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PREFACE

My father, Alexander Ross Gray, died suddenly in the garden of his home at ‘Benoran’,
Darnoch on January 6, 1960. He was 70 years old. | was 36.

Now, at 93 years old, | realise that | hardly knew him. Why? Looking at my own career, |
realise that, apart from childhood and adolescent years, | was in his company for about four
years. At the age of 18 and a haif, | was called to the coiours in March 1943 and served in the
Royal Air Force f(lith Bomher Command)until the end of hostilities in August 1945 and later in
India Command until demobilised in April 1947.

In October of that year | embarked on University studies and Teacher Training for five years
and took up my first teaching position on April 1, 1952.

On marriage in July 1953, | ieft the family home and soon after, in 1954, my father retired
from his long career in journalism and, with my mother and sisters, Margaret and Fleanor,
moved to his new home in Dornoch, Sutherland. Thereafter, distance and having no motor
car, and the demands of my teaching career in Rosyth, Aberdeen and Lanark and of my own
young family kept us largely apart untii | officiated at his funeral in Dornoch in 1960.

As | have suggested, looking back from the later stages of my own life, | hardly knew him
beyond my own childhood where he was simply my ‘Dad’. Thus, | have embarked on a
pilgrimage, as it were, trying to record his life with the aid of letters and documents of various
kinds existing both with me and with my sisters Margaret and Eleanor in Dornoch and with
such memories as we are able to recall. After all, itis, at this date February 28, 2018, 58 years
since he died!

Gilbert Alastair Gray
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First, let me trace his anticedents.

On December 17, 1888, William Gray, aged 30, a journeyman slater was living at 33,
Wellmeadow Street, Paisley. His antecedents were — as Census returns record - horticultural
labourers in the north, viz., Sutherland, in the vicinity of Dornoch. Parents were Thomas Gray
(b.26.10.1818; d. 7.7.1895) and Margaret (Ross) Gray {b.10.4.1824: d.15.7. 1865) in the parish
of Creich. Going back a generation, his Grandparents were Peter Gray (b. 1791} and Anne
(Murray) Gray (b. 1791). Peter had been in the army and was a Pensioner Annuitant. James
Gray, also a farmer, and Belie {Sutherland) Gray were his Great- Grandparents living at
Achuile.

William himself was born in Clashmugach, a hamlet beside Clashmore, west of Dornoch on
the Skibo Estate in the Parish of Creich.. The Census of 1861 records him as a boy of 4 years
old with three older brothers — Peter {11}, Donald (9) and Thomas (7} and a young sister Johan
{2). Ten years later, aged 14, he is recorded as living next door with his uncfe and acting as
‘herd boy’. This is corroborated by his own personal statement:

That same year. HIS oidest brother Peter, then 21, took him n to Inverness to learn a trade, that
trade being slater in a family business which becéerlné’dén established building contractor in
inverness. His devotion to the pipes continued and his brother gave him his first real set to
allow him to compete in the piping ctasses at Nairn in 1885. Thereafter, he won many prizes

at the Highland Games and also the prestigious Gold medal at inverness in 1880. Later in life

However, in the early eighties, he joined the army and with the 2™ Battalion of the Black
Watch served in the Egyptian Campaign of 1881/82 and was soon the Battalion’s Pipe Major.
He won the Piping Championship of the army in 1886 and was proud to have played hefore

William returned to civilian life and, as a journeyman siater, was living at 33, Welimeadow
Street, Paisley in the late 1880°s where he met Mary Ann Milne, also aged 30, then working
as a domestic servant in Kilmacolm, a few miles away in Ayrshire.

Mary was born in 1858 at Fettercairn, the second of four children born to Alexander Milne {b.
14.10.1830) at Marykirk and Jane Walker (b. 1840 at Kireff) in the old county of Angus. Her
father was a ploughman at Thainstone near Fettercairn and, in 1860, was awarded a Highland
Society of Scotland medal at a local ploughing matcl












The level of literacy demanded of young people in those days is quite remarkable , as
witnessed again by the prize awarded to Alex’s younger sister Margaret (‘Meg’ within the
family, but ‘Maggie’ within the school!) on June 26, 1508. At the age of 13, she was in the
senior department cf Sharp’s Institution and had been awarded Second Prize for Arithmetic
—‘lvanhoe’ by Sir Walter Scott

Well endowed scholastically, the family showed other attributes. Apart from his piping
expertise, Alex was a swimmer, playing water polo, swimmingin the river Tay. For example,

| remember him mentioning exercising on the rings in the swimming pool and swimming
around Moncrieffe Island. He also engaged in athietics. His brother, fim, was a footballer
who earned a trial with Glasgow Rangers. His sister Ellie, played the ptano and was a country
dancer, though later plagued with illness. Meg was a cook.

In the meantime, Alex, aged 16, had left school and taken up employment in the Balhousie

et Lompem WOrks with Coats Brothers Ltd. When he Ieftl\in October 1807, he received the following

A

testimonial from his employers: '

N

. Sumale ded

— Alex is now approaching his 18" birthday and has changed his job — but where???

*
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From his early childhood, his father had tutored him on the pipes and at the age of 11 he was

a winner in a piping competition. He continued to deve'.ophhis craft and competed regularly,
often successfully, at Highland Gatherings. A medal, 1% for playing marches, dates from 1904,
aged 14. A handsome gold watch is dated 29.1.12. and on the following July 6, aged 23, he
won the Strathspey and Reels piping competition at the Blantyre Amateur Highland Games

He was gold medal winner at Birnam Highland Games {1913) and again in the foliowing year

and the gold medal he won there dangled from his watch chain throughout the rest of his life.





































































Alas, at this time Herr Hitler was rampaging about in Europe and our government was torn
between appeasement and preparation for war. On September 1, 1939, we gathered round
our ‘wireless’ to hear Mr Neville Chamberiain, our Prime Minister, inform us that, after
protracted negotiations, we had no opticn but to declare war on Germany. Fearing an onset
of a ‘blitzkreig’ such as had befallen France, Belgium and Holland, schools closed. Signs of
defensive preparations sprang up. Barrage balloons appeared in the sky protecting the naval
dockyard at Rosyth, occasionally falling blazing to earth struck by lightning during a
thunderstorm. An anti-aircraft battery was established just south of our village and the quaint
-‘looking Lysander aircraft regularty tested its preparedness. Dad, with other old soldiers,

'kjoined the LDV {'Local Defence Volunteers’} - later ‘Home Guard’. 1joined the 792 Squadron,

Alr Training Corps which had been formed at Dunfermline High School, and later, Margaret
joined the equivalent Girls’ organisation. We were all issued with Identity Cards. On the flat
fields near Kincardine, telegraph poles were set up to deter anticipated glider landings by
enemy troops. Military aircraft traffic between Fleet Air Arm airfields at Machrihanish in the
west and Donibristle in the east increased, much to my delight. | became skilled in recognising
many types of aircraft. One afternoon in early 1943, | heard an unusual noise coming from
the south when a “vic’ of three of the new Lancaster bombers roared low over the tree tops.
It could oniy have been the famous 617 ‘Dambuster’ Squadron aircraft rehearsing for the
famous raid on the German dams later in May of that year.

In his capacity as the newspaper reporter covering the West Fife area, Dad had ready access
to local places and events and he often took the family with him as he pursued his business.

Just before the war started, Royal Navy warships of the Fleet were anchored in the Firth of
Forth near Rosyth and Dad was able to arrange a trip out to see them. The family boarded
the old aircraft carrier, HMS Courageous. She was one of the first ships to be sunk by enemy
submarine a few days after the outbreak of war in early September.

At home, preparations were made in case we were to suffer air raids and Dad and | started to
excavate part of our garden to accommaodate an air raid shelter. However, our next-door
neighbours {Mr and Mrs Lowe) invited us to share the one that they had created under their
house 50 our excavation had now to be filled in! Mum busied herseif making blackout
curtains. We children criss-crossed our window panes with sticky fape to prevent glass
shattering in the event of hombing attacks. Buckets were filled with sand and stirrup pumps
prepared in case of fire attacks.

Since no attacks had been made on our mainland, it was deemed safe to return to normal on
October 16 and schools reopened. On that day, | was walking the two miles or so home from
school to Crossford with a pal when there were strange sounds in the sky which turned cut
to be the sounds of German aircraft attacking ships of the Fleet anchored in the Firth of Forth
beside the Forth Bridge - the first air attack on the mainland of Britain. Dad was immediately
busy interviewing witnesses in nearby villages in order to provide his ‘write-up’ of the event
for ‘The Peoples’ Journal’. There were to be many air raid warnings over the next few years
and a number of enemy bombs fell close to the village.
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On the nights of April 13 and 14, 1941, we listened to waves of hundreds of German bombers
overhead making for Clydebank to destroy its industry - and virtually the whole town. Indeed,
on the day of my Higher Science examination in February 1941, the air raid warning siren
sounded as | was about to leave for Dunfermline High Schoo! on my cycle but it was cancelled
within the hour.

The early days of the war had brought much gloom and, as Dad was an old soldier, we were
kept well informed of what was happening. We were cheered in December 1339 by the news
that the dangerous German ‘pocket battleship ‘Graf Spee’ which had been sinking our
merchant shipsin the South Atlantic had been intercepted by three of our cruisers and chased
into the harbour of Montevideo and forced to scuttle - our first victory!

Many Polish troops appeared in the area and our teachers were employed in holding classes
in English for them, In 1942, a large contingent of Canadian troops wme"r% encamped north of
Dunfermline. Dad took us to visit them and we did some shopping for them in town. Mother
was particularly interested since some of her family had emigrated there. Sadly, 1 suspect,
many of these soldiers died at Dieppe soon after when a totally disastrous military attack
comprising mainly Canadian troops, was staged on the French coast there on 19" August.

*

Dad was very supportive of his mother and sister Eleanor in their home at 14, Station Road,
Millerston, Glasgow and we paid them regular visits by car entailing quite long journeys since,
in those days, the only bridge over the river Forth was at Stirling. We children occasionally
stayed with them on short holidays. Situated at the tram car terminus, there was always
something of interest. Nearby was Hogganfield Loch and its interesting wild life. Dad had
been closely involved in a court case since Auntie Ellie was in dispute with the Ministry of
Labour over an accident which she had had at work. It had resulted in severe damage to her
right arm which remained strapped for the rest of her life,

His father, William, had, for some reason in the distant past, certainly before 1921,
disappeared from the family scene but | have long suspected that Dad kept in touch with him
quietly untit his death in May, 1931.

Meanwhile, | had completed my 6™ Year at Dunfermline High School and was considering
future employment. | had fancied a career in the area of architecture or surveying but my
first interview proved unsuccessful. The vacancy went to a school friend, David Aitken. Dad
got me a position in the engineering department of the Fife Coal Board based in Cowdenbeath
butadayindungarees filing a small piece of metal did not attract me. Experience of delivering
Christmas mail got me into the Post Office sorting office and | also joined the Royal Observer
Corps based in the control roorﬁnﬁased in one of Dunfermline’s ald linen mills where we
plotted the multitude of aircraft movements over Central Scotland in which many training
airfields had sprung up. We also kept an eye on enemy aircraft operating over the North Sea.


















However, my letters home were far from cheerful. Although | was now Warrant Officer,
aircrew were declared redundant and during the next three months my letters told of
movement from one RAF station to another - Burn, Catterick, Kirkham - as the RAF sought to
train me for another job. After a two-month course | qualified as Clerk Equipment Accounts.
My new destination ? | had to inform the family eventually that it would be somewhere out
east!!

| boarded a stripped down Liberator at Oakington in East Anglia on December 8 and within a
few hours was 1anding in a thunderstorm at Castel Benito in Tunisia. Then it was on to Cairo
West in Egypt. Engine trouble defayed our departure for a week before pressing on to Shaibah
in [raq whence, after a short break, we set off for Mauripur in north-east India. It was now
December 15. At each stop, | had dashed off a letter home giving details of the journey and
landscapes so far. A week later a twin-engined Dakota flew a few of us, via Poona to Arkonam.
A lorry trip to Avadi completed the trip to 337 Maintainance Unit- a huge military assemblage
of Army, Navy and Air Force Units near Madras, now Chennoi. This was to be my ‘residence’
for the next etleven months. | had, meantime, continued to keep family informed of my travel
and, just as important, | was now abie to provide family with an address to allow them to
communicate with me. There now commenced a regular flow of letters which, from my end,
totalled over eighty during the next ten months. Of course, a corresponding number came
from home so the postal service was kept busy!

Now | was faced with a new currency - rupees. | got my allocation home sorted out - the
equivalent of 3/- per day which | had established a year earlier. | was soon in touch with Dad
as | considered my future beyond the RAF. | sought his opinion on a General Draughtsmanship
Course which attracted me and, in time, received a set of professional instruments to all me
foliow a correspondence course. He also accepted my suggestion that, since | was a non-

hsmoker, | would send him my regular ration of cigarettes though he would have preferred
cigars! About this time, his leg was giving him trouble, so much so that he had to visit
Edinburgh infirmary for X-ray.

As a family in Dunfermline, and later in Crossford, my parents were members of Canmore
Congregational Church and we children attended its large Sunday School. Over the years we
became immersed in its affairs and organisations. In February, 1946, Dad had been appointed
a Deacon and soon after was asked to arrange a "Welcome Home’ function for the first of the
returning ex-servicemen and women. Others followed. Later, with his experience in
journalism, he was appointed Editor of the Church News Letter - a post he held for several
years.

At home, Eleanor had decided to take up a career in music and in July had passed her music
exam and had five pupils. Margaret was doing well at Moray House Teacher Training Coflege
and, in June now aged 20, got an appointment in September at a schoo! not too far from
home. Dad had decided to sell some of his bee stocks but nevertheless was busy with the
remainder in july.



My letters were full of descriptions from my visits into Madras and the surrounding area,
sporting prowess at football, cricket and swimming and descriptions of my two spells of leave
in the Nilgiri Hills, but at the end of July, Dad informed me that the newspapers were
publicising the new Forces’ Pay Code produced by the Labour Government and which had
improved their pay and conditions. Alas, my experience was quite different since | had been
reduced in rank from Warrant Officer to Sergeant and certain elements of my pay had
disappeared - a real humitiation!

However, in November | was able to tell the folks at home that | was on my way home. '‘Don’t
send any more letters!” | busied myself in assembling parcels to send home - floor mats, dress
lengths, nylon stockings, tinned fruits, cigarettes, sweets, decorative embroidery.... lots of
things that were not availabie in British postwar austerity. After the long train journey to
Bombay, | boarded the liner ‘Britannic’ and sailed home via the Red Sea, Suez Canal,
Mediterranean Sea, Bay of Biscay, Irish Sea to disembark on a dank, misty morning at
Liverpool.

I was eventually demobilised in April 1947 and rejoined the family circle at a time when lce
Hockey had become established in Scotland - in Dunfermline, Kirkcaldy, Perth, Ayr and
Dundee. Dad, of course, reported on the matches and became ‘hooked’. The enthusiasm
spread to the family so we regularly attended the Dunfermiine Ice Rink to support
Dunfermline Vikings in their exciting and boisterous matches. The players were mainly young
Canadians and on one occasion, two of the players were invited to our house at Crossford for
tea, much to the excitement of Margaret and Eleanor - and mother! On another memorabie
trip, Dad took us to the far north-west of Sutherland to view the spectacular scenic delights
of what is now designated a ‘Geological Park’.

However, other matters were afoot. Dad was still trying to acquire a newspaper business.
Now aged 58, it seemed a rather ambitious project but in the following year he acquired the
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Dad had always seemed to be in robust health and very active with his bees and in the
garden though he did have a nasty and painful bout of erysipelas which confined him to bed
on one pccasion.

Now he had no motor car having forfeited his company car and had to depend for a time on
daily bus travel from Crossford to Kinross and to Alloa where the paper was printed. The
next six years became increasingly burdensome.

















