
The People to which Old Things are New 

 My daughter and I arrived back in town a little before noon, which is a busy 
time for tourists. I had to park as far away from the house as I ever do and was getting 
irritated by the slow driver in front of me. When he signaled that he was going to park 
in the spot I wanted I cursed and flipped him the bird. When I eventually parked the 
group of tourists in the car started to walk towards us. I took my daughter out and put 
her on the sidewalk while I grabbed the rest of our stuff. When the tourists passed by 
an older woman in the group smiled and took a picture of my daughter.  

 It was a strange moment. I was irritated with these people and instead of being 
irritated at me, one of them flattered me by taking a photograph (This also creeped me 
out a little, I have to admit). It actually wasn’t the first time a tourist took a picture of 
my daughter as if she were just another feature of the historic town of St. Andrews.
  

In actuality, I’m sure those two instances are not the only times my daughter 
has made it into someone’s vacation slideshow either. We live right near the old 
cathedral and castle so I find that I’m often saying “excuse me” to people on the 
sidewalk only to have them attempt to get out of my way by walking right into my 
home’s entryway. People walk by our house constantly with cameras in hand taking 
mementos of the sights, some rarely looking up from their viewfinders. I guess they 
would rather experience their vacation for the first time from the comfort of their 
home.  

Just as I was writing the last paragraph an open-air tour bus drove by my 
window with four blue-haired women standing up and facing backwards with their 
cameras pointed towards the ancient stone facades. I can also hear a bagpiper cycle 
through the same three songs around the corner for the third time. I guess by the time 
he gets through “Amazing Grace”, “Scotland the Brave”, and that other one you’ve 
undoubtedly heard before but don’t know the name of, the current group of tourists 
will have gotten all of their pictures and will have moved on to the next site and he 
can go back to the beginning for the next group. 

 It’s a feature of living here that I find difficult to get used to (or a feature to 
which I find difficult to get used). I don’t mind it for the most part. I actually find it 
very interesting. At least there are things to do, which might not be the case in most 
towns of 16,000 people. When we decided to move here, my wife expressed unease 
with living in a college town that also happened to be a tourist destination—students 
and tourists both being groups of people known for their selfishness. People taking 
pictures of my 18-month-old daughter without asking for permission is a case in 
point. Would it be more of problem to take a random child’s picture in Harrisburg, 
Pennsylvania or Tulsa? Perhaps it wouldn’t be any more of a problem, but I think 
people wouldn’t be so trigger-happy as they seem to be while standing near a latrine 



built by monks in the 12th century. “Hey there’s an ancient toilet! There’s a gothic 
window! There’s a toddler!”  

I once overheard a German girl and an English girl in a used bookstore here 
talking about an old book one got for an American friend because Americans like old 
things. It’s true, I suppose. For me, I do get a sense of excitement whenever I ponder 
who else might have walked where that piper is standing right now. It’s something 
that is difficult to do in the Dallas suburb where I grew up. But that’s only part of why 
I enjoy living here. I do think a lot of it is knowing that others visit where I live in 
order get away from where they live.  

A few years ago, a friend of mine returned from a yearlong trip to Asia. He 
photographed things for a living so looking at his holiday slide show was more of a 
privilege than you might expect. However, of all the great photos he took, the ones 
that really stuck in my mind were of people going about their everyday lives. Either 
old men playing chess in a Chinese park or little children walking around. I never 
thought I’d be one of the subjects of those photos. Do people realize that I’m not a 
local Scot? Does it matter? It kind of makes me wonder if my friends’ photos were of 
locals or Chinese-Americans on vacation themselves. 

People drive through here on daytrips often spending less than an hour outside 
their tour bus and may not even realize that people live here. I was the same in 
Venice, Mykonos, and Hampi on my visits to those historic sights. I did wonder what 
it might be like to live in those towns but never really thought I might learn.  

 I still get a sense of awe when I walk by such ancient majesty. I still get a kick 
out of telling people that Mary Queen of Scots used to own the property I live in 
(though the building itself is only as old as George IV). But I am starting to find the 
more interesting aspects of the town blending in with the quotidian necessities. “Sure 
that library’s 600 years old, but the beer’s at Tesco.” I also still get a kick out of 
people wandering around town and asking me for the directions to the R&A, but 
perhaps not for long. I wonder which will get old first—the old things, or the people 
to which the old things are new. 


