
[image: cover]


Stone of Destiny

[image: image]


Stone of Destiny

[image: image]

Ian Hamilton

[image: image]


 

This eBook edition published in 2011 by
 Birlinn Limited
 West Newington House
 Newington Road
 Edinburgh
 EH9 1QS
www.birlinn.co.uk

First published as No Stone Unturned in 1952 by Gollancz, London Subsequently published as The Taking of the Stone of Destiny in 1991 by Lochar Publishing, Moffat

First published by Birlinn Ltd in 2008 

Copyright © Ian Hamilton 1991, 2008 Foreword copyright © Alex Salmond 2008

The moral right of Ian Hamilton to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form without the express written permission of the publisher.

eBook ISBN: 978-0-85790-066-1

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


Table of Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Foreword

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight


To Jeannette:
The safe harbour of all my joys


Foreword

[image: image]

I was not even born when Ian Hamilton reclaimed the Stone of Destiny, but I feel I know the story as if it were my own.

The reason for that familiarity is that anyone who had any pride in being Scottish knew of Ian, his colleagues and their exploits and saw the events of Christmas Eve 1950 as the first stirrings of something big. In that sense there is a direct line between what Ian did then, and what the Scottish National Party achieved in May 2007, when we entered this nation’s government for the first time. It was Ian who – by means of a single act – started the modern process of waking this country up to its history and its potential.

Of course Ian was not alone. The four students who stealthily waited in the chilly dark of Westminster Abbey deserve collective remembrance and collective praise. Ian, along with Alan Stewart, Gavin Vernon and Kay Matheson, took a risk with their futures in an age which was much less tolerant than ours. And in returning the Stone to Scotland they demonstrated that there was a new generation in our country which was prepared to take individual risks in order to assert our national rights.

Ian, of course, has gone on doing that in his inimitable style ever since. The toughness of mind and character he showed more than half a century ago as a student has been his constant hallmark as a tireless exponent of Scottish independence and as a successful advocate. He has fought for countless individuals in the courts, often against overwhelming odds, whilst always standing up for his country when few others were prepared to do so. He is both an original thinker and an iconoclast, and it is typical of him that in retirement he has fearlessly embraced a new challenge and some new technologies in order to become one of Scotland’s most read internet bloggers. Ian always wanted to be – and is – at the cutting edge!

This book – and the film which it has now inspired – will bring to a new audience the events of that long ago winter when Scotland cheered the cheek of a daring raid whilst the establishment huffed and puffed. It is a good and massively entertaining story in itself, but it also has a wider resonance. The fact that the Stone (or at least a stone!) now resides in Scotland – in Edinburgh Castle, no less – testifies to the abiding interest that Ian and his friends created, not just in the ultimate fate of that block of sandstone but in the whole question of the proper relationship between the countries of this island.

The final return of the stone by a Tory Government in 1996 was meant to placate Scottish feeling. Devolution four years later had the same intention. But Scots are more perceptive than that. Scotland will only fully flourish when it secures independence – equality between the countries and peoples north and south of the border. That is what I have spent my life working for, just as Ian has spent his on the same pursuit. It has been an honour to work with him on that task, which I think we both know is nearer than ever to completion.

Rt Hon. Alex Salmond MSP MP
First Minister of Scotland          



Fold of value in the world west from Greece

Over whom it has been our duty to keep guard

Have we slept on our watch?

Hugh MacDiarmid
Lament for the Great Music




Chapter One
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I am a Queen’s Counsel in a state of treason against Westminster. Yet for many years I was ashamed of this book. Never of our action; only of the book. It was first published when I was a stripling of 25 and knew how to put the world to rights. Striplings should not write books, or so I thought. They put things on record which cling to the author in after years. I long hung my head in shame at the brashness of the youth who wrote these pages. Worse, when I was doing other interesting things I disliked being referred to as ‘The Stone Man’. For nearly 40 years I refused to read what I had written here.

Now I know I was wrong. Not wrong in what I wrote, but wrong to be ashamed of it. This is a youngster’s book, and I was immeasurably lucky to be that youngster. I am now a member of the establishment, not of that old, worn-out, Anglicised establishment of second-raters, but of the new one, which proudly affirms the ancient doctrine of our law that the power of government resides with the Scottish people, and not at Westminster. I look back on my visit to that other Westminster without dismay or shame, but with a great elation. I done it. Me and some others. That girl and those boys done well. I was one of them. It was a great adventure.

I have had many other adventures since. Yet this was the first and most important one. It set the tone for my whole life. It taught me that non-conformity in thought and deed is the only vital life. The individual is more important than the mass. Any single person can change history. MPs are the least effectual of citizens. Political parties are for sheep-minds. Heresy is godliness. And so on. It was the first major event in a life in which I have loved greatly, and in which I have been both loved and hated in return. I would never have it otherwise. To inspire only respect is to fail. Respect is a form of indifference.

I have therefore not changed much in a book which was first published in 1952. I have added two chapters at the end to bring the story up to date, and done some revision for the sake of clarity, but the story itself remains the same. The extravagances of youth are all there. I hereby homologate and accept them. Every single word and extravagance.

Yet in accepting them I have one qualification to make. As a youngster I was far too moderate. Away with English government, in every aspect. That is now my view. English government is for the English, and I am a Scot. Not a Scottish Nationalist. I do not need any such desperate description to define my love for my country. Indeed, I think that nationalism can be dangerously akin to racism, and to be a racist is to defy the common humanity of all mankind. I am a simple Scot, and I want my country to take its place in Europe and in the world. We Scots are European, not English, not British. In the muddled way of youth I set out to make these views public not by speech or writing, but by action.

Most, but not all, of the action takes place in an abbey. This might be described as the desecration of altars, something the English were quick to point out, although it was they who burned our fine Border abbeys. I am now an agnostic, and I was once a Presbyterian. Presbyterians know no altars, but I respect their veneration in others. I remind my Roman Catholic friends that Westminster Abbey is in the hands of the Anglican heresy. Roman Catholics should not therefore be offended by our actions. As for Anglicans themselves. Hmmmmm! When you use your churches to reset stolen property you’ve got it coming to you. This story is about how it came to you.

In any writing the political opinion of the writer may show through. I have tried to avoid this. I am not political in any true sense. I learned about my country from two strange sources. First was from my father’s love for the writings of Rudyard Kipling. Second, I was a wartime schoolboy. Five words of Winston Churchill are ever with me: ‘We shall defend our island.’ I fancy I heard them said. I sense a sort of forlorn quality to them. It was against all odds. As he willed us to defend our island, so we who took the Stone willed our people to defend our country. We were idealists. We were grievously young. I have never changed.

But the story of the Stone of Destiny should tell itself. This is it.


Chapter Two
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The Stone of Destiny had always been in my mind as a symbol of the continued existence of the Scottish nation. How I first learned about it is a strange story. Cranks, eccentrics and like subversives might well be encouraged by this story. These are the people who can only hope to cause ripples on the smooth surface of any society, but ripples on a pool can reach a far shore. That far and unlikely shore was our four-room semi-detached house in a Paisley suburb. I was born in one of the rooms of that house, and I grew up in it.

To that house came every day except Sunday two newspapers. One was called the Bulletin, and the other the Glasgow Herald. The Bulletin was the sister paper of the Herald, and it was directed at the sisters and wives of the Herald readership, so my mother read it. I was a child, newly able to read, and there were many pictures in it. What with looking at the pictures, and spelling out the text, I developed an interest in the Bulletin. It was edited by a secret and private Scottish patriot called J.M. Reid. He did what he could in his quiet way to keep his readers informed of Scotland, and of Scottish history. History is written by the usurpers and suppressed by them also. Even as I revise this work in December 2007 history is still not taught in our schools. I understand that there are plans to make it part of the Higher education syllabus, yet few infant and primary teachers have the knowledge to pass it on to our children at the age I learned it at my mother’s knee. To this day, therefore, little is known by the ordinary Scot about our country’s history. Its teaching is quietly discouraged. Once it was more than quietly discouraged. It was suppressed. Any time England invaded Scotland, the invaders sought out every scrap of paper that contained the records of our country and, when they were driven back, took them south, wiping their bloody noses on our parchments. Nevertheless some of these records survived, even if they were kept in London.

To London, with their hats off, and meek words in their mouths, went some Scottish historians in the 1930s. ‘Please,’ they said, ‘could we have some of our records back?’ and, because for many years things had been quiet in Scotland, London relented. Some of the records were returned. I am not quite sure what they were. I think they were mediaeval Treasury Accounts. Whatever they were, their generous return caused a flutter of interest. We were beginning to have a history again. This is where the eccentrics and subversives come in.

Wendy Wood was one of these eccentrics. She lived her life for Scotland, and often paraded the streets as a walking billboard, announcing her views. When the Treasury Records came back, she paraded in the Royal Mile with a sandwich board, and she was photographed. The sandwich board read ‘ENGLAND DISGORGES SOME OF THE LOOT, BUT WHERE IS THE STONE OF DESTINY?’ J.M. Reid printed that photograph in the Bulletin, and I remember the big black scrawly writing to this day. I was a small boy when I saw it and I asked my mother about it.

Mothers are difficult when it comes to stamping out a nation’s history. Mothers have a race memory. My own mother never read a history book in her life, yet she had a fund of stories, and from the time I was too old to be crooned over, the stories she told were of the old Scottish folk heroes. These stories must have been passed down to her from her own mother, and so back to the roots of time. For that simple woman, history had passed into legend, and she told me these legends. I was familiar with that sallow, smiling, thoughtful throat-slitter the Good Lord James before I could read, and Black Agnes of Dunbar seemed like some relative, not all that long dead. I can still picture her, with her black wind-blown hair and her sparkling dark eyes as she drove the English off by waving a contemptuous duster at them from her castle walls. The old Scotland lives on in many a mother’s memory. To my mother, then, I took this picture of Wendy Wood, and demanded an explanation. What was the Stone of Destiny?

She told me the story. When my brother and I fenced with our toy swords, we fought between us as to who should be Wallace, and who should be Bruce, so I understood what she said. The story she told fitted into my mind. I knew the background. I knew of the Wars of Independence. What I found difficult to understand was where London came in.

She told me how the Stone had been taken to London during these wars and never returned. She told me the older stories of how it had been brought to Argyll before the time of Saint Columba, and how since then every King of Scotland had been crowned sitting on it, until it was carried south during Edward I’s invasion of 1296. ‘And there have been among us 110 kings, and not one foreign born among them,’ she said, quoting unconsciously and accurately from the Declaration of Arbroath of 1320.

‘And why is it in London?’ the child asked.

And before it was brought to Scotland, the story went on, ignoring the question, the Scottish peoples had carried it with them as they migrated across Europe. All migrations take place westward, she said, and the Celtic peoples thought so much of the Stone that they carried it with them as the symbol of their nationality wherever they went.

‘But why,’ the question continued, ‘is it in London, and not here among the Scots?’

She swerved round the question, obviously determined that I should know the whole story, and told me that it was supposed to be Jacob’s pillow, on which he rested his head when he had the dream of the angels ascending and descending their heavenly ladder. And then she told me the ancient story from the Gaelic, in a rhyme which has remained ever with me,


Unless the fates shall faithless prove,

And prophets voice be vain.

Where’er this sacred Stone is found,

The Scottish race shall reign.



‘But why . . .?’ I continued.

And then she told me that when the English had been driven out, and the battles won, and the people’s homes made secure, the English had promised to return the Stone, and had broken their promise.

A promise is sacred to a child; and a broken promise a terrible thing, long to be remembered. I remembered that broken promise all through my childhood. Something should be done to redress that old wrong.

I was little more than a child when war broke out in 1939. Yet it lasted long enough for me to grow into young manhood. I still had dreams of Scotland, and the dreams I dreamed were of a new Scotland, alive, full of ideas, and above all, full of self-confident young people unashamed of their birthright; not trying to be a subspecies of the English, but being themselves. I dreamed of a people once more fulfilling its old role as the powerhouse of ideas for the world. We had done it before, and I knew we could do it again. I had many a tussle at school to assert these principles, and then one morning, after much heart-searching, I put these ideas into an attic of my mind, and went into a recruiting office and signed up. I wanted to be a fighter pilot, and it seemed to me that this was a just war. I have never regretted the decision.

I was still a schoolboy and underage, but I was accepted for training as a pilot. Before I could be trained the war ended and my services as a pilot were no longer needed. Nevertheless, I was detained for nearly three years in the Royal Air Force, servicing aeroplanes for other people to fly. It was a bitter, lonely time, but still the dream of Scotland persisted, and when I was demobilised in 1948, the dream was still with me. I enrolled at Glasgow University, but when I tried to formulate my thoughts and convert others, I found that everyone saw Scotland only in terms of Westminster government, and what could be got from there. I wanted a Scotland which would reject Westminster utterly, but I could find no sympathisers, so I modified my ideas, and went along with the crowd. The welfare state was being created. I have never wavered in my support for the welfare state. A people who do not look after their dispossessed is a race of savages. Yet the welfare state I saw being created was a cold chill thing, run by bureaucrats, administered from London. This was nothing like what the Scots could do by themselves. I was ashamed.

Shame was what characterised the mid twentieth-century Scot. The shame was that we were not English. We had lost our sense of community. English customs, English pronunciations, English table manners were the mark of success. You were nothing if you did not speak proper, and proper was to speak with a south of England accent, or as near to it as the inherited muscles of the Scottish lips and tongue could manage. People even tried to think as the English did, and if there is one thing a people cannot do, it is to use the thought processes of another people. Most Scots thought of themselves as a sort of second-class English.

Well, I didn’t. Screw them. I would show them. Fellow Scots and English as well, I would show them. I would show the world, for that matter. There was no enmity towards the English in this and no hatred. I have sometimes made snide remarks about the English that were as unworthy of me as they were of them. These remarks concealed an admiration, which never needed concealment. The English take their love of liberty with them wherever they go. Tom Paine made England too hot to hold him, and emigrated to the United States, where he invented the name they now bear. As in America so also in Scotland. When they come to live among us they very soon become Scots, a nationality which is open to all. But gang warily if you get under an Englishman’s skin. They are a proud people.

I had no intention in these days of ganging warily. I tripped when I tried. I still do. The only place where I can open my mouth without once again ruining my career is in the dentist’s chair. In 1950, though, I was lucky enough to meet a man after my own heart, who helped to canalise my thoughts, and who set my mind to work in a more practical fashion. He was John MacDonald MacCormick, Lord Rector of Glasgow University, an honorary office. Election to it is by the student body. He was Chairman of the Scottish Covenant Association. The Scottish Covenant of 1948, which was promoted by him, had been signed by two million Scots. It asserted the right of Scotland to a Scottish Parliament for Scottish affairs. I went along with this. I took part. Yet my ambition went far beyond any reform in our political institutions. Scotland is only a small part of the earth’s surface, and reform of our government will be just another shuffle round of the people who hold power. It is reform in our attitude that is necessary. Whatever form of government we had, I wanted us to be a nation once again.

In the community of the world, nations are the individuals. Unless each nation makes its own separate and distinct contribution, humanity will fall into one amorphous mass, degenerate, indistinct, inactive. Variety is the ideal of nature, and we Scots were losing our distinctive variety. In the Scotland of the 1940s the official address was not Scotland but North Britain. Scotland was sleeping, and ignoring the great abilities that it had always possessed, and over which we had been put on sacred guard. The soul of a nation is in its people’s keeping, and we no longer worried about our nation’s soul. A person’s soul is a trifle. A person who spends his life worrying about his salvation is not one I greatly admire. But a nation is a different thing. When we give away our soul, we have nothing left to give.

Now these are brave words, but as a young man I had the qualifications to utter them. My prime qualification was that I did not know my place. I never have. So many Scots, forgetting that one of the great features of our history is the mobility between the classes, have lapsed into the English habit of thought best expressed in the words ‘I wouldn’t presume. I hope I know my place.’ I always presume. I have never known my place. I am the second son of a tailor from Paisley, one of Scotland’s provincial towns. Paisley will not easily forgive me for calling it that, for Paisley believes that it is the centre of the universe. Maybe it is. Certainly it was in Paisley, and in my father’s house there, that I first read Disraeli’s great words, ‘Learn to aspire.’

It was from my father that I also learned another lesson that has never left me, which is this: man is answerable only to God for his conduct, and if there is no God, a matter about which I have always been in great doubt, then he is answerable only to his own conscience. No man-made law tells a free man what to do. All it does is tell him what the punishments will be if he breaks the man-made law. It is the moral conscience of each individual that binds people together, and makes community life possible. Not courts, not lawyers, not judges, and certainly not the police. They are merely the regulators, but we are the people. It is we who make the community. Ourselves alone.

I was one of these people, and I was very much alone. In the autumn of 1949 I went down to London, and had my first look at the Stone of Destiny.


Chapter Three
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My first reconnaissance of Westminster Abbey was a leisurely affair, and took in little detail. Detail would come later. I walked round, looked, and came back home satisfied that if I could get a few people together then it would all be possible, but I did not know a single person to turn to for help. It was a lonely time, and that was as far as it went that year. I knew John MacCormick only slightly then, and I had no close friends to confide in. I did indeed take my thoughts to Christopher Murray Grieve, the poet Hugh MacDiarmid, whose work I greatly admired, but the idea was to simmer with me for another year before it was to be formulated into any practical shape.

It is not easy for one young man on his own to formulate a plan of action. Dreams are for dreaming, and I did not regard myself as any sort of man of action. In a settled society ambitions are modest; day follows day, rubbing life thin, without any wear being noticed. The soldier who goes into action has a long training behind him, and is urged forward by the society he lives in. Ever present is the sanction of public opinion, forcing him to do things that would otherwise be forbidden. Nothing public urged me forward and indeed public opinion was very much against any sort of individual action. What I had in mind would put me outside the law, and I would have to face the consequences. In these circumstances the personal bar to action was very considerable. A cocoon of loneliness kept my dreams apart from reality.

Then in the autumn of 1950 I was invited to join the Glasgow student committee supporting John MacCormick’s rectorial candidature. I met all sorts of people through that and the cocoon began to wear thin. I met people who began to talk of strong measures, and who pointed to the melancholy history of Ireland. ‘From the blood of martyrs,’ they muttered, ‘grow living nations.’ Their eagerness to find a martyr was only paralleled by their desire to live to see the fruits of martyrdom. To be fair to them, most of them have lived to become martyrs to endless committee meetings in the Labour Party, or the Scottish National Party, so they are not to be laughed at. For my part, I would rather have the fire at the stake. Yet I listened to their talk.

Nowadays people sing rather than talk, but the old songs had not been revived then, and the new ones were unwritten. I listened silently to talk of sending Blue Bonnets over the Border, and wondered what it all meant. Of course it meant nothing, but I had not the self-confidence to see that, and I felt that there was something missing in me. Did they know something I didn’t know? Were they going to do something that I couldn’t do? Students have talked like this from time immemorial, but I did not know that then. I was overawed by their terribly grown-up sophistication, but I enjoyed being a spectator at their performance. Blue Bonnets over the Border sounded great.

It was still a long way from listening to such talk to crossing the Border on my own account. Clearly I needed a leader. I had not yet learned the lesson that there are no leaders worth following; that leaders are egocentric humbugs, who casually use others for their own ends. The way of a man with a maid is easily explained, but the way of a leader with those who follow him and think he is great is one of the mysteries of life. Born leaders should be locked up. Leadership should be made a crime.

Yet the crime I contemplated needed a leader, and the crime itself fascinated me. Thoughts of it would not go away. It was, as I hear kids say in the slang of today, ‘neat’. The Stone had been taken from Scotland to show that we had lost our liberty. Recovering it could be a pointer to our regaining it. A promise had been made by the Treaty of Northampton of 1328 that it would be returned, and that promise had never been kept. Why should fulfilment of that promise not be wrung from them by spiriting the Stone away at dead of night? It only weighed 4 or 5 hundredweight, which was not an impossible load for several men to carry. An empty chair speaks louder than a full house. Much louder than a full house if that house is a House of the Westminster Parliament. It might just speak loud enough to awaken the people of Scotland.

For more than 2,000 years the Stone had been the talisman of the Scottish people, and, for all I knew, they might still venerate it. My childhood memories came back to me and I remembered my mother’s stories. I could almost see the thin smile on the long, lean, sallow face of my great hero, that slit-throat, the Good Lord James, the great guerilla leader of the Wars of Independence. Here was a guerilla operation in modern times, to be carried out not by ambush, but by careful stealth in the enemy camp. The very audacity of the idea would have made him chuckle. It might have the same effect on the Scots of today. It was difficult; it could be spectacular; it was symbolic; it struck at the very heart of Englishry; it righted an ancient wrong; yet it hurt no one. Spiriting away four or five hundredweight of sacred Stone from the very heart of the Empire might fire the imagination of the world if it were carefully carried out. If we bungled it, we would be the only sufferers. But we must not bungle it. Who was to be the Good Lord James?

I found him on John MacCormick’s Rectorial Committee. Among all the others he stood out as being the born leader of such an expedition. He was Bill Craig, who was President of the Union that year, and a big man in the corporate life of the university. He had already graduated with one degree, and was studying for a further one. He had charm and ability, and above all he was able to lead. Indeed in the fun and frolic of a rectorial election he led me into much temptation to which I readily succumbed, and together we got into all sorts of trouble, which was not real trouble because he had the useful facility of knowing how not to be caught. I learned much from him.

He was 26, a year older than me, as I was just newly 25. Like me he was small in stature, but he had a commanding presence. By sheer force of argument and personality he could persuade the most reluctant audience whether in public or private, because he was as able a speaker in debate as he was in committee. He was a ready-witted politician in the Liberal cause, which, then as now, permitted its adherents to formulate their own policy, and I don’t mean that as a jibe.

For the job we contemplated, qualities were needed other than those of a politician, and he possessed these par excellence. Calm and unruffled in the most adverse of circumstances, he had that type of temperament which can never admit defeat, and will turn disaster into glorious victory. Add to this that he is small and Pictish, like so many Scots, because we are all as much Picts as Scots, and imagine a Puckish smile concealing a wicked sense of humour, and you have a picture of Bill.

Yet before I approached him I wanted to have something to lay before him. I dropped no more than a hint in the right quarter and saw from the reaction that there were people in Scotland not averse to financing such an enterprise. For my part the idea had now grown from a mere discontent to a passion that made me think of little else. Apart from the hint about finance I had mentioned the scheme to no one. The need for secrecy was great. I had seen others bluster and talk about what they were going to do, and then fail to get to the starting point, and I did not wish to be one of them.

My starting point came in early November of 1950. I knew then that my decision was made. I was going after the Stone. Hell mend you or bend you, I was going to have a crack at it. I became impatient of politics, and discussions and arguments, and closed my mind to them, for I was now convinced that my course of conduct was right, and if it was wrong, it hurt no one but myself. Further dreaming could not have made the issue clearer. I decided to approach Bill Craig.

I met him in the street one November afternoon, and prised him apart from his friends. I told him in a few words what was on my mind.

He laughed and swore at me when he heard what I had to say, and called me his evil genius. Here he was, on the threshold of his career, when I came along to tempt him from the path of success. I was a fool, and the scheme was hair-brained and impossible, to say nothing of being illegal.

I reminded him of some of the things we had been up to recently, which had been on yon side of the law, and yet were still sweet to remember. There had been various misadventures including a Tory loudspeaker van that had been unaccountably silenced. He grinned.

‘What are you going to do with it when you get it back to Scotland?’ he asked.

‘I haven’t thought that far,’ I said. ‘We’ll have to leave that to the people of Scotland. But it will at least show us whether or not they’re worth fighting for. If they don’t support us, then Scotland’s as dead as Queen Anne.’

He thought for a long time, standing there in the street, as the light closed in on a grey November afternoon. It was in Sauchie-hall Street, along near Charing Cross.

‘All right,’ he said at last. ‘I’ll come.’

I was rapturous. At last I had someone to whom I could pour out all my arguments, someone to whom I could tell how I thought it could be done. We walked together along the street towards the university, two little short men, their heads close together, the one small and dark and thin and intense, the other open faced and frank and laughing at my enthusiasms.

‘It will shake the world,’ I said. ‘To raid the heart of London. To bring back the age-old symbol of our country. A big stone gone and only an empty chair. Five pounds’ worth of stone. Two thousand years of history. Scotland will wake again.’

‘You’re a silly romantic,’ he said. ‘But I’ll come.’


Chapter Four
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With Bill Craig in the operation, I was certain that our chances of success were greatly enhanced, and we settled down like a general staff to plan our campaign.

I do not think we were at all presumptuous in what we were trying to do. In the space of a few short hours we planned to show to the English government that there was a limit to their domination of Scotland; we planned also to show to the world that Scotland was awake again, and above all we wished to give to the Scottish people a symbol of their liberty.

With our total ages little more than half the age of any single senior politician, we hoped to do something that might earn a place in the history books, and would almost certainly earn us an English jail-room. So what? It has been pointed out to me that many of the minor events that have gone to make Scottish history have been carried through by young men and women. It will be a bad day for any country when its young sit at home and do as their elders tell them. It will be even worse, and the end of all our freedoms, for the old as well as the young, when youngsters of conscience are afraid of the police.

From the beginning, we accepted that the police would inevitably catch up with us. Both Bill and myself were known as active supporters of the Covenant movement in Glasgow. Because there had been little illegal Nationalist activity since before the war, we surmised that the police would have no dossiers of suspects to guide them. Police do not work by magic. When a crime is committed they look at the crime. Then they look at the modus operandi. Then they look at who’s out of prison and draw up a list of suspects. For this crime there was a whole nation of suspects, or so we hoped. On the other hand, it seemed obvious to us that an exploit of this type could only be carried through by people with a great deal of free time on their hands. Such deduction on the part of the police would force them to suspect students, and since Glasgow University has always been a centre of Nationalist activity, we guessed that it would not be long before the police were on our tracks. There were then 7,000 students at Glasgow University, but we prided ourselves that we would be high on the list of suspects.

We were entirely mistaken in our assumption. We had always been led to believe that Scotland Yard, although perhaps slow, inexorably sifts every clue until it gets its man. It is rather disturbing to a law-abiding citizen like myself to discover that this is not the case. We sprinkled the Abbey with clues, yet Scotland Yard were clueless. So far from using induction and deduction, and all the scientific methods of criminal investigation, Scotland Yard seemed to lapse back into the days of the incantation and the bubbling pot. They conferred with a clairvoyant, who held his head in silence, and with a water-diviner who led them, presumably at public expense, to the River Trent. Up and down the country, in their search for the Stone, water-diviners could be seen twitching twigs. Scotland Yard went daft.

Fortunately for the reputation of the British constabulary, things were different in Glasgow. While Scotland Yard was establishing its Department of Criminal Telepathy, Glasgow’s Serious Crime squad, under Detective Inspector Kerr, was working quietly at the job he was paid to do. I have the most lively respect for Mr Kerr and his colleagues. As public officials they could have no sympathies, yet I know they must have hated their job. That did not matter; they had their duty to do and they did it efficiently. As far as I could ascertain, all the laurels on the side of the authorities must go to them. I have met the brains of Scotland Yard and was not impressed, but Inspector Kerr is a policeman with whom it is a privilege to have crossed swords.

Accepting the myth of the unbeatable police, we aimed not so much at success without discovery, but at success at all costs. Had we taken even elementary precautions, such as arranging alibis, laying down false clues, and ensuring that all who took part maintained complete silence, after the event as well as before, I do not think we would ever have been discovered. As it was, we accepted certain arrest; waited for the police to come; and it took them three months to find us.

Towards the middle of November I went along to Glasgow’s Mitchell Library and withdrew all the books I could find that dealt with Westminster Abbey and the Stone of Destiny. I signed for these books in my own name, for if I had used a false one I might have been recognised, and the subject of my studies clearly revealed. In the face of arrest it seemed to matter little what name I used, although in the end the library slips with my name on them was the only concrete piece of evidence the police had against me.

I waded through pages of description and history, drew several maps, made calculations, and studied photographs. I followed all the guides step by step from the west door to the Battle of Britain Memorial. I found much that was of interest to me and a little that was of use to me. In the midst of my studies I was interrupted by a fellow student who, peering over my shoulder, was astounded at my choice of reading matter. I hastily explained that I was preparing a lecture that I was shortly to deliver to a church youth club. He accepted the explanation, although when the news broke at Christmas he must have thought it a thin one. To my knowledge he never mentioned the subject of my studies to anyone. He was a canny Scot who knew how to keep a quiet tongue in a time of seething interest.

Armed with the figures, maps and plans, and filled with the excitement of generalship, I approached another canny Scot to see what money I could wheedle out of him. I knew that he was not a rich man, but I had every indication that he would beggar himself if it would prosper Scotland. The sum I had in mind was £50, quite a lot of money by my standards, and I suspect by his also. He was a Gael whose family came from Mull, and as I sat waiting to be shown into his office I reflected how often in either the major or the minor episodes of history it was the Gael who had helped the Lowlander, more than the Lowlander the Gael. It has always been thus. The Highlands and Islands are in material things the poorest part of our country, yet I could not think of any part of our history where they had not played their part, and ever a generous and noble one. So it was again. Although we had met on many occasions, he did not know me well. I would be just another youth to him. Now I was going to give him details to show that Bill and I could do something that had long been considered impossible. Rejection would have hurt me, and laughter at the idea might have left a permanent scar. I was shown into his little office. This was the first hurdle.

He was sitting behind his desk and he smiled and watched me as I came in. He was small of stature, with a high forehead and a narrow, deeply lined face. His hair was rather untidy, but there was about him an air of shrewdness, which I welcomed. I was in deadly earnest, and I felt that here was a man who would appreciate that, and not hum and scratch and talk about student pranks.

I sat down and told him what was in my mind. I launched out into the details and grew enthusiastic as I went into the possible results of the plan. He watched me intently. He was impressed. He asked me a few questions and I answered them. Then he asked, ‘You appreciate the dangers and you know that you will probably go to jail?’ I told him that I appreciated the dangers.

‘You know,’ he said, ‘I was once in your position.’ And he told me how in the early thirties there had been another plot to recover the Stone, and he had been in it. Unfortunately, one of his confederates had frustrated him by giving the details of the scheme to the press.

He sat silent. I could see what was in his mind. He was full of enthusiasm, and desperately keen to help, but he felt that it was unfair to give us the money to run into danger while he sat safely in Glasgow.

‘If you don’t give us the money, I shall have to go to someone less reliable,’ I said regretfully.

At that he laughed. ‘I’ll give you anything within reason,’ he said.

‘Can I have £10 now?’ I asked. ‘I’m leaving for London tonight.’

I was delighted. We were at last on the way to doing something that would not easily be forgotten. Conversation and argument were behind us. The decision had been made and there could be no regrets and no qualms. The bitter taste of procrastination was no longer in our mouths, for we were going forward.

A few hours later I caught the 10.30 p.m. train from Central Station. By a coincidence, Bill Craig was also going down to London that night as he was addressing a meeting in London University Union. Unfortunately, he was accompanied by another delegate from Glasgow University, so we could not travel together. We regretted this necessity, for we liked each other’s company, but I did not wish anyone to know that I was in London. While I had innumerable reasons for a trip south I did not class myself as an accomplished liar, and I thought that the invention of a sick relative in London was a story that I could not readily sustain. Although the other student was of our own views, I did not wish to arouse his suspicions.

As I crossed the Border I was seized with shaking excitement. The Blue Bonnets were over the Border, and not for the first time. I thought of how my forefathers from Clydesdale had many times passed this way, in defence of the liberty of Scotland, or bent on hearty plunder. That had happened long ago, but the memory of old bitterness is not easily erased. And although I was travelling south with neither rape, nor arson, nor siege, nor pitched battle in my mind, but with only the recovery of a block of stone as my aim, I did not think, considering the times, that my forefathers would be ashamed of me.

When I reached London this excitement was redoubled. It was a fine sensation to be at the heart of England once again, but this time not as a serviceman on leave or as a tourist, or as a visitor, but as a spy, arranging something which, while it was not hostile to this mass of people, could hardly command their enthusiasm and support.

I was elated. At last I was doing instead of thinking. For years I had talked a little, and dreamed a little, and thought a little, and read a little, and now as a result of my dreaming and thinking, I was at last on the threshold of action without which no young man is complete.

I went to a hotel near St Pancras Station and registered in my own name, as I saw no reason for subterfuge. The hotel was clean enough and reasonably comfortable for its price, but full of that big city commercialism that aims at giving not a halfpenny more than a pound’s service for 20 shillings.

It was afternoon, and as soon as I had washed and freshened up, I took the subway over to Westminster. The Abbey lay in a pale East Coast sunlight, rich and dignified and stately, like an Englishman’s conception of his country’s history. But when I saw the Houses of Parliament which lay behind it, I realised that it was a jewel set on a mud-bank.

I crossed Parliament Square and entered the dim sanctuary of the nave from the west door. It was quiet and peaceful. A handful of visitors lingered along the gloomy length of the building or moved respectfully round the grave of the Unknown Warrior. I joined the procession of sightseers, and for some considerable time moved about in the calm duskiness. It was, of course, not my first visit to the Abbey, and I had studied so many maps and plans that I already had a considerable knowledge of it. But I wanted to have a vivid picture of the whole building in my mind. In particular I wanted to learn all I could about locks and doors.

At length I came to the entrance to the eastern chapels, and was forced to pay my shilling entrance fee like a visitor to a common museum. Religion in England seems to be a lucrative trade, but I was more offended at the idea of a Scot being charged by an English cleric for permission to view the Stone of Destiny.

The Stone was contained in a box-like aperture under the seat of the Coronation Chair, which stood in Edward the Confessor’s Chapel with its back to the rood-screen, which in turn acted as a backdrop to the high altar. I examined the Stone carefully. It is a block of rough-hewn sandstone 26¾ inches long, by 10¾ inches deep, by 16¾ inches broad. These measurements came from a book. I did not measure it. I had not been able to find its weight, but we had reckoned that it would not be more than 3 hundred-weight, though we were later to discover to our cost that it was more than four. On either end a few links of chain terminating in an iron ring would provide handles that would be useful for carrying it.

The Chair itself provided no great difficulty. It is, I think, of oak and very ancient. It is indeed the oldest piece of furniture still used for the purpose for which it was made, to hold the Stone. A small lath along the front held the Stone in place, and I saw that this could easily be removed. I was anxious that we should be able to do this without damage, for I had a veneration for ancient workmanship. But if it needed to be jemmied away, jemmied it would be. The stolen Stone was behind it.

Having gorged myself on these details, I looked further afield. The corkscrew wooden stairs that led into the chapel would give considerable difficulty to two people dragging a heavy weight, and the iron grill through which I had passed when I paid my shilling might be locked at night. We might, however, be able to circumvent those difficulties by using the door that led through the rood-screen and past the high altar. I disliked thus invading what to some people was a holy place, but for my own part I had no dread of altars.

Before I left I engaged one of the guides in conversation. I was interested in the Abbey, very interested, but how did they keep it so clean? Surely an army of cleaners came on every night when the Abbey was closed. No? I made a mental note that we would not be likely to blunder into an army of cleaners. A few other leading questions and another prowl round showed me all there was to be seen. I was then able to leave the Abbey, taking with me all the information I required for successful burglary.

I collated this information in an adjacent pub. I had bought a guidebook which contained an excellent plan of the Abbey, and I spent my time filling in details that I had observed and wished to remember. It amused me to think that the Dean and Chapter were providing the drawing on which the plan of campaign was to be worked out. Thereafter, for the space of three hours, I wandered round the back streets between Victoria and Millbank, for I wanted a complete picture of all the approaches to the building. In the early evening I went back to my hotel and lay on the bed and smoked a cigarette. I had had little sleep the night before, and I had walked many hours that day on hard streets. In return I had a complete picture of the whole district. There was only one thing more I wanted to know, and that was what police activity there was in the vicinity of the Abbey in the hours of darkness.

I put out the light and slept. At eleven o’clock I rose and took a tube to Westminster. My intention was to keep circling the Abbey all night, making careful notes of all I saw. By one o’clock the streets were deserted, and only an occasional vehicle sped along the rear of the Abbey. I was particularly interested in Old Palace Yard. I continued my watching, making notes every quarter of an hour. As time passed, I became more and more satisfied, for only once did I see a policeman, and he was some distance from the building. The nearest one on permanent duty was 300 yards away at the gateway to Palace Yard. At five o’clock I walked to Whitehall, hailed a taxi and returned to my hotel, well satisfied with my night’s reconnaissance.

My reconnaissance took place before the days of terrorism, when there was still casualness rather than fear in the management of affairs of state. I did not know then that what guarded Westminster was not guns, or security cameras, or patrolling policemen, but the mystique of the British Empire. So confident was the Empire in 1950 that it was beyond belief that anyone would sacrilegiously penetrate its mysteries, and certainly not us Scots, who were a subject race; the decent Jocks who can always to be trusted. It was that very mindset that we sought to change, and we could not have found a better way of changing it. Had there been any real security we would have been frustrated right at the start. I had never any thought of using violence. Although I had been taught to handle arms in the forces there was no thought of going armed. Mahatma Gandhi was dead only two years, and he was then, and still is, one of my great heroes.

Another of my heroes, although not in the international class of Mahatma Gandhi, was the man who financed us. There was a time when I was pretty coy about his identity in this chapter. He was of course John MacCormick, the founding father of the modern Home Rule movement. Despite the difference in our years we became the closest of friends. At that time, as the leader of the moderates, he could not be seen to be in any way associated with illegal acts. He was a great man, and I am glad that nowhere is there a statue to him, nor so far as I know even a portrait. Ikons for John are unnecessary. He is remembered in many hearts, not least my own, as a great, affectionate, humorous human being, who taught me the fine lesson that high causes can be pursued without bitterness, and without too much solemnity either.

It was for such a cause that I had been spying in London. Five hours later I was on the train to Glasgow. I was tired but full of burning contentment. I now knew beyond all shadow of doubt that what we planned was not beyond our capacity. Difficulty there was but that was a challenge. From now on we were to face not indecision, which is the most sick-making of all maladies, but only the cold recklessness of calculated risk-taking, which is a joy to every young man.
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