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For years I was always being asked the same question: When are you going home? It was 

not that people were being unfriendly, or that they wanted me to leave Scotland; it was 

just that they expected that sooner or later, I would return to the U.S. 

 

Admittedly, I was asked this question less and less in recent years. I had been in Scotland 

for a dozen years – a third of my life – and little by little, the Gaelic-speaking community 

was getting used to someone having a surname that began with a ‘Z’. And although I had 

been talking about going back to the States for a long time, I am sure that my Scottish 

friends were convinced that I would never leave. 

 

However, after twelve years in Scotland, and fifteen years in total outside the U.S., I have 

in fact left. One day in June I got on a plane in London, and eight hours later I got out in 

America. And now, I am back. 

 

Except that I am not ‘back’ at all. I am in Oregon, a large state in the Pacific Northwest, 

nearly 3,000 miles from where I grew up on the East coast – and instead of being ‘back,’ 

it feels like I am in a different country altogether. A new country. 

 

Oregon is located besides the Pacific, with California and Nevada to the south, 

Washington state to the north, and Idaho to the east. Between these borders are tall 

mountains, wide valleys, deserts – and very few people. Despite the fact that the state has 

the same square mileage as Britain, there are only three and a half million Oregonians.  

About half of the population lives in Portland; the rest are in small towns which are 

scattered throughout the state. I am staying in one of the larger small towns (population 

50,000) – quintessential ‘small town America,’ a place I have never seen or been before. 

 

Before arriving here, I heard a lot about how similar the weather would be to Scotland, 

and in fact how similar Oregon was to Scotland in general. Although there is reportedly a 

lot of rain in the winter, it has been exceedingly dry since I arrived, and terribly hot: 



temperatures have been over 100 degrees. Three weeks went by before I saw a drop of 

rain – which, after the baking heat, was a welcome relief. 

 

Apart from the weather, Oregon is different from Scotland in many ways. Although it's 

true that there are mountains, glens and sea here – as well as farms, high unemployment, 

cattle, salmon and even Scottish Games in the summer – and although there are many 

small rural towns here too, small town America feels entirely different from rural 

Scotland. 

 

I blame the cars (at least in part). There are a lot of them, they are big, and they are 

getting bigger. People don't seem to walk at all: the shops are so scattered about that they 

must drive for miles, going from shop to shop to do their errands. It is impossible to nip 

out for a pint of milk, and you cannot drive to one main street or area where you can 

accomplish your errands on foot – towns are not set up like that. Instead you must drive 

from shop to shop, and you must have a car. 

 

It would be misleading if I did not also say that there are many bicycles in the town 

where I am staying. They come in all shapes and sizes, and many people ride them. And 

despite the ubiquitous fast food restaurants, there are also farmers’ markets every 

weekend where local and organic produce is sold. I shop at a cooperative supermarket 

(‘First Alternative’), my local phone company is a cooperative, and people’s politics here 

are generally to the left of center. But at the same time, there is no café within walking  

distance of my apartment – although there is a drive-thru Espresso stop nearby – and far 

too often I find myself looking at the world through the windows of a car. 

 

And as I drive through the town, past the strip malls and the drive-thru coffee stops, it is 

not at all clear where the heart of the community lies. I am not saying that there is no 

community – people must be meeting each other, in their schools and their offices and 

their clubs. There must be strong ties holding people together in a place as small and as 

rural as this. But for someone from the big cities of Washington D.C. and Edinburgh and 

Glasgow, these ties are invisible, although they may become more noticeable over time. 

 

I am no longer in Scotland, but in answer to those friends who asked me when I would be 

going home, I have to say that I am not there yet. 

 


