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Nicky Marr

I LEARNED a couple of things about 
myself on Saturday night – and I’m 
not sure I liked them. 

Sitting in the salon getting my 
hair put up before hosting a fashion 
show, I was having a good old moan. 
It was the second time in two days 
that I’d been in a salon; the day before 
I had spent three hours in the hands 
of Lucinda, while she re-created the 
many-coloured hairstyle that I’ve 
loved for so long. Except that this 
time I had insisted on a change. Those 
blonde stripes on the top? It was time 
for them to go.

So now my hair looks darker. It still 
has the red in it, but with chestnut 
brown where the blonde used to be, 
it is more like my natural colour – and 
I don’t like it. Not one little bit. And I 
was making sure Saturday’s hairdress-
er knew all about it.

So while Matt back-combed and 
quiffed, finding hidden blonde stripes 
from underneath to satisfy my vanity, I 
bemoaned the self-inflicted loss of my 
blonde bits. And then I stopped myself 

short. Because I had remembered why 
I was there.

This wasn’t about me at all – this was 
about the models in the show: the 24 
brave and beautiful men and women 
who had all been diagnosed with can-
cer but who were strutting the catwalk, 
sponsored to do so, to raise money 
for Marie Curie Highland, Maggie’s 
Highland and Highland Hospice. 

Looking around I realised I was the 
only one in the room who hadn’t had 
cancer; the only one who hadn’t faced 
losing not just their hair but their life 
too. For those who had lost their hair 
during chemotherapy, the hair loss 
was the least of their worries. And I 
was moaning about a change of colour. 
I needed to get it into perspective.

I met the models a few weeks ago, 
chatting to them individually and in 
pairs, and hearing the stories of their 
diagnoses, their treatments and what 
prompted them to put themselves for-
ward to model. For some it was a cel-
ebration of getting the all clear – can-
cer was behind them and they wanted 

to use the fashion show to mark the 
occasion. 

Others were still waiting for that 
good news, but they were feeling good, 
and wanted to “give back” to the chari-
ties that have given them so much sup-
port. And for a few, living with cancer 
is still a daily struggle. There are good 
days and bad, but what better way to 
celebrate the good days than this?

There was a common thread, 
though – each of them was walking the 
catwalk to prove that there can be life 
after cancer. 

Some even hinted that their lives 
have been enhanced; they had dis-
covered inner strengths and changed 
their priorities. Kathy now realises that 
it’s the people around you who matter, 
not your possessions. 

Evril’s diagnosis gave her the impe-
tus to set up her own business. Matt 
finds his stress levels have plummeted 
– he doesn’t “sweat the small stuff” 
any more – and Dee completed the 
24-hour Strathpuffer cycle race this 
year, proving that you can still be fit 

and active, even after 
cancer.

Of course we were 
celebrating survival – 
for every one of our 
models who has sur-
vived, others have lost 
their lives. And while 
the mood in the room 
on Saturday night was 
jubilant and celebra-
tory, there was still time 
to reflect on the price-
less work done by those 
who allow patients to live 
out the final days and weeks 
of their lives with dignity, and 
offer support to families during 
illness and into bereavement.

Thanks to generous sponsorship, 
donations and a brilliant raffle and 
auction, the evening raised in ex-
cess of £33,000 for the three chari-
ties; with more money still to come 
in. I salute the models, and I’ll do my 
best to learn from their courage and 
positivity.

Staring in the mirror, I had 
an important reality check

Smug? Me?
Course not!

MY mum is just back from a splendid week in Norway 
and I was eager to catch up on all her news. One of the 
highlights surely must have been the Northern Lights 
– they were sold to her as one of the main reasons for 
travelling to the Arctic Circle at this time of year.

“So how were the aurora, Mum?” I asked.
“We didn’t see any, it was foggy.”
So while we were spoiled rotten with the best show 

in a decade she, who paid good money to head north 
for that very purpose, was denied.

I can’t wait until I see her next. I’ll be able to show 
her all the lovely images which have been filling my 
Facebook and Twitter feeds. 

You don’t think that’s rubbing it in, do you? Maybe 
just a little…

It’s rare in these days of Netflix, iPlayers 
and catch-up TV for the topic of conver-
sation to be about what we watched on 
telly last night, but most of the north of 
Scotland must have stayed at home last 
Thursday to watch the BBC documentary 
Life and Death on the A9. 

For those of us who drive it regu-
larly it was a treat to see a bird’s-eye 
view of those familiar sweeping bends, 
those majestic skylines and the beauti-
ful bridges at Tomatin, Pitlochry and 
Dornoch. Combined with the Highland ac-
cents (particularly those of Wick trucker 
Alex Stewart) it brought home just how 
Glasgow-centric much of BBC Scotland’s 
programming is. What a treat to watch 
chef Jim Cowie “travel the A9” to get to 
the fish market – all of a five-minute walk 
from his restaurant to where the boats 
come in to Scrabster harbour.

But it wasn’t all positive. We saw the 
delays caused by the Kessock Bridge 
roadworks and we saw the horror of the 
accidents. Usually we just think of the 
victims; the programme also showed 
the effect they have on the emergency 
services personnel who deal with the af-
termath and the thousands of other road 
users who are inevitably delayed. Over 
great stretches of the A9 there really is 
no option for diversion.

Much was made of the assertion 
that “it’s not the road that causes ac-
cidents, its bad drivers” and it’s hard to 

disagree with that. But an expeditious 
dualling would cut down on frustration, 
save lives and help keep the main arte-
rial route through Scotland open. Get it 
done, people. Get it done.

Must-see television
follow Nicky on Twitter @NickyMarr

Tweet of the week
THIS comes from Ian Rankin – he’ll be 
in Cromarty next month for the second 
Crime and Thrillers Weekend. 

“Half the guests at my hotel are using 
e-readers. Means I have to lean in re-
ally close to check what they’re reading. 
Security is hovering.”

Team of Rivals: The Political 
Genius of Abraham Lincoln by 
Doris Kearns Goodwin

Published in paperback by 
Penguin

IN 1908 Leo Tolstoy, the greatest 
of all Russian writers, was travel-
ling in the North Caucasus where 
he became the guest of an illiter-
ate tribal chief who had no ap-
parent contact with the civilised 
world. 

This savage character gathered 
his family about him and asked 
Tolstoy to enlighten them with 
tales of the greatest men who had 
ever lived in the wider world.

The celebrated scholar held 
forth for hours about Alexander the 
Great, Julius Caesar, Frederick the 
Great and the Emperor Napoleon 
with his stories apparently being 

very well received by an eager 
audience. 

Eventually, the tribal chief 
stood up and said, “You have not 
uttered one syllable about the 
greatest general and ruler of the 
world. We want to know about 
him. 

“He spoke with a voice of thun-
der, he laughed like the sunrise 
and his deeds were as strong as 
the rock. His name was Lincoln 
and he lived in a land called 
America which is so far away that 
if a youth should journey to see it 
he would be an old man when he 
arrived. Tell us about him.”

This story may well be apocry-
phal but, as its author intended, 
it serves to illustrate the extent 
of “Honest Abe’s” fame and the 
respect he earned to the furthest 
corners of the earth. 

Team of Rivals illustrates the 
origin of that adulation as the 
author outlines his rise from the 

humblest of be-
ginnings through 
hard work and 
s e l f - i m p r o v e -
ment to become 
the greatest pres-
ident America 
has ever had. All 
along the way 
this humble man 
was prepared to 
subjugate his 
own interests to 
those of others 
and, above all, 
to the interests 
of his nation. 

Having even-
tually gained 
the Republican 
n o m i n a t i o n , 
and found his 
way to the seat of 
power in Washington, he assem-
bled his cabinet without regard 
for his own comfort but from the 

most able 
men in coun-
try, some of 
whom had 
been his bit-
ter enemies 
and competi-
tors for the 
presidential 
role. 

One or two 
of them de-
spised him 
and some of 
them despised 
each other 
but he welded 
their talents 
into the resil-
ient machine 
which went on 
to fight for na-
tional unity on 

moral grounds and to overthrow 
the self-interested institution of 
slavery.

Reading this extensive tome 
enables you to envisage the vast 
scale of the American Civil War 
– by the end three million men 
were serving in the Union Army – 
and to appreciate the heart-rend-
ing backdrop against which father 
fought son and brother fought 
brother. 

Also, though that whole scenar-
io was played out just a few gen-
erations ago, the author’s atten-
tion to the minutiae of family life 
makes plain how much medicine 
has moved on in the interven-
ing years as children, wives and 
compatriots die from infectious 
illnesses which, at least in the 
Western world, are today almost 
forgotten.

Lincoln’s own life was touched 
by this. He suffered from depres-
sion, his son Willie died as a mere 
boy and a second son, Tad, was 
taken by “compression of the 
heart” at the age of 18 within a few 

years of his father’s assassination. 
His wife, Mary, finding herself 

suddenly elevated to national 
status, often embarked on enor-
mous spending sprees in order 
to “keep up with the Joneses” in 
Washington. 

Through illness, domestic 
upsets, setbacks in war and dis-
putes within the administration, 
Lincoln maintained his calm, 
was steadfast in the face of defeat, 
magnanimous in victory and, to 
his last day on earth, kept all those 
around him entertained with his 
inexhaustible fund of amusing 
and illustrative stories.

Doris Kearns Goodwin cap-
tures his genius on all scales and 
it is little wonder that her book 
was the main source for the re-
cently issued Steven Spielberg 
film Lincoln. 

Having read this, I can’t wait to 
see it.

Jim A. Johnston

Spielberg used book as 
basis for Oscar-winnerTHE memoir of a young Caithness scholar who trav-

elled to France in the final days of the First World 
War to teach soldiers has been published.

Christina Keith, from Thurso, went to the Western 
Front in 1918 as a lecturer with the Army’s education 
scheme.

She lived among and taught soldiers of all social 
backgrounds and later, in March 1919, travelled, with 
a female colleague, across devastated battlefields.

Her descriptions of the charred landscape, with 
the debris of war still lying around, and with graves 
marked by rough crosses stuck in yellow mud, are 
included in the account, edited by her great niece, 
Flora Johnston.

For much of the 20th century, the Keith family 
were well known in and around Thurso. The first part 
of the book explores Christina’s family roots and her 
decision to pursue a career as a classics lecturer at a 
time when this was still a brave and unusual choice 
for a woman.

Later in life Christina retired from her position in 
St Hilda’s College, Oxford, and returned to Thurso 
where she lived alone, writing books and relying on 
the Pentland Hotel for her meals. She died in 1963.

Christina’s brother, David Barrogill Keith, was 
sheriff-substitute in Kirkwall but his first love was 
painting and he is remembered as a local artist. 
Barrogill fought in the First World War and some of 
his letters home to his mother are reproduced as an 
appendix to War Classics.

Ms Johnston, a freelance writer and researcher, 
said: “My father spent his childhood summers in 
Thurso with the Keith family and, although Christina 
died before I was born, I remember visiting Barrogill 
and another sister Mildred in The Cottage at Thurso 
East.

“My father showed me Christina’s manuscript 
memoir, which has been in his possession for many 
years, in November 2011. I then embarked on some 
fascinating research into Christina’s life, particularly 
in the context of women’s education, and also into 
the army’s education scheme.”

Ms Johnston worked for the National Museums 
of Scotland for six years before going freelance in 
2000.

She now researches and writes historical material 
for publications, interpretation panels and multi-
media, and has published three other books, the 
most recent of which was Faith in a Crisis: Famine, 
Eviction and the Church in North and South Uist.

n War Classics: the Remarkable Memoir of 
Scottish Scholar Christina Keith on the Western 
Front, published by The History Press, is out now.

A fascinating 
insight into  
life on the front

Catch up with the latest 
local news 

at www.johnogroat-
journal.co.uk
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Win a trip to HebCelt 
for two from 

Inverness Airport!  
See next week’s paper


