The Impact of War

From start to finish the presence of war pervades the action of the novel.  The opening passage of the novel paints an idylic picture of the estate which is undermined by references to a ‘destroyer’ in the loch, planes ‘roaring louder than waterfalls’ and moving ‘swifter than hawks’ (a bird of prey).  References to ‘gunshots cracking’ which puncture the silence also add to the atmosphere.  War threatens the previous peace and order of the estate and its inhabitants.  We are reminded once again of its presence at the end of the novel when another ‘warship steams down the loch’ following Calum’s tragic death.  Early on Calum seems to have a premonition which arises out of his awareness of the war but which also seems to hint at what is to come when he says ‘Sometimes I think it must be the war.  There seems to be death in the air’.

The Impact of War – The Estate & Characters

Calum can’t understand the war and ignores it; ‘This was the terrifying mystery, why creatures he loved should kill one another.  He had been told that all over the world in the war now being fought men, women, and children were being slaughtered in thousands; cities were being burnt down. He could not understand it, and so he tried, with success to forget it.’

Neil recognises the seriousness of the situation and it seems to make other aspects trivial: ‘There’s no sense in being sorry for trees … when there are more men than trees being struck down … Trees can be replaced in time … Can you replace dead men?’

Duror is resentful and broods over his inability to participate in the war: ‘The envy that he felt (towards those fighting) was corrosive and agonising.’ This feeling eats away at him and he feels emasculated.

Lady Runcie-Campbell feels the pressure of war on her personal life and it has a profound effect on her views: ‘This war … with its dreadful separation has shown me at least what she (Peggy) has missed all these years.  Something has come between us and the things we love, the things on which our faith depends: flowers and dogs and trees and friends.’  Her husband Sir Colin is at war and she is left alone to manage the estate and raise her children, including Roderick about whom her husband worries.

Dr Matheson has a son at war and resents having to alter his lifestyle due to the scarcity of fine foods and wines: ‘Take care of the sick, and let the healthy pine … it is damned scunnersome, spam, spam, spam at every meal.’  He continually complains about the lack of ‘civilised living’.

Neil & Calum are working in the woods against their wishes.  The wood will be felled to provide resources for the war effort and they must gather the cones to regenerate it after the war.

The war forces a change in the social fabric and forces those from different social orders to confront each other.  LRC must engage with the likes of Neil and Calum, Mr Tulloch must try to pacify her disgust at their presence, and Duror feels a duty to protect his superiors from what he perceives to be their polluting presence.  This situation could not have arisen without the war.

The notion of sacrifice, associated with the men dying in battle, is also relevant in the novel, as is the idea of cruelty.

