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Borders and bridges  

 

I wake up to the sound of my children loudly trying to be quiet. I sneak 

towards the kitchen, hoping for an uninterrupted coffee, and see them cooried in 

the one bed. They are discussing plans to visit their cousins in Italy - our first 

journey outside Scotland after Brexit - and trying to decide what things to pack "in 

case the borders close": choosing what they couldn’t do without. I make it to the 

kitchen undetected, worry rising in my stomach.  

 

A late dawn is opening up the winter sky behind the Forth Rail Bridge. I think 

back to twelve winters ago when I sailed under that same bridge, with the 

children’s dad, on a ferry heading to Zeebrugge. Our motorbike was in the hold, 

laden and ready to take us to New Zealand; first stop, Italy. Closed borders in 

Europe were not remotely on my list of concerns.  

 
 
       The waters of the Firth of Forth, beyond the engine’s churning, were dark. 

Only thin strings of lamps in the distance showed where the water stopped and 

the land began. At school in Italy I was taught that this river marked the uttermost 

North of Roman civilisation, the furthest border: on the shores of Fife lived enemy 

barbarians. I grinned and shared that with my husband, who grew up in Fife, as 

the ferry slid under the great iron lattice of the Rail Bridge.  

 

      At school in Scotland my children are learning about the Second World War 
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and how it affected the Firth of Forth: the fear that the Rail Bridge would be 

bombed and a vital transport artery destroyed, the huge defences built against 

enemy attacks. I can hear war games take shape next door, involving escapes 

from exploding bridges on flying unicorns and motorbikes. The question of what 

to pack seems settled or forgotten. My coffee remains peaceful, for now.  

 

Driving a motorbike as fast as it can go is one of my favourite feelings in 

the world - if the road is safe.  On the wide motorways of France I edged towards 

the upper reaches of the speedometer, when even the tiniest shift in balance is 

communicated instantly through the bike to the road and distraction is fatal.  This 

state of hypervigilance, of almost transcendental concentration, was the most 

awake I had ever felt. I whooped with glee as our motorbike swooped south, 

wheels for wings. It was the shortest day of the year and we wanted to get to my 

parents' house in Italy in time for Christmas.  

 
Before long we were trembling with cold. It was miserable, and I turned to 

summer memories of childhood road trips on these same motorways, my brother 

and I sweating in the back of the car as our Italian father drove us to Glasgow. 

Our Scottish mother had grown up there after spending her earliest years on 

Cumbrae as an evacuee. I used to translate incredulously between my Scottish 

and Italian grandfathers as they swapped stories about a time when their 

countries were at war with each other, when they both decided to evacuate their 

families from the bombs falling on Glasgow and Milan, when European borders 

were impossible to cross.  Part of my child-brain suspected they were just 
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making it up to tease me: free travel across Europe was so normal, like rain in 

Scotland or pasta for tea. I only realised this was not a joke when a British great-

uncle boasted about how, during his time in the RAF, he had bombed Italy; my 

mother went very quiet and held me tight.  

 

       Danger snapped me away from memories: the motorway was coiling into 

tight loops as it rose from the Mediterranean into the Appennines. It unravelled 

when we reached the vast flood plain of the Po valley, where I spent most of my 

childhood in the countryside near Pavia. 

  

My dad spent his childhood there too, as an evacuee. His father - my 

Nonno - had to keep working in Milan, but every weekend he cycled over 100km 

to be with his family. Nonno told me stories of flinging himself into country ditches 

to shelter from Allied bombs, of passing Fascist checkpoints on roads now 

flanked by petrol stations and Arborio rice fields. He told me about the day when 

he met his wife's sister, Tosca, on the old covered bridge in Pavia: how she had 

brought him packages for the family, offering to help carry them; how he had said, 

"Ah, thanks, but you go home back across the river, I'll manage these fine on my 

own"; how he had waved at her and cycled off, then heard the bomb that 

destroyed the covered bridge and Tosca with it.  

 

My father returned to Milan after the war ended, but he always 

remembered the gladness of fields and rivers and wanted his children to grow up 
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in a place that, for him, meant safety. In the warmth of my kitchen on a Scottish 

winter morning I think, isn't that what we all want for our children? What can I tell 

my kids, born of two countries and with two languages, as they worry about not 

being allowed back from visiting their cousins - as they witness Scotland leave 

the EU when most voters in Scotland are against that? What stories and 

memories do we all need to be sharing to build peace? 

 

I'm awake now; awake enough. I finish my coffee and go next door to 

bring the games back from the brink of injury. Over breakfast I'll tell my children 

about adventures their mum had when she travelled freely across our beautiful, 

complicated continent, in the war-born peace that has lasted since their great-

grandparents' generation bombed each other's cities. I'll share memories from 

long before they were born: stories about fear and courage, borders and bridges.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  
 
 
  
 

 


