
Urbana, Illinois, U.S.A.
March 5, 1912

Dear Madam, 

 I hope you won’t think me forward, but I 
wanted to write to express my admiration for 
your book, From an Eagle’s Aerie. I’ll admit, 
I’m not usually a guy for poetry. More of-
ten, I can be found with a dog-eared copy of 
Huck Finn or something else involving mortal 
peril and escape. But something in your poems 
touched me more than anything has in years.

I’ve been in the hospital and your little 
book cheered me more than the nurses. Espe-
cially the nurse with the mustache like my 
Uncle Phil’s. She’s also touched me more than 
anything has in years, though in a much less 
exciting way. Generally I’m pestering the 
doctors to let me up and about so I can go 
back to my  plotting. Just last week I paint-
ed the Dean’s horse blue and I had hoped to 
bestow the same on his terrier. But with your 
book in hand, I’m content to stay as long as 
they keep bringing the orange Jell-O.

Most of your poems are about tramping down 
life’s fears and climbing that next peak. As 
you can probably guess, there are few things 
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that shake my nerves (apart from my hirsute 
nurse and her persistent thermometer). But 
writing a letter, uninvited, to a published 
author such as yourself -- this feels by far 
my most daring act. 

I am sending this letter to your publisher 
in London and will cross my fingers that it 
finds its way to you. And if I can ever repay 
you for your inspiring poetry -- by painting 
a horse, for example -- you only have to say 
the word.

With much admiration,  

David Graham
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Isle of Skye

25 March, 1912

Dear Mr. Graham,

You should have seen the stir in our tiny 
post office, everyone gathered to watch 
me read my first letter from a “fan,” as 
you Americans would say. I think the poor 
souls thought no one outside of our is-
land had ever laid eyes on my poetry. I 
don’t know which was more thrilling to 
them -- that someone had indeed read one 
of my books or that the someone was an 
American. You’re all outlaws and cowboys, 
aren’t you?

I myself admit to some surprise that my 
humble little works have fled as far as 
America. From an Eagle’s Aerie is one of 
my more recent books and I wouldn’t have 
thought it had time to wing across the 
ocean yet. However you’ve acquired it, I’m 
just glad to know I’m not the only one 
who’s read the blasted thing.
 
In gratitude,

Elspeth Dunn
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Urbana, Illinois, U.S.A. 
April 10, 1912

Dear Miss Dunn,

I don’t know which made me giddier -- to hear 
that From an Eagle’s Aerie was among your 
“most recent books” or to get a response at 
all from such an esteemed poet. Surely you’re 
too busy counting meter or compiling a list of 
scintillating synonyms (brilliant, sparkling, 
dazzling synonyms). Me, I spend my days robbing 
banks with the James Gang and the other outlaws 
and cowboys.

I was sent your book by a friend of mine who is 
up at Oxford.  To my shock and dismay, I have 
not seen your works in print here in the United 
States. Even a thorough search of my university 
library turned up nothing. Now that I know you 
have others lurking on the bookstore shelves, I 
will have to appeal to my pal to send more.

I was astonished to read that mine was your first 
“fan” letter. I was sure it would be just one 
in a stack, which is why I went to such pains 
to make it fascinating and witty. Perhaps other 
readers haven’t been as bold (or perhaps as 
impulsive?) as I.

Regards, David Graham

P. S. Wherever is the Isle of Skye?
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Isle of Skye
1 May, 1912

Mr Graham, 

You don’t know where my lovely Isle is?  
Ridiculous! That would be like me saying I’ve 
never heard of Urbana, Illinois.

My isle is off the northwest coast of  
Scotland. A wild, pagan, green place of such 
beauty that I couldn’t imagine being anywhere 
else. Enclosed is a picture of Peinchorran, 
where I live, with my cottage nestled between 
the hills around the loch. I’ll have you know 
that, in order to draw this for you, I had 
to hike around the loch, trudge up the sheep 
path on the opposite hill, and find a patch of 
grass not covered by heather or sheep excre-
ta. I’ll expect you to do likewise when you 
send me a picture of Urbana, Illinois.

Do you lecture in Urbana? Study? I’m afraid 
I don’t know what it is that Americans do at 
university.
  
Elspeth Dunn

P.S. By the way, it’s ‘Mrs. Dunn’
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Urbana, Illinois, U.S.A.
June 24, 1912

Dear Mrs. Dunn (please excuse my presump-
tion!),

You draw as well as write such magnificent 
poetry? The picture you sent is sublime.  
Is there nothing you can’t do?

As I can’t draw worth a dime, I’m sending a 
few picture postcards instead. One is the 
auditorium at the University; the second is 
the tower on the library building. Not bad, 
huh? Illinois is probably as different from 
the Isle of Skye as a place could be. Not a 
mountain in sight. Once I leave campus, just 
corn as far as the eye can see.

I suppose I do what any collegiate American 
does. Study, eat too much pie, torment the 
Dean and his horse. I’m finishing up my stud-
ies in Natural Sciences. My father hopes I’ll 
enter medical school and join him in his 
practice one day. I’m not as certain about my 
future as he seems to be. For now, I’m just 
trying to make it through my last year of 
college with my sanity intact!

David Graham
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Isle of Skye

11 July, 1912

Mr Graham,

‘Is there nothing you can’t do?’ you ask. 
Well, I can’t dance. Or tan leather. Or 
make barrels or shoot a harpoon. And I’m 
not particularly good at cooking. Can you 
believe I burned soup the other day? But 
I can sing fairly well, shoot a straight 
shot from a rifle, play the cornet (can’t 
we all?), and I’m something of an amateur 
geologist. And, although I couldn’t cook a 
decent roast lamb if my life depended on 
it, I make a marvellous Christmas pudding.

Forgive my frankness, but why devote all 
of your time (and sanity) towards an area 
of study that doesn’t grip your very soul? 
If I had had a chance to go to university, 
I wouldn’t have spent even a moment on a 
subject that didn’t interest me.

I should love to think I would’ve spent my 
university days reading poetry, as there’s 
no better way to pass the time, but af-
ter so many years masquerading as a ‘real 

(double-sided)
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poet’, there likely isn’t much a professor 
could teach me now.

No, as unladylike as it sounds, I would 
have studied Geology. My older brother 
Finlay is always out on the water and 
brings me rocks smooth from the ocean. I 
can’t help but wonder where they came from 
and how they washed up on  the Western 
Isles. 

There, now you know my secret wishes! I 
shall have to take your firstborn child in 
exchange. Or, I suppose I could settle 
for a secret of your own. If you weren’t 
studying Natural Science, what would you 
be studying? What do you wish you could be 
doing with your life above all?

Elspeth
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Urbana, Illinois, U.S.A.
August 12, 1912

 
Dear Rumpelstiltskin,

 
If you teach me to play the cornet, I’ll 
teach you to dance!

I don’t think there is anything unladylike 
about Geology. Why is it that you never  
escaped your isle for college? If I had lived 
in a more geologically interesting place than 
central Illinois, I might have considered 
a similar field. I’d always hoped to study 
American Literature -- Twain, Irving, and the 
like -- but my father refused to pay for me 
to spend four years “reading stories”. 

But what I wish to do above all? That’s an 
easy question, but the answer is not one I’m 
willing to admit. I’m afraid you’ll have to 
accept my firstborn child after all.

David
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Isle of Skye

1 Sept., 1912

Mr. Graham,

Well, now my interest is piqued! What is 
it that you always longed to be as a wee 
boy? A naval captain? A circus acrobat? 
A travelling perfume salesman? You must, 
must tell, or I shall form speculations of 
my own. I am a poet, after all, and I live 
amidst people who believe in fairies and 
ghosts. My imagination is quite fertile.

You asked why I didn’t go to university 
somewhere off the isle, and I have a con-
fession to make. Now, this is quite embar-
rassing, mind you. 

Let me take a deep breath. 

I’ve never been off Skye. My whole life.  
Really! The reason is...well, I’m afraid 
of boats. I can’t swim and am afraid to 
get into the water to even learn. I know 
you are probably falling from your desk 
chair, laughing. A person who lives on an 
island, utterly terrified of the water? 

(double-sided)
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But there you have it. Not even the lure 
of university could convince me to step 
foot on a boat. Oh, I tried. Really I 
did! I had actually planned to sit for a 
scholarship exam. I even had my suitcase 
all packed. Finlay and I, we were going 
to give it a go together. But when I eyed 
that ferry…oh, it just didn’t look seawor-
thy. It doesn’t seem right that boats float 
on the water. No amount of whisky could 
entice me on.

There! Now you have two secrets of mine. 
You know about my ridiculous aspirations 
towards Geology and my even more ridicu-
lous fear of the water and of boats. Now 
you surely can feel safe confiding your 
secret to me. You really can trust me, 
if for no other reason than there is no 
one else (apart from the sheep) for me to 
tell. 

Elspeth

P.S. Please stop calling me ‘Mrs Dunn’.

******
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Edinburgh

18 June, 1940

Oh, my Margaret, 

            I know I can never send this  
letter; it’ll end up on the grate the mo-
ment I put words to paper. If you only 
knew how my heart wrenches to read your 
note on the table, amidst the crumbs on 
the empty cake plate. If you knew how it 
feels to run after someone for a brief 
snatch of time, how the world stops 
spinning,just for a moment, when you hold 
them in your arms, and then starts again 
so fast that you fall to the ground, diz-
zy. If you knew how every hello hurt more 
than a hundred goodbyes. If you knew.

            But you don’t. I never told 
you. You have no secrets from me, but I’ve 
kept a part of myself locked away, always. 
A part of me that started scratching at 
the wall the day this other war started, 
that started howling to get out right now, 
the day you ran off to meet your soldier. 
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            I should have told you, 
should’ve taught you to steel your heart. 
Taught you that a letter isn’t always just 
a letter. Words on the page can drench the 
soul. If only you knew.

Mother
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Edinburgh

1 July, 1940

Margaret,
            Don’t make any rash decisions. 
Not for my sake; for yours. It’s been half 
a year since you’ve been in the same city 
as Paul. There were days when the two of 
you couldn’t stop bickering. And then all 
this love and marriage out of nowhere? 

            It’s the war talking. I know; 
I’ve seen it. They head off, invincible, 
feeling like the future is a golden pool 
before them, ready to dive into. And then 
something happens -- a bomb, a sprained 
wrist, a bullet that whizzes by too close 
for comfort -- and suddenly they are grab-
bing for whatever they can hold on to.That 
golden pool, it swirls around them, and 
they worry they might drown if they’re not 
careful. They hold tight and make whatever 
promise comes to mind. You can’t believe 
anything said in wartime. Emotions are as 
fleeting as a quiet night.
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            Please be careful. Last week 
we had planes overhead. One dropped five 
bombs and more than a hundred incendiaries 
around Craigmillar Castle. Nothing on the 
city, thank God, but the planes go right 
above us. Two nights, crouched down in 
the neighbourhood shelter in my dressing 
gown, hearing the air raid sirens and the 
growling engines and the rattle of the 
anti-aircraft guns, but not really knowing 
what was happening. It’s wearing on me.  
All I want is my Margaret by my side. 

            Please don’t make any deci-
sions you’ll regret later. Please don’t 
give away your heart without realising it, 
because, my sweet girl, you may never get 
it back.

Love,

Mother
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Edinburgh

9 July, 1940

Dear Margaret,

 

            Thinking is good. It’s what  
separates humans from cockroaches.

 

Mother
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Plymouth

Saturday, 13th July, 1940

 

Dear Mother,

 

            You’ll be happy to know, Paul 
is all patched and rested and back to 
serve Fair Britannia on the morrow. I’ll 
be starting to work my way north then, 
though I can’t promise to the efficiency of 
the rails these days.

 

Love and kisses,

Margaret
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Edinburgh
Thursday, 18 July, 1940

Paul,
            Mother is furious at us. Well, 
at me, really. It’s preposterous! It’s not 
like we did anything really shocking. It’s 
just a ring, after all. A ring and a prom-
ise.

            We’ve had a terrible row over 
it, though, so I’m up here on the roof with 
this letter and no idea how to apologise. 
She said I was ridiculous for saying ‘yes’ 
to the first boy who asked me. But then she 
said that, in war, happiness was hard to 
find. I told her she was the ridiculous one 
and she should make up her mind. What if 
the first boy to ask me was the one who made 
me happiest? Then she threw a spoon at me 
and said she just doesn’t have all the an-
swers.

            So I crawled onto the roof to 
stew. She finally leaned out of her bedroom 
window and said that the war unsettled her. 
She’d already been through one, but this 
war came with the constant edge of fear, 
the nights when the air raid sirens sound-

(double-sided)
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ed, and the nights when they didn’t. ‘War 
is impulsive,’ she said.  ‘Don’t spend the 
rest of your life looking for ghosts.’
            
I asked what on earth she meant, but she 
turned away and wouldn’t say a word. 
‘You’re talking about my da, aren’t you?’

            ‘I’ve told you before, there’s  
nothing you need to know about him.’

            ‘And why not? He’s my da.’

            You know it all, Paul. You’ve 
heard me rant and rant how she’s never said 
a word about my father. How she always just 
deflects my questions and says the past is 
past. And I understand what she means. I 
do. She raised me alone; she wants me to be 
satisfied with that. To treasure the time we 
have together. But to not know where I came 
from or how I came to be…you know all the 
questions I have.

            While she hovered in the bed-
room window, I said all of this. She tried 
to pass it by with a joke. ‘The first volume 
of my life is out of print,’ she’s fond of 
saying. 
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            But this time I didn’t let 
her. I pushed back. Regrets? Ghosts? She’s 
never talked like that before. ‘Why won’t 
you talk about him?’ I asked. ‘What about 
him is so horrible that makes you write him 
from your memory?’

            I thought she’d pace and wring 
her hands, but she just stood very still. 
‘I have never forgotten him,’ she finally 
said. ‘But I’ll remember for the both of 
us.’

Margaret
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