuts the fine 

sentiments of Hay’s epilogue to the poem in which he laments that ‘it is a crime 

that corrupts  earth and  air, a young man amid the filth of battle’. This unbending  

attitude in Hay provides a striking contrast to the tendency of war poets to come 
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to the conclusion that ordinary soldiers from opposing sides are alike and the fact 

that they are ‘enemies’ is determined only by their respective places of birth; the 

obvious example being Wilfred Owen’s ‘Strange Meeting’. Owen’s poem, like 

Hay’s, talks of the waste of the young men who are killed and offers, if not a hope 

for peace, at least the possibility of recognising and encouraging a mutual 

understanding. When, later,  in his poem ‘This Savage Wood’ Hay turned to this 

idea that a generation of soldiers would learn the  lessons of war, and use their 

appreciation  of common humanity to prevent it happening again, he was 

pessimistic about this actually ever being the outcome. That is not a surprising 

attitude in view of the fact that the end of World War One, famously the ‘war to 

end all wars’, had come only twenty years before the start of World War Two. The 

intervening period had seen almost continuous fighting in various parts of the 

world: a short list of some of the major conflicts would include civil wars in Russia 

(1917-22) and Spain (1936-39), colonial struggles  in Ireland (1919-21) and 

Afghanistan (1919), war between Turkey and Greece (1919-22) and the 

Japanese invasions of Manchuria (1931) and China (1937).  

 There was though a fine example of a poet extending sympathy to dead 

enemies that was much closer to Hay than anything Owen, or any other poet of 

World War One had written, and that was ‘Death Valley’ by his friend Sorley 

MacLean. Hay certainly knew this poem because MacLean had sent it to him in 

one of the many letters the two exchanged, and Hay had replied that he liked 

it.108 In ‘Death Valley’, which has as a superscription ‘Some Nazi or other has 

said that the Fuehrer had restored to German manhood the ‘right and joy of dying 

in battle’ , the poet looks down on the corpse of a young German soldier, in a 

valley strewn with German corpses and remarks that of them all his body was ‘the 

most piteous to see’. MacLean is well aware of how impossible it is to know, 

when faced with a corpse, whether the boy had been a true believer:  

            or of the greater band of those   
led, from the beginning of generations, unwillingly to the trial and mad delirium of every 
war for the sake of rulers?   
Whatever his desire or mishap, his innocence or malignity, he showed no pleasure in his 
death below the Ruweisat Ridge 

(Whyte and Dymock 206). 
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Although he cannot  know anything for certain, MacLean can give the boy 

the benefit of the doubt, acknowledging that those who are carried along by the 

tide of events are always larger in number than the ranks of true believers. And 

he can pity the young man  for having discovered at the last that, whatever he 

had been promised by his Führer, there is no joy to be found in death on the 

battlefield.  

 Hay on the other hand, although at pains to point out how debilitated his 

‘Gefreiter’ is, has nothing but contempt for him, describing  him as ‘stooping and  

whimpering under his fear’. Hay experienced a widening of his sympathies during 

his time in North Africa, as his poem ‘Bizerta’ demonstrates, but even these new 

horizons had their limits, and they stopped very short of sympathy for dead (or 

maddened) Germans.  

After the opening scene of Mokhtâr and Dougall’s deaths Hay turns to the 

story of  Mokhtâr’s life. The variations of the Islamic tradition from which Mokhtâr 

comes  are illustrated through the history of  Mokhtâr’s family going back four 

generations. His great-grandfather was Ahmed, a warrior and  nomadic 

herdsman, who is followed by his son Omar, an adventurer and trader; in turn his 

story gives way to that of the  ascetic Obayd, who is Mokhtâr’s father. Mokhtâr 

himself is a farmer, although as his life develops he follows part of the pattern set 

by each of the generations which preceded him. Like Ahmad, Mokhtâr goes to 

war, although he is a conscript, drafted in to fight a war in which he has no 

personal interest, whereas Ahmed was a volunteer in a struggle for national 

freedom. Like Omar, Mokhtâr leaves home and goes on a dangerous journey, but 

again while Omar’s journey is undertaken basically for personal economic gain,  

Mokhtâr’s journey is undertaken not for his own benefit but for that of others.  

Both face danger in the desert, but unlike Omar, who comes back a wiser, and 

richer, man, Mokhtâr does not return at all.  Like his father Obayd, Mokhtâr is a 

devout believer, but without the hard asceticism which was such a feature of 

Obayd’s faith. So, although he was making his own, individual, path through the 

world, Mokhtâr carried within him aspects of the life and character of his forbears.   

How this curious, diverse and explorative family line would have developed 

further can never be known as Mokhtâr dies before his life has truly begun: his 

potential forever denied by a German shell. 
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 It is interesting, although unproductive, to speculate on why Hay decided to 

write Mokhtâr’s story first. Possibly it was as simple as a desire to get down the 

details of the North African landscape, both physical and cultural, while they were 

still fresh in his mind. The rapidity of the poem’s initial composition and the 

constantly changing moods Hay reported in his letters at this time (Summer 1944) 

suggest strongly that he was in a hypomanic state and as a result composing 

freely and rapidly. This being the case it is unfortunate that he decided to put the 

poem to one side in favour of other work, as reported to Sorley MacLean in his 

letter in October;  ‘I’ve let my long poem rest for a while and have been doing a 

lot of translation.’109 

 Beside the rich variations of the story of Mokhtâr and his forbears the 

sections of the poem concerning Dougall are sadly sparse. The reasons why Hay 

found it impossible to complete the story of Dougall, and indeed how he intended 

to write it, can only be speculated upon. He may have wanted to describe a 

cultural and familial lineage for Dougall in the same way as he did for Mokhtâr. 

That is implied in the opening lines to the second part of the Dougall section  

Folachd is Àrach/(Lineage and Rearing): 

 What makes us and what made Dougall? 
 What is in us by heredity and what by tradition? 
            Speech and history, the thread of generations 
            The generations coursing back on back (ll1082-5) 

 
But there is not enough of the whole Dougall section to be sure of that. What 

remains is almost equally split between natural descriptions of where Dougall 

came from (obviously the west coast of Argyll),  the sea, a potted history of 

repressed Gaeldom and two sections  voiced by women about the dangers of the 

sea. The draft of a further section ‘Dùghall a’ Seòladh’ / ‘Dougall Sailing’  (365), 

which Hay worked on in 1983,  is included in the  Collected Poems and is an 

evocative description of Dougall’s seaborne journey to North Africa, but it 

contains no clues about the overall schema Hay may have had in mind for 

Dougall’s story. Like Mokhtâr’s, Dougall’s thread of generation is snapped before 

he can make any significant contribution to it, and in a bizarre example of life 

imitating art, Hay’s own disrupted life meant that he was never able to fully 

expound quite what this loss consisted of, nor display  its full tragedy.  
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 In the poem as we have it Mokhtâr’s family story begins with the tale of his 

great grandfather Ahmed. Years earlier, Ahmed had  gone to war, fighting in  the 

forces of  Abd El Quader, the leader of  the Algerian resistance to invasion and 

control by the French. Hay’s own plangent nationalism leads him to present 

Ahmed as a tragic hero, taking part in a doomed attempt to win control of the land 

back from the colonising French. That Hay drew a parallel between the 

experience of Gaels and Arabs is subtly underlined by the way in which he uses 

the Gaelic bardic tradition of praising the beauty of the Chief’s weaponry in his 

description of Ahmed’s readying for war: 

His long gun across the saddle of his mare; a broad silken girdle the colour of blood 
about his white burnous drawing it tight; a pistol bound with strips of gold showing from 

under it ready to draw; his Indian blade, with the name of Allah engraved on it in close 

twining lettering, in a fine scabbard of lovely leather, with the carnation dye of Tafilalet to 
give it colour. (ll 125-34) 

 
These were fine weapons for a fine cause, but El Quader, after years of 

skirmishing and nomadic wandering in the Sahara, was eventually defeated and 

imprisoned by the French. In the poem Ahmed returns to his family after the 

failure of the rebellion outwardly healthy: but as time goes on it becomes 

apparent that although he has survived physically intact, his mental state is a lot 

less stable.  

 

 Ahmed, along with the other followers of El Quader had believed that the 

thing they could achieve, if they harnessed all their powers, was freedom from the 

French and a return to self-determination. But however hard they fought and for 

however long they kept up the struggle, they could not win because the military 

and economic power of the French was too great. They lost, not because they 

failed to give their cause everything they had, but because outside forces were 

more powerful than they were. Ahmed’s (involuntary) response to this defeat, 

which took away his hopes and dreams for a free country,  is to lose his mind.  

 

Hay’s description of Ahmed’s increasing isolation and the onward 

progression of his mental disturbance is masterly. There is no loud and overt 

lunacy here, such as is suffered by the young German, who lost his mind to 

warfare as Ahmed did, but in a different way. Unlike the German, Ahmed fought 

not for an aggressive conqueror intent on making history, but in the name of a 
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God whose followers preach submission, at all times and in all circumstances, to 

His will.  It seems only fitting then that Ahmed’s madness is much quieter than 

that of the nameless German.  He becomes remote and silent, struggling to forget 

the war, to accept that it was Allah’s will that it was lost, and come to terms with 

the loss of his dreams.  Eventually Ahmed is overcome by the symptoms of a 

powerful mental trauma; he isolates himself from others, at first by taking his 

flocks into high places to graze, and moving restlessly from one oasis to another, 

later by becoming withdrawn and retreating into his tent where he stayed, listless 

and uncommunicative for two years. He has alternating attacks of frenzy and 

torpor, weeping, nightmares, and flashbacks to his time in the forces of El 

Quader. This is such a masterly rendering of the outward symptoms of what is 

now termed Post Traumatic Stress Disorder that it is tempting to speculate that 

Hay must have known people who suffered from it.  

 Ahmed’s eventual end as described by Hay has a  poignancy that is, in 

part, positively coloured by the fatalism of Islam; one morning while everyone  

around him was busy with preparations for moving the herds on, ‘he crept away 

in silence, without a word ... His Healer had been found for him’. 

   The fact of death reconciles Ahmed with the community from which he had 

become  estranged by madness. While it has no way of dealing with the loss of 

sanity, it  does have its own ways of dealing with death, and by giving Ahmed  

traditional funeral rites and burying him in ‘that graveyard which was the journey’s 

end for the people of his tribe’  they reclaim him as one of their own.  

       Ahmed’s son Omar is not a warrior and he turns his back on the traditional 

nomadic life of a herdsman in order to make his fortune in trade. Like his father, 

he has what Hay describes as heat in his heart, but in Omar it kindles  quite 

different desires from the fierce nationalism which motivated his father.   

For Omar the desert in which his father fought is not a site for nationalist 

struggle; it is a place for exploration, and adventure, but above all it is a corridor 

to riches. Omar has heard the old men of his tribe say that ‘there was no cure for  

poverty but The Sudan’ and after selling his flocks, the symbol of the old nomadic 

way of living, he loads up a camel caravan and sets out through the desert for the 

markets of The Sudan where he hopes to make his fortune.  He was spurred on 

to ‘endure the great weariness of the desert, youth and the lust for gold willing 
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him.’ In the Sudan he trades the manufactured Arab goods of the coast for the 

raw materials that come from the heart of Africa; gold, ivory and slaves.  

 

Omar buys black slaves bought from other ‘black men’; the result of one 

part of a community preying on another. This must have had a particular 

resonance for Hay, scarred as his imagination was by tales of the Highland 

Clearances. He had made reference to those in poems written before the war, 

most notably perhaps in ‘Lomsgrios na Tìre’/’The Destruction of the Land’ (29). 

Towards the end of that poem Hay’s narrator  repeatedly compares the state of 

the cleared inhabitants of the glen with that of animals: 

‘shuffle like coos….no’ a fowk, but a flock o’ men… 
               Oor tune …. the daft bleating of grey sheep’ (ll23-4,27-8) 

 

 The tragedy of the wrong done to these people is clear in the poem; 

burned out of their homes, and with their land taken away they have lost, not just 

possessions, but apparently their right of recognition as human beings. They are  

now less than human, not only a ‘flock o men’  but like ‘ghaists in a strange land.’ 

They are of less worth to the landowners than the sheep which replace them, and 

their cries and lamentation mean less than the sheep’s daft bleating. 

 Years  later when Hay talks in ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall of the slaves bought 

by Omar he uses the same terminology as he had used for the displaced dwellers 

in the Highlands. As the men of Omar’s caravan prepare for their return journey 

the men urge ‘a flock full of tears and sighing’ , and Hay says of them that ‘greed 

for wealth’ had led them to ‘bar the door to humanity’.  

 Hay could not change history or redress the balance of power in the 

Highlands, but in ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’ he had the chance to turn his fictional 

oppressors into the oppressed and he did. Unmolested on its outward journey, 

Omar’s caravan is threatened on its return leg by a band of Touareg, the roaming 

nomads of the desert.  The satisfaction Hay must have felt in describing the 

position taken up by Omar and his companions when surrounded by the 

marauding Touareg can only be imagined: 

‘…crouching, full of apprehension and terror, 
                    Like cattle for slaughter in a fold’ (ll 497-8) 
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 At this point Omar and his fellow travellers pen the slaves into a hollow 

with a guard over them, for all the world as though they were sheep. They are 

afraid that if they are let loose by the Touareg they will join with them and turn 

against their masters.  

 Omar’s slaves, like the cleared Highlanders, have lost everything, and are 

almost completely limited by outside circumstance. They are like Mokhtâr and 

Dougall, who were conscripted to fight in a war being waged by imperial masters, 

with whose aims they have little or no sympathy. The slaves are forced to act in 

accordance with the wishes of more powerful others, and have no way to 

rediscover or reclaim their own lives.  

Omar too finds his options suddenly limited by forces outside his control. 

Although he hired guides to help him find his way through the desert and avoid 

the roaming bands of the Touareg, they have failed him and he and his 

companions find themselves surrounded by enemies in apparently overwhelming 

numbers.  

On every side of us as besiegers,  
behold the Touaregs within shouting distance of us 
like an army of spectres or a ghastly vision, 
watching us in their  hundreds. (ll466-9) 
 

Flight is impossible; fight is still a possibility. As Omar tells it, the Touareg 

were armed with spears and bows, whereas his men had guns with plenty of 

ammunition. Even so, he orders his men not to shoot. Whether this is cowardice 

or a playing out of the old adage that discretion is the better part of valour is not 

made clear.  

Omar manages to talk his way out of a threatening situation, by allowing 

his trade goods to be plundered and giving the Touareg leader a gift of tea and a 

young man to brew it. He and his caravan are allowed to leave, but his profits 

from the venture are sadly depleted, the Touareg having taken away two thirds of 

his goods (although he is fortunate that his gold is returned to him, apparently in 

full, because, he is told,  ‘our beasts would fail under its weight.’ The reader might 

at this juncture pause to wonder in what way the Touareg camels are so inferior 

to those of Omar that they would fail under a burden which Omar’s have carried 

without apparent problem, but the tension of the situation is such that this thought 

does not occur on a first reading) 
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It is not just Omar’s profits from this journey that are limited; so are his 

prospects of repeating the venture.   Omar is given fair warning, by the Touareg, 

not to try the passage of the desert again since he will not survive them a second 

time. Without access to the desert he has effectively lost any hope he may have 

cherished of being able to establish a regular trade route and becoming a very 

rich man.  

There is a sense in which Omar’s losses can be seen as a fitting 

punishment for his hubris and his greed.  Omar was in danger of losing his 

humanity.  His treatment of his purchased slaves was pitiless, as they were 

driven mercilessly on foot through the heat of the desert, and kept under control 

with whips wielded by their new owners who were riding comfortably on the backs 

of their own camels.  Mercy, which is one of the central virtues of Islam had, the 

narrator tells us, fled before greed for wealth; the love of money, which another 

religion  tells us lies at the root of all evil, had made Omar cruel, and there is a 

sense that he does not deserve to acquire the riches  he had hoped for.  

 

Omar does not allow himself to repine or regret in any way. His response 

to the limitations placed upon him is to accept them, and make the best of the 

situation He is happy to recount the tale of his trip to the Sahara and has made a 

beautiful, fluent tale of it. If it does not bear out his claims of courage; his 

statement: 

Show me any man living on earth,  
with a musket in his fist, or a knife or a sword 
and without a thought I would have been at his throat  
when I was young;  (ll 411-3) 

  
 sits oddly with his actual behaviour when young and faced with men 

wielding swords,  he can at least take pleasure and pride in the quick wits which 

allowed his companions and himself to escape with their lives and a portion of 

their anticipated profits.  

 Omar is the only one of Mokhtâr’s forbears capable of enjoying life to the 

full.   Omar revels in women, wine, music and good company, and he urges 

Mokhtâr when a boy to ‘enjoy the world ... Let your heart and your hand be open.. 

the Creator of Souls is generous and in generosity he breathed his breath into 

us’.  Omar echoes the sentiments and attitude of Hay who enjoined people in 
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‘Man his own Prison’ to live fully: ‘Head and heart will not lead you astray. Be 

complete and be alive’  

     The final link in Mokhtâr’s lineage is his father Obayd. When writing his story, 

Hay expressed some concerns to his mother, describing Obayd as sententious, 

but even so declaring that ‘he must say his piece’ although aware that he could 

easily sound ‘like extracts from MacCheyne’s sermons’.110 And Obayd, with his 

sturdy contempt of human concerns and   his refusal to take any joy in the 

material world is a sermoniser, whose arguments in favour of religious asceticism 

are smoothly plausible.  

        They may be put into the mouth of the Muslim Obayd, but Hay must have 

been very aware that similar attitudes and beliefs were held by many 

Presbyterians at home in Scotland. Such attitudes do not belong to one single 

religion, but appear in all, appealing to a certain personality type irrespective of 

creed. That Hay spent no little time considering these matters is evidenced by  

the fact that, as well as including them here, at least two of the other poems he 

wrote set in North Africa, ‘Man His Own Prison’ and ‘Man’s Chief End’, discussed 

below, contain rebuttals of Obayd’s self-limiting outlook. He rather pointedly took 

for one of them,  ‘Man’s Chief End’, the opening line of the Church of Scotland 

catechism, and argued that if the chief end of man is indeed to glorify God then 

he perhaps ought to glorify Him in a way that takes account of the goodness of 

the whole of His creation.  

    Obayd, like his father was on a quest but, unlike his father’s, it was not for 

physical adventure and riches, but for spiritual truth. He sat,‘his head bent in 

silence, listening to the chorus of his own thoughts’,  eyes turned inwards towards 

a divine, rather than an earthly, horizon. His most dear wish was to be granted a 

vision of Paradise, although it seems this was never vouchsafed. When Omar 

counselled Mokhtâr to live in the world and enjoy it, Obayd contradicted him, 

advising his small son to ‘have nothing to do with the vile world. Its beauty and 

flattery are but the horrible whiteness of a leprous man. All its wealth, what is it 

but carrion? Those who are greedy for it are dogs’. Given what the poet has told 

us of Omar, this last sentiment seems unfilial in the extreme.  
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 Obayd is rightly concerned that his son’s mind and soul are not corrupted, 

but his vision of the world is unlikely to appeal to a young child who cannot 

understand it. And in a dialogue between Omar and Obayd  the argument abut 

the purpose of creation is repeated; what, questions Omar, is the point of a 

bountiful creation, full of good things, if we are not to enjoy them? Obayd has his 

answer ready and contends that all things which men see as good, are simply 

temptations put in their way by the Creator, to test their mettle and their desire for 

the divine.  

 Obayd’s concern, and a major part of his argument, appears to be that 

everything in creation is temporary. Only the divine, Who exists outside His own 

creation, is permanent. Nothing of, or on, the earth lasts, and therefore it is foolish 

to look for pleasure or solace in anything of the world, since that is to leave 

oneself open to grief when it inevitably dies. It is easy to dismiss Obayd’s world 

view as being based on an overwhelming fear of loss; a fear which leads to a 

paralysis of emotion, and an unwillingness to participate in anything which can 

give only transitory pleasure, however great.   

 But Hay was true to his decision to let Obayd ‘have his say’ and although 

he might subtly challenge the beliefs, he does not allow any questioning of 

Obayd’s sincerity. He may be a sermoniser, preaching what many would see as a 

joyless creed, but he is not a hypocrite. His plea for an early death to release his 

soul so that it might better understand the divine is heartfelt: 

Oh to be done with the body’s rapacious appetites! I am slow and stooped, blind and 
abject in the eternal ineluctable bonds which are the share of life the King has accorded 
us. There is a root holding me down … amidst the hypocrisy and blind fog of time, and 
which prevents me from attaining the truth, in the Eternity where it is manifest and real. 
(ll938-49)  

 Obayd gets his wish; he dies at the young age of thirty. And his attitude to 
life is given validation from the narrator who comments that:  

He was the smith of his own soul. Looking into the mirror of his own heart, where hardly 
a shadow from the outside world could be detected in its bright, gentle, unblemished 
purity….there was a flame in him which the dust blinded eye could not perceive, There 
was a gentle light from him which they did not understand. (ll984-6,994-5 

It is a generous epitaph.  

       The story of Dougall, in so far as it was written, is more concerned with the 

history of a people, the Gaels, than with the story of the family who produced 

Dougall himself. The section entitled Lineage and Rearing, begins with the  
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question ‘Who are we, children of my country? What made us and what made 

Dougall?’ , but Dougall almost disappears as Hay retells his old old story of 

Gaelic persecution. If Mokhtâr’s story was about the limitation of individuals then 

Dougall’s, insofar as we have it, seems to be more about the limitation placed 

upon a race, but it would be foolish to make a firm judgement based on fragments 

of a whole, rather than the whole itself.  

Although the story of Dougall is incomplete Hay did produce an epilogue 

for the poem, although it is repetitive and in places clumsy of expression. 

However there is no douting the strong feelings of revulsion he had at the thought 

of a generation of  young men, of  whom Mokhtâr and Dougall are representative, 

whose song  ‘ceased with the melody but half played’.  That is Hay’s closing 

focus, just as it was his opening one. The final section of ‘Mokhtâr and  Dougall’ 

returns the reader to the carnage of a North African hilltop, and two dead boys 

with their worlds murdered within them. In his finale Hay laments the futile loss of 

two young men and rails at the cruelty and waste of war:  

    A world apart is each son of man… 
    How many generations go to shape us?... 
    All men are storehouses full of refuse, gems, 
    ancient heirlooms, virtues and vices.. 
    It is a crime that corrupts earth and air, 
    A young man amid the filth of battle, 
    Perishing in the headlong springtide of his day  
    (ll1223,1227,1234-5,1239-41) 

 
       It is not just the plethora of ideas however that makes Mokhtâr and Dougal 

such a critically acclaimed poem. It is a skillful evocation of a world, a well-drawn 

picture of groups and individuals who all come alive on the page, each with their 

own qualities and experiences of life. Just as Mokhtâr’s forbears all contributed 

small pieces of themselves to Mokhtâr, so they all contribute, each in their own 

way, to the experience and enjoyment of the reader.  

 But the overall triumph of the poem is the way in which Hay uses his genius 

for writing about place. It is his descriptions of the physical world which give this 

poem a detailed richness that, even in translation, is quite astounding. 

       The opening poem of the Dougall section is a description of dawn over the 

west coast of Scotland.  

  As I rose early on a warm dewy morning, 
  in the wee bay down below  
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  There was a scarlet window in the sky, 
      flushing, flaming red. 
  The melody of the early breeze awakened, 
      sighing and whispering joyfully 
  in the clumps of trees, where quiet and peace 
     had their accustomed place. 
 
      The sea sent its swell murmuring 
      against a frowning shore; 

 A little breeze sang sleepy music, 
 a gentle wind of the sea. 

           Faint sounded the purling of the eddying water 
           in the channel of the burn,beneath the branches  
          of the hazel and the tressed birch 
          under the fresh green tops of the trees 
    
          Out sounded the music of birds warbling 
           in free, unchecked torrents. 
           The bonny thrush with his melodious beak 
           Perched on a slender branch. 
           Chanting cheer and coolness  

              At the time when the flaming of the stars 
           was drained to paleness, 
           And the new day pouring ruddy in floods of fire 
     Over the heathery hills. 

 

 Immediately after this description the poet is awakened by the noise of a 

camel driver and realises that what he saw and has just described was only a 

dream; he has been dragged away from ‘the grey ,Paradise coolness of the wee 

bay’ of memory, by the reality of life in The Maghreb.  This phrase picks up on his 

much earlier poems in which he compared the landscape of north Argyll to 

Paradise and found Paradise wanting. It also explains why the atmosphere 

created is so quiet and calm. Hay was good at writing about weather and water 

which were full of energy, but here he demonstrates that he was just as good at 

conjuring up the opposite; the water murmurs and purls faintly, there is a sleepy 

breeze and a whispering wind; everything combines to conjure up the quiet and 

peace to be found in the trees. Hay’s nature poetry is so good partly because  he 

is aware of the fact that nature itself is never silent and never still. He knows 

where to look for the slightest movement, and how to listen for the slightest 

sound, he knows how to select the most apposite words to describe it all, and he 

is familiar enough with what he describes that he can conjure up the cool damp 

beauty of a Scottish morning even while he is thousands of miles away in the hot 

dry surroundings of the treeless desert.  

       But it is a measure of his skill as a poet of place that he can write just as well 

about the nature of the desert as he does of the more familiar sights and sounds 
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of Argyll. During Omar’s journey from the coast to The Sudan he crosses part of 

the Sahara desert, and Hay gives a description of it by both day and night.  

       By day the desert is a frightening place, ‘vast and grimly glooming’ and even 

the sight of it quells any attempt at music or conversation. 

Their guides led them with never a word spoken past the bones of travellers, and past 

dead springs, choked, closed up, drifted over, swallowed. They walked with neither song 

nor story through the dumb wilderness where was heard only the whispering of the dun 

sand as the simoom set it streaming – the surface of the land drifting like water. The 

garden of Allah without match for bareness, where the very flea forsakes the traveller. 

The unchangingness of the yellow horizon,quivering and dancing, unattainable.(ll278-

90) 

For some, the desert might seem fixed and motionless but for Hay there is 

still sound and movement;  the sand whispers and moves like water, and even 

the unchanging horizon is deceptive as it quivers and dances in the heat. And as 

Hay writes about the sun and the heat the reader becomes aware of their 

unremitting nature. Day after day the travellers are subjected to the overwhelming 

attention of the unwanted sun:  

Like an enemy from whom there was no escaping, an avenger not to be turned from his 
feud, the sun rose up every day. When it stood overhead in the air at its zenith, under 
bush or rock there was no shadow. Its rays crushed every living thing that was moving on 
the earth … (ll291-298) 

        In these circumstances, how welcome to the travellers are the night, and 
the sight of the moon, which is associated throughout with images of the sea: 

But when the night was with them … it was as a drink from the high hill spring to their 
souls … a fine golden dust dashed across the sky, and through it blazing the prime 
guiding lanterns of every road … A magic vessel of healing was the flooding of the moon, 
pouring down in soft waves; it was mercy, it was enchantment, it was a dandling; it was 
the hand of healing after battle.( 298, 302,305-7,315-318) 

The relief from the heat and the refreshment gained from the cool magic of the 

moon are made palpable. 

 It is a small tragedy that ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’ was never finished. It 

combines everything that is best in Hay as a poet; his intelligent speculation 

about the effects of natural heritage and cultural  environment on the 

development of the individual,  his ability to imagine and illustrate a rich and 
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diverse world peopled with individuals who he is able to make real for  his reader 

and his undubted genius for describing the natural world in poetry.  

The Best Way to Live?  

This section is concerned with a group of five poems Hay wrote between August 

1944 and May 1945, so that their composition comes immediately after Hay 

finished his initial incomplete draft of Mokhtâr and Dougall.  

The five poems, in order of composition are ‘Atman’, ‘The Knowledge that 

does not Create’, ‘Man His Own Prison?’,  ‘Man’s Chief End’, and ‘ Patience the 

Key to your Door?’  

Each of these poems considers the question of how man should live and 

at least  two of them, ‘Man his own Prison? And ‘Man’s Chief End’ could be 

regarded as rebuttals of the position of the ascetic Obayd in Mokhtâr and 

Dougall; were it not for the inconvenient fact that  they were written first. The first 

draft of ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’  had taken the poem as far as the end of the story 

of Omar. This was in August 1944 and from then until May the following year Hay 

enjoyed a prolific period of writing. He laid aside ‘Mokhtar and Dougall’ in favour 

of writing and translating other things and he did not pick it up again until he had 

reached Kavalla in 1946, where he wrote the section about Obayd, and the end 

of the poem. This productive ten month period produced poems on many 

subjects, but this question of  the way man should seek to live  seems to have 

exercised Hay particularly at this point, and was presumably still interesting him 

when he came to write about Obayd.  

He was a little worried about the tone of the group.  Sending his mother a 

copy of the poem ’Man His Own Prison?’ Hay mentioned in his covering letter 

that she would see that it formed part of a group with the already written ‘Atman’ 

and’The Knowledge that does not Create’, adding that ‘there may be one or two 

more on this theme, or themes related to it’. He was anxious for reassurance that 

the tone of ‘Man His Own Prison?’ was not sermonising, for he found it 

impossible to tell himself, and considered sermonising or moralising ‘a deadly 

trap’.111  

                                       
111

 G C Hay letter to Catherine Hay 29 November 1944 
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  He may have  been doubly sensitive about the possibility of the poems 

being regarded as sermonising due to to the fact that, almost uniquely in Hay’s 

work , several of them posit the existence of a personal Creator. This strikes an 

odd note in a body of work  that is generally humanist in outlook, and from a man 

who had rejected religious belief and observance with some alacrity as a student. 

Maybe the years of living amongst observant Muslims had made him more 

amenable to the idea of God, or perhaps he found the argument for what he 

thought the right way to live was most easily made in religious terms.  

‘Atman’ (110),  the first of the group, concerns an Arab, Atman,who has 

been tried for stealing and who, despite lying in an attempt to defend himself, is   

found guilty and sentenced to a whipping followed by imprisonment. Atman stole 

only from need, which the judge who sentenced him could never understand, 

given that he is ‘blear eyed’ from looking over his own more than satisfactory 

account books.   

The poet though is admiring of Atman. He may be a liar, but he is 

entertaining and friendly, he is a hard worker, who can still take a moment to 

stand and enjoy the beauty of the natural world around him; more importantly he 

has experienced the good and bad in life and ‘never shrunk before it’. Atman, 

concludes the poet, ‘is a man and alive’; two things the judge is not and can 

never be, closed as he is to experience beyond his own narrow field. He gives 

Atman justice; but it is a dry and inhumane justice which does not address the 

wider question of how fair  it is that a hard working man should still need to steal 

to live. The legal case  in court is clear, but the moral one is not addressed.  

At the end of the poem the poet promises that when Atman is released he 

will physically turn his back on the judge and come to greet Atman in the street. 

He finishes by pointing out that  Christ  was crucified between two thieves and 

that, with that in mind, it would be blasphemy to deny his own brotherhood with 

Atman. Sadly this hyperbolic conclusion ruins the more nuanced reference to the 

Good Samaritan, and carries a weight which the rest of the poem is unable to 

bear. There is however an interesting question raised by the claim of brotherhood 

between Atman and the poet; is it based on their joint understanding of the 

important things in life, or is Hay thinking in colonial terms and considering Atman 
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to be his brother because they both come from communities at the mercy of 

colonising powers which take no trouble to understand them?  

‘The Knowledge which does not Create’ (111) is an extended meditation 

on the nature of knowledge which is denied any connection to either emotion or 

creativity. The possessor of this sort of knowledge could almost be the judge from 

Atman, and is obviously from the same mould of man. He separates  good from 

bad on the  ‘just scales of his head’. He is like a finely calibrated measuring 

machine that can appraise but not appreciate; he cannot feel and he cannot  

create.  

Hay says that ‘he will bring no new thing to warmth and being’ and the 

mention of warmth necessarily  calls to mind the ‘cold intellectual’ who had 

annoyed Hay so much at Oxford that he had been moved to hit him. The lack of 

creativity is intrinsically linked to the lack of emotion: 

There is no hammer or chisel or harp in him; he will not carve or engrave or sing; there 
is no sweeping of tempest’s cold voice in him; there is no hot ember in him (ll9-12) 

Linked to the inability to create anything of beauty is the inability to 

properly appreciate the beauty of things created by others; the  ears hear music 

and the eyes see beauty without the soul being moved, because the head is 

‘dead ... and full of sense’.  

For Hay, a life with knowledge, but without creativity or emotion, is a 

meaningless life,  and he reinforces the idea that such an existence is sterile by 

comparing a man who leads it to a woman who will not bear children. His 

reductionist view of female creativity which confines it to producing children, is 

presumably a reflection of the attitudes of his time and upbringing.  

This comparison with a wilfully childless woman sits rather oddly at the end 

of the poem, referencing nothing which has gone before. Byrne’s notes (590) for 

the genesis of the  poem in part explain this. The idea appears to have come  

from a Croatian poem which Hay had read (in an Italian translation); in this 

original the woman who will not bear a child is  both the start and end point, which 

makes for a balance and circularity which Hay’s version lacks. Interestingly the 

Croatian poem is critical of intelligence which does not lead to creativity, but does 

not include any discussion of the lack of emotion, which is a large part of  Hay’s 
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poem. This may indicate that in Hay’s mind emotion and creativity are 

indissolubly linked, or it may be that he considered emotion expressed in 

response to art to be as valuable as creating the art in the first place.                             

   

   ‘Man his own Prison?’ (115) explores the paradox of human 

potentiality limiting itself. It too begins  with a biblical echo, this time of Christ’s 

injunction to consider the lilies of the field and the birds of the air. For Hay the 

creatures of nature  are a pattern for living, they put their whole being into life with 

an instinctive balance of heart and head. He points out that man comes from the 

same source and in the beginning is equally without fault. Sadly, the simple state 

of ‘being’ in the world does not last with man, who too often warps his own 

development out of true. Either he lets the desire of the heart  go unchecked by 

his mind, or  he allows the mind  to restrict the activities of the heart. Both these 

attitudes throw the head and heart out of balance, which is a tragedy for Hay 

because for him only the balanced individual can truly live life to the full. He 

needs both a generous heart and an unmisted mind and if those two things are 

allowed to flourish then life will be complete.  

There is surprisingly once again a comparison to be drawn with T. S. Eliot, 

this time with his poem ‘Animula’ (Eliot 101). In this the creator produces for 

illustration, as  does Hay, a perfect thing; a human child who, like the natural 

creatures in Hay’s poem, just ‘is’, without reflection, or shadow. 

 ‘Issue from the hand of God the simple soul’ says Eliot, followed by a 

tender description of the joys and excitments of childhood discovery. But this 

happy state cannot last.  

  The heavy burden of the growing soul 
Perplexes and offends more day by day; 
With the imperatives of ‘is and seems’ 
And may or may not, desire and control. 
The pain of living and the drug of dreams(ll16-21) 
 

And the result is inevitable, as in due course  

Issues from the hand of time, the simple soul 
Irresolute and selfish, misshapen, lame, 
Unable to fare forward or retreat. (ll24-6) 

 

In their essay on Scottish religious poetry ‘Faith and Religion’ in The 

International Companion to Scottish Poetry (Sassi 179-89) Bateman and 
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McGonigal offer an alternative title for Hay’s poem, rendering it as ‘Locked in the 

Human Cage?’ Less literal and more evocative than ‘Man his own Prison?’, it 

perhaps fits better with the Eliot than the Hay. It implies, as does Eliot, that there 

is an inevitablility about the process of self-limitation, indeed that it is an 

ineluctable part of the human condition. Hay’s view is much more optimistic; by  

following the example of nature and allowing the heart and the mind to flourish in 

harmony, then he can ‘be complete and be alive’.  

The alternative, in Hay’s view, is to condemn yourself to becoming one of 

the ‘orderly dwarf people’ who are only half alive; hemmed in by the opinions of 

others and with minds fenced against the impulse of the  extraordinary; in fact the 

inevitable, selfish, misshapen, irresolute soul of ‘Animula’.  

The poem concludes with a plea that everyone  recognise their intrinsic 

nature and  live life in accordance with it. It is a matter of gratitude to ‘the One 

who put breath in you’ and not to do so is to ‘put creation to shame’, a partial 

rebuttal of Obayd’s argument that the good things in creation are nothing but a 

trap and a test.  Ths reference to a Creator is, as previously noted, rare in Hay, 

and even here he adds the qualifier  ‘if your trust is in His Creed’ Should your 

trust not be so placed, then for Hay the imperative to be yourself is still 

there, expressed as a matter of ‘generosity to your fellow men’.                        

’Man’s Chief End’ (120) is the most specific rebuttal of Obayd. The title 

comes from the Church of Scotland catechism, which begins with the question 

‘What is the chief end of man?’ to which the response is ‘Man’s chief end is to 

glorify God, and to enjoy him forever.’  

 

The first half of the poem is almost an echo of Obayd’s position in ‘Mokhtâr 

and Dougall’, describing life in this world as a place of exile and trial and the next 

world as one of perfection and peace. The two are linked, presumably by a river, 

since the soul, just as in Greek and Egyptian mythology, needs a ferry in which to 

pass from one to the other. The poet praises the all-wise God who placed the sun 

and stars above the earth’s bitterness and sorrow, but as the theme of praise 

continues, the tone changes. Another two stanzas display the bounty of God’s 

natural creation and the gifts He has given to man in nature, but also start to 

introduce the idea that the two are intertwined. Man was made to delight in nature 
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and nature was made for the benefit of mankind; the two were created with care 

by God to be fit for one another.  The God who 

 Devised youth, and growth and age for us 
 Who carved the world and its beauty,  
 Who opened sea and land before us, 
 The plain and the wondrous shapes of the hills.(ll29-32) 

 
is also the one   

 
 who devised our being for us so manifold, 
 mind and body, heart and hand, 
 and gave it to us to praise him with it,  
 and not as a night waning before the day.(ll33-6) 

 
This is where Hay begns to turn Obayd’s argument back upon itself. If God 

has created man and nature as complementary and  all of nature, including the 

attributes of man himself, is part of the  creation process, then, Hay contends, it 

cannot be godly, or in accord with the purposes of God to despise what He has 

created. Man should rejoice in every part of the life God has given him and ‘the 

true and happy praise of God’ is to enjoy the ‘excellent work of his hands’.  

 

Finally in this group comes ‘Patience the Key to Your Door?’(124)  in which 

Hay considers, and then rejects, the Islamic concept of theistic fatalism i.e. the 

idea that every step of a man’s journey through life has been pre-ordained by 

God, and that patient acceptance of all that befalls him is a religious duty and the 

only way to live life. When this idea is propounded to him during a remembered 

conversation in a dark cafe the poet calls it a bruised and tired wisdom formed 

under the tyranny of the hot North African sun. (This is disingenuous because 

Hay must have been aware of similar beliefs in parts of the Christian church, 

including churches in Scotland which had fallen under the sway of Calvinism. 

Calvinism preaches predestination, even in the matter of redemption which is 

restricted to those whom God decided to save even before the creation of the 

world, and calls people to live a narrow, God-fearing and largely joyless life.)  

 

 Hay’s rejection of such fatalism,  for himself and his culture,  is complete. 

He claims instead  a choice; the peace of acceptance, which he equates with 

death, or struggle and life . He has to reject passivity, because as he describes in 

the poem, his Gaelic culture is almost, but not quite, dead.  

 
Fallen are the townships and up has sprung the bracken? 
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Is there a clump of rushes on every threshold? 
Oh world we are here and live on in spite of it; 
The hot ember is yet under the ashes.(ll22-25) 

 
Hay cannot accept that his culture should be allowed to dwindle into some 

‘soft downy things or tales of the faery knowe’.  Not for the Gaels is the ‘tranquility 

of the white turbans of Islam’, for they are alive ‘ in earnest’. Hay contrasts at 

some length the response to life of the Arab and the Gael; in each comparison he 

makes the point that the Gaelic way is harder, but in the end more meaningful.  It 

may be that the Arab way brings peace to the living, but that is not, and never can 

be the Gaelic way, because it is not true to the nature of the Gaelic people.  

 

The poem ends with what reads as almost a prophecy of the rebirth of 

Gaelic culture,  but with a warning that such a renaissance can only be achieved 

with great effort.  For Hay, Providence has not counselled patience and 

acceptance but offered the Gael a choice between a meaningful active life and a 

passive accepting life which is no better than death To choose life is to choose 

struggle, but  it is really the only palatable choice. Not to take up the fight is to 

allow Gaelic culture not only to die unfought for, but to be looked upon in 

retrospect as a ‘thing of no account’.  

 

In all five of these poems Hay is looking in one way or another at the 

question of how man should live his best life. His  answer to that question is 

undoubtedly that there should be a conscious and joyous commitment to living 

life as fully as possible. There is acknowledgement that sometimes life takes an 

easy course, at other times a more difficult one, but both should be embraced, 

unashamedly  with both head and heart fully engaged.  Anything less is an insult 

to the world and, if He exists, to the God who created it.  

 

The Islamic culture of North Africa gave Hay a new world to explore  and 

he responded to it  with rich and detailed poetry. The experience inspired his 

longest and most imaginative work ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’ and in this, and the 

other poems discussed above he explores the nature of man in all his variety, 

and the nature of the relationship between man  and  the Creator, in a deeper 

way than he had previously managed. He uses the climax of ‘Mokhtâr and  

Dougall’ to state very clearly his belief in the worth of every single life and that of 
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the communities  from which they sprang, the importance and value of  different 

traditions and ways of life, and the cruel stupidity of war which takes young men 

from the world before they have a chance to live the full and generous life which 

Hay thought so necessary. 

 
Poems of Scotland 

 

While  Hay wrote almost exclusively from his personal experiences, even though 

those experiences  often took some time to make an appearance in his work, it is 

also true that once an experience was over then poems on those subjects tended 

to dry up. Sometimes this is not surprising; Hay’s war poetry is full of pain and  

despair and it is understandable that, without the spur of immediacy, he should 

be unwilling to revisit such difficult territory. Conversely, despite the fascination 

which the world of Islamic North Africa appears to have had for Hay, a fascination 

which moreover inspired some of his best work, once he had returned to Scotland 

it never featured again. It seems he needed some current and vital connection to 

a subject for it to be chanelled into his work.  

The one exception to this overall pattern is Scotland. All his life, when  he 

was writing, and whatever else he was writing about, Hay wrote poems about 

Scotland. This must have arisen from the deep connection he felt to the country 

which meant that for him, wherever he was, Scotland was in some way always  

present.  

Hay’s love for Scotland was bone deep. There can be no doubt about it 

when his poetry, prose and correspondence all make clear the fact that the most 

meaningful relationship of his life was with his country. Scotland was central to 

Hay’s psyche, and it is therefore worth considering here what exactly constituted 

Hay’s particular Scotland, as it is helpful in discussing the nature of the poems he 

wrote about the country.  

Hay’s vision of Scotland was only partial. However powerful his evocation 

of the country, it is a limited, selective version of Scotland that he presents to the 

reader. In this he is not unusual; all artists make choices about their use of 

material. In general, neither ignorance, nor wilful disregard of facts, nor partiality, 

are barriers to the creation of great art. To say that Hay’s Scotland is essentially a 

Highland, Gaelic, rural Scotland is not to criticise him for leaving out the Lowland, 
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the urban and the non-Gaelic, but simply an initial drawing of the broad 

boundaries that lie between Hay’s vision of Scotland and what might be termed 

the ‘reality’ of the place.  

The two aspects of the country which seem to form the basis of Hay’s 

vision of it, and to call forth his devotion, are landscape and history. The actual 

physical presence of the country was something Hay had experienced from his 

very early years. As a child he spent hours exploring the hills of north Argyll, and 

later, as a student, he led walking holidays for fellow students in the Highlands. It 

is easy to forget, when reading of his long confinement in hospitals and the 

circumscribed life he led in Edinburgh in his later years, that as a young man Hay 

relished being outdoors and active. The natural landscape plays a huge part in 

Hay’s poetry, with the emphasis being on Highland features such as mountains, 

glens and rivers. Landscape is also seen as the background against which history 

was played out. For Hay this ‘history’ encompasses both mythic history, with 

references in his poems to Gaelic heroes such as Fionn and Diarmid; and the 

more recent past, including The Clearances and the union of the Parliaments.  

Whether personified in landscape or history though, for Hay, Scotland 

herself is not simply a passive concept on which to project a passionate 

patriotism. Scotland is an active entity who requires an acknowledgment that 

there is a reciprocal relationship between herself and her ‘children’, who have a 

duty to defend her in return for all she gives them. There is more than a touch of 

the Celtic Mother Goddess at times in Hay’s depiction of his country, and he does 

not shrink from showing her occasionally in less than sympathetic mode when he 

is admonishing his fellow countrymen for abandoning her. 

This brief introductory description of Hay’s view of Scotland with its 

references to a glorious mythical past and the important part played by the 

physical landscape demonstrates how much his outlook had been shaped by 

Gaelic culture This is a picture of Scotland which will appeal to many, although 

only the most idealistic or naïve will be persuaded that it was, or could ever be, a 

reality. Hay was too intelligent a man to believe in it as either historically accurate 

or as a desirable future state, but he certainly believed in its power to inspire; 

firstly to inspire poetry, and through the poetry, the people. He was concerned to 

use his own poetic talents to explain, and to inflame, in the hope that this would 
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help inculcate a pride in the culture and possibilities of  Scotland, which in his 

view had been systematically repressed by the English. 

Despite the fact that most of his references to Scotland are to the 

Highlands the occasional reference is made in Hay’s poetry to the Lowlands, 

generally in later life when he was living in Edinburgh. An early exception appears 

in ‘Ceithir Gaothan na h-Albann’/’The Four Winds of Scotland (65) written in 

1942.  While the natural world is a recurring theme in many schools of poetry it is 

particularly prominent in Gaelic. This  poem of Hay’s uses nature, but takes the 

idea  beyond the merely descriptive to deploy it in a more subtle way, so that 

nature becomes a catalyst for and symbol of creative unity.  In ‘The Four Winds 

of Scotland’ all the elements of nature which Hay has included in the poem; the 

four winds, the four seasons, the different types of landscape, come together to 

create Scotland.  More than that, Scotland makes the poet who he is; ‘breath of 

my body, nurture of my understanding, my hands, my joints and my soul is 

she....it is Scotland, Highland and Lowland, that is laughter and warmth and life 

for me’112. The poem is meant to be inclusive of all of Scotland, hence the 

reference to Lowland as well as Highland; sadly the line is clumsy in English 

translation (with the triple occurrence of the heavy syllable ‘land’ in quick 

succession) in a way it is not in the Gaelic original.  The poem is a muted paean 

of praise to the country Hay considers gave birth to him, a very pronounced and 

definite statement of the idea that, for Hay, Scotland was a mother figure, the 

entity which gave him life.  

‘Fàire M’ Òige’/’My Youth’s Horizon’ (86)  is another nature poem although 

it incorporates alongside its natural description references  to the heroic Gaelic 

past, and as such is emblematic of Hay’s vision of Scotland. It is a description of 

the landscape that Hay knew as a boy, and presumably where he first awoke to 

the importance of the land as both physical entity and symbol of the country. It 

centres on the hills of Argyll, which bounded his landward view in Tarbert and 

Hay picks out for particular mention the long sloping ridge of Sliabh Gaoil, the 

hunting ground of Diarmid and the Fiann. Sliabh Gaoil itself runs to Ben 

Cruachan which is not visible from Tarbert but which Hay describes as being like 

                                       
112 Presumably it is the inclusivity of the sentiment that caused this particular sentence, ‘It is Scotland, 
Highland and Lowland, that is laughter and warmth and life for me’to be chosen, from all of Hay’s work, to 
be placed upon the Canongate Wall of the Scottish Parliament.   
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‘a King in the midst of his people’, and the place to which all other hills run. Ben 

Cruachan is widely regarded as a symbol of the strength of the local sept of Clan 

Campbell (the Campbells of Glenorchy), another personal aspect of Gaelic  

tradition which bound Hay to this place. At the end of this poem Hay describes  

Ben Cruachan  as a wave; ‘the wave of  the high white crest ever breaking and  

gleaming on the horizon. That was the lodestone of my eye, the steep bright 

wave, triple-crested’, thus  combining in the poem his love of both mountains and 

sea,  two natural but opposing elements. The mention of the sea does allow into 

the poem some feeling of freedom and the possibility of movement; otherwise the 

ever-ascending hills which fill the view to the horizon might seem imprisoning.  

The poem raises the question of whether these bounded horizons are indeed 

sufficient for the poet, or whether being satisfied with them, majestic though they 

are, is an act of self-limitation. This may be the first time that Hay confronts in his 

work the divergence between his restless desire to explore new places and his 

determination to find in Scotland, or even more restrictively in Argyll, everything 

that was needful for the nourishment of his mind and soul.  

If only one poem could be cited in support of the contention made in Part 

One of this chapter that, during much of his time abroad, Hay lived in a  universe 

of unending abundance, it would be the nature poem ‘Còmhradh an Alltain’/’The 

Wee Burn’s Talk’ (112). From the simple course of a small stream meandering 

through a glen Hay makes a long, detailed, and exuberant poem of almost one 

hundred and thirty lines.  

He begins by mentally surveying the great rivers of history; the Thames 

the Tiber and The Nile; passes under review another thirteen rivers he 

encountered in North Africa and Italy and finds them wanting in comparison with 

his wee burn; ‘though they be fine, they must yield to you Allt Beithe ... they are 

dumb creatures without melody’.  

In the sound of the stream Hay hears music, both instrumental and vocal; 

he hears bells harps and drums; he hears ‘laughing and whispering, 

sweethearting and disputing’. The stream can sound a welcome, provide music 

for a dance or mute itself to the sombre tenor of a lament.  
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When it forms a pool on its way to the sea it becomes a mirror for the 

beauty of the birch tree and provides a hiding place for little trout; thus forming a 

natural triad with both plants and animals.  

It hears every tone of voice that man can use:  

...lamentation to derision, 
between placidity and frenzy, cursing and blessing, 
counselling or preaching or cutting repartee (ll46-50) 

 

and every tone and every nuance finds its way into the song of the stream; 

wonder and displeasure, fawning and flattery, and even, ‘when it comes against 

the rocks it has girning and vexation in it’. All this and much much more is to be 

found in the sound of the burn.  

This is rich and evocative but Hay develops the idea further to show how the 

sound of the burn changes from season to season. In May it is reminiscent of the 

song heard by Odysseus, in August (Lughnasa) it becomes merely a thread of 

sound like ‘a boy singing a little song’, and at Halloween it howls and sounds like 

there is an army marching in it.  

Both birds and men have taken their music from it; the melancholy call of the 

plover was learned from it, and the variations of the pibroch all have their origins 

in the rippling changes sounded by the burn on its way.  

Many natural elements conspire to keep the burn eternal; the sun, the clouds the 

rain and  the ocean all maintain it, and it gives back in return a constant and ever-

changing song, which calls forth from the poet a love which could never be 

inspired by all the ‘grand silent rivers he has seen’.  

This summary necessarily leaves out much of the wealth of  detail which  Hay 

finds to describe such a seemingly simple thing as the noise made by a small 

stream. And although it is the stream which is the major feature of the poem it is 

worth noting that even the clouds, mentioned as part of the system which keeps 

the stream fed, also come in many forms 

 The little clouds and the stormy battlement clouds 
 Sending drink to it with showers; 
 The high turreted snow clouds,  

the black awful thunder clouds  
the swift-Spring clouds from the northwest, 
the dark heavy clouds of autumn, 
the clouds of daytime and of night time 
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giving without stinting tunefulness to it. (ll97-104) 

 

In Hay’s version of nature there is no such thing as just ‘a cloud’. He was a great 

admirer of the poetry of Alasdair Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair and ‘The Wee Burn’s 

Talk’ may owe much to the rich evocation of the seasons by the earlier poet in his 

two poems ‘Òran an t-Samhraidh’/’Song of Summer’ and ‘Òran a’ 

Gheamhraidh’/’Song of Winter, which also contain intricate and multi-layered 

descriptions of the natural world (Thomson 23-31). 

 

 While it may be axiomatic that nature does not send messages in Gaelic 

poetry  this does not mean that Hay did not occasionally use it with a certain 

agenda.  Such a poem is ‘Sguabag 1942’/’Spring sweeper 1942’(85). 

Sguabag is the Gaelic name of the scouring spring wind, generally held to 

blow at the end of the first week in April. Hay’s poem of the same name was 

written while he was training in Catterick in 1942. He  describes the wind as 

‘May’s pitiless midwife’ but he sees it, however terrible and hard to bear, as  

worthwhile, because it clears away all the dead wood of winter and makes room 

for joyous new growth. The poem can be read as an apologia for the war in which 

he was about to fight. As already mentioned in Part One of this chapter, Sorley 

MacLean wrote to  Douglas Young  after spending some time at Catterick  with 

Hay, when he became convinced that Hay now saw the rightness of the war 

against Fascism (Byrne 472). This poem could certainly be held up as evidence 

that Hay was now reconciled to the war, and indeed had hopes of it doing some 

good, even if in a violent manner, just as the spring wind does. Hay was later to 

reject the feeling behind the poem, writing to MacLean deploring its  shallow 

optimism (Byrne 571) and indeed, taken in the context of Hay’s work in general, it 

strikes a false note. However, it is not a deplorable poem. There is a joyous and 

positive energy about the incitement of the first verse as the poet lauds the 

season as a time for hope and expectation, for speech and songs,  for life and 

renewal and above all for activity. It is resonant, rhythmical and packed with 

memorable imagery and it has an optimistic conclusion: 

All the old dry-rotted wood of the world, 
The aged, withered timber  decaying in the earth, 
Rods that gave no support to men, their bark peeling off them- 
They will be scattered as by a flail on the grey face of the grim streams; 
Room will be made for the joyous new growth, 
Which will make pleasant the tranquil summer. (ll17-24) 
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 Hay might have held the poem less cheap had he been able to detach it  

from its associations with what was perhaps a fleeting feeling on his part;  that he 

was right to take part in what was a justified struggle 

Once his military service took Hay away from Scotland he became very 

fearful for her future. He had always seen England as an active oppressor of 

Scotland and that idea is  often found in his poetry.  ‘Soothwards Owre the Sea’ 

(69) written in 1940  contains sentiments that are typical of Hay’s ideas about  the 

English: they ruined the land, stole her men, caused the crippling of the old 

independent Scotland and now expect Scotsmen to go abroad to fight in her 

foreign wars. ‘Soothwards Owre the Sea’ is chiefly notable for its ballad form, its 

springing  rhythm and the very expressive Scots in which it is written. It is also 

interesting for its use of the comparison of the Scots to herded beasts, a 

description Hay would later use for  Omar’s purchased slaves in ‘Mokhtâr and 

Dougall’ and elsewhere. It is a jaunty little poem, despite the bitterness expressed 

within it, and surely worth more than the dismissive epithet of ‘vulgar ballad for 

the times’ which its author used of it.113  

Since for Hay the history of Scotland was generally seen through a filter of 

anti-Englishness it was difficult for him to understand why Scots, who might well 

declare themselves patriots,  would voluntarily decide to fight for ‘England’ in 

World War Two. This divergence from his own understanding of patriotism, which 

led him to refuse initially to fight, became a source of strain and distress, as he 

contemplated what the consequences might be for the nationalist movement in a 

post-war world. In ‘An Dèidh Tràghaidh Thig Lìonadh’/‘After Ebb Comes Flood’ 

(59), a poem he wrote in September 1939 on the outbreak of war. his fears about 

this are more subtly expressed than anything to be found  in ‘Soothwards Owre 

the Sea’. Written in English, despite the Gaelic title, and with a skillful use of an 

extended metaphor of the ebb and flood of the tide it is, despite several infelicities 

of expression,  a powerful  poem about the blighting of current hopes, as well as  

fear for the future. To Hay’s mind, nationalism had been running strong in 

Scotland in the 1930s and he had had great hopes of its success in bringing 

about an independent Scotland. The declaration of war with Germany would, he 

knew, put an end to that, as  Scottish patriotism would be subsumed by an 
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overwhelming tide of anti-German, pro-British propaganda, which would sweep a 

whole generation into war. Not only that, but he was sure that by the time the war 

was won, the young men of Scotland would all be gone, and a barren Scotland 

would be left with no sons  to carry on the dream of independence. It was a bleak 

picture, but at this time Hay still retained a basic optimism and the poem ends 

with a hope, albeit subdued, that there may be those in future times who will 

remember that, though a tide ebbs, it  always returns to the flood.  

By contrast, by the  time he came to write ‘Epreuve de Doute/’Trial of 

Doubt’ (99) Hay’s optimism itself was definitely on the ebb. ’Trial of Doubt’ was 

written  in 1943 at a time when Hay was feeling very pessimistic about the future. 

In  a letter to Douglas Young, discussing what would happen at the end of the 

war he said ‘After the exile, the return. After the return – what?’114 These are the 

sorts of anxieties that will be seen arising again much later, and in a much more 

personal way,  in the poem ‘Tilleadh Uiliseis’ /’The Return of Ulysses’(196). But at 

this earlier stage of the war Hay is more anxious about his country  than he is 

about himself. Whatever news was reaching him about Scotland was making him 

despondent, and the cause of the despondency was largely  the lethargy  of his 

fellow Scots.  In this poem he imagines dying and his spirit being released to look 

upon Scotland again. He sees that the country, given the persona of a proud and 

noble goddess, seems as it always did. But the outward appearance could be a 

false one; the poet’s fears are that, though the country looks the same it could still 

have been betrayed from within by a people who have lost their faith in it and 

have become a nation solely of the self-interested. The poem ends on what is 

presumably supposed to be a note of reassurance:  

Mais, je le sais, quand je vois 
Les hauts remparts de ma terre 
Devant leur fierté fuira 
Ce cauchemar qui me serre.(ll41-4) 

 
The nightmare may well flee before the reassuring sight of the mountains, 

but that is no guarantee that it did not contain a terrible truth. The poet has 

already remarked upon the unchanging nature of the land, so that gazing upon 

the altar of the mountain, to use Hay’s own image, is no way to be assured of the 

continuing existence of the fidelity of the people.  
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For Hay a lack of loyalty to Scotland is akin to a family betrayal, since his 

most common personification of Scotland is as a mother. In ‘Men and Women of 

Scotland’ (100) he addresses fellow Scots as ‘children of Scotland, my kin’, 

reminding them that ‘she has given us being’ and ‘we have suckled at her breast’. 

Scotland is once again described as the mother of the Scots  in ‘Ar Blàr 

Catha’/‘Our Field of Battle’ (126) in which Hay reviews the foreign campaigns 

fought by Scottish soldiers  and recounts  stories of the Scottish diaspora in far 

parts of the British Empire. For once there is some nuance in his telling of the 

tale, for he is at pains to point out that some went willingly, even if others did not, 

and there is a hint once more of the pull of the new that seems so often to have 

disconcerted and dismayed Hay in himself when he talks about ‘the new coasts 

drawing us on’. But the effect on Scotland is what concerns him the most. All the 

victories of Scottish soldiers abroad gave:  

 no benefit to our mother ... Was it that we neglected her and that she grew bitter and 
poor and hard towards us? We forsook her, and her hand, it seemed to us, ...was 
thrusting us from her. (ll 16-20) 

The result was that while other countries all around the globe benefitted 

from the energy, and innovation of migrant Scots, Scotland herself was ‘left 

despised; dying as we strike fierce blows on the far-off rim of the world, without  a 

word or a blow to help her in her pitiful condition’.  

The right thing to do, the thing that Hay wants all good Scots to do, is to 

turn from the wider world back to Scotland, because it is Scotland who should be 

their ‘field of battle’. A dying land, she needs their sweat and their blood, their 

thought and their courage as a sacrifice  to bring her back to life.  

Such sacrifices in Scotland’s children take on for Hay the status of a 

sacred duty. In ‘Dleasnas nan Àirdean’/’The Duty of the Heights’ (106) he writes 

of how the mountain tops are blasted and buffeted by winds and storms in order 

that the glens below might enjoy peace and tranquility. In the final stanza he 

appeals directly to the ‘youth of my country’ to forsake the ‘peace and slumber’ of 

the valleys and to take their places on the summits in order to protect and defend 

those who live below. ‘For you the tearing wind of the pinnacles, lest destruction 

come upon us as a landslide’. 
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For all his urging though Hay was worried that the call to the struggle for 

the soul of Scotland might go unheeded, and he needed to look no further than 

his own actions to see that happen. In ‘Is Duilich an t-Slighe’ /’Difficult is the 

Road’ (64) one of the most personal poems Hay wrote, and  a pivotal poem in the 

understanding of  Hay’s feelings about his conscription, Hay tries to face up to his 

own shortcomings in the matter of staying true to Scotland.  The background to 

the writing of the poem and its first six stanzas were considered in Chapter Two, 

but at some point after his conscription he added four more. These display a 

marked regret for his capitulation: 

Oh, since I stepped back from danger … a canker gnaws at my heart too sorely 
But you, steadfast comrades, no praise ever softened you, though I earned disgrace for 
myself 
The next time I trumpet with grand rhetoric I swear my actions will match my words (ll 19-
27) 
 

Possibly amongst the ‘steadfast comrades’ he had in mind was his great 

friend Douglas Young, who did match his action to his words, and continued his 

refusal to fight for the English throughout the war. He and Hay kept up a lively 

correspondence while Hay was abroad and Hay’s letters to Young are an 

invaluable source of information about some aspects of Hay’s time in the army. 

But it is impossible not to wonder if a shadow fell over their friendship when Hay 

joined up; through guilt on one side and a certain feeling of moral superiority on 

the other. Hay certainly got annoyed with Young in mid-1944 over the posited 

joint publication of some of their work, and the friendship fell away after the war. 

But this is speculation only; Hay was, as has been seen, in a strange mental state 

in June and July 1944, which would  account for his angry letters about the 

proposed books; and if a suppressed guilt was in part the reason for his (over) 

reaction, it is no longer possible to discover. After the war, Young, like so many of 

Hay’s contemporaries, was busy establishing his career and his family.  Hay, not 

long after his return to the UK, was confined to a hospital ward and not easy of 

access. In those circumstances it is not surprising that friendships withered, and 

Young was by no means the only friend of Hay’s who fell, or was pushed, away.  

To end the poem Hay paints a plaintive picture of himself as exposed and 

isolated. ‘My beloved companions fell away all around me, and left me exposed 

and alone in the fray.’  
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Depending on the stance of the reader that is either a very sad or a very 

specious statement. Hay had seen others renege on their promises not to fight, 

and that experience, along with his time ‘on the hill’ must have left him feeling 

very alone and dispirited at times. But there is an element here reminiscent of his 

remarks about how he had joined up to save his mother worry; in effect, a subtext 

which blames others for Hay going back on his word. The others had done it first 

and left him alone, so can he be blamed for following their example?  

Interestingly Hay, who could be very dismissive of his own work declared 

that ‘this poem is poetry in my estimation’115. Readers should perhaps not argue 

with the poet on such matters, but it may be that some find ‘Difficult is the Road’ 

rather too self-indulgent to merit Hay’s general commendation.  

Hay’s fears surrounding the  possible repercussions of his wartime actions 

surface in his late wartime poem ‘Tilleadh Uiliseis’/’The Return of Ulysses’ (125)  

If it  is often remarked that The Iliad , the first great poem of Western Civilisation, 

is a war poem,  it is less often remarked that  The Odyssey is also: dealing as it 

does with the difficulty of a man’s return to his home country after a prolonged 

absence in war. ‘The Return of Ulysses’ seems at first sight to be a simple 

retelling, in short poetic form, of how Ulysses finally made it home to Ithaca. And 

then  how, unrecognised by all who had known him, he managed to infiltrate 

himself into his former palace and murder those interlopers who, in a small 

personal way, were repeating the large political actions of the war on Troy, laying 

siege to his wife  and  depleting the  resources of his palace’s hinterland.  

Hay had been a classical scholar and the texts of both The Iliad and The 

Odyssey were well known to him. Whether because he thought it more important 

to put into the public domain the competing merits of the Gaelic tradition, or 

whether the stories produced by Greek civilisation simply didn’t particularly 

appeal to him, allusions to the classics are rare in his work. This very fact should 

therefore alert the reader to the idea that, whatever this poem is, it is not simply 

the retelling of an ancient story.  

The poem was written in Italy in May 1945, at which point World War Two 

was all but over. Hay must have been thinking about how close he was to 
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returning to Scotland, so that his immediate situation is akin to that of Ulysses on 

the brink of his own homecoming to Ithaca. In Hay’s poem, as in the original, 

Ulysses goes unrecognised by everyone he meets, but more importantly, when 

he first awakens he does not recognise his own land ‘for the goddess had put a 

mist over it’.  

This seems to speak to a multitude of anxieties in the mind of the poet. 

When he returns will he be recognised by those he knew before? Will former 

friends still know him, or has war changed him so much that  he will be 

unrecognisable to them as the person they once knew?  Equally, will those who 

stayed true to their nationalist principles and continued  their refusal to fight for 

England wish to know him still, or will they refuse to  acknowledge him, thinking 

he betrayed them?  And then there is the question of Scotland, and what has 

happened to her in his absence. Will he recognise her? Perhaps the country he 

loves so much will have been so changed by strangers in his absence that he will 

not recognise her. Or perhaps, as with  Ulysses,  the goddess, in this case 

Scotland herself, will deliberately clothe herself in mist so that she is concelaed 

from her unworthy son.  

In The Odyssey Ulysses indulges in a mass slaughter of those who have 

besmirched his palace and his country, but it is a long and difficult struggle. He 

needs help from other people, and the divine intervention of Athena, to prevail. 

Hay’s version is much pithier, and in it Ulysses vanquishes the suitors alone. In 

Homer’s version Ulysses’ first victim is Antinous, and his death is described  as 

follows: 

His lifeblood gushed from his nostrils in a turbid jet. … the food was scattered on the 
ground and his bread and meat were smeared with gore  (Rieu 328) 

Hay’s description of the death of the suitors follows this quite closely and is 

similarly visceral as he talks of ‘many a delicate suitor …. cast down, prone on his 

face, spewing a puddle of blood amongst the wine and flesh and bread’. 

Hay is accustomed now to the sight and sound of the violence of war, and 

there is a certain element of satisfaction in the poem as he unleashes vengeance 

on the despoilers of Ithaca. But this imaginary satisfaction notwithstanding, ‘The 

Return of Ulysses’  is a poem of anxiety and trepidation, another warning perhaps 
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that Hay was dangerously stressed at the prospect of returning home and about 

what he might find awaiting him there.  
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Chapter Four 

 ‘An Ember of Courage in Strange Countries’: 1947-83 

 

The Return 

If, as he implied in ‘Tilleadh Uilìseis’/’The Return of Ulysses (125) Hay was 

worried about the reception he might meet with on his return to Scotland after the 

war, it was a needless concern. He did not come back as a healthy demobbed 

soldier who could be called to account for deserting his previous determination to 

be a non-combatant; rather he was quietly returned to Scotland in summer 1946 

courtesy of the army medical establishment, and became for a short while a 

patient at Carstairs Hospital, Lanarkshire, before being discharged later that year 

as being ‘Permanently Unfit for any further Military Service’.  

His presence at Carstairs should not be taken to indicate that Hay’s 

doctors were particularly worried about his mental stability. Although Carstairs 

had been built in the 1930s specifically for the care of the mentally disabled, and 

was subsequently used as a secure hospital for the criminally insane, it had been 

requisitioned in 1939 for use by the army as a general hospital for the duration of 

the war. When Hay was a patient there it was still a general army hospital, not 

one specialising in mental illness. There were doctors on staff who had some 

psychiatric training and expertise; Catherine Hay referred to them later, writing 

that although they had tried hard to get her son to explain what had triggered his 

breakdown they had met with no success (Byrne 483). 

Hay was discharged as a patient from Carstairs later in the summer of 

1946, although he was still officially a soldier. His final release from the Army 

came on 1st November 1946; as noted previously the doctor who certified him as 

medically unfit for further service due to a Paranoid State, also considered him 

‘recovered’. In hindsight it seems odd that one man could be simultaneously 

recovered, unfit for further service, and awarded a disability pension. But the war 

was over and men were no longer needed to fight. Presumably there was no 

doubt in the doctor’s mind that Hay’s problems had been caused by his war 

experiences and that, while further military service would only retrigger them, 

returned to civilian life Hay was not likely to relapse.  
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Looking Forward 

There is no hint in Hay’s correspondence in 1946 that he was aware of still being 

unwell or of fears that his illness might return. Although his teacher training at 

Moray House had been interrupted by the war he was granted a teaching 

certificate and told he would be given a post in a school in South Argyll. Since 

Campbeltown, where he was to go, was not his preferred location he allowed 

himself to grumble, but there is a sense that his heart wasn’t really in the 

complaint, and that he was more taken up with the idea of the other things he 

intended to do.116 Chief amongst these was, naturally, writing, but before settling 

down to that and his teaching he wanted to take his mother back to Tarbert. 

There was talk of them going also to Islay where Catherine’s family came from, 

and where she had not been for many years, but there is no record that they 

managed that. Tarbert was easier to reach, and Hay was probably much more 

determined to get there than to Islay. 

Tarbert  

In Tarbert, Hay rented their former home of Ingleside intending to enjoy an 

extended stay. Ingleside stands on a hill, with a fine view from the front over Loch 

Fyne. Behind it is the easy access to the hill where he had enjoyed hiking as a 

boy. 

Determined as he was to return to Tarbert for himself, and loudly though 

he proclaimed it was also for his mother, Catherine may have been more 

ambivalent. Doubtless the place held happy memories for her, as it was where 

she had first met her husband, and she loved the west coast almost as much as 

Hay did himself. But she had returned there once before at an unhappy time of 

life when she had just lost her husband, and not long afterwards her youngest 

child had died there. Tarbert was also too far for her to keep up her bi-weekly 

visits to her daughter Sheena in the Edinburgh Hospital. Catherine’s response to 

Tarbert was probably a lot more nuanced than her son’s unthinking, uncritical 

attachment. But as far as can be gauged, she had always been in the habit of 

falling in with her son’s wishes. She had let him roam far and wide as a teenager, 
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allowed him to go out fishing, put up with his long absences in the university 

vacations and accepted that he was totally out of contact when away. He had 

been away at war for four years and had come back to Scotland in a poor state of 

health; in those circumstances few mothers would object to a plan that meant so 

much to their child.  

Hay was at this time full of plans for the future, including taking up the 

teaching post in Campbeltown, so it might seem that the determination to spend 

the summer in Tarbert was something of a retrograde step.  Once there, and 

living again in his childhood home, he returned to spending his time as he always 

had when there, walking and sailing. In his poetry too he returned to the themes 

which had inspired him in his earlier days, writing mainly about nature, fishing and 

Scotland. It is as though Hay was trying to reconnect with something of his pre-

war self. This idea is reinforced by his poem ‘An Lagan’/’The Hollow’(117). A 

version of this poem originally entitled ‘Seanlaggan’ was written in 1937, but it 

was heavily revised, and added to during Hay’s time in Italy in 1945 (Byrne 594). 

The first five verses are a praise poem to the eponymous hollow. The poet 

describes it as a site of beauty and refreshment, a place that captures both the 

heart and soul of those who look upon it: 

 Who saw the silent hollow,  
with the early sun upon its flank 
Gilding the smooth sweep of the lower slope,  
that did not lose his heart as he looked? 
Who ever saw the secret hollow,  
and would refuse to be tired and faint… 
Who saw the green hollow,  
happed in its dark woodland, 
That did not leave under the birch tops, as he turned away,  
A part of his soul behind him. (ll1-5,9-12) 

The hollow is both paradise and protection, a sacred place for the poet: 

 There is no outcry of weeping in the hollow,  
there is no feud in it or treachery; 
it is a shield to me against all harm, 
which will never let ill come near me. 
Envy or hatred are not seen in the hollow, 
Hurting or grief are not seen in it, 
Enmity nor wounding will not come near it, 
Consecrated is each stalk of grass in it.(ll15-20) 

 
There is a turn in the poem in line 21, as the poet, now in a different time and 

place, reflects on how things have changed for him since his original version:  
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True was the impetuous boy’s praise, 

 That sang those words in my head; 
True it was, although the sea is so wide 
Between me and the hollow beyond it. (ll21-4) 

 
Hay is now far from the hollow. Although the day is warm and cloudless, he is 

listening to ‘the drumming of our gunfire’ and meditating on the cruel history of the 

Mediterranean. The sea has been defiled over centuries of human history, by 

greed and hatred and warfare, and still its shores receive a tragic harvest of 

bloodstained corpses delivered by sparkling waves whose ‘chill whiteness’ is 

corrupted by their presence. 

Contemplating this bloody history the poet is almost overcome by the disturbing 

sights and sounds of the present: 

  
 There are the frenzied years 
 Deaf with the roar of the eternal cannon. 
 The thunder of the [billows] and the years is between 

me and the one who made the praise, beyond them. 
 After them will I find in the hollow 
 That part of my soul which I once left there? (ll51-560 

 
This poem and in particular these final lines suggest once again that Hay’s 

mental problems did not have their origins in his time in Greece but that his mind 

was already being overset by the sights and sounds of the war in Italy. He feared 

he was losing touch with the person he had once been, and in the light of this the 

return to Tarbert is not so much a wish to re-live his youth but to reconnect with 

his soul.  

 

It may well have seemed when he first returned that the relationship with 

his past and his former self was seamlessly re-established but he and Tarbert 

had both changed since he had last lived there and the connection between 

these things needed to be renegotiated in the light of that fact. Whether Hay 

realised the extent to which his own actions had distanced him from the person 

he had been, or understood the difficulty he might have in centring himself on 

Tarbert once again, is moot. Given his apparent lack of introspective tendencies it 

seems unlikely. But because of the deep emotional roots he had there, bound up 

in both the place, and his discovery of Gaelic, it was always likely that here was 

also the place where any feelings of guilt about the betrayal of his principles were 

going to be most deeply felt. In his eagerness to return to somewhere which was 
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his own personal Eden, he neglected to take into account the cracks in his 

psyche opened up by his submission to the demands of the British military. Such 

cracks were markers, attesting to the fact that the persona which had come to 

birth in Tarbert, all those years ago, that of the steadfast and loyal Gael, had 

proved to be an insubstantial one. This largely self-constructed identity had in the 

end been unable to resist the pressures brought to bear upon it by an importuning 

state. This may well be the reason that many of the poems he wrote in Tarbert 

after his return deal with ideas of loyalty and steadfastness.  

In the first few months of his return Hay’s mind seems to have been 

unclouded and he embraced the town and its way of life with energy and 

enthusiasm. Later, when it had all come crashing around his ears Catherine Hay 

reminisced in a letter to a friend about what became in retrospect an almost 

magical period, ‘He went to Tarbert for some months and he was so happy rolling 

in and out of boats and climbing the hills…’(Byrne 485). Such energy and 

enthusiasm is perfectly in line with the cyclical nature of bipolar disorder. 

Following his breakdown in Greece, and a period of low mood, there would 

inevitably be a return to euphoria, evidenced in his pervasive physical activity and 

quite phenomenal written output.  

Hay was taking up once again all the things he had enjoyed as a young 

man before the war, not only sailing and walking but writing too. At this time of his 

life he was writing newspaper articles and short stories, as well as poetry. Many 

of these were written in English and published in a variety of Scottish papers and 

magazines. One or two of the published stories reflect his time in North Africa, but 

tellingly there is nothing that relates to his experiences in either Italy or Greece.  

Poems from Tarbert 1946 

At the end of April 1944, while Hay was away fighting in North Africa, Calum 

Johnson had died in Tarbert. Johnson had been a major influence in Hay’s 

younger days; Hay had crewed on Johnson’s boat when younger and he had 

learned much of his Tarbert Gaelic from Johnson too. It is easy, when reading 

about Hay’s connection with this man, to assume that as a boy he found a 

substitute father in Johnson, but easy conjectures are not always correct ones. 

There were family members locally who could have fulfilled that role, if a male 

role model was all the young Hay was looking for. At least part of Johnson’s 
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attraction then, must have been that he was from outside the family circle. 

Whatever the reason for it, Hay’s strong attachment to Calum Johnson is not in 

doubt. He did not learn of Johnson’s death until many months after it had 

happened and his distress over this is still to be heard in his voice when he 

discusses the matter on tape with Angus Martin many years later.117 Two of 

Hay’s Tarbert poems from this period deal with Johnson and his death, and they 

stand out in Hay’s work because he wrote few poems about people and even 

fewer about recognisable individuals. ‘An t-Iasgair’ (137) in Gaelic and its 

Anglicised sister version ‘The Fisherman’ (138) are nostalgic in tone, celebrating 

the calm steadiness of a man who has been moulded and marked by his long 

experience of the sea: 

 This is aye the way I kent you, 
 That had the fishing for school and learning 
 The sea’s scholar, the gale’s apprentice. (ll1-3) 
 

The education provided by the sea has produced someone full of practical 

knowledge and assurance. Johnson knows what he is about and the poet is 

admiring: 

 The man’s glance, long and steady, 
to search the black gullet of the tempest,  
to read the sudden breaker’s meaning, 
through the night’s blindness,palely gleaming. (ll4-7) 

 

There is however nothing showy about Johnson; his hard-won knowledge of the 

sea breeds not arrogance or pride but a simple profound competence: 

 Windward and leeward, watching, enduring, 
Are in your eye, and the quiet sureness 
Of the gentle voice that aye is yours, man. (ll8-10) 

 
Endurance and steadiness are notably the two aspects of Johnson which Hay 

seeks here to praise.  

 

‘The Two Neighbours’ (147), which has an English version only, is a 

touching exploration of the relationship Johnson had had with his fellow fishing 

skipper Archibald MacCaig. The practice of ring-net fishing requires boats to work 

in tandem and Johnson and MacCaig had been partnered in this way for many 

years. The poem shows how the bonds formed by this long partnership at sea 

                                       
117

 Tape recording made 1980, SSS  
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translate into a familial closeness as one of the men nears death, and the other 

keeps faith with him to the end. 

For decades the two men had kept company at night, as they fished 

together in all weathers. The nature of their interdependence is stressed by Hay 

throughout the poem with his constant repetition of the word ‘two’ to describe 

them. ‘Two that through windy nights kept company’, two in the dark, two on the 

sea’, ‘two on blind nights seeking counsel in turn’.  

The comradeship comes under threat when ‘the one fell sick at  last’, but 

the other, staying true to the brotherhood forged by the sea, continues to watch 

over his friend, still sharing his nights although these watches are now on land, by 

a bedside, rather than from a sister ship at sea: 

Watched by the peep of a lamp long nights by his side; 
Brightened his mood, talking their sea-nights over 
Followed him to Cill Ainndreis

118
 when he died , 

And left him at peace in a lee that would feel no wind for ever. (ll 17-20) 

Once again the tone is nostalgic; once again the admiration of the poet is centred 

on the steadfastness of friendship.  

Hay claimed in 1979 that he had always been a ‘nostalgic writer’119 and 

‘The Fisherman’ and ‘The Two Neighbours’ certainly illustrate this tendency in his 

work. A poem with a similar tone which Hay wrote at the same period is ‘Tlachd is 

Misneach’ (140), again with a parallel version, ‘Pleasure and Courage’(141), 

made in English. In it Hay conjures up past days walking and sailing in the vicinity 

of Tarbert, skilfully evoking contrasting pictures of a calm dawn on the shore 

embodying pleasure, and a wild night at sea, illustrating the circumstances in 

which courage is born and sustained.  

Two other poems from this time are also worth mentioning, as they show 

not only a continuing engagement with the subject of Scotland, but display an 

optimism about the resurgence of nationalism and the country’s future. This 

contrasts with the worry and anger Hay had felt, and incorporated into his poetry, 

about Scotland while in North Africa, and illustrate that, for a time at least, such 

concerns had abated.  

                                       
118 The graveyard in Tarbert 
119

 GCH letter to Angus Martin 31 January 1979 
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The first of these optimistic Scottish poems is ‘Stoc is Failleanan’ 

(142),once more written in Gaelic but provided with a reworked English version 

called ‘Old Stump and Young Shoots’(143). The central image of the poem, the 

regrowth of new shoots around and over the stump of an old felled tree is 

common enough, and in the final stanza Hay makes a needlessly explicit 

comparison of the almost lost Gaelic culture and language to the old stump. But it 

is a poem designed to give hope to those who were fearful that Gaelic culture 

was irretrievably lost, rooted in the poet’s own optimism about prospects for its 

revival.  

‘We Abide for Ever’ (145), written in English only, is a longer and much 

metrically simpler poem than ‘Stoc is Failleanan’ and goes over old nationalist 

ground. In summary the Gaels have been victimised at least since the end of the 

second Jacobite rebellion; defeated at Culloden, cleared with violence from their 

ancestral lands and forced to emigrate, some of those left then coerced into 

fighting and dying defending an overseas empire in which they have no personal 

stake. And yet, in face of all these calamities, the Gaels remain unshaken, 

courageous and above all present. The interest of this poem lies not in its form or 

in the sentiments expressed within it, but the reasons behind its composition. As 

Byrne explains in his notes in the Collected Poems, Hay wrote it in response to 

two poems included in the recently published anthology Modern Scottish Poetry 

which had been edited by Maurice Lindsay. References in this to ‘the broken 

ghosts of Gael’ in a poem by G S Fraser and to the ‘crumbling dust of a vanished 

race’ in a poem by Lindsay himself annoyed Hay, who deplored what he saw as 

‘rotten and rotting defeatism’ and he specifically claims in this poem of his that 

‘we are no broken ghosts, no vanished race’ (Byrne 606-7). It seems Hay by this 

time was actively keeping up with what was being written and published in 

Scotland. The time in Tarbert had reconnected him with the people and places of 

his past, but had also reawakened in him optimism about the future of Scotland 

and it seems he was now prepared to involve himself once more in the national 

debate.  

Threaded through all these poems, written after Hay’s return to Tarbert, as 

an almost invisible leitmotif, is the idea of steadfastness. Hay praises it as a 

quality in Calum Johnson who embodies ‘enduring’ and ‘quiet sureness’. ‘The 

Two Neighbours’ celebrates the life-long endurance of a personal and 
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professional relationship. In ‘Pleasure and Courage’, talking about the Tarbert 

shore Hay says ‘a cool well of peace and pleasure it was, and will be for ever’, 

and he describes the waves of a tempestuous Loch Fyne as ‘An ember of 

courage in strange countries; Were, and will be throughout life’s journey’(my 

italics). In ‘Old Stump and Young Shoots’ the old roots ‘bided on after the felling’ 

to give rise to new birth, and the very title of ‘We Abide For Ever’ encapsulates 

the idea of a determination to cling to an identity that has long been under threat. 

This concept of steadfastness, of keeping the faith, of a stoic endurance which 

weathers any and all attack was obviously one with which Hay was particularly  

engaged at this time. Initially a minor note in several poems it eventually 

becomes the major theme in ‘We Abide For Ever’.  

Even as he praised steadfastness in others, at some level Hay must have 

been comparing their ability to endure with his own demonstrated inability to stay 

true to his own principles. In the letter from Catherine Hay quoted above in which 

she describes how happy her son had initially been in Tarbert, she adds that she 

‘could sometimes see that he was not feeling well’ (Byrne 485). She was right. As 

far as can be ascertained ‘We Abide For Ever’ is the last poem Hay wrote before 

suffering another breakdown in his mental health in November 1946 and being 

taken into hospital at Lochgilphead for treatment. Just as the shift to the euphoria 

which he experienced when he arrived in Tarbert was to be expected, so the 

downward cycle back into depression was inevitable. There was no outward 

trigger for this sudden relapse, but feelings of guilt and inadequacy, engendered 

by returning to Tarbert and exacerbated by his certainty that stoic endurance was 

a Gaelic virtue in which he had been found sadly lacking, might well have played 

a part in hastening a debilitating depressive phase.  

The Time at Lochgilphead  

Given Catherine’s experience with her daughter’s illness it is not surprising that 

she had seen that her son was headed for another breakdown. She tried to get 

him into hospital in Edinburgh, which would certainly have been more convenient 

for her, given that she was already visiting Sheena there twice a week. For 

reasons which she did not specify it proved not to be possible for her son to be 

moved there as well and so Hay stayed where he was (Byrne 485). 
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The hospital at Lochgilphead where Hay was a patient had been opened 

as the Argyll District Asylum in the early 1860s and had remained as a specialist 

hospital for patients with mental illness ever since. As such it seems unlikely that 

the treatment Hay received here would have been in any way inferior to that 

which he could have received in Edinburgh.  Certainly at that time Lochgilphead 

was already using insulin coma treatment, which had become a general 

therapeutic technique in Britain only in the early 1940s. This was by no means a 

backward hospital.  

Reflecting later on her inability to get her son moved nearer to her 

Catherine persuaded herself, probably correctly, that he was better off where he 

was. ‘He is happier in his beloved Argyll’ she wrote to Kenneth MacLeod ‘and 

among those kindly Gaelic speakers’ (Byrne 485). There is little said about how 

his illness had manifested itself, but from her comment in the same letter that ‘he 

is becoming interested again in what people are doing and reading’ it can be 

inferred that a deep withdrawal from interaction with others was at least part of it. 

This is borne out by comments made many years later by Naomi Mitchison, who 

recalled that ‘…the only time I ever had any real opportunity to talk with George 

was when he was an inmate at the Mental Hospital. I was trying to … explain 

what was happening. But it was impossible to get through. He just sat…and 

appeared not to want to answer at all’.120 

At Lochgilphead Hay was subjected to insulin coma therapy, one of the 

few treatments available at the time for those thought to be suffering from 

schizophrenia. It cannot have been an attractive prospect. The therapy consisted 

of giving the patient a daily dose of insulin. The dose was increased until it was 

established at what level the patient would become comatose. Thereafter daily 

comas were induced and could last for as long as the doctor in charge deemed 

suitable, usually about an hour. The coma was then reversed by the 

administration of glucose, either by intravenous injection or via a nasal-gastric 

feeding tube (Frith and Johnstone 10-11). It was never satisfactorily established 

whether this treatment had any therapeutic effect on schizophrenic patients, and 

it was largely abandoned, with other physical therapies, in the 1950s and 1960s 

as antipsychotic drugs were developed for the treatment of mental illness  

                                       
120 Naomi Mitchison letter to Angus Martin 17 December. Year not given but after Hay’s death, probably 
1984 
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Sadly Hay seems never to have been offered the one physical treatment 

that might have brought him some relief, Electro-convulsive therapy or ECT. This 

was developed by the Italian neurologist Ugo Cerletti and first used by him on 

patients in the late 1930s. Since it was thought that people who were prone to fits 

were somehow immune from schizophrenia, Cerletti developed the idea of giving 

schizophrenic patients an electric shock to induce a fit. The premise on which the 

treatment was based was incorrect, since a predilection for fits does not in fact 

protect against schizophrenia, but despite this the treatment had good effects on 

patients (Burns 49). Although it did have a calming effect on agitated 

schizophrenics it was of most benefit to patients with depression and it was 

widely used for both depression and schizophrenia in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Initially treatment was administered without anaesthetic, and sessions were often 

followed by crippling headaches and memory loss, which led to a reaction against 

its use (Burns 48). However ways of delivering the therapy have been refined 

over time and, unlike insulin coma therapy, it continues to be used to the present 

day; sometimes as a therapy in its own right and sometimes as an adjunct to drug 

treatment (Jamison Touched With Fire 247). 

The doctors at Lochgilphead were convinced that the insulin treatment was 

a success in Hay’s case. An old school friend, Alistair MacLean, visited Hay there 

during a trip to Scotland. MacLean was himself a psychiatrist who had worked for 

a short while at the Lochgilphead asylum before emigrating to New Zealand, as 

reported by Hay to Rankin years previously.121 MacLean reported back to Robert 

Rankin that he had gone:  

‘to see George Hay, who had just completed his insulin coma therapy and was doing very 
well. The M.O. - a great friend of mine- expected him to be discharged in a week or 
two’.

122
  

 

(It is interesting to note that years later Rankin would refer to this letter when in 

correspondence with Angus Martin after Hay’s death, when he said: 

I know that he [Hay] was for some time in hospital in Lochgilphead, before being moved 
to Edinburgh, and while there was not expected to recover. This information comes from 
a letter from a common friend Alister (sic) MacLean, which I have only recently found (my 
italics).

123
  

 

                                       
121 GCH letter to Robert Rankin 18 May 1938 
122 Alistair MacLean letter to Robert Rankin 27 November 1947 
123

 Robert Rankin letter to Angus Martin 11 July 1984 
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‘Only recently found’ does not appear to equate with re-read, since MacLean was 

quite clear in his letter that Hay was getting better.) 

By now Hay’s first collection of poems, Fuaran Slèibh, was almost ready 

for publication; this was the book which had caused him so much vexation while 

he was in North Africa, and to which he had called a halt until he could be present 

himself to oversee publication. Once he was back in Scotland things had moved 

on, but his admission to hospital left his mother to cope with several problems 

arising from its (still) troubled journey to print. Some of these she confided to 

Douglas Young and some to Sorley MacLean, who seems to have been acting as 

an unofficial go-between with the publisher MacLellan.  

In March (1947) Catherine heard from the publisher that the translations 

which Hay had made for the book had been lost. There was obviously no point in 

relaying this news to her son; instead she went through his papers and 

reconstructed as much of them as she could herself. Catherine is nothing but her 

usual cheerfully stoic self when reporting this to Young, but her references to 

‘piecing together … from scraps here and there’ indicate that it was a long and 

painstaking task. She was hoping that Young might have had copies of several 

translations that were completely missing.124 Apparently he did not since the 

poems concerned were included in the book without translation – except for 

‘Kintyre’, for which Sorley MacLean provided a translation of his own (Byrne 485). 

In May Catherine wrote to MacLean that she had seen George and he was 

very much better. She was concerned about the dustjacket for Fuaran Slèibh, as 

this had apparently still not been decided upon, and the doctor, when she asked 

about it, had told her that attempting to consult with her son about it would be 

“most unsuitable”. She adds rather anxiously that ‘As for colours Sam, the one to 

be avoided for George’s sake is anything red. He loathes it’.125 She was much 

less anxious three months later, writing that she was about to go to Lochgilphead 

very shortly, and was going:  

with a song in my heart …there is very good news about George: he is making a very 
good recovery. His course of insulin has still two weeks to go so his exertions in the way 
of long walks etc are a bit curtailed but the Medical Superintendent tells me that he is very 
well indeed. He is reading a lot but his output of letters is meagre!

126 

                                       
124 Catherine Hay letter to Douglas Young 11 March 1947 
125 Catherine Hay letter to Sorley MacLean 28 May 1947 
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The ‘meagre output’ of letters is probably not to be blamed on the hospital, or 

even Hay’s illness; he had never been good about writing letters, especially to his 

mother.  

He did manage a letter to MacLean the following month. He apologises for 

not writing sooner, but he had been ‘preoccupied with illness’ and subject to ‘a 

sluggish hospital routine’.127 It is not surprising he felt the routine to be sluggish. 

The most evident and common side effect of insulin coma therapy was weight 

gain, due to the massive amounts of glucose introduced into the patient’s system, 

coupled with a lack of time and energy to exercise (Palmer Riepenhof and 

Hanahan). Hay’s main reason for writing was to thank his friend for all his help 

with Fuaran Slèibh,in particular for making a ‘translation of Kintyre which is quite 

honestly better than my own.’ MacLean’s ‘The Cuillin’ had still not been published 

and Hay signs off with the injunction ‘For God’s sake Sam, get it out’.128 

Tarbert Once More.  

Catherine's optimism over her son’s condition in August was obviously well-

placed as he was released from hospital in the autumn of 1947. Exactly when is 

not clear but it seems likely it was September. His poem ‘Faire’/ ‘Horizon’ (150) 

was seemingly written in late August in Lochgilphead; and by October Hay was 

writing and submitting late entries for his second book, Wind on Loch Fyne, which 

Oliver and Boyd were preparing for publication.  

In this context ‘Horizon’ becomes a more thought provoking  and important 

poem than it might seem on an initial reading. In it the poet describes the pull of 

the horizon, and the almost overpowering urge to discover what lies beyond it. 

What lies beyond is undoubtedly attractive; it is a world full of new things both 

natural and man-made, and always holding out the possibility of moving on again, 

broaching fresh horizons and once more leaving the known behind. The reason 

this pull is felt so strongly is made clear right at the beginning of the poem when 

the poet talks about a ‘hungry mind and a thirsty heart, (a) gaze that finds empty 

all that falls within it.’ This is not a description of a man content with either himself 

or his environment, but rather someone who longs to leave a place where 

                                       
127 GCH letter to Sorley MacLean 19 September 1947  
128

 GCH letter to Sorley MacLean 19 September 1947 
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everything has lost its meaning. In the second half of the poem the poet reminds 

himself of the satisfaction that is to be found in the place that ‘watched him grow’, 

revisiting the idea of total fulfilment in Argyll which he had described so 

energetically and enthusiastically in ‘Pleasure and Courage’ only twelve months 

previously. But the end of the poem reiterates the restlessness with which it 

began, another rare example of Hay’s limited insight into his own personality. His 

words to Sorley MacLean back in his letter of January 1945 that ‘settling down is 

a thing I cannot understand yet. I must be a restless being’ are echoed here as 

the poet confesses that ‘there is a horizon yonder south of Arran that will be 

pulling at me again’.  

This is a poem written by a man who is in conflict with himself, a man who 

wants once more to run away from a situation in which he is uncomfortable. 

Running away was a pattern in Hay’s life, established early in life when he ran 

from his home to the hill and the fishing. It is rare for the reader to be afforded a 

glimpse of the impulse to run in action as is the case here. Not only does the 

horizon beckon to Hay’s ‘hungry mind and thirsty heart’, it offers the enticing 

prospect of an endless running, with new places to be discovered; places which 

will become in their turn simply ‘wake which is lost among the waves’. Once more 

the steadfastness and stoicism that Hay saw and admired as fundamental to the 

Gaelic outlook on life and which he must have tried, however subconsciously, to 

emulate, is failing him. The simple truth is that although he felt that Scotland’s 

narrow horizons should be sufficient to satisfy his mind and his heart, they were 

not. On the eve of his release from hospital this poem attests to the fact that, 

independent of his disease, Hay’s psyche was starting once more to splinter 

along familiar fault lines. His mood was again cycling upwards, and the quality of 

‘Horizon’ as a poem underlines that, while its contents attest to the restlessness 

which was such a feature of Hay’s illness in euphoric phases.  

When Hay returned to Tarbert from Lochgilphead in the autumn of 1947 he 

was able to produce a large amount of good work, just as had happened in the 

summer and autumn of 1946. Several of the poems produced in this period were 

sent as late additions to Oliver and Boyd for inclusion in the forthcoming Wind on 

Loch Fyne, which appeared the following spring. This book contains original 

poems by Hay in French and Norwegian as well as the more usual Gaelic, 
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English and Scots, and also a selection of translations by him of poetry from other 

languages including Irish, Welsh, Gaelic, Italian and (modern) Greek. 

He was composing with confidence and speed, something reflected in the 

poems, for if there is one adjective which sums up his work at this time it is 

energetic. This is poetry in which stars stamp and blaze, birds tumble and swing, 

winds rant and rain blatters; poetry where the swaggering spring has to fight to 

wrest the land from a reluctant growling winter, and above all, poetry where a 

boat is brought to exultant almost frenzied life and captures the heart of the poet.  

Hay’s major themes remain the same as they were before the war; nature, 

the sea and Scotland, and he is still concerned, as he was all his life, with 

poetic form. But there is a maturity in his work at this period which was not 

present in the poems written before, and in some cases even during, the war. 

The poems about Scotland are more nuanced and much less strident than 

previously, and as well as the vigour and energy already noted, there are touches 

of humour and whimsicality too. There is also a general move to focus on the 

particular rather than the general; a lone sapling in ‘Am Faillean Ùr’/’The Fresh 

Sapling’ (152), a gannet in ‘Solan’ (161), one season in both ‘Spring Here 

Northway’ (159) and ‘Triùir an Earraich’/’The Spring Three’ (160) and a single, 

and singular, boat in ‘Seeker, Reaper’ (158). 

‘Seeker, Reaper’ (158) is arguably the best poem Hay ever wrote and, 

remarkably for a work of its length and complexity, was composed with both 

speed and ease. Catherine Hay obviously knew it was something exceptional, 

writing to the publisher that she had been ‘specially interested in seeing the 

reaction to it’ (Byrne 611), partly for the very reason that it had been written 

straight onto the typewriter without any notes. (This claim made in respect of such 

a remarkably long and intricate poem would be difficult to believe were it not for 

the known benefits, speed of thought and heightened perception of connections 

that a hypomanic state confers. Hay himself remarked that ‘Seeker Reaper’ had 

‘more drive in it’ than most of the poems marked for publication in Wind on Loch 

Fyne and was pleased when it was accepted for inclusion for, as he said, ‘I would 

not like the age, melancholy and death of ‘Calum Thonder’, ‘The Old Fisherman’ 

and ‘The Two Neighbours’ to be the over-riding notes sounded by the Loch Fyne 

poems … The old wild dynamism of the Highlands is still there …’ (Byrne 611). 
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Drive and dynamism are perhaps the leading characteristics of the work. In 

his sailing poems Hay had always presented boats as lively and animate. They 

were never merely tools of their crew but willing and joyous partners in the 

process of outwitting the sea and returning safely to shore. Whether watching 

from a distance as in ‘The Kerry Shore’ (71), or being part of a boat’s crew as in 

‘Siubhal a’ Choire’/‘The Voyaging of the Corrie’(7), Hay’s description of boats is 

always active: they prance, hurl, leap, surge, smash, career and swing. There 

can be no doubt, when reading these poems of the exhilaration the poet finds 

aboard them. 

In ‘Seeker, Reaper’ the boat is restless even at anchor: 

She wanders at her anchor and feels the slidin’ sea 
Norad, sou’ard, east and west wilna let her be. 
She bridles at her moorins along the quiet quay; 
She canna lie at peace and be content in any lee. (ll11-14) 

 
She wants to be out on the water which is her natural element and which she 

easily and energetically dominates: 

 
There’s a daft sang trembles through me 
as my forefoot flings and becks, 
it echoes hollow in the howld, 
it dirls, runs wild and checks, 
It throbs and laughs at hidden rocks 
and aa their brokkin wrecks, 
It beats along my plankin’ 
And blufferts doon the decks (ll119-126) 

 
 

In ‘Seeker Reaper’ however Hay not only takes his usual stance of 

commenting favourably on the spirit and nature of the boat but he allows the boat 

herself a voice. The two perspectives of man and boat are not joined; this is not a 

dialogue or a duet, in fact there is a mutual incomprehension.  

The human speaker may or may not be the ‘owner’ of the boat; the closing 

line of ‘Thon’s the boat for me’ may be an expression of ownership or merely one 

of longing for the unattainable, but his admiration cannot be in doubt: 

She’s stieve, thrawn, light, quick, 
Fast, wild, gay; 
She’ll curtain the world wi hammered seas, 
She’ll drench the stars wi spray. 
They can tower between her and the sky –  
She never felt their awe; 
She’ll walk them aa, thon trampin’ boat 
She’ll rise and walk then aa. (ll 204-11) 
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  But for all his admiration all he hears from the boat is the droning and 

birring of her motor. He is sufficiently sensitive to reference an ‘older tune from far 

off days’ but has no idea of the richness of the history which the boat can access, 

which is hinted at in the verse: 

Aa night long ye hear it 
Chime through the motor’s roar 
wi an older tune from far off days 
the loch has heard afore, 
when foray’s vauntin’ high white sails 
came slippin’ up the shore. (ll59-64)

129
 

 
The boat is articulate and has much to say, but it is self-absorbed and has 

no interest in anything outside itself and its natural element, the sea.  It glories in 

its own nature and strength, and all the places it has been are referenced only by 

its own relationship to them as negotiated through the medium of the sea: 

Man and Canna 
They ken me there 
I’ve flung the seas they sent me 
Aboot me in the air (ll29-32) 

 
Peel and Port Erin 
And the bights o’ Donegal 
My anchor’s felt the ground in ye, 
I’ve raised ye, left ye all (ll 34-7) 

 
The rocks o Sleat sprang up and spoke  
Tie hear my motor roar 
My bow-wave’s run to brekk itsel 
Against the Skerryvore (ll 41-4)  

 

Nor is the boat concerned about matters on the land; its interest lies only in 

being out at sea.  

Form makes this poem as much as content. The mastery of language, and 

the delight the poet takes in that, coupled with the driving and ever-changing 

rhythms of the poem’s many sections, lift this piece far above any other Hay had 

previously written on this or almost any other subject. 

                                       
129 This verse is about the Norse invasions of the western isles and the west coast of Scotland and line 63 
underwent several changes over the years as noted by Byrne (612). It was originally ‘when the low long 
ships from Norway’ and in 1972 Hay changed it to ‘when Norway’s sails o’ ridd and white’. Either of these 
lines would have made the reference clearer and the inclusion of the following section more 
understandable.  
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There are sections of the poem which are written in more or less standard 

verse forms and one of these has already been quoted; it is given here again to 

stress the contrast with the section immediately following: 

Aa night long ye hear it 
Chime through the motor’s roar 
wi an older tune from far off days 
the loch has heard afore, 
when foray’s vauntin’ high white sails 
came slippin’ up the shore. (ll59-64)

130
 

 
This gives way to a ‘Viking’ chant, prepared for in the allusion to the Viking 

raids on western Scotland: 

 

Miklagarth, Skarp-hethinn 
Miklagarth, Skarp-hethinn 
Romaborg, Skarp-hethinn 

Miklagarth, Skarp-hethinn 
Utnferth, Skarp-hethinn 
Vestur-ferth, Skarp-hethinn 
Skip og haf, Skarp-hethinn 
Haf og byar, Skarp-hethinn (ll 65-72) 

 
And so it continues for another twelve lines invoking the world of the 

Vikings, stretching from their home shores to Rome and Constantinople and filled 

with wine, women and gold.  

 
One of the longer descriptive passages about the boat is reminiscent of 

Hay’s early attempts (in ‘What Song is Ours’ {10}) to write in an Anglo-Saxon 

alliterative stress metre. He is much more successful here than he was when he 

first tried the technique as a young student at Oxford. The section does not follow 

strict Anglo-Saxon rules;  the stress patterns do conform, but the convention that 

one or both of the stressed syllables in the first half of  a line will alliterate with the 

first stressed syllable in the second half is followed more in the breach than the 

observance. The alliteration is still rich, heavy and evocative especially in 

conjunction with Hay’s use of repetition: 

 

 

                                       
130 This verse is about the Norse invasions of the western isles and the west cost of Scotland and line 63 underwent 
several changes over the years as noted by Byrne (612). It as originally ‘when the low long ships from Norway’ and in 
1972 Hay changed it to when Norway’s sails o’ ridd and white. Either of these lines would have made the reference 
clearer and the inclusion of the  following section more understandable.  
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She’s a solan, she’s a tramper, she’s a sea-shaker, 
she’s a hawk, she’s a hammer, she’s a big sea-breaker, 
she’s a falcon, she’s a kestrel, she’s a wide-night- seeker, 
she’s a river, she’s a render, she’s a foam-spray-walker. 
She’s a stieve sea-strider, she’s a storm-course-keeper, 
she’s a tide-scour-bucker, she’s a quick-light-leaper, 
she’s a stem-teerer, keel-teerer, seeker, finder, reaper (ll179-185) 

 
Overall this poem shows Hay at his dextrous linguistic best, including as it 

does sections in Scots, Gaelic and the formalised chant in Norwegian; it has a 

drive and force which can be lacking in his other work, it speaks of his interest in 

history, culture and language, it has no predecessor and sadly no successor. It is 

an outstanding poem written by a poet at a time when he was producing some of 

the best work he ever made.  

Some of the linguistic effects that Hay used to such effect in ‘Seeker 

Reaper’ can be seen in other poems which were written at about the same time. 

In particular, the technique of describing something in multiple ways, piling 

phrase upon phrase and using alliteration and verse to bind the varying details 

together is used many times in ‘Seeker Reaper’ but can also be seen in ‘Spring 

Here Northaway’ (159), in Hay’s description of Spring: 

Spring’s a reiver, a wudd-wind-stripper 
Spring’s a waukener, Spring’s a whipper 
o writhean branch-tips. Springs a shogger 
o bielded shaws a flail, a flogger, 
an edge, a spear, a driven dagger (ll51-5) 

 

And both ‘Solan’ and ‘Spring Here Northaway’ follow ‘Seeker Reaper’ in 

not abandoning form, but in combining several different rhyme schemes and 

metrical formats in one piece of work. This was the pattern Hay had used in ‘This 

Savage Wood’ (135), and although much of the work done in Tarbert at this 

period is more formally precise, these poems demonstrate that, at least when 

writing in English and Scots, Hay is now a confident master of form rather than a 

slave to it.   

Hay’s major Scottish poem of this period is the long and lyrical ‘The Walls 

of Balclutha’ (155). In this, Hay returns once more to the topic of the Highland 

Clearances which he had previously addressed in poems such as ‘’Lomsgrios na 

Tìre’/‘The Destruction of the Land’ (29), ‘Sgairt Mo Dhaoine’ /’The Fiery Spirit of 

My People’ (77) and ‘An Cnocan Fraoich’ /‘The Heather Knowe’ (104). With the 

writing of these, and others he wrote on the subject, Hay places himself firmly in 
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the tradition of earlier Gaelic poets who addressed the Clearances. John Smith’s 

‘Òran Luchd an Spòrs’/‘Song on Sportsmen’ is interesting here, as it has several  

echoes in Hay’s work. For example  it talks of Scotland rejecting her children: 

 Although you produced a very fine brood, 
 Alas! You were a mother without pity 
 You flung your children off your breast 
 To make room for the churls who abused you. 

(Meek Tenants and Landlords 221). 

 

an idea Hay used in ‘Ar Blàr Catha’/’Our Field of Battle’(126): 
 
 We forsook her, and her hand, it seemed to us, 
 Ever in her need and hard straits was thrusting us from her (ll 19-20)  

 

But the influence of the ‘Song on Sportsmen’ is perhaps most clearly seen in 

Hay’s ‘Brosnachadh’/’Incitement to Battle’(103).  

 

Smith’s poem begins with a sorrowful address to Scotland:  
 
 How sad I am that I cannot 

speak a good word about you, Scotland; 
your morals are base to relate, 
you behaved in such a mean, uncharacteristic manner. 

... 
Churls who abused you greatly, 
Because their pockets were full of gold; 
You chose the old men with money, 
And banished the men with  right to you.(Meek Tenants and Landlords 221) 

 
Hay’s poem has a more energetic opening, as befits an incitement to battle:  
 
 Beloved Scotland, give yourself a brisk shake 
 And understand the situation: 
 Every fool has a foot on your neck 

and your precious life is at stake (ll 1-4) 
 

but both take the view that Scotland is suffering largely due to some fault of her 

own; for Smith the fault  is selling herself to the highest bidder, for Hay it is  

apathy and a wilul blindness. 

 

And both poems end in a similar manner with a vision of how things will get 

better. Smith’s is religious, as he forsees God coming to put all to rights: 

 
The ruler of the elements will arise, 
And he will yet plead the cause; 
And the terrible pride of the possessors of grey charters 
Will be swept headlong over the edge of the abyss 

(Meek Tenants and Landlords223). 
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The end to Hay’s poem is more pagan, although the fervent tone is the same. 

Hay sees a vision of Scotland cleansing herself with fire: 

  
 there will be a flame and a blaze, 
 and you will be like hills alight with heather burning 
 everything cleansed before it and after; (ll18-20) 

 
The longing for an end to Scotland’s oppression and a belief that it will 

come in time is common to both poems and both poets.  Smith is not the only 

nineteenth-century Gaelic poet whose poems share a resonance with Hay’s, 

either in bewailing the state of the Gaels, or in a visionary hope of their cultural 

resurrection. Two further examples come from Neil Macleod and William 

Livingstone.  

 

 In ‘Na Croitearan Sgitheanach’/‘The Skye Crofters’ Macleod talks of his 

friends on Skye ‘being scourged: 

 
 with sticks at the ready 
 being beaten like cattle 
 likes slaves quite uncared for  
 being shut in a fank 
 
 The folk who were friendly, 
 And kindly, warmhearted  ... (Thomson 228) 
 
The people being beaten like uncared for slaves being shut in a fank does of 

course have echoes of the slaves being penned up in the Omar section of 

Mokhtâr and Dougall, but of equal note here is the description of the Gaels as a 

kindly and friendly people, a description which is common in Hay’s work. 

MacLeod too has a visionary ending to this poem in which all wrongs are 

miraculously righted: 

 
 An end will come to oppression; 
 Food and possessions,  

peace and joy also 
will abound in the land  
...... 
 
And Gaels without number  
Will live in the Highlands 
Enhancing the country, 
Enjoying good name. (Thomson 228-9)  
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William Livingstone, in his ‘Cuimhneachan Bhraid-Alba’/’Memorial of 

Breadalbane’, also chooses to address Scotland directly: 

 

Scotland, bless now my cry, 
Waken, mother beloved, 
Before cursed enslavement binds you (Thomson 234) 
 

But of more interest in the context of Hay is his poem ‘Fios Chun a’Bhàird’/ ‘A 

message for the Poet’, which talks of the devastation of Islay in the wake of the 

Clearances: 

 
The houses once owned by those departed 
Lie throughout the land in frigid heaps; 
The Gaels have gone, never to return; 
Ploughing, sowing and reaping have ceased; 
The foundations of the sad ruins 
Bear witness to this and say, 
‘Just as I found and as I saw, 
Let this message reach the poet (Meek 47) 
... 
The beggar will not find shelter 
Nor will the weary traveller get rest, 
Nor will an evangelist find hearers; 
Injustice, foreigners and rent have won; 
The speckled adder lies coiling 
On the floors where once there grew 
The big men that I saw there; 
Take this message to the poet.  (Meek 49) 
 
 

This is the land of Hay’s poem ‘The Walls of Balclutha’ and one might 

expect that Hay, in describing such a lonely and evocative place might resort 

once more to an intemperate judgement on English interference and lowland 

complicity. But in fact he manages here a much more nuanced response than he 

had shown in those earlier poems of his which took such a stance. At this later 

period he is concerned less with the violence and injustice of immediate events, 

and more with the effect that the Clearances and their aftermath have had on the 

Highland psyche. His question ‘Had they sinned against the sun?’ in reference to 

the cleared people, calls to mind the self-accusation of the cleared crofters of 

Glencalvie, who took refuge in the churchyard of Croick and scratched into the 

east window of the kirk a description of themselves as ‘Glencalvie people the 

wicked generation’131. This, as the poet sees it, is only the beginning of a process 

of a false and fatal internalisation of fault for all that subsequently befell the 

Gaelic people, and which has led to them losing the memory of who they really 

                                       
131

 See https://www.undiscoveredscotland.co.uk/bonarbridge/croickchurch/index.html 
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were, and the genuine merits of the culture from which they came. In earlier times 

this would have led Hay to excoriation and exhortation in equal measure; blaming 

them for letting themselves be reduced to the status of bewildered wandering 

animals, and attempting to create in them a fervid desire for the reclaiming of 

Scotland, by any means, from the English. But here he develops an argument 

which shows an understanding of the power of a relentless, and partly self-

administered, propaganda of pre-destined failure and dependence: 

 
Forboding, so, is born with us, a grey  
burden from birth… 
We fear defeat without a hint of war, 
To follow on another people’s star, 
Warp ourselves out of being what we are. (ll87-8, 95-7) 
 
We go beneath that burden and we grope 
Through chilling myths that blench the face of hope 
A trouble to the heart, an old distress, 
Fable of poverty and bitterness; 
… ill done of old, and never to be healed; 
Starkness and bleakness innate in our land 
False tale to lame the spirit, hold the hand. 
False, false. Black lie of our predestined dearth 
Veiling the crime that made the moss grown hearth, 
…Of our own selves believing, we repeat,  
That wrong upon ourselves, and hug defeat. (ll110-4) 
 
 

However, nuanced though ‘The Walls of Balclutha’ is, Hay’s  comment on 

the warping of the Gaels’ true nature so that they can follow another people’s 

star, shows that he still believed the fault lay ultimately with the English. The 

aristocratic English lifestyle became more visible to the Scottish chieftains after 

the union of the crowns in 1603, when James VI/I moved his court to London, and 

it proved seductive. To live like an English lord was expensive, and the desire of 

many Highland chiefs to do so was what bred the necessity of  wringing every 

last possible penny from their clan lands; hence the clearing of unprofitable 

people and their replacement with income-generating sheep. Long before the 

Clearances, the seventeenth-century poet An Clàrsair Dall had, in his poem, 

‘Oran do MhacLeòid Dhùn Bheagain’ /’A Song to MacLeod of Dunvegan’ noted 

the taking up of expensive and alien English ways by the young Lord of 

Dunvegan (Ò Baoill and Bateman 198-207). He financed his costly new lifestyle 

by raising his rents. In short, revenue maximisation was nothing new in Gaelic 

life, and there did not need to be an Englishman to cause it.  
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That said, the imposition of what were, primarily, English modes of life and 

thought onto Gaelic society, could be seen as beginning with the passing of the 

Statutes of Iona in 1609. These provided, amongst other things, for a Protestant 

ministry in the Highlands, and the outlawing of bards. The most far-reaching of 

the statutes was perhaps the one which insisted on a Lowland and English 

speaking education for the sons of the clan chiefs. As Sarah Fraser pointed out in 

an article on the reasoning behind the various elements of the legislation in 

History Today: 

Increasing comfort with the English language strengthened identification with the values 
of this acquired language community, and weakened emotional and cultural bonds to 
home. As this habit grew, the elites and those they left behind shared less and less. 

Leaving aside Hay’s conflation of the English with the Highland chiefs 

responsible for the land clearances that have laid waste to Balclutha and many 

places like it, he has, by the time he writes this poem, come to a point of 

understanding the deadening effect the Clearances have had on the mind and 

spirit of the Highlanders. And although he still believes wholeheartedly in the 

necessity of resisting the ‘false tale put about to lame the spirit’, he is gentler now 

in his urging of fellow countrymen to the struggle for an independent and re-

energised Scotland. No longer haranguing them for their blindness and 

ineffectuality, he urges instead the reawakening of graciousness and the creative 

spirit. Scotland, he is saying, can and will be revitalised, not by violent 

insurrection but by the power of her people’s minds, and the undeniable beauty 

and vitality of her culture. A close acquaintance with the reality of war, and the 

destruction it unleashed on both men and their surroundings, particularly in Italy, 

appears to have convinced Hay that violence is not a valid means to an end, 

even when that end is something as precious to him as his country’s freedom.  

Perhaps nothing better illustrates the variety of approach and method 

which Hay was able to apply to his work at this time than the two contrasting bird 

poems, ‘Solan’ (161) and ‘Feadag Ghòrach an t-Slèibhe’/’The Daft Hill Plover’ 

(163). The plover poem is a slight eight-line piece which manages to catch the 

idea of a bird playing in the wind for the sheer joy and exuberance of it: 

 The daft hill plover tumbles,  
             and cries his birling cry, 
 Tumbles and climbs and tumbles 
            daft in the wide hill-sky 

Alone with his hill top daftness 
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He runs himself a race 
The windy, daft hill plover,  
Daft with wind and space.  

 

If it is not exactly doggerel, this is not great poetry either. But it is successful in 

painting a picture of the way plovers actually behave; and in calling forth a smile 

of recognition in any reader who has themselves watched the antics of a plover in 

wind. It also recalls the attitude of Hay in his Maghreb poem ‘Man his own 

Prison?’ (115) where he exhorts people to follow the example of nature and live 

true to their natures, as birds do.  

 ‘Solan’ is different. It is a longer and more complex poem, with an 

extensive and sophisticated vocabulary, and it is dense with alliteration. The initial 

description once more underlines the powers of observation which Hay brings to 

his nature poems: 

Hing there, solan, 
Lik fate up astern; 
The watch that does not wander. 
Swing there, solan.  
Slip across the wind and turn 
In a dippin’ arc. Hover up thonder. 
The height o a man and a man’s grip in yere two wings there, 
Tipped wi black and set wi strength, the stievest in the air. (ll1-8) 

 
Changing from an outside view of the bird to a point of view looking down at the 

sea through the bird’s eyes, Hay’s deep knowledge of the varied aspects of the 

sea is on display as he describes the various ways in which the solan’s prey 

might be swimming beneath the water: 

 Is it the sea, puckered wi’ syle, a stray shallow scatter 
 O a brokkin shoal, torn asunder by nets in the night? 
 Or a gray, green, derk shadda that blunts the surface light, 
 Derkenin’ the hue o the loch for half a mile or more, 
 Dullin’ its waverin’, flauchterin’ glints, five faddoms doon oot there; 
 Along the lip o the deep channel where the easy eddies are, 

(ll15-21) 

 
The poet’s eye, or perhaps the bird’s, focuses on a particular spot: 

 
Bright green, derk green, then liftin’ intie light, 
Streakum-stroakum here  and there wi wee scuds o white 
The loch’s below ye, and , secret in’t, thon gray shadda hides 
The  solid back o a broad shoal wi its breast against the tide’s. (ll 31-34) 

 
The shoal cannot hide from the keen eye of the solan and the poet knows it. 

Returning (almost) to the opening lines of the poem, and the admiring stance of 
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the onlooker rather than the bird’s eye view of the sea, the poet encourages, 

almost orders, the bird to attack: 

  Hing there solan,  
  Swing there solan. 
  Glance doon, solan. 
  A look like a lance, solan 
  Cant doon, solan, and let yerself drive. (ll 35-39) 

 
There is no more gentle slipping across the wind here in a graceful arc. The solan 

has become poised, collecting itself ready for a single purposeful motion, a rapid 

focused dive toward its kill.  

 
Hay,  despite the troubling shadow of ‘Fàire’ seems once again to be at 

ease with himself. His poetry is coming easily and quickly; technically it has 

perhaps never been better, and the tone of the work is more mature and more 

nuanced than anything he produced before the war. There is even a touch of 

humour, something not seen in the work for many years; as in the whimsicality of 

‘The Crew of the Shelister’ (166), or the description of the poet in ‘Spring Here 

Northaway’ throwing from himself with some force a book, which describes a 

‘dandlet….fondlet’ (and obviously southern) spring.  

But most of these poems were written in a two or three month period 

between October and December 1947. The euphoric period would come, as they 

always did, to an inevitable end, encompassing a downswing in mood and a 

descent into depression. This creative time was brief and intense; by the 

beginning of 1948 Hay was ill once more. In fact, in keeping with the nature of 

bipolar disease, in which mood states become more intense, and often cycle 

more rapidly, when left untreated, he was more ill than he had ever been before.  

As always, clues to his state of mind around the time of this more serious 

breakdown can be found in the work. The fragment ‘Gone and Gane’ (167), a title 

supplied by Byrne in the absence of one from the poet himself, was written in 

1948 and reads thus: 

This war that’s gane – what is gone? 
This day that’s gane – is it gone? 
This gone and gane gangs but on. 
 

It is quite clear from this that, however much the general feeling of the time 

was that the war was over and should be placed firmly in the past, it was still 

playing on Hay’s mind. For him it was not over, and the memories of the war and 
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the effort of getting through each day made up a burden, the carrying of which 

looked likely to be endless. This seems at first rather too much weight to be borne 

by three simple lines, but they were significant enough for Hay to use them to 

head both his later attempts at a Collected Edition of his poems. This was a poem 

he did not forget or wish to be overlooked. 

Another oddity in his work from this time is ‘Madame, a Monte Casino’, 

(168) a sixteen-line poem written in Italian. Byrne thinks this is the war poem Hay 

mentioned to his mother as one he had sent from hospital to Hugh MacDiarmid in 

summer 1949, and describes it as ‘the only obscure work in (Hay’s) corpus’ 

(Byrne 615). Byrne is unwilling to accept that the poem could be about the Italian 

campaign mainly because, if Hay were referencing the battle for Monte Cassino, 

he would be unlikely to misspell it as Monte Casino. This is a good point but not 

perhaps the last one to be made. For the contents of the poem, which include an 

inability to stop remembering, the constant presence of death and a stasis which 

nothing seems able to break, are all too easily relatable to the long struggle of the 

Allies to take the mountain-top town of Monte Cassino, and suggest that, like the 

scenes he conjured up in ‘This Savage Wood’, the Italian campaign had a dark 

hold on Hay’s imagination, especially at times of mental frailty.  

Early in 1948 Hay was readmitted to Lochgilphead Hospital. Fuaran Slèibh 

was at long last almost ready to be published, and once again Sorley MacLean 

became Catherine Hay’s confidant. Writing in early March she told him she was 

about to go down to Lochgilphead to see her son and should have a copy of the 

book with her to give to him. ‘I do hope it will give him some pleasure’ she wrote. ‘ 

I am anxious to go down and see for myself how things are. I’m a bit worried 

about the present medical staff....It is not what it was when George was there 

before’.132 Hay had not been away from the hospital for more than a few months 

so it seems strange that things should have changed so much that they caused 

Catherine such concern. Possibly though she was right to worry; there was little 

visible improvement in Hay’s condition while he stayed there, and in March 1948 

he was transferred to The Edinburgh (later The Royal Edinburgh) Hospital (Byrne 

486). 

                                       
132

 Catherine Hay letter to Sorley MacLean 4 March 1948 



                                                                                                                                                         188 

It is a coincidence that the Royal Edinburgh was originally founded as the 

direct result of the death of another poet. Robert Fergusson was only twenty-four 

when he died in 1774 in Edinburgh’s Bedlam hospital. Although apparently a 

sufferer from depression, he had been sent to Bedlam not for that, but as a result 

of sustaining a brain injury in a fall, after which his mother felt unable to care for 

him. His doctor, Andrew Duncan, decided after Fergusson’s death to set up a 

dedicated hospital for people with brain injuries and mental illness which would 

care for them with respect; something of a novel idea in the late eighteenth 

century. From the beginning (the hospital opened in 1813) it was an institutioin 

which strived to offer the best, and often innovatory, care for the patients who 

were consigned there.133  

Since Hay’s sister Sheena had by this time (the late 1940s) been a patient 

there for many years, The Edinburgh Hospital was only too familiar to Hay and 

his mother (Byrne 486). Whatever hopes they may have harboured for a speedy 

recovery, similar to that which had apparently taken place at Lochgilphead, they 

were not to be realised. Hay would stay at The Edinburgh full time for the next 

twelve years, and even after his release in 1961, would return as a patient 

periodically for the rest of his life.  

A Mistaken Diagnosis? 

Hay’s diagnosis at Lochgilphead had evidently been that he was suffering from 

schizophrenia, inferred by the use of insulin coma treatment, and it seems to be 

an accepted fact that he and his sister were both schizophrenic. Certainly Angus 

Martin, one of the people Hay knew best, when asked if he knew what Sheena’s 

illness was said that he thought it was ‘the same as George – schizophrenia’.134 

And Gordon Wright confirmed this common belief in a letter to The Scotsman. 

Their reviewer of the Collected Poems had described Hay as ‘mad’ and Wright 

took offence at the easy harshness of the epithet. ‘George was schizophrenic, 

yes, but “mad” an all-encompassing word could never be applied to a man who 

acted as normal as the next person most of the time’135.  

                                       
133See https://org.nhslothian.scot/AboutUs/OurHistory/Pages/REHHistory.aspx  
134 Angus Martin in conversation with the author 29 May 2014 
135

 G Wright, letter to The Scotsman 24 February 2001 
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This inference cannot however be confirmed from Hay’s medical records. 

Most of the records from Lochgilphead have reportedly been lost and patient 

records from The Royal Edinburgh are incomplete. Additionally, individually-

named medical records are not available to researchers. 

The common social reticence of the time around matters of mental illness 

presumably accounts for the fact that no-one in correspondence about Hay ever 

references a specific diagnosis, choosing instead to use euphemisms such as 

‘not quite well’. This restraint also extends to his symptoms; there are few 

descriptions of how his illness presented and those that there are, almost 

exclusively from Hay’s mother, are singularly incomplete. In these early years the 

only account we have of how he seemed is that of Naomi Mitchison. 

It was argued in Chapter One that Hay, far from being schizophrenic, was 

in fact suffering from bipolar II disorder. Chapter One outlined how over time the 

distinction originally made by Kraepelin between manic depressive insanity and 

dementia praecox (his name for what is now known as schizophrenia) was 

blurred, partly due to the fact that depression itself was not regarded in the 

nineteenth century as a mental illness.  Mania was, which meant that patients 

suffering from bipolar 1 disorder, who saw a psychiatrist in  a full-blown manic 

phase could be diagnosed with ‘acute mania’ This was the case with Robert 

Lowell who, after suffering throughout adolescence from violent mood swings, 

was hospitalised for the first time in 1949. His doctors briefly considered a 

diagnosis of schizophrenia, but quickly rejected it in favour of ‘acute mania’; a 

diagnosis which remained stable throughout Lowell’s life (Jamison, Robert 

Lowell,104).  For a bipolar II patient like Hay, whose hypomania never manifested 

itself either as visibly, or as dangerously, as full-blown mania does, and who 

sought  treatment only in depressive phases, seemingly characterised by 

emotional shutdown and withdrawal, acute mania would not have been 

considered as a diagnosis. 

In these circumstances it would not be surprising if Hay’s doctors labelled 

him schizophrenic. Since there was no effective cure, and little in the way of 

treatment,  the diagnosis hardly mattered. All those concerned must have 

entertained the idea, even if they did not voice it, that George Hay, like his sister 

Sheena, was now condemned to spend the better part of his life in hospital.  
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The Years in The Royal 1948 – 1960 

Hay practically vanishes from sight during his years in the Royal Hospital. He was 

visited by his old schoolfriend Alistair MacLean again and there is a glimpse to be 

had of the withdrawal and aggression which afflicted him:  

I went to see George last month at Morningside. He is much worse than I ever saw him 
and answered my Gaelic overtures with English abuse. I made a second futile attempt to 
talk to him using your (then newly received) monograph. He looked at the cover ... and 
said he’d seen it anyhow, which his mother (seen subsequently – a wonderful woman) 
couldn’t understand, as she told me his copy was still there [at Carlton Street] I do not 
know the specific reason for his hostility ... it was very depressing seeing him.

136
  

 

It was not only friends who Hay refused to see; for at least one six month 

period he refused to see his mother as well. ‘I have not see George for six 

months or longer, and I feel it hard ... He absolutely refuses to see any of his 

friends here’, she wrote to the composer Francis Scott in June 1949. It seems 

she had given up any earlier hope she had had of a recovery for her son, and she 

added movingly ‘I’m an old woman now and my grief is for the tragedy of youth 

and for my happy laughing boy’ (Byrne 488).137 

Obviously even in hospital Hay would have been at the mercy of mood 

swings. His mother described him as ‘spending a lot of time writing’ while he was 

in hospital. His notebooks from the time display little that is coherent, and show a 

disturbed and fragmented mind seeming incapable of sustained thought 

processes. It may be that these writings are a result of the pressure to write 

commonly experienced by bipolar patients and described in Chapter One. The 

notebooks certainly accord with the observation quoted there that ‘handwriting 

and spacing becomes ever more illegible and disorganised with more 

flourishes, exclamation marks etc’ (Goodwin and  Jamison 34-5).  

Naturally he had his more lucid periods. In October 1950 Catherine Hay 

sent a letter to Douglas Young from her son, although she warned him that Hay 

‘had not been well when it was written’.138 She assured Young though that Hay 

still took a lively interest in Young’s activities and that ‘nothing can allay his 

                                       
136 Alistair MacLean letter to Robert Rankin, undated. (Byrne {488} suggests a date of late 1948 or early 
1949, presumably from the reference to Rankin’s recently pulished monograph. Rankin had published a  
definitive paper on the long poem ‘Oran na comhachag’, in the Transactions of the Gaelic Society of 
Glasgow in 1948. 

137 Catherine Hay letter to Douglas Young 23 October 1950 
138

 ibid 
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great delight in your book’. She also explained one of Hay’s seemingly illogical 

obsessions: 

In your letter I see references to the “Ajax”. This was one of the cruisers protecting the 
convoy on its way to North Africa and it is always much on his mind. So is the town 
Bône in Algeria and it is seldom out of his thoughts.’

139
  

 
It seems either Hay or his mother is mistaken here. There is no reference to be 

found to HMS Ajax escorting an Operation Torch convoy from Scotland to 

North Africa. Hay embarked for Algeria on 9th November 1942, at which point 

Ajax is recorded as being on exercise in Scapa Flow following an extensive 

refit at Chatham. She was subsequently placed on Mediterranean service and 

arrived at Bône on 31st December 1942. The town was under heavy 

bombardment from Axis forces and on 1 January 1943 Ajax took a direct hit 

from a 1000lb bomb. Unfortunately the bomb dropped through an open hatch 

directly into one of her boiler rooms; she was badly damaged and six men were 

killed outright with a seventh dying later.140 However, just because Ajax was 

not part of the escort for Hay’s initial voyage to North Africa does not mean that 

he could not have been badly affected by the loss of life and damage she 

suffered; it was a shocking incident, not least for the accident of the hatch 

having been left open, allowing much greater damage to be done to both the 

ship and her crew than would normally have been the case.  

  In the same letter Catherine mentioned to Young that Hay was spending a 

lot of time writing ‘mainly in Gaelic but I don’t know what the quality of this may 

be’. Loyal and supportive as ever, she was trying to type it up but she was 

struggling with Hay’s writing. In a postscript she comes as close as she ever did 

to pleading for Hay. ‘In your busy life if you should ever have time to drop Deòrsa 

even the shortest of notes, it would greatly delight him’. This does not seem to 

have happened. After a decade of close friendship, the relationship between Hay 

and Young was already petering out. It is not surprising: Hay was immured 

behind hospital walls and only intermittently prepared to see people, while Young 

was busy with work, politics, writing and a young family. In the circumstances it 

would have taken a huge degree of commitment from Young for the friendship to 

survive. 
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There is one good poem, ‘The Sun over Athens’ (170) published during 

this time in hospital. It appeared in the Summer 1957 edition of The Saltire Revue 

(Byrne 616), and as there appears to be no extant manuscript source there is no 

way to date its exact time of composition. If it had been written before Wind on 

Loch Fyne was published in 1948 it would surely have been offered for inclusion 

in that, and since much of the writing in hospital had little or no coherence, the 

inference is that ‘The Sun over Athens’ must have been written in the late 1950s, 

probably not long before publication. If Hay was capable of producing work of this 

calibre at that time then it is not surprising that his doctors considered discharging 

him, for it is a technically assured piece of work which relies heavily on a difficult 

metric scheme and makes extensive use of alliteration. In that regard, it is 

reminiscent of ‘Seeker Reaper’; in fact the alliteration is more extensive and in 

places more effective than in the (presumed) earlier poem, but ‘The Sun over 

Athens’ lacks the energy, drive and optimism of ‘Seeker Reaper’. ‘The Sun over 

Athens’ has lyrical passages which recall the long history of Athens as a harbour 

through history: 

 Good ground and gleaming water 
 for an era’s anchors, ancient shelter, 
 room for riding and right water 
 for an era’s anchors, an ancient roadstead (ll 18-21) 
  

History’s hill and high marble 
plain and port and pillars between them 
a broad bight, a barren hillside, 
a broad bight and a bonny city; 
street and smoke and the sea curving (ll105-9) 

 

but there are dark passages in it which invoke more recent memories of more 

modern warfare: 

 The streets are stirring, the stones grow warmer 
 The houses can hear the hidden warning 
 The guns gaze together watching; 
 The batteries breathe the breath around them 
 From bomb and blast, blare and screaming 
 Shock and shaking, shackled roaring 
 Tearing and tracer, tracks and curving 
 Sky and scarlet, skirting and climbing, 
 Night and nothing, night and concussion 
 Roaring, recoil, rending and fuming. 
 The guns gaze together watching. (ll65-75) 

 
This is a powerful and immediate description of an artillery bombardment; indeed 

the immediacy of it lends strength to the argument that this may be a much earlier 
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poem, perhaps written, or drafted, during Hay’s time in Greece in 1946, and 

subsequently rediscovered or remembered as his illness receded in the late 

1950s and he felt well enough to write again.  

 

To the extent that it reflects a certain degree of recovery for Hay the exact 

date of composition for ‘The Sun Over Athens’ matters little. Either it was written 

in 1957 and displays that he was writing, and writing well once more, or it is an 

indication that he was taking an interest in sorting out his earlier work and in 

being published again.  

Released but Not Recovered? The 1960s  

Hay was discharged from The Royal Edinburgh in 1960. This was perhaps a sign 

of the times as much as an indication that he was better. Dr A K Zealley, who 

worked for many years at the Royal Edinburgh, expands in a letter to Byrne on 

the possible reasons behind this release. He rightly says that in addition to a 

‘more satisfactory range of drug treatments …. the early 1960s saw an 

acceleration in the pace of discharge of patients who had formerly been regarded 

as of ‘long stay nature’. What was changing in those days was not so much 

practical things as attitudinal things’ (Byrne 491). A similar statement is made by 

Carpenter and Koenig in an article which reviews the development of 

pharmaceutical treatments for schizophrenia: 

During the 1950-1960s, two major changes occurred in the way schizophrenia was 
treated. The first was a shift in treatment focus from long-term custodial to community-
based care. The second change was the introduction of efficacious pharmacotherapy.  
 

The ‘efficacious pharmacotherapy’ to which they refer is the group of drugs 

known as antipsychotics. The first of these, chlorpromazine, was introduced into 

clinical practice in 1952, and is undoubtedly what Hay, as a presumed 

schizophrenic, would have been prescribed. These drugs, and the second 

generation of antipsychotics which followed them, were designed to target 

symptoms and are relatively successful in treating them. They do not offer a 

‘cure’ for schizophrenia itself; no drug does that (Burns 53). 

First-generation antipsychotics, while relatively successful at suppressing 

symptoms of schizophrenic illness, had a variety of distressing side effects. The 

drugs have a disruptive effect on muscle control which can result in a range of 

unpleasant symptoms, the major ones being involuntary and spasmodic muscle 
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movements, tremors, and an overwhelming restlessness. Additionally in some 

patients the drugs can increase, rather than reduce, feelings of anxiety and 

despair.  

As already noted the symptoms of schizophrenia and bipolar disorder 

overlap to a large extent, so that treatment with a drug developed to address 

schizophrenic symptoms would also have a beneficial effect on a patient suffering 

from bipolar disorder. Although the diagnoses of schizophrenia and bipolar 

disorder are increasingly differentiated, drug treatment for bipolar disorder is still 

largely based on the use of antipsychotics, although generally today prescribed 

together with mood stabilisers, a necessary refinement not available until much 

later than the 1960s when Hay was discharged (Burns 54).  Had they been 

available, and had Hay been willing to take them, the course of his life might have 

been very different.  

Hay undoubtedly benefitted from the prescription of the new drugs to the 

extent that his doctors felt able to release him. This should have been a positive 

time for him. At only forty-four he was still a relatively young man, and initially he 

seems to have eased himself back into a meaningful life. He had employment, 

working for the National Library of Scotland and he started to develop a social 

life, attending both local ceilidhs and the Tolbooth Gaelic church at weekends.141 

Regular church attendance was a new feature of adult life, and given his 

apparent lack of personal faith was probably due more to the chance of hearing 

and speaking Gaelic than a search for spiritual fulfillment. He was also writing 

again, mainly, as he pointed out to a correspondent, in Gaelic and Scots142. (In 

fact, as reference to Appendix C will show Hay wrote only eight more poems in 

English from the time he was discharged in 1960 until his death in 1984, and 

most of these were either re-workings of much earlier English poems that were 

being revised for a particular purpose, such as publication, or translations of 

earlier Gaelic originals).  

The poems written in 1960 and 1961 are generally slight. Several of them 

are little more than fragments of Gaelic describing the weather or coastal 
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features. Some are more nationalist in flavour, and these see a return to the 

strident dogmatism of the pre-war years rather than the more nuanced responses 

that characterised the poems written in Tarbert before Hay became ill there. One 

or two are about Edinburgh, including the spirited Scots poem ‘Abune the Gutted 

Haddie’ (202) which displays once more Hay’s longing for high places and his 

belief that that is where real inspiration is to be found.  

A longer and more reflective poem, ‘Air Suidh’ Artair Dhomh Mochthrath’/ 

‘On Arthur’s Seat One Morning’ (204), has several points of interest. Firstly it 

illustrates an unequal struggle going on in the poet’s mind. Looking out over the 

low fertile plain that leads ultimately to the east coast, one voice requests an 

objective appraisal of the merits of the Lothian landscape. But it is answered by 

another which extols in loving detail the virtues of the mountains, and the flora 

and fauna of Kintyre. In an effort to balance the argument the first voice reminds 

the poet of his family’s roots in Ayrshire but the second voice rises in rebuke, 

asserting that the exchange of Dunure for Tarbert and the land of Gaelic was a 

wise decision because ‘Gaelic and the Gaeltach are the two glories of Scotland.’ 

The attitude here is once more reminiscent of much earlier work. There is no 

attempt to justify or discuss the contention that Gaelic and the Gaeltach are to be 

considered the great glories of Scotland. It is presented as a fact and as so often 

with Hay when he writes about Gaeldom the didacticism is frustrating. 

Secondly, the landscape is not just a passive thing to be gazed upon but has 

therapeutic qualities for the poet, which are mentioned no fewer than four times: 

the truly untamed bounds … these would ever cheer a despondent man walking the 
slopes and the hills (ll29-32) 

 
I have known them all; it was ever the remedy for infirmity, the fragrant mountain flora. 
(ll38-40) 

 
It was the remedy for sickness, the timeless music of the glen, (ll 41-2) 

 
The shape of the wild country … would forever revive the man who would walk it a while 
(ll 45-47) 

 

From this insistent repetition it can be inferred that this particular landscape had 

been useful in the past for lifting Hay’s spirits. This experience is in line with 

current medical thinking that recommends exercise and time in the open air as 

helping to relieve anxious or depressive thoughts, and it seems that Hay was 

intuitively aware of this.  
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Revisiting a bitterness that he had not given voice to since his schooldays Hay 

now claims that Tarbert and the hills around it are better and mightier than a 

classical English education in Greek and Latin; that is, the exact education he 

had received when he was ‘banished’ from Tarbert and sent to school in 

Edinburgh. He had written poems about the resulting dislocation, both physical 

and mental at the time; and it was obviously on his mind again, as evidenced by 

another poem from this period, ‘An Druim-àrcan ’s an t-Ìochdar’/’The Bow-corks 

and the Sole’ (180), which repeats the sentiment about the uselessness of 

studying the classics, against the useful knowledge gained in fishing:  

Close to the mast in her bow, a scholar indeed 
You’ll be standing there straight and we’ll let you be 
Far from the writing of Greek, every bridle rope and sole-rope 
In her stern will be the boy, and let both of you haul. (ll17-21) 

 

Hay’s reported ambition had once been to stay in Tarbert and become a 

fisherman (Rankin 3), but it has to be unlikely in the extreme that this alternate life 

would have satisfied him. That he gained huge satisfaction from sailing and the 

physical rigours of ring-net fishing is not in doubt, but for someone with his keen 

mind the lack of mental stimulation might have become a problem. And in view of 

what he had written in ‘Horizon’ (150) about the pull of the unknown, ‘there is a 

horizon yonder south of Arran that will be pulling at me again’, perhaps Loch 

Fyne could not have held him for long.  

‘On Arthur’s Seat One Morning’ gives the reader another insight into Hay’s 

attitude to Scotland, and it may be for some an unexpected one. For despite the 

inclusive approach he takes in his earlier and much-anthologised poem ‘Ceithir 

Gaothan na h-Albann’ /’The Four Winds of Scotland’ (65) and in which he 

declares that it is all of Scotland that ‘is laughter and warmth and life for me’, Hay 

does not believe that, nor does he experience it. Only in an abstract and 

adversarial political context vis-à-vis England does Hay think about the whole of 

Scotland; when he talks about the Scotland that he loves, and where his spirit 

can find revival and tranquillity, what he means is the highlands of North Argyll. 

He may have felt perfectly content in Edinburgh as he claimed several times, but 

the place did not feed his soul in the same way as Argyll did.  

Whether this reminiscing and the half-acknowledged feeling of loss were to 

blame, Hay was not coping well with life outside hospital. Shortly after a visit to 
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Tarbert in March 1961, where he had gone to do some linguistic research (Byrne 

491), Hay once again began to run away.  

In May 1961 he disappeared, and at some stage he encountered Sorley 

MacLean in Fort William.143 Presumably it was MacLean who alerted people to 

Hay’s whereabouts. Hay was put on a train to Edinburgh and his two former 

school friends, Alistair MacLean and Robert Rankin, drove up to Arrochar from 

Glasgow to ensure he got home. Rankin was relieved to be the one to drive the 

car back while MacLean accompanied Hay to Edinburgh on the train, although he 

was subject to such abuse from his charge that he prudently removed himself to 

another carriage for much of the trip (Rankin 12). Alistair MacLean delivered a 

resentful Hay back home to his mother and a few days later Rankin received from 

Catherine Hay a heartfelt letter of thanks for all the two of them had done to 

return her son to Edinburgh. However as she relates, their efforts had been in 

vain:  

‘poor Alistair, he looked all ‘in’ by the time he reached here and George was quite 
unaware, and was indeed, resentful, of all he was doing to help him.  
The following morning (Wednesday) George had made an appointment to go round to the 
hospital at 9.00 a.m. to pick up some of his pills. He left here at 8.50 [he] never reached 
the hospital, and I’ve never seen him since. If we just knew his whereabouts it would not 
be so worrying.

144
  

 
Since this letter was also written on a Wednesday Hay must at that point 

have been missing for a week. This may have been the occasion on which he 

reached as far as Dublin. He told one of his neighbours about that, years later; he 

said he had been sleeping rough and had been taken in by a religious 

organisation which fed him, but that he had left because he couldn’t take the 

religion. The neighbour repeated the information to Angus Martin.145 But the 

Dublin adventure may have taken place before he went to the Highlands. He 

wrote about it to Hamish Henderson the following year, in a remarkably lucid 

letter considering he had been hospitalised again and was writing from The Royal 

Edinburgh:  

I am keeping pretty well, but am in hospital at present, though not for too long I hope. 
During my wanderings – which were planned to evade being roped into the hospital – I 
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spent a month in Dublin. I also spent some time in Inverness and Fort William, at which 

last place I encountered Sam MacLean.
 146   

 

From that it might be inferred that he was in Dublin and then returned to Scotland, 

in which case his whereabouts in May remain a mystery.  

However much he wanted to stay out of hospital it is quite clear that Hay, 

left unsupervised, did not take the medication he needed to keep the symptoms 

of his illness under control. Although that is never explicitly stated it can be 

inferred from his erratic behaviour, especially his treatment of Alistair MacLean, 

and Rankin’s statement that ‘it was no doubt very frustrating for him to have to 

observe a regular medical regimen of taking tablets’ (Rankin 12). However 

without it he was unable to cope with the demands which ordinary life placed 

upon him. He was hospitalised again in the autumn of 1961 and despite his claim 

to Henderson to be ‘keeping pretty well’ remained an in-patient until discharge in 

May 1963.  

There is not much poetry from the time of Hay’s discharge in 1963 until the 

end of the decade. This is accounted for in part by the fact that he was in and out 

of hospital throughout the period. He may have found himself in the difficult 

position experienced by many creative people with mental health issues; that is, 

that the medication which they take to control their symptoms and/or mood 

swings keeps them well, and out of hospital, but at the same time has a 

deadening effect on their creativity (Jamison, Touched with Fire, 242). There are 

only eight poems in the Collected Poems dating from between 1964 and 1969. Of 

these, two are reworkings of previous poems into a second language; ‘Nationalist 

Sang’(206) is a Scots form of the Gaelic ‘Òran Nàiseantach’ (192) from the time 

Hay first came out of hospital in 1960, and ‘An Ciùran Ceòban Ceò’ (211) is a 

Gaelic version of the Scots ‘The Smoky Smirr o Rain’ (151) from the late 1940s. 

Three poems, ‘Referendum’(208), ‘An Rùnaire Stàit’/’The Secretary of State (209) 

and ‘Ar Cor an Albainn’/’Our Situation in Scotland’ (212) are slight, and overtly 

political, pieces in Gaelic. The only matter worthy of comment is the re-use of 

ideas which have appeared in the poems previously. ‘The Secretary of State’ 

refers back to ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’ with its opening statement that ‘A world in 

himself is every man’, with the poet adding that he regards the Secretary of State 

as ‘an entire underworld’. And in ‘Our Situation in Scotland’ Hay once more refers 
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to the Scottish people as sheep, although the ones here are more spirited than in 

his previous depictions and eventually ‘distribute kicks around’. Of the remaining 

three, one is a nature poem in praise of the mayflower, one is a reverie on the 

shadow of nuclear war and the third, while not exactly a call to arms, is an 

expression of the poet’s belief that in the face of trouble it is better to find the 

strength to resist than to simply give in. Although the poems of this period are 

few, they show that Hay’s major theme, whether writing in political terms or 

engaging with the natural world, is still Scotland.  

While there may not have been much original work produced in the later 

years of the decade Hay was being published, and once more taking a place in 

some of the literary and political circles in Edinburgh. Much of his published 

poetry appeared in newspapers or magazines which were associated with the 

nationalist cause, including Catalyst, a journal which was initially produced by the 

1320 Club.147 Its editor was William Neill, with whom Hay became friendly. They 

had much in common besides their commitment to an independent Scotland. Like 

Hay, Neill wrote poetry in English, Scots and Gaelic, and like Hay he was not a 

native Gaelic speaker but someone who came to the language from hearing it 

spoken and becoming fascinated by it. Hay and Neill met often in Milne’s Bar in 

Edinburgh but Hay seems not to have mixed much with others who gathered 

there for purely literary purposes. He was more comfortable with those who were 

engaged with politics as well as with Scottish language and literature. Neill 

describes those with whom he and Hay associated as ‘rather a fringe group’ and 

‘for the most part outcasts from the rather smart central group’. Given Hay’s later 

problems with alcohol abuse it is noteworthy that Neill says of him at this time that 

he drank ‘only two pints of heavy per session’ Through Neill, Hay also became 

involved with a group of writers of a nationalist persuasion called The Heretics, 

which Neill had co-founded with Stuart MacGregor (Byrne 493). 

Two new and enduring friendships, with Angus Martin and Gordon Wright, 

were also formed by Hay in the late 1960s, both arising initially from the 

publication of his work.  

In 1965 Hay had four poems published in The Oxford Book of Scottish 

Verse which was co-edited by Tom Scott with John MacQueen. The book was 
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read by Angus Martin, who was at that time a schoolboy, although he later 

became something of a poet himself, as well as a committed social historian of 

Argyll. Martin was so impressed by the poems of Hay in this book, particularly 

‘The Two Neighbours’, that he contacted Hay and they enjoyed an intermittent 

friendship for the rest of Hay’s life (Martin 49).  

Gordon Wright saw some of Hay’s work in Catalyst and then looked for a copy of 

Wind on Loch Fyne (Byrne 493). Wright already knew William Neill through 

having published his long poem ‘Scotland’s Castle’ and in 1970 he followed this 

up with Four Points of a Saltire. Three of the points were Hay, Neill and 

MacGregor; the fourth was Sorley MacLean. The work had an enthusiastic 

introduction by Tom Scott in which he pronounced the book to be ‘the best that 

will appear this year, if not this decade’ and Sorley MacLean to be, after 

MacDiarmid and Edwin Muir, ‘the best living Scottish poet, by a whole head and 

shoulders’ (Wright  8). It was possibly rather early to be choosing the best book of 

the decade, and how Scott came to his appraisal of MacLean as the (third) best 

living Scottish poet is questionable, since MacLean wrote only in Gaelic and Scott 

was open about his lack of the language. But there is no denying that Four Points 

of a Saltire was an important book for the poets included in it.  

Hay’s contribution to Four Points of a Saltire comprised almost all the 

original poems in English or Scots from Wind on Loch Fyne (six poems were 

omitted) plus thirteen poems in Gaelic. The selection of the Gaelic poems was left 

to Hay himself and taken in comparison with his work as a whole they seem an 

odd selection.148 Three of them, for example, are concerned with the travails of 

romantic love, which was never a major theme of Hay’s poetry. Of the poetry 

written in North Africa perhaps the most interesting omission is ‘Bizerta’ (116), 

although ‘Atman’ (110) and ‘Man his own Prison?’ (115) are both included. Also 

included is ‘Horizon’(150), the poem discussed above which Hay wrote in 

Lochgilphead hospital just prior to his discharge and which seemed to reveal 

something of the opposing desires within him.  

The 1960s were a mixed decade for Hay. They had started with hope as 

he was released from hospital and began to rebuild his life, only for the hope to 

be eroded as he struggled with recurring bouts of mental ill health. His desire to 
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run from the exigencies of hospitalisation, and a medication regime he resented 

having to abide by made the middle years of the decade difficult, not only for Hay 

himself but his friends and family too. Intermittent periods in hospital, four times in 

the second half of the decade according to Byrne (Byrne 492), seem to indicate 

that he was not taking his medication, leading to recurrent attacks of manic-

depressive illness. Towards the end of the decade though, things looked much 

more hopeful. A few congenial friends, association once more with people 

committed to the nationalist cause, continuing publication of his work, and a wider 

recognition, must all have given an impression that everything was improving. 

The only small cloud on the horizon was possibly the fact that little original work 

was being produced; most of the published poems in these years were from 

much earlier periods of his life. But if this thought crossed Hay’s mind he was 

probably not worried. He had had dry spells before and inspiration had always 

returned. There was no reason, as the 1970s began, that Hay should not have 

been optimistic about his future. 

The Last Bright Gleam of the Sun 1970–1977 

The 1970s began as the 1960s had ended, with Hay full of hope and energy. 

Some of this undoubtedly had to do with his relationship with Elizabeth Kirk. Ms 

Kirk was a fellow outpatient at The Royal Edinburgh who Hay had met in 1969 

(Byrne 494). Byrne reports that the two ‘grew close’ but this seems to underplay 

the depth of feeling involved on Hay’s side. Hay was often described as a quiet 

and private man, not least by Elizabeth Kirk herself (Byrne 494) and certainly he 

was not one to share his life story with strangers. But his poetry was not devoid of 

emotion; on the contrary, his poetry was where his deepest emotions were 

expressed. It seems there are two reasons why this aspect of his work is so 

easily overlooked. The first is that although the poetry contains emotion, it is not 

introspective. This is not surprising; Hay was not a particularly introspective man 

and seems to have been indifferent to the roots and causes of his emotional 

response to anything. Secondly, the emotions described in his poetry are usually 

engendered in him, not by another human being, but by Scotland. This has the 

effect of making the poems seem impersonal, because passion in poetry is much 

more often aligned in the reader’s mind with love for a person and not for a 

country. Hay seldom wrote poems about other people, which makes the two 

poems he wrote explicitly for Elizabeth Kirk in 1971 all the more important. He 
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seems to have found her friendship rejuvenating, both as a man and a poet. In 

the first of the two poems ‘Sreathan Simplidh’/‘Simple Lines’ (217) he says 

‘Because of her goodness and beauty the Autumn of my year is a Spring’. This 

idea of rejuvenation and renewed poetic inspiration is taken up again in 

‘Rannghail Leth-èibhinn do dh’Ealasaid’/ ‘A Half Humorous Jingle to Elizabeth’ 

(218), where she is both the prompt and the subject of his poem: 

Lightheartedly, joyously and fluently  
pours poetry from me at this time.  
I was silent for years  
but comely is this subject for song that I have now got. 
I promised verses to Elizabeth,  
art and internal rhyme and alliteration; 
and they will be happy and bright with laughter, 
just as a beautiful amiable woman would deserve.(ll29-36) 
 
I will praise the tenderness of Elizabeth, 
I will pour melody into her ear. 
She is the renewal of my art and the welcome given it,  
my sweetheart and my white ocean swan. (ll65-68) 
  
The energy of these early years of the decade is reflected in the jaunty 

rhythms of the poem ‘Garvalt Side’, sub-titled ‘An Auld Farrant Sang’ (228), and 

in a fantastical description of the Cutty Sark breaking her London moorings and 

making her own way back to the Clyde. (Hay wrote several small verses about 

the Cutty Sark over the years; her permanent mooring in London was obviously 

something he felt as a slight on her Scottish origins). Hope too makes constant 

appearances in the poetry of this time, whether a poem in its praise such as ‘Tha 

‘Mhisneach is an Dòchas ‘s a’ Chòir ‘nan Laoich’/’Courage and Hope and the 

Right are Warriors’ (223) or the quiet certainty of the inevitable independence of 

Scotland pictured at the end of the lyrical ‘Orion over Bute’ (221). So positive 

indeed was the feeling that he even wrote a poem, ‘Teirigidh Nàimhdeas:Mairidh 

Càirdeas’/‘Enmity will Pass:Friendship will Endure’ (227) in which he envisaged 

an independent Scotland becoming friends with England, a sentiment a long way 

from his declaration made in the early days of the war about England deserving 

to be bombed.  

Even the split between his desire for exploration and novelty, and the 

feeling that Scotland was not enough to fill mind and soul, that had been so 

nakedly expressed in ‘Fàire’, seems to have been temporarily resolved, for in 

‘Alba Cona h-Ingantaib’/ ‘Scotland with its Wonders’(225) Scotland becomes an 
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ever-changing, ever-renewed country which can reveal her own endless 

wonders, specifically and significantly to ‘the sailor of the sea’.  

In addition to the reassuring flow of the new work he was writing, his older 

work was still gaining recognition. In the early 1970s Hay signed a contract for 

some of his work to be included in a new anthology of Gaelic poets called Nua-

Bhàrdachd Ghàidhlig being published by Southside Publishers. In addition to Hay 

the poets included were Sorley MacLean, Iain Crichton Smith, Derick Thomson 

and Donald MacAulay; MacAulay was also the editor. The book’s gestation was 

long and problematic, and it was not actually published until 1976, partly because 

of financial difficulties experienced by Southside and their subsequent takeover 

by Canongate. In addition to his projected contribution to Nua-Bhàrdachd 

Ghàidhlig, in 1972 Hay was also making an attempt to put together a manuscript 

of collected poems for Gordon Wright to publish. Hay never actually signed the 

contract with Wright for this book, nor did he ever finish collating the manuscript.  

Given the cyclical nature of his illness Hay was never going to enjoy a 

stable emotional state, and a period of optimism and energy would always be 

followed by one of despair and emptiness. Such was the case in 1973 when Hay 

had again to be hospitalised briefly and when he found himself lacking in poetic 

inspiration once more. Possibly reviewing his previous poetry for the putative 

volume of collected poems had stirred up troubling emotions. Even after he came 

out of hospital he was unable to write anything new, as he reported much later 

(early 1975) in a letter to the editor of Scotia Review. He said he seemed to be 

written out and had not written anything for over a year (actually nearer two), and 

that although he was working on a manuscript of collected poems and had 

finished the Gaelic element he couldn’t find the energy to deal with the English 

and Scots poems (Byrne 494). 

But the mood lifted and Hay began to write again; once more the poetry 

flowed from him ‘lightheartedly, joyously and fluently’. Flying in the face of all his 

previous experience, he appears to have believed that he was now permanently 

better. He celebrates the lifting of anxiety in his 1975 poem ‘An Iomagain’/ 

‘Anxiety’ (230) rejoicing in his deliverance: 

Farewell to anxiety, for long I’ve been her prisoner; 
How very strange it seems to me the disease in her constitution 
Now since I am rid of her I am merry light and jocular. 
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Since she has left me and gone her way I am a person among people. 

 
Farewell to anxiety, never again will I see her. 
Though she’ll appear on many a man I won’t be caught in her strife. 
I’ll for evermore be bright with laughter, full of joy and merriment, 
And I’ll sing to my heart’s content and not a shadow will cross my face. 

 
Long nights have I spent with her, like a wakeful corpse, 
Tossing and turning, and praying that I should find release from her. 
Farewell to anxiety, my wish is that she not return. 
Farewell to anxiety; I’ll always now be carefree.  

 

Hay here describes some classic symptoms of the turn from depression to 

hypomania. Firstly there is the feeling of release and lightness, and the incredulity 

that depression should ever have been able to take hold of him so tightly. There 

is the ability to accept once more that he is a real person with a right to take his 

place amongst other people. The description of the insomnia, which is so often a 

feature of depression, whether unipolar or bipolar, as nights spent like a ‘wakeful 

corpse’ is sadly accurate, and sad too is the confidence that he will now always 

be ‘bright with laughter, full of joy and merriment … always carefree.’ This hectic 

assurance that depression will never return is no more than a symptom of the 

manic phase of the disease taking hold; that a sufferer, whether in hypomanic or 

depressed mode, believes that it will never change is one of the cruellest aspects 

of the disorder.  

In fact it was not long before the turn came. Later that same year Hay 

wrote a poem describing the despair he felt, as he once more  wrestled with 

approaching depression. Byrne has supplied this poem with the title ‘Rainn 

Ghràidh Eile’/ ‘More Love Verses’ (237), possibly because it uses the same 

phrase, ‘my white love’, as Hay had used to address Elizabeth Kirk in the poems 

he wrote for her. But there is nothing of love or comfort here: 

Every night is dragging longer, every day is going wrong. 
No harder lot there is than this one. 
Oh my white love, urge me on. Oh my white love, oh my white love, urge me on.  

 
The summer sun won’t shine forever; bitter the winter cold and storm 
Happiness is not eternal. Oh my white love, urge me on. 

 
Put your hand under my elbow, to my pain and turmoil bring some calm 
Step by step we’ll walk on forward. Oh my white love urge me on.  

 

This is a cry for help from a man who is drowning in pain and is desperate to find 

a solid connection with someone who can persuade him there is a reason to 

continue, someone who can urge him forward and help return him to normality.  
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Catherine Hay had died in June 1975 and this poem, written that same 

year, may be connected with her death. Apart from poetry, Catherine had been 

the only constant in Hay’s life. His father and his brother were long gone and his 

sister shut away; the close friends of his youth had lost touch, as they busied 

themselves making their own careers and families while Hay’s life was on pause 

in the Royal Edinburgh, even Calum Johnson had now been dead for almost 

thirty years. Catherine however had always been there, the very personification of 

loving acceptance and support, and the last close link to Hay’s Tarbert boyhood. 

It is inconceivable that he was not deeply upset by her death. Years later he was 

to write to his friend Angus Martin, when he learned of the death of Angus’ 

mother, that he would ‘be very lonely for a time, but time heals all – I know that 

myself’. It takes little or no imagination to realise that Hay must have been very 

lonely indeed after his mother died.149  

By the beginning of January 1976 however Hay was once again going 

through a highly productive period. He wrote a large number of poems that year, 

not only in Gaelic but in Italian and Norwegian as well. Most of these found their 

way into print, with Gairm publishing most of the Gaelic output. While some sort 

of inspiration was not lacking, perhaps energy was. The majority of these poems 

are short, and insubstantial as to content, although as so often Hay is exercised 

by form, with many being written in the Irish amhran metre. Perhaps a lack of new 

content is what turned Hay to writing in foreign languages, for in his Norwegian 

poems in particular, Hay returns to his themes of hope and the cyclical nature of 

life, with a particular emphasis on spring. It is also in a Norwegian poem, ‘Enhver 

Seiler’/’Everyone Sets Sail’ (262) that the reader glimpses Hay’s continuing 

restlessness as he asserts that ‘Everyone has his Vinland over the sea. Only to 

sail stills the yearning.’ 

 

 

Clouds Swallow the Stars 1978 – 1984 

In the first two months of 1978 Hay experienced a particular rush of creativity and 

wrote a huge number of poems in a short space of time. In February he wrote a 
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short poem ‘A’ Cheòlraidh – Beatha Bun-os-Cionn’ / ‘The Muses - Life Topsy 

Turvy’ (306) describing the manic state which had produced them: 

I have spent the night unable to sleep 
Till first light of dawn and sun on the horizon, 
Fashioning my verse  
And the rhymes coming and bonding it together, 
With no respite from the feverish Muses 
And my habitual slumber far from me, 
Like an eel, or a fisherman,  
Or the bat of the shadows.  

 

Habitual is the mot juste; for here indeed are the habitual aspects of manic 

creativity: disturbed sleep patterns, the irresistible drive to write, the ease with 

which the work is written. But as always there is a price to be paid for living with 

the feverish Muses and there are hints in some of these poems of what that might 

be.  

Remembering Hay’s propensity to write his poetry from life, it is significant 

that several of the poems from these years, ‘Na Ràtaichean ‘s a’ Bhàrdachd’ / 

‘The Rates and Poetry’ (285) , ‘Bàr an Dùn Èideann’ / ‘A Bar in Edinburgh’ (291), 

and ‘Falamh’/’Empty’ (310) for example, are set in bars. The first two, somewhat 

repetitively, reflect the type of conversation Hay was presumably hearing in the 

places he was drinking at the time: conversations about betting, and football and 

rising prices, the sort of everyday concerns which Hay had never previously 

sought to put into his work. In ‘Bàr an Dùn Èideann’ he revisits his old belief that 

one day these people, currently so absorbed in their mundanity, will be stirred 

again to nobility and pride in their country. They are to Hay’s mind the heirs of 

those who previously defended Scotland against their predatory southern 

neighbour, while at the same time producing world-class poets like Henryson and 

Iain Lom. It is interesting to note that in this instance Hay gives equal weight to 

Henryson, who wrote in Scots, and Iain Lom, who wrote in Gaelic. However the 

reader has to wonder if Hay still really believed at this time that there was a 

heroic future for Scotland to match what he regarded as her heroic past; or 

whether he was just paying lip service to the concept, either from habit or through 

the hazy and sentimental glow engendered by the whisky bottle.  

Obviously there is a downturn in mood that takes place in 1978 but the fact 

that Hay now starts to drink to a problematic extent, suggests that more was 

going on than the simple cycling of his disease. Because alcohol has a short term 
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effect of lifting mood and then, if taken in sufficient quantity anaesthetises pain, 

and because it is readily available, alcohol abuse is a common co-presentation 

with many forms of mental illness, including both bipolar disorder and post-

traumatic stress disorder. But by the late 1970s Hay had coped for many years 

without feeling the need to self-medicate with alcohol, so that perhaps something 

more is needed to account for his turn to drinking at this point.  

It may be something as simple as the death of his mother causing him 

such pain that he wished to ease it by drinking a little bit more than usual; from 

that initial need, a dependence could easily develop.  

Or, perhaps he was living too much in the past. Meetings with Angus 

Martin, who at this time was researching material for his forthcoming book 

Kintyre: The Hidden Past, had Hay constantly remembering Tarbert as it had 

been his youth. In addition, although Martin was not himself a Gaelic speaker, the 

two shared an enthusiasm for preserving the forms of Gaelic that had been used 

in Tarbert, and Martin was also keen to learn everything Hay could remember 

about the town’s folklore and the ring net fishing which had been based there. 

Martin also touched, although lightly, on the question of what had brought on 

Hay’s initial breakdown in Greece, and this too may well be something Hay found 

painful to confront. 

Years previously, after Hay had been admitted to Lochgilphead, Catherine 

Hay had told Kenneth MacLeod that the doctors both there and earlier, in 

Carstairs,  had been unable to coax from her son any explanation of what had 

happened to him in Salonika (Byrne 485). Byrne was able to obtain some 

information from Hay’s admission records from Lochgilphead which state: 

He was suspect in the Army because of his leftish views, suspect by the Greek lefts 
because of his nationalism, and suspect by the Greek rights because of his left views. It is 
reported that his life was in danger for a time because of this. (Byrne 483)  

There is no record of where or by whom this was ‘reported’. It may have come 

from Hay himself. The letter which he wrote to Young in 1950, which his mother 

passed on with the comments about how he had ‘not been very well when it was 

written’, and in which she warned of his obsession with Ajax and Bône, take up 

the idea that his life had been in danger: 
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Salonica was pretty horrible...a nationalist overseas becomes very much habituated to 
that sort of thing … For myself I had pretty much given up hopes of my life….

150
 

 

Hay was more expansive when Martin interviewed him in 1980: 

In Macedonia I used to hobnob with working-class people … and the right wing people 
noticed this … and they got a notion that I was a communist , and that was death in 
Greece at that time….There was a terrific to-do, knives and carbines and all the rest … I 
wasn’t shot, I missed it narrowly.

151
  

 
When Martin wrote the chapter on Hay for his book Kintyre: The Hidden Past, the 

‘terrific to-do’ mutated into a specific targeted assassination attempt: 

‘as a sergeant in the Education Corps, stationed at Salonika, his association with working-
class Greeks precipitated an assassination attempt on him by right-wing activists. The 
attempt failed, but he has since carried with him the indelible scars of mental collapse.’ 
(Martin 68) 

 
Hay gave his approval to the whole of the chapter, and specifically mentioned this 

part of it. ‘Let the Salonika passage stand’, he said in a letter to Martin in October 

1983, just after his return to Edinburgh after his ill-fated bid to move back to 

Tarbert.152 Upon reflection he seems to have changed his mind and in another 

letter four days later advises ‘Better let sleeping dogs lie, and cut out the Salonika 

passage’.153  

The whole story astonished Rankin when he read it. He appears to have been 

sent the chapter for comment late in 1982 and says of it: 

‘George has never said anything to me about his troubles before and during the war, nor 
had I heard anything of any assassination attempt.’

154
 

 

After Hay’s death, with the book not yet published, Martin seems to have 

been in a quandary about whether or not to leave the story of the attempted 

assassination in it. Rankin reassured him that he thought ‘as George is no longer 

alive I am sure you were right to make a reference to the episode in your book’.155 

Rankin certainly gave the story a wider circulation when he repeated it in his 

memoir of Hay in Chapman 40.  

It is difficult to know how seriously this explanation of Hay’s breakdown 

should be taken. It is consistent, but it seems to have originated exclusively with 
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Hay himself, and quite a long time after the event. (The possible exception to Hay 

being sole originator is the detail in the admission records at Lochgilphead. These 

probably came from Hay, but may have been culled from outside sources, e.g. 

medical records from the army, or from Carstairs. His reported unwillingness to 

give any explanations to the Carstairs doctors rather argues against this 

hypothesis). In the letter to Young, Hay mentions being in fear of his life, although 

this is not linked to a specific attack upon it, and it must be remembered that his 

mother cautioned that he had not been well when he wrote it.  

Presumably Hay himself had doubts about putting the story into print, 

hence his rapid change of mind about it being included in Martin’s book. Martin 

himself, when asked if he believed it said that although he had believed it at the 

time, he no longer did.156  

Further light might have been shed upon the event had it been possible to 

consult the official unit diary for the Education Corps from Kavalla. Either this has 

been lost or it is still awaiting cataloguing in the Public Archives at Kew. There is 

a Unit Diary for the Corps HQ in Athens, but this is an anodyne document 

recording only postings and transfers, and if the one for Kavalla was similar then, 

even if accessible, it might not have added anything to the understanding of what 

occurred. 

The most telling argument against the story is its basic unlikelihood. A first-

hand account of immediate post-war Greece, Geoffrey Chandler’s The Divided 

Land, gives no indication that British soldiers were in danger of being murdered 

by Greeks of any particular political persuasion. Chandler served in Greece, 

originally as an aide to Greek guerrilla forces in Western Macedonia from 1944. 

He stayed on in Greece until the end of 1946, serving as a Press Officer in Volos 

and Salonika. There were large numbers of politically-motivated murders in 

Greece at this time, the majority of them in Macedonia, and these are 

meticulously detailed in Chandler's book. But he records only three casualties 

among British forces there. One British soldier was killed in late summer in 1946 

in Central Macedonia. There is no reason given in Chandler’s book for this 

particular death, amongst a total tally of one hundred and six for the region in that 

period (Chandler 169). Towards the end of September 1946 one British soldier 
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was killed and one wounded in an attack on a British truck near Naoussa (which 

is a long way west of Kavalla). This appears to have been a mistake, with the 

attack intended for a local Greek commander of gendarmes (Chandler 170). Both 

of these incidents took place after Hay had been repatriated to Scotland earlier in 

the summer, and in the tense atmosphere surrounding the Greek plebiscite on 

the retention of the monarchy which took place on 1st September. British soldiers 

in Greece  were not a general target for assassination by Greek groups of either 

the left or the right, who it might be thought were kept busy enough massacring 

one another.  

This is not to say that Hay didn’t believe he was in danger even if he was 

not. His knowledge of Greek and his socialising with local people must have 

given him a better understanding of political tensions in Macedonia than most 

British soldiers had. As his initial diagnosis was that he had suffered a paranoid 

attack, this may well be the form the paranoia had taken, that is, that after a long 

period of being suspect, he was finally attacked and only just escaped death. He 

may even have witnessed a violent dispute locally and believed, erroneously, that 

the violence was directed at him.  

On balance it seems that the story, as it came to be related in Hay’s later 

years, should be treated with great caution. While it is unlikely that he told Martin 

a direct lie, he may have been attempting to give a rational explanation for his 

breakdown, rather than admit that his mind had simply given way under the 

stress of wartime service. In those circumstances he may have presented his 

paranoid fears as what really happened. This might account for his change of 

mind about having the story printed; on reflection he might have preferred not to 

have it placed anywhere where it might be challenged. But this must remain as a 

reasonable speculation; like his reasons for capitulating to conscription, the truth 

of the matter can no longer be ascertained.  

However disinclined he was to remember the war, Hay was quite happy to 

reminisce about Tarbert. In late February he promised to write and tell Martin all 

he could recall ’My heid’s full of Tarbert lore and I sometimes sit by the fire going 
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over it for hours on end.’157 This was not necessarily a healthy option, as in a 

letter exactly a month later Hay says:  

I too enjoyed our ceilidh immensely and I found that in the following week I had to 
readjust myself to Edinburgh again. As I think I said to you my feet are in Edinburgh and 
my heid’s in Tarbert.

158
 

 

These lengthy sessions of reminiscence with Martin were obviously 

disturbing to Hay’s fragile equilibrium, and the past, with all its associated 

problems of a double identity, Lowland or Anglo-Scot versus Gael now began to 

seep back inexorably into the poetry. 

  In ‘Gum Chur an Aithne’ / ‘By Way of Introduction’ (300) Hay talks of his 

ancestry and his boyhood; curiously the poem jumps from ‘My boyhood was 

spent in Kintyre, by Loch Fyne,’ to ‘and I am now in Edinburgh on my journey’ as 

though everything in-between, including his time at Oxford, his years working for 

the Nationalist cause in Edinburgh and his military service had either never 

occurred or were meaningless. In ‘M’Oilein is M’Altram’ ‘My Schooling and 

Rearing’ (301) Hay confronts head-on the conflict which had always been there at 

the centre of his identity and art. Reflecting on the contrasting schooling which he 

received first in the landscape of Argyll and which taught him the history of ‘ruined 

dwellings’ and ‘gutted homes’, and later the education which brought him ‘the 

learning of Rome and Athens’, Hay has finally reached the point where, rather 

than decrying his classical education he can address the question of which has 

benefitted him more. ‘Which under the sun has most affected my art … which has 

run deeper in my mind? I know not for sure’. He closes the poem with his usual 

affirmation of the pre-eminence of the Gaelic strand ‘more powerful is the 

moorland, and dearer to me’. This is perhaps the nearest Hay ever came to 

acknowledging that there had been some merit in his formal, classical education. 

It is unfortunate that he could never construct a synthesis in adulthood from the 

hard felt dichotomy of his youth. His need to see everything in terms of conflict 

between two opposing modes of mind made things difficult for him; especially 

when he was so desirous of seeing one mode being dominant that he had 

difficulty in even accepting that there was a struggle to be acknowledged.  

                                       
157 G C Hay letter to Angus Martin 22 February 1978 
158

 G C Hay letter to Angus Martin 22 March 1978 



                                                                                                                                                         212 

All this delving into the past appears to have been making Hay both 

restless and dissatisfied with Edinburgh, and it was possibly this which distracted 

him from the work he was supposed to be doing for the Gaelic Books Council: 

translating the Irish story ‘The Three Sorrows of Storytelling’ into Scottish Gaelic. 

However it could just as easily have been an inability to concentrate brought on 

by an attack of hypomania. He had planned to complete the translation by the 

end of 1978, but he finally abandoned the task as being beyond him, in 1979 

(Byrne 495).  

It was not only work that was being neglected, but the normal obligations 

of everyday life. In January 1979 Hay wrote again to Martin excitedly reporting his 

plan to move permanently to Tarbert: 

The month of May I hope to spend in Tarbert. I mean to scout around for a house; either 
to rent or to buy….My intention is to return to Tarbert for the rest of my life, for it’s 
beginning to be unbearable to be away from it (my italics).

159
  

 

But the letter came after what Hay apologised for as ‘months of silence’ which he 

explains as being a result of things getting neglected: 

Owing to the state of the heating in the house I was in a way incapacitated by the severe 
winter we have had and let everything go to leeward … my phone is terminated and I 
can’t afford the £30 to get it restarted.

160
 

 
‘The state of the heating’ is a euphemism: Hay’s electricity had been cut off due 

to the non-payment of his bills.161  

 

Given his lifelong propensity for running away when things got difficult for 

him, it is hardly surprising that Hay was planning to run again, and that he 

phrased his wish to move to Tarbert in terms of a fresh start. ‘I’ll start from 

scratch’ he said in this letter, and again at the end of the month he used the same 

terminology in another letter to Martin. ‘I want to leave the decks clear for the 

upheaval and the flitting and start from scratch with a clean slate in Tarbert’.162 

 
In the event Hay didn’t go to Tarbert that year, or for several years to 

come. He did have a spell in hospital, as he related to Martin the following year, 

writing once again in July 1980 to re-establish contact after a period of silence: 
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After neglecting you disgracefully for about a year and a half this is just a note to make 
contact again. … I have been completely out of touch. I spent three months in the Andrew 
Duncan clinic getting regular meds and not getting drink for more than a year … I was told 
I was lucky to have come through alive. Everything went to pot – house, correspondence, 
writing, friends – everything. However I have learned the hard way and it’s no more spirits 
for me. I drink two or three pints of beer a day and that is all.

163
 

 
Martin was solicitous, enquiring after Hay’s health and sending him small 

gifts of tobacco which were gratefully received. Together they made tape 

recordings, some of which were more particularly about Hay’s own life and work, 

others recollections of Tarbert and Tarbert Gaelic. It is unfortunate that in these 

Martin fails to address major questions about the war and the poet’s breakdown, 

accepting what Hay tells him without follow up questions, but he may have 

already been aware that Hay was not prepared to talk about these things in any 

detail. There was a happier outcome to one aspect of their discussion. Hay 

showed Martin the typescript of ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’ and Martin took it to Derick 

Thomson, who was responsible for its eventual appearance, still incomplete, but 

in book form, in 1982. While it seems clear from listening to the recording in 

which Hay shows the poem to Martin that he had been intending to do so, and 

had manoeuvred the conversation in such a way as to bring this about (the 

manuscript is suspiciously close at hand when he mentions it) the obvious 

question to pose is why Hay never showed it to Thomson himself? Thomson had 

been publishing Hay’s work regularly in Gairm for years, and indeed had included 

a long extract from the Omar section of ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’, in the Winter issue 

of 1954. It seems strange that Hay, if he wanted the manuscript published, did 

not take it to Thomson himself.  

 
Hay’s work in those years consisted largely of reworking or rewriting 

traditional songs (Byrne 654). It is not clear why he suddenly turned his efforts in 

this direction, although it was something that had interested him when he was 

younger, and he seems to have made efforts to discover new ones on his student 

walking trips. Byrne (455) carries an account of one such effort, related to him by 

one of the friends who had accompanied Hay. They slept one Sunday night at a 

croft, where the crofter denied knowing any Gaelic songs; the following morning 

he had sung quite a number of them to Hay, explaining that he had not liked to 

sing them the previous day as his wife would not like him to sing on the Sabbath.  
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It may be that Hay felt resurrecting some of Scotland’s Gaelic songs and placing 

them before a wider public, in the way his friend Hamish Henderson had collected 

and publicised songs and singers from  the Scots folk song tradition, would lead 

to a growth of interest in this aspect of Scotland’s culture.164 Or he may have 

thought that he had little that was new to say in his own voice.  The original work 

he was doing at this time utilises familiar subjects dealt with in familiar phrases, 

and much of it in the Collected Poems is annotated as being in draft form only. 

 

 This is not to say that none of the work is worthwhile. Hay had a prolific 

period of writing original verse in the summer of 1980, and amongst the poems 

he produced is ‘Cnoc an Àtha Dhuibh’ / ‘Blackford Hill’ (322) It is one of many 

poems Hay wrote in his lifetime evoking a peaceful landscape; it is also one of 

the most successful. When it was published in The Scotsman, Ronald Black 

opined that it was the nearest thing The Scotsman had ever published to what an 

Edinburgh resident would have produced 1000 years before (Byrne 656). 

 
The same high mood that produced ‘Blackford Hill’ also saw the 

composition of the technically precise, and amusing, ‘The Sunday Howffs of 

Morningside’ (326) along with ‘The Twa Capitals’ (328); the latter of these 

resembles ‘The Sunday Howffs’ in form, with a slightly different rhyme scheme, 

although once again Hay is singing the old song of English indifference to 

Scottish aspiration. 

 

Whatever good intentions Hay had expressed to Martin, he soon returned 

to drinking spirits; it is quite clear that he is drinking while he and Martin made the 

second set of tapes in late 1980, and in December when he writes again he is 

quite open about it: 

I have started writing again and wrote a new poem at half past three on Sunday morning 
(yesterday) over a bottle of whisky and a pipeful of black tobacco.

165
 

 
Not only is he drinking but he is wakeful in the early hours; without further 

evidence it is difficult to know whether this was due to a sleep disturbance related 
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to his disease or simply a reflection of a chaotic lifestyle engendered by his 

alcoholism. It is noteworthy that there were no more letters to Martin for two years 

after this and the next one, dated 6 December 1982, judging from its brevity and 

the disordered state of the writing, took some effort to produce:  

Just a line to renew contact. I have neglected you atrociously. 
I have been in hospital a lot, but am now back home. I hope finally.

166
  

 

In between times there was not much written. From the editor’s dates in 

the Collected Poems there were sporadic bursts of activity at the beginning of 

1981 and again in August of that year. The earlier period produced a lyrical 

poem, ‘Do Charaid Marbh’/‘To a Dead Friend’, in remembrance of Calum 

Johnson’s son Malcolm; like his father, a sailor and four years younger than Hay. 

Malcolm had died in 1955. From August comes ‘Innis Sgeul Dòchais’ / ‘Tell a 

Tale of Hope’ (338) written in a form, trì rainn is amhran , which had long been a 

favourite of Hay’s and which he had described as being the Gaelic equivalent of 

the sonnet. Hay had written of hope before, but usually from the vantage point of 

being filled with it, or engendering it in others; this poem is a gentle plea for 

someone else to gift it to him. At the end of the year Hay also added to a simple 

elegy he had begun for Catherine when she died in 1975 (350). He could still 

write good poetry, but it was coming more intermittently and the tone of what he 

wrote was becoming less optimistic, and more nostalgic. 

  
As well as spending time in hospital proper Hay had, in April 1982, moved 

into a hospital hostel. He had had a social worker assigned to him for several 

years by this point, not a development which he had welcomed since he 

considered it an unnecessary interference in his life (Byrne 497-8). But when he 

wrote to Martin to renew contact he had just moved back into his own flat, and 

was presumably considered fit to live independently once more, with supervision 

from social services.  

 

He was certainly still able to make decisions for himself as he 

demonstrated the following month by finally departing for Tarbert. He wrote to 

Angus Martin telling him how the move had come about:  

‘Last Friday I was sitting in the flat in Edinburgh and thought “I’ll go back to Tarbert for 
good” … on Saturday I came to Tarbert. And here I am, gu brath [for ever]The old Tarbert 
is still there, although a host of familiar faces has disappeared. 

167
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As an explanation for why, after all the time he had spent talking about going to 

Tarbert but staying in Edinburgh, he had finally relocated, this falls somewhat 

short of comprehensive. Impulsivity is a recognised symptom of bipolar disorder, 

especially in a manic phase. Since he is on record at the same time as writing to 

another friend and rejoicing that ‘The Muse hasn’t forsaken me’168 he was 

obviously working and feeling well. It may be that the uplifted mood had finally 

given him the energy and the impulse to get himself to Tarbert. Equally, at home 

in Edinburgh he had been working again on his collected poems but the task had 

not been going particularly well. The sudden trip to Tarbert may have been one 

last instance of Hay’s predilection for running from the unpleasant or the 

overwhelming. It is impossible to say. 

 

Back in Tarbert Hay found that things had changed. His initial reaction that 

‘the old Tarbert was still there’ was an over-optimistic assessment. Most of the 

people Hay had previously known were dead. The fishing had changed character, 

with trawling replacing the old ring-net fishing that Hay had known. When he first 

arrived he was taken out on a trawler during what he described as a wild month 

of storms, but even in the bad weather he said that trawling was boring.169 If he 

had found the post-war Tarbert difficult to adjust to, Tarbert in the early 1980s 

was even more so. He took refuge from his disappointment in drink. By August he 

had had enough, and as suddenly as he had deserted Edinburgh for Tarbert, he 

now left Tarbert for the capital again. He claimed that this was due to his inability 

to find suitable permanent accommodation, telling Martin that:  

There was no permanent accommodation in Tarbert. Miss Sheila MacLean (Breadarach) 
wanted me to stay permanently, but she was 70 and frail and when she died I would be 
out on the road with nowhere to go. So I came back to Edinburgh on the 31

st
 August.

170
 

 
Perhaps the elderly Miss MacLean was not so keen on a lodger who turned out to 

be a heavy drinker, but however that might have been, Hay was more candid in a 

letter to Hamish Henderson. ‘I enjoyed my stay, but I got through all my 

money’.171 Hay had never been realistic about, or careful with, money, and eight 

months or so of steady drinking in Tarbert with a stream of acquaintances had 
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depleted his resources. The return to Edinburgh was less a choice than a 

necessity.  

 

He was obviously confused about the date of his return as he was  back in 

Edinburgh earlier than the 31 August he quotes to Martin. By  27 August his 

friend and publisher Gordon Wright had received disturbing reports of Hay 

dressed like a tramp and reeling in a drunken fashion around the Edinburgh 

streets. As he recounts in his memoirs, produced from the diaries he kept 

throughout his publishing life, he went out that evening to try and verify these 

reports and found them to be only too true. He approached Hay but met with an 

aggressive and foul-mouthed response  so returned home, wondering what to do. 

It was because of  Wright that Hay was finally admitted to hospital again, but 

achieving that was a lengthy and frustrating process.172 After treatment for the 

physical illness caused by the alcoholic depredations of his time away, it was 

necessary to transfer him to a mental ward for a period. He was once more in the 

grip of a severe depression.  Neville Singh, who nursed him during this time, talks 

of a profound withdrawal from all human contact; it was almost impossible to get 

any sort of reaction from him at all. Singh had been an admirer of  Hay’s poetry 

long before he met him on the wards as a patient, and remembers the one time  

he managed to elicit a response from Hay during this last illness. Sitting with Hay 

for a prolonged period he talked of Hay being a great Scottish poet. At that a 

fleeting smile of pleasure and satisfaction appeared on Hay’s face, but it 

disappeared swiftly and Hay relapsed into his previous non-responsive state.173 

However he recovered sufficiently to be discharged several weeks later.  

 
The time in Tarbert had provided some poetic inspiration. The trawling trip 

may have been boring despite the stormy February weather, but the wind that 

blew then with its many voices and its talent for filling every inch of the air gave 

rise to the dramatically descriptive ‘Mìos a’ Ghearrain’/ ‘The Month of February’ 

                                       
172 Gordon Wright published his memoirs, A Great Idea at the Time, in four volumes in 2015. They were 
available only as e-books on the Apple platform. Learning that I had no access to them, Mr Wright 
generously supplied me with a CD onto which he had transferred all the passages  concerning Hay from his 
books and it is from this CD that the details about Hay’s shocking state of health in 1983 and the 
difficulties of having him cared for, are taken.  
173 Neville Singh, in conversation wth the author 19 September 2017 
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(360), although a promising boat poem ‘Is Mear a Bhreabas i Sàil’ / ‘Prancing she 

Kicks the Heel’ founders in a flurry of disordered drafts.  

 

In 1983 Hay tried to add to or complete the Dougall section of ‘Mokhtâr 

and Dougall’ and although these additions remain only in draft form as ‘Dùghall a’ 

Seòladh’ / ‘Dougall Sailing’ (365) they give a glimpse of how much it would have 

added to the poem to have both ‘sides’ of it complete. As it is, the description of 

Dougall’s sailing to Algeria is masterly, and a real sense of dread is evoked by 

the poet’s constant reminders that every day Dougall experiences by sea or on 

land is a day bringing him closer to his appointment with death.  

 

In this same year Hay wrote what was one of his best nature poems the 

enchanting ‘Air Leathad Slèibhe’ / ‘On a Hill Land Slope’(382). So perfect is it in 

form, content and tone that it is tempting to think that it must be from an earlier 

period when Hay was more in command of himself; it reads like something from 

the initial post-war Tarbert days. However the source, a notebook, is clearly 

marked 1983, so that, like ‘The Sun Over Athens’, ‘On a Hill Land Slope’ must be 

accounted either a happy anomaly or a poem whose earlier drafts have been lost. 

 

In November 1983 Hay received the Gaelic Writer’s Award at the National 

Mod (Byrne 498). He expressed himself as ‘pleased and proud about the award, 

which seems to have caused quite a stir’, but it wasn’t enough to lighten his mood 

or give him the energy he would have needed to put his chaotic life back in 

order.174  Even the coming of spring, which in previous years had often caused an 

upswing in his mood, with a corresponding increase in his work rate, failed him. 

He was found dead in his flat on the morning of 26 March 1984. His social worker 

Bill Cook was of the opinion that towards the end Hay ‘had just decided that 

enough was enough’ (Byrne 499).   Hay’s death certificate goes some way to 

bearing this out, listing as it does the causes of death as gastrointestinal 

haemorrhage, chronic alcoholism, and self-neglect and hypothermia. It is unlikely 

that the gastrointestinal haemorrhage was unrelated to Hay’s drinking habits, and 

the hypothermia suggests that there was no power, presumably because once 

again bills had gone unpaid.  
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It was a lonely end, but perhaps, as Cook suspected, not unwelcome. Only 

months earlier Hay had begun writing a poem, ‘Thàin’ Trath-nòin’ / ‘Evening has 

Come’ (381), about the end of the day. This was an unusual topic for him; his 

work is full of descriptions of sunrise but he had never previously written about 

sunset. He was obviously feeling old and tired, realising that there were things he 

would never do, and places he would never see, again. Life now was 

burdensome, especially when compared with what had gone before: 

My radiant sun has fled before the night, 
And joyfulness has given way to dread. (ll7-8) 
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Chapter Five  

‘The True Meaning of my Music’: Assessment and Conclusions 

 

Despite the fact that Hay had published very little, apart from the unfinished 

‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’ for some years before he died, many  warm tributes to his 

work were paid to  him after his death. Notable amongst those detailed by Byrne 

(500) are those of Sorley MacLean and Donald Meek.  

MacLean wrote a generous obituary of Hay as both a man and a poet in 

The Scotsman (30 March 1984). He began by saying that with Hay’s death 

Scotland had lost a ‘most rare poet and patriot who had suffered for Scotland at a 

time when the choice demanded great moral and physical courage.’ He praised 

Hay’s abilities as a translator into Gaelic, and pointed out that with regard to his 

poetry in other languages ‘good judges have found all the work of a poet of great 

quality’. His own comments on Hay’s original work he deliberately restricted to the 

Gaelic poetry. He was at pains to state that ‘I cannot remember anything in his 

poetry that indicates that he was not a full native speaker of Scottish Gaelic’. In 

addition he judged Hay’s poetry to be ‘the work of a virtuoso in language and in 

metrics’, and drew comparisons with the seventeenth-century Gaelic poet Sìleas 

of Keppoch. He finished by saying that ‘In Hay’s poetry the new is a beautiful 

plant growing out of the old’.  

Meek also confined his comments to Hay’s (published) Gaelic poetry, 

although he divined, quite rightly, that there was more to come than had already 

been put into print. Meek’s appreciation was published in Chapman 39 (2-8) 

where he claimed that Hay’s work was ‘a legacy to be treasured, examined, 

displayed and built into the fabric of the nation’. He pointed out Hay’s use not only 

of the ‘diction and  idiom of Classical Gaelic and the metres of the Classical 

Gaelic poets;’, but also his use of the ‘vocabulary of natural scenery, seascapes 

and storms … probably gleaned … from the fishermen of Kintyre’. Meek also 

points out Hay’s use of the Gaelic brosnachadh, linking it to his nationalism and 

the sense of urgency he felt over securing Scotland’s future. He quotes ‘The Duty 

of the Heights’, and while accepting that the stance is ‘openly propagandist’ 

claims that the ‘use of symbols to portray the condition of the nation … prevents a 

slide into mere political exhortation.’ Meek closes his appreciation by praising 
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‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’, which he says underlines Hay’s ‘exceptional gifts as a 

poet and linguist’, helping to secure Hay’s reputation as a Gaelic poet. Unlike 

MacLean, Meek does not find it needful to point out that Hay’s poetry could not 

be told from that of a full native speaker of Gaelic, which perhaps calls into 

question MacLean’s motive for making the statement in the first place.  

  The flurry of interest which followed Hay’s death was not sustained, and 

Hay has received little critical consideration in the years since. While it would not 

be true to say that he has been forgotten, his work is not widely known. Even the 

publication in 2000 of the comprehensive Collected Poems did not lead to any 

great renewal of attention. The reasons why this might be so were touched upon 

in the Introduction and some will be revisited here in due course.  

 Meanwhile it might be worth asking what, if anything, this current  study 

has added to the knowledge of Hay. Each of the major biographical chapters has 

challenged an accepted view or raised a question about an aspect of Hay’s life. In 

Chapter Two the question was how realistic Hay’s account of his acquisition of 

Gaelic might be. In Chapter Three it was to interrogate the reasons that may have 

lain behind his decision to join the British Army after refusing to do so for many 

months. Chapter Four examined the story of the Greek assassination attempt. 

None of these questions are susceptible to a definitive answer, but they were 

worth asking because much of what is ‘known’ about Hay comes from Hay 

himself and should not be accepted without question. Very few people are 

immune from the desire that others should think well of them and Hay is no 

exception. His account of how he learned Gaelic shows him as precociously 

gifted; the story of the assassination attempt makes of him a modest hero. A 

small detail illuminates his tendency to control how others responded to him. Hay 

told Angus Martin that he had a ‘100 percent War Disablement Pension’175, but 

an examination of his war record reveals that he was assessed as only eighty 

percent disabled. It is not a malicious lie, it may even have been a genuine 

mistake, but it underlines the danger of accepting Hay’s statements about himself 

at face value.   

As well as questioning accepted ‘facts’, a major part of this work has been 

to argue the case that Hay suffered from bipolar II disorder, rather than 
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schizophrenia. If it is accepted that this is the case, does that give any greater 

understanding of his poetry? There were some quite lengthy periods when Hay 

wrote no poetry and not all of these can be accounted for in other, practical,  

ways such as being in on the  run in 1941, or in hospital between 1948 and 1961.  

These fallow periods can be explained in terms of the cyclical nature of the 

moods which governed his ability to write. Equally, periods of hypomania explain 

those times when he seems to have composed poetry rapidly and seemingly out 

of thin air, as was the case with the first part of ‘Mokhtâr and Dougall’  or the 

writing of ‘Seeker, Reaper’. But away from the mechanics of production, did the 

illness have a significant effect upon the form and content of his poetry?  

The most likely answer to that question is that it did. Examples were given in 

Chapter Four of poetry composed by Hay which captured the opposing emotions 

of both the elevated and the depressed states of mind engendered by bipolar 

fluctuation: in  ‘An Iomagain’/‘Anxiety’ (230) and ‘Rainn Ghràidh Eile’/ ‘More Love 

Verses’ (237), respectively. These involve the reader in an understanding of how 

it feels to be at the mercy of such violent and all-encompassing moods, and an 

extension of understanding is always a good thing. But additionally it is likely that 

Hay’s intermittent hypomania had an effect on the quality and form of his poetry 

too. In Touched With Fire Jamison talks of the benefits which such moods can 

have on imaginative, creative thought. Not only do they confer ‘rapid, fluent and 

divergent thought’ but the sheer volume of thought produced in a much shorter 

period than usual can contribute to the production of new ideas and 

associations(105). Additionally verbal fluency is increased during bouts of 

hypomania, evidenced in  particular by an increased facility for punning rhyming 

and sound association  (Jamison 108).  With these factors in mind it becomes 

arguable that the freedoms of rhythm and form and the association of ideas found 

in poems such as ‘Seeker, Reaper’ (158), ‘Spring Here Northaway’ (159)  and 

‘Solan’ (161), all produced in a very short space of time after Hay’s first release 

from Lochgilphead,  would not have been possible if Hay, normally such a 

determined adherent of strict and consistent poetic form, had not benefited from 

these aspects of illness.  
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The study also enables a questioning of some of the previous critical 

appraisals of Hay’s work, in particular those of Black and Whyte which were 

discussed in the Literature Review.  

Black correctly identified the importance of Hay’s wartime experience but he 

perhaps overstated the extent to which it changed Hay’s outlook or work in a 

permanent way. The war did not make of Hay the ‘great pacifist poet’ which Black 

claims he became, citing ‘Bisearta’/‘Bizerta’ (116) and ‘An t-Òigear a’ Bruidhinn 

on Ùir/‘The Young Man Speaking From the Grave’ (123) in support (Craig 199). 

These are powerful poems which highlight the price paid by the innocent, both 

civilian and military, for the aggressive policies of their governments. But they are 

hardly proof of a conversion to pacifism. Both poems are, it is true, concerned 

with the horror of war and document the suffering of the powerless, combatant 

and civilian, who are caught up in it. But neither are about the evil of war per se. 

‘The Young Man Speaking From the Grave’ addresses the inhumanity of those, 

by inference the politicians and strategists who oversee the prosecution of the 

war from afar, who are not touched with pity for the fate of the young men they 

send to fight. ‘Bizerta’ talks of the terrors inflicted by a night time bombing raid, 

and furthermore how the cruelty of that leads to a disjunction between man and 

nature. In neither of these poems does Hay consider the moral basis, or the lack 

of it, for fighting the war at all. He sees, and deplores, the effects of war, but does 

not call into question the righteousness or otherwise of the cause.  

Nor do such concerns reach the poetry of the post-war years. As was generally 

the case with Hay, the immediate becomes poetry and then is laid aside; the only 

exception to this being his lifelong engagement with writing poetry to or about 

Scotland. This is why Black’s further contention that in North Africa Hay found the 

soul that he had lost with the death of the old way of life in Tarbert appears 

fanciful. Hay’s soul, if by that is meant the part of the persona that is not the mind, 

was entwined and enchanted all his life with the concept and  the physical reality 

of Scotland. The war, his illness, his long incarceration, or a combination of all 

three changed Hay in many respects, but nothing ever loosened the grip his 

country had on him.  

When Whyte compared Hay and MacLean he found two major differences 

between them. Firstly MacLean had taken Gaelic poetry forward in new directions 
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while Hay had not. Secondly MacLean placed his own emotional struggles and 

difficulties at the core of his poetry, making Hay’s voice seem by contrast one of 

detachment, leading to Whyte’s judgement that Hay was  ‘not a warm poet’ (83).  

In regard to this latter criticism, it is beguiling as a summary but 

demonstrably untrue. Whyte here seems to be confusing warmth with the 

personal and by extension cold with the impersonal. Hay’s poetry is often 

impersonal, but to call him cold is to misconstrue much of his work. While it is true 

that generally his poetry does not relate any of his own emotional struggles, there 

are exceptions; the extended version of ‘Is Duilich an t-Slighe’/‘Difficult is the 

Road’ (64) for example or the much later ‘Rainn ghràidh Eile’/More Love Verses 

(237). The elegies he wrote both for his mother, ‘Marbhrann dom Mhàthair’ / 

‘Elegy on my Mother (350), and his great aunts ‘Cuimhneachan do Ealasaid agus 

Anna NicMhaoilein’/ ‘In Memoriam for Elizabeth and Anne Macmillan’ (80) are 

personal, tender and filled with love. If it is a love expressed without passion then 

the reason is not far to seek; Hay’s passion was reserved not for people, nor 

even for a cause, but for his country.  As has been demonstrated in the current 

work there is nothing cold or detached about the poetry he wrote to or about 

Scotland.  

As for Whyte’s comments about Gaelic tropes being in some sense a dead 

end for Gaelic poetry, and that it needed the modernising thrust which MacLean 

gave it, Hay was never the poet to challenge those tropes, because the themes 

and forms of traditional Gaelic poetry were what he loved, and he strove to 

emulate, rather than progress, them.  

Whyte also suggests that Hay’s choice of a Gaelic identity, chiefly marked 

by his use of Gaelic, was an impersonation of a cultural other.  But how ‘other’ 

was this cultural identity of Hay’s really? While it is true that his father’s family had 

come to Argyll from the lowland town of Ayr a mere three or four generations 

previously, on his mother’s side Hay was descended from a long line of Gaelic 

speaking, Islay dwelling crofters and Ministers. Hay had a dual heritage; Anglo-

centric Scots and Gaelic. His upbringing and education favoured the first; he 

chose to identify with the second.  Language may be the main, but it is not the 

only, marker of cultural identity. To call Hay ‘othered’ because he chose to write 

mainly in Gaelic, and to imply that the ‘other’ he preferred was not intrinsic to him, 
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but an impersonation, is a large claim to make. On the evidence of some of his 

poetry it seems that Hay was occasionally conflicted about issues of his cultural 

identity, but only in terms of the value each had had for his own personal growth. 

There is no suggestion that he himself felt that placing himself in the Gaelic 

tradition had anything of the imposter about it.  

Indeed, any consideration of Hay as a poet should begin with him as a 

Gaelic poet. Meek and MacLean, in their tributes to him, considered him only as a 

Gaelic poet, and in the discussion of the contemporary reviews of Hay’s poetry 

(p.16 above), it was noted that the description of Hay turned very quickly from 

him as a poet of the second generation of the Scottish Literary Renaissance to 

him as a Gaelic poet.  Robin Lorimer wrote that ‘the central fact of Hay’s poetry is 

that it is Gaelic poetry; even in English he works still within the framework of the 

Gaelic literary tradition’ (Byrne 487, 513). Hay cannot of course be designated 

only as a Gaelic poet, especially since over a third of his poems were written in 

other languages, but it would be correct to designate him as primarily a Gaelic 

poet.  

Throughout this work various aspects of Hay’s poetry which make of him a 

Gaelic poet have been highlighted. These include naturally the use of the Gaelic 

language, but also the adoption, from a very early stage, of Gaelic models such 

as the elegy, the satire and the brosnachadh. In this respect it is worth noting also 

his revival and use of the trì rainn is amhran form, which Hay described as the 

‘Gaelic equivalent of the sonnet’ (Byrne 656). It was a form he used throughout 

his life; his 1980 poem ‘Cnoc an Àtha Dhuibh’ /‘Blackford Hill’ (322), which was so 

highly commended by  Ronald Black, was written in trì rainn is amhran.176 Other 

Gaelic features of his poetry include the detailed observation and multi-sensory 

approach employed in his nature poetry, his extensive use of kennings, 

particularly with reference to ships and the sea, and his self-casting as a prophet 

or seer in such poems as ‘Ar Blàr Catha’/ ‘Our Field of Battle’ (126).   

That Hay was not just a Gaelic poet, but an outstandng Gaelic poet of his 

generation is underlined by his inclusion in MacAulay’s anthology Nua-Bhàrdachd 

Ghàidhlig/Modern Scottish Gaelic Poems. First published in 1976 by Southside, 

the book was re-issued as a Canongate Classic in 1995. Five poets are included: 
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Sorley MacLean, George Campbell Hay, Derick Thomson, Iain Crichton Smith 

and Donald MacAulay himself. Hay was the only one of the five not born into a 

Gaelic speaking island community. His inclusion in the anthology therefore is a 

measure of his poetic achievement in a language which he came to, by his own 

account, as an outsider. In his introduction to the book, MacAulay, in common 

with other critics of Hay’s poetry, talks of  Hay’s undoubted mastery of Gaelic 

poetics, citing in particular his ability to revitalise traditional forms (MacAulay 51). 

It is noteworthy that, of the five poets included, Hay is the most conservative in 

this respect.  

Part of the reason for such formal conservatism is given in Hay’s poem ‘An 

Ceangal’ /’Envoi’ (108), in which he describes himself as spending his time and 

energy on his poems, ‘chipping them and polishing them’. As a poet he was a 

craftsman, who relied as much on skill as on emotion. The statement of Robert 

Rankin that Hay ‘considered that writing poetry was the highest form of mental 

exercise’ gives a clue perhaps to some of the attraction Gaelic poetry, with its 

strict rules governing rhyme and metre, must have had for him, but also illustrates 

a guiding principle of Hay’s: that craft was central to what made poetry, poetry. 

This  belief in the importance of craftsmanship  is a useful opening for 

discussing what  other aspects of his poetry are noteworthy in an attempt to 

define what sort of poet Hay was, rather than comparing him to his 

contemporaries and defining him  in tems of what he was not.   

 

The first thing that must be said about Hay in this respect then is that he 

was a consummate craftsman and this is reflected in his experiments with form, 

as well as in the intricate and extended metaphors used in some of his poetry. As 

was remarked when discussing ‘Kailyard and Renaissance’ (131), Hay was a 

clever man; for all his railings against ‘cold intellectualism,’ Hay himself had a fine 

mind, and put it to good use when he was writing. Rankin’s comment about Hay 

finding poetry a satisfying mental exercise applies not only to his Gaelic poetry 

but to his work in other languages too. It surely also accounts in large measure 

for his interest in translating. Translation is a highly difficult and technical 

exercise, particularly in poetry which demands of its translator not simply a 

rendition of the content of the original, but considerations of sound, rhyme 

scheme, and metrics as well. 
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An interest in the craft of poetry, expressed in a delight in translation and a 

willingness to experiment with form, can be the springboard for poetic innovation. 

These are arguably some of the traits which led Edwin Morgan in that direction, 

but with Hay they simpy reinforced his traditional outlook. The difference perhaps 

lies in the fact that Morgan was interested in the ideas expressed in the poetry of 

other languages, and in the concepts of the nature and purpose of poetic form 

itself, while for Hay the existence of a variety of traditional forms over which he 

could attempt mastery, was satisfaction enough.  

 

Clever and conservative though it may have been, this does not mean that 

Hay did not consider that poetry could carry a message. This too is made clear in 

‘Envoi’:  

 You will go, poems, you will go boldly …. 
 Crying to my listeners in all the airts the true meaning of my music: 

“Through the crucifixion and the trials of the Gaels their fervid blood lives on 
And they will not forsake the field of battle till the sun is blotted out in the end.” (ll5-8) 
 

Describing Gaelic as ‘the sweet speech of ancient utterance’, a language equally 

suitable for the sacred and the secular and used by King and Saint alike, Hay is 

using this poem to remind his fellow Gaelic speakers of the beauty of their 

language, and through that, is linking them to a culture that was fading away.  

 

Writing in Gaelic restricted Hay’s audience, as he must have been aware. 

Even when he was writing, Gaelic was very much a minority language. The 

intellectual attraction of writing formal Gaelic poetry was obviously irresistible to 

Hay, but unlike some others, his great friend Sorley MacLean amongst them, Hay 

did not confine himself to writing only in Gaelic, but wrote in English and Scots as 

well. This argues that he wanted a wider audience in Scotland than he could 

reach with Gaelic alone, and one of the major reasons he wanted to reach that 

wider audience was to propound his nationalist views.  

To say Hay was a nationalist poet is in some ways to state the obvious; he 

was not shy about including his political views in his work, and although Meek  

says, quite rightly, that ‘The Duty of the Heights’ does not ‘slide into mere political 

exhortation’, (4) there are plenty of poems which do. With the current resurgence 

in Scottish nationalism it might be thought that there would be more interest in a 
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poet who stood so strongly for a free and independent Scotland, but this does not 

seem to be the case. Hay’s nationalism was more dream than reality even in his 

own day.  It was expressed largely as a love for a language which was apparently 

dying, and regret for a way of life that was already dead; additionally it was 

framed quite often in an anti-English rhetoric that is distasteful to modern 

sensibilities.  His modes of expression and his picture of Scotland as she might 

have been, have little or no contemporary relevance in a multi-cultural Scotland 

that strives to look forward and create an inclusive, new society, rather than one 

which looks backward and wallows in nostalgia. 

 

However societies function on more than one level. People need stories 

which bind them to one another and to their past; they seek for a myth which can 

convince them of the importance of their own history and their own nation. This 

can feed into ugly unthinking prejudice; equally it can become an inspiration.  At 

this level, Hay’s depiction of a cultured generous people exemplifying a way of life 

that values the individual and the virtues of courage and hope could be 

aspirational; indeed some of those very ideas are echoed in current political 

debate.177  

 

But the echoes are faint and Hay’s reputation has in any case never rested 

on the idea of him being a poet for the nation. This possibly has something to do 

with the fact that sadly he did not ever speak for the whole nation. If there was a 

poet of his generation who could have combined in his work the disparate 

elements that made up the idea of Scotland and what it was to be a Scot, surely it 

was Hay?  In him were combined the Gaelic Highland heritage of his mother and 

the Scottish Lowland heritage of his father, and to that was added the best Anglo-

Scottish education available. He was equally familiar with the physical outdoor life 

of the fishermen of the west coast and the intellectual milieux of Edinburgh. He 

spoke and wrote English, Scots and Gaelic. He was uniquely placed to provide a 

bridge between the fractured communities of Scotland, and to provide an 

aspirational vision of what the nation could become. The opportunity was lost 

because Hay himself chose at an early age to privilege his Gaelic heritage and to 

                                       
177 See for example the 2019 New Year message from the First Minister which talked about how Scotland’s 
‘reputation for being an open-hearted, hospitable country has never been more important.’ Reported in 
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/ 31

st
 December 2018. 

https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/


                                                                                                                                                         229 

place himself firmly within it; thereafter its pre-eminence was in his mind an 

established fact, which he rarely questioned.  

 

Without the weight of an established reputation built up while he was alive, 

critical attention for Hay has been lacking and it seems unlikely that the situation 

will change. He never captured the imagination of the critics in the way that 

others of his generation such as Sorley MacLean or Edwin Morgan did. While 

critical neglect is often a justifiable verdict on past performance this is not so with 

Hay, and there are other critical approaches to his work which could be taken to 

some effect. These are not all predicated on a knowledge of Gaelic, or of 

Highland history, although there is interesting work which could be done along 

those lines.  

 

Ecocriticism is a relatively modern approach to literary studies which is 

concerned broadly with the relationship between literature and the natural 

environment, and by extension  the questions posed by literature about human 

interaction with the natural world.178 Like many Gaelic poets before him, Hay 

wrote extensively on nature and  the landscape, and this makes him an excellent 

candidate for an ecocritical appreciation. Indeed, it has been shown here that 

nature often seems to be his principal other, as he brings an intensity of feeling to 

it normally reserved for another human.  

 

Although Hay saw himself primarily as a poet, he also wrote articles for 

newspapers and periodicals, mostly in the fertile period of 1939-48. Little 

attention has been paid to this work, although Sandra Malley drew on it 

extensively for her article about Hay’s passion for Gaeldom. For the most part 

these articles are concerned with the craft and content of Gaelic poetry, although 

there are one or two on political themes also. A detailed study of these articles 

could shed more light on his theories of the place of both poet and poetry in 

modern society as well as his own poetic practice. The political pieces might 

serve to confirm whether the outspoken nationalism of his correspondence was at 

all tempered when he wrote for a wider and possibly less sympathetic audience. 

 

                                       
178 Growing from earlier critical writings from the late 1970s onwards, concerned with the interplay of 
literature and nature, the Association for the Study of Literature and Environment was founded in 1992. 
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Hay has never been critically placed in the long story of Gaelic poetry, nor 

has the assumption that he did not move Gaelic poetry forward been challenged. 

Since, as Black pointed out, Gaelic poetry did not after all end with Hay and 

MacLean (Craig 198), Hay has a position in an on-going story which might be 

intriguing to explore.  

 

In a similar way it would be interesting to  look at the ways in which Hay’s 

work was influenced by writers outside the Gaelic tradition. It is likely that such 

influences are much wider than has been previously supposed, and go well 

beyond Hay’s basic compulsion to use new poetic forms when he encountered 

them, such as his use of a metre from a poem by Savonarola in his own poem 

‘Bizerta’ (Byrne 593). This study has drawn comparisons with the work of Eliot, 

and noted several places where Hay’s ideas and occasionally even his 

expressions have derived from other poets of other nationalities.  Work on Italian, 

French and Arabic influences, as well as more consideration of those from other 

poets writing in English might all deepen understanding and appreciation of Hay’s 

work.  

Hay had a particular way of looking at the history of Scotland, which was 

basically a narrative of the exploitation of the Gaels, the despoliation of their land 

and the suppression of their culture, largely by the English. He seems to have 

accepted this simplistic version of Scottish history without question and this 

accounts in large part for the empathetic nature of his response to the Arabs and 

Berbers he met in North Africa who he regarded as fellow sufferers under a 

colonial yoke. A postcolonial perspective on Hay would make for a thought-

provoking read.  

However, critical appraisal of Hay’s work is not necessarily the most important 

way of remembering him. In his work he consistently praised those qualities he 

considered to be peculiarly Gaelic; in particular he valued hope and courage and 

these were two virtues Hay the man, rather than Hay the poet, embodied. Hay’s 

path through life was not a smooth one; even if some of the difficulties he 

encountered were of his own making, some were not. It is not an easy thing to 

live at the mercy of sudden, inexplicable, and sometimes violent mood swings. It 

is hard to stand out against the crowd; it is even harder to live with the knowledge 

that in the end you could not stand against it forever. Through all the vicissitudes 
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of his life Hay strove  to abide by a personal creed which he seems to have 

hammered out during his time in North Africa; not an easy religious platitude, but 

an impassioned call to live life to the fullest degree. Be complete and be alive: Bi 

iomlan is bi beò.  
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Appendix A1 Analysis of Poetry by Time 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overall Production of Original Poetry. The low value for 1950-59 reflects Hay’s stay in 
The Edinburgh Clinic, where little or no work was done.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

The first poems admitted to Hay’s corpus were written at school in 1932. The lack of 

poems in 1934 may reflect a lack of time for writing as Hay completed his school studies 

and prepared for University.  
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The lack of poems written in 1941 is presumably accounted for by the fact that Hay was 
‘under the cairn,’ avoiding conscription for most of that year. Productivity was high 
throughout his years of service overseas (1942-1946). Hospitalisation in late 1946 until 
the autumn of 1947, with only one poem attributable to that period, underlines the 
amazing productivity of the Tarbert autumn in 1947.  

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Almost no intelligible work was done during this decade when Hay was in hospital. The 
poem attributed to 1950 is the odd ‘Fear Breacain Bhallaig’/‘Man in Tartan Plaidie’, an 
expansion of an old song Hay recalled to mind while in The Edinburgh Clinic. The 1957 
poem is ‘The Sun Over Athens’, whose problematic dating is discussed in the text.  
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Hay was released from hospital in 1960. Obviously he was feeling well and there was a 
period of relatively high productivity in late 1960 and early 1961. By May 1961 he was ill 
again and back in hospital by October. Hay spent four periods of time in The Edinburgh 
Clinic in the 1960s.  No further sustained work was possible until the end of the decade. 

 

 

After a low period in the early 1970s, including a year when apparently nothing was 
written, there is an upswing in production in the second half of the decade. This was a 
good time for Hay; poetry was coming fluently, he had translations commissioned, and 
he was reminiscing with Angus Martin about Tarbert and he was well enough to stay out 
of hospital, although towards the end of the decade things were taking a downturn. 
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Although at first glance this looks like a period of high productivity, much of the work is 
revision; either of earlier original poems, or old songs and survives in draft form only.  
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Appendix A2 Example of Seasonal Clustering of Poems 

 

Poem Title Date of Composition Cluster  
 Còmhradh an Alltain 31/10/1944   
 Ed Io Rimasi 12/11/1944   
 At the Quayside 16/11/1944   
 Priosan Da Shein an Duine 23/11/1944   
 Bizerta 16/01/1945   
 An Lagan 11/02/1945   
 Beinn is Machair 12/02/1945   
 Clann Adhaimh 16/02/1945   
 Is E Crìoch Àraidh 18/02/1945   
 Casan Sìoda a Freagairt 25/02/1945   
 Na Tuinn ris na Carraigean  1944 

  An t-Òigear a' Bruidhinn on Ùir 30/03/1945 
  Meftah Babkum Es-Sabar May-45 
  Tilleadh Uiliseis 23/05/1945 
  Ar Blàr Catha 02/12/1945 
  Forerunners 09/01/1946   

 Grey Ashes 10/01/1946   
 The White Licht 10/01/1946   
 Oor Jock 12/01/1946   
 Kailyard and Renaissance 13/01/1946   
 Achmhasain 03/02/1946   
 Feachd a’ Phrionnsa 01/03/1946 

  Still Gyte Man 30/03/1946 
  Esta Selva Selvaggia                      Mar/Apr 46 
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Appendix B Analysis of Poetry by Subject  

These graphs show the breakdown of Hay’s poems by subject matter through time. From 

this it can be sen that some subjects, such as nature or the sea remained as constants 

throughout his life, whereas other topics, such as the war, were left behind when they no 

longer formed part of Hay’s life experience. Poems about Scotland appear either as 

nationalist poems, or poems about the land. 
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Appendix C Analysis of Poetry by Language 

This graph shows the breakdown of Hay’s poetry by language. Salient features are the 

constant dominance of Gaelic, and the total turning away from English as a language for 

his poetry after his release from hospital in 1960. 
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Appendix D Mood Graph from August 1943 to July 1944 

This very basic graph charts Hay’s moods as deduced from his letters to Sorley 

MacLean and Douglas Young.  

Hypermanic moods are shown above the line and depressed moods below it. Hay’s state 

of mind is determined by what he reported his feelings to be. Feelings of anger, 

restlessness and irritability are all charted above the line as these are features of a 

hypomanic state as much as the elation and times of high productivity which he reports 

and which are also charted above the line.  

Items below the line represent the times when Hay claimed to be feeling depressed, 

down and that things were ‘out of control’. A cyclical pattern is apparent. The most 

interesting feature is October where Hay reports his mood as bored and sickened on 2nd, 

but obviously experiences an upswing and talks about writing lots on 23rd, hence its 

appearance both above and below the line.  
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