The Cone Gatherers

Chapter 2

In this chapter we see Duror’s home life and begin to understand his problem. We see a further development of the obsessive hatred he feels for the cone gatherers, which is directly linked to his feelings about his life.

The chapter opens with a conversation between the doctor and Duror, who meet on the road. Duror’s dislike for the doctor is made clear – he describes his attempts at conversation as ‘inanities’ and he despises the doctor’s greed and selfish interest in gaining the best meat for himself. Despite his frivolous conversation, the doctor has insight: he knows what is the root of Duror’s torment and comments about Duror’s face,

‘For all its composure…God knew how many inhibitions, repressions, and complexes were twisting and coiling in there, like the snakes of damnation.’

The image introduces us to the two sides of Duror’s character – the side he presents to the world and the side he keeps hidden deep inside himself: 

‘For the past twenty years he had disciplined himself to hide suffering’

On the outside, he appears calm and collected, aloof even. He is admired for his stoical acceptance of his lot. On the inside, he is tormented by his feelings of anger, disgust and disappointment. The damage that could be done by these repressed emotions is suggested by the image of the snakes, which almost seem to be working themselves up to inflict destruction. 

The cause of Duror’s agony is his wife, Peggy. We discover that she is paralysed and ‘monstrously obese’. Bed-ridden, she spends her days in the cottage and is looked after by her mother, Mrs Lochie. Duror’s feelings for his wife are indicated when he says, in reply to the doctor’s question about Peggy,

‘As well as can be expected,’ in a voice which was ‘as stripped of emotion as a winter tree.’

The doctor realises that Duror will have had no physical relations with his wife for over 20 years, and that part of his problem stems from this frustration and inability to live life as a fulfilled man. The doctor reflects,

‘…poor Duror for all his pretence of self-possession and invulnerability had been fighting his own war for years: there must be deep wounds and there could not be victory.’

Peggy is not conveyed sympathetically by Jenkins. She appears to be demanding and spoilt, her voice being described as ‘wheedling’ and ‘plaintive’ and her behaviour ‘coquettish’. She is like a child – even the way she wears her hair and dresses in white suggests the innocence and naïveté of a girl. Her mother, Mrs Lochie, recognises Duror’s revulsion for Peggy, and is outraged by it. She misses no opportunity to bad-mouth Duror, both to his face and behind his back. She says to him,

‘It’s a pity, isn’t it…she doesn’t die and leave you in peace?’

and

‘I ken a heart with thorns in it.’

Duror’s reflections give us a further insight into why he hates the cone gatherers so much. Until their arrival in the wood, he had resigned himself to a life of discontent, which he would mask with an outward appearance of emotionless stoicism. Now, he doubts his ability to ‘endure’ – to put up with things and just get on with them. The cone gatherers have personified his own situation, and Calum in particular reminds him of Peggy – Calum’s beautiful face set amidst such an imperfect body reminds him of his wife, still beautiful despite being morbidly obese and crippled. 

His ability to cope with his situation is at breaking point, and the arrival of Calum in the wood has pushed him over the edge. His mad desire to rid the wood of Calum, he hopes will allow him to cleanse himself of some of the repulsion he feels for his wife, allowing him to endure once more: 

‘This over-whelming aversion for the insignificant cone gatherers had taken him unawares; with it had come the imbecile frenzy to drive them out of the wood, the even more imbecile hope that their expulsion would avert the crisis darkening in his mind,’

In addition, without the cone gatherers there, Duror would be able to reclaim the wood as his own, and take from it the strength and courage to endure his lot – something he has always drawn from the wood before the cone gatherers arrived. To reinforce this idea, Jenkins describes how Duror is no longer able to touch the huge elm tree that has always given him such comfort. He has identified with it – both man and tree have endured; the tree through hundreds of years, Duror through the torment of his marriage. Now, he cannot bear to look at the tree, feeling that he is betraying it by no longer being able to endure.

At this stage of the novel, to get rid of the cone gatherers from the wood is enough for Duror, and he plans to organise a deer drive at which Calum and Neil will act as beaters (to drive the deer out of the trees so that they can be shot). Knowing how much Calum loves animals, he feels sure that he will embarrass himself to such an extent that Lady Runcie-Campbell will dismiss them from the wood. By getting rid of them, he feels that he will be free to carry on his life as before,

‘That dismissal might be his own liberation.’

Importantly, we see that Duror knows that his plan is wrong, and that he is making a definite choice to treat the cone gatherers badly. He says his plan was a

‘conscious surrender to evil.’

However, the chapter ends on a foreboding note, suggesting that to merely rid the wood of the cone gatherers will not be enough. Under attack from his mother-in-law when he returns home, Duror mutters to himself that it’s ‘too late’, suggesting that he will not be satisfied until he has killed Calum, and cleansed himself entirely of the feelings caused by Calum’s presence, which torment him.
