Will Guthrie 

Will Guthrie is the older brother of Chris by one year. Although he is not as clever as Chris he is an outward looking person as he is the Scot who looks outside his own country: he ends up emigrating to Argentina. 

Will and John Guthrie

From the beginning of the novel Will is abused by his father.

“but he should not have stricken 

Will as he did he fell below the feet 

of the horse and Bess turned her head,…

Will was sitting up slowly, the 

blood on his face”

John Guthrie uses such violence on his son for something as simple as using the word “Jehovah” which enrages Guthrie because he views this as taking the Lord’s name in vain. This brings about Will’s life long hostility towards his father. 

John Guthrie’s behaviour to his son causes Will to develop a loathing for the older man:

“so Will hated father, he was sixteen years of age 

and near a man, but father could still make him 

cry like a bairn”

Will’s hatred of Guthrie stems from an abused childhood and increases as the novel progresses.

Thus his hatred progresses as Guthrie continues to tear apart his childhood in abusive actions.

“and up to the barn he went with Will and 

took down his breeks, nearly seventeen though he was,

and leathered him”

Despite Will being what in modern times would be viewed as a grown adult, John Guthrie continues to beat him violently and humiliate him. Every time John abuses him, Will becomes steadily more hateful towards his father. 

As the novel progresses, Will and his father clash on more than one occasion. One of the more notable of these, is when Dod and Alec (the younger brothers of the Guthrie family) come home in tears having been bullied about their mother’s suicide. John Guthrie “skelped” the boys for crying and insists that they return to school the next day. Will stands up for his brothers: 

“they stood with fists clenched”

Will, pointing out his father’s hypocrisy, causes things to almost erupt into a fight between the two men. Both stand ready to hit each other and it is only through Chris’s intervention that they do not come to blows.  This clearly shows the tension and conflict between the two characters. Will is now an adult with an adult’s strength and is able to repel his fathers aggression. 

A further tension between Will and his father is about methods of farming. Will as one of the new generation wishes to use modern farming implements and methods whereas John’s methods and tools are rooted in tradition, one crofter using a pair of horses and a plough to work his land. Mechanisation is doing away with this but John Guthrie can’t adapt to new ways. Will, typically of youth, finds his father’s old-fashioned equipment embarrassing and urges buying modern implements. 

Another aspect of the tension between them, comes when John learns of Will’s relationship with Mollie Douglas and this enrages him.

What’s this I hear about you and some orra tink bitch

in Drumlithie.

John becomes angry and confronts Will, which leads to an argument between them. In which Will says:

I’ll knock the damn teeth down the throat of you, father though you be.

John responds to this by attempting to hit Will.

“Father made to strike at Will but Will caught his arm and cried Mind!”
This emphasizes the conflict between them and highlights the fact that Will is standing up to his father more and more as he grows up. He no longer allows Guthrie to abuse him and shows that he is breaking away from the family as he has his own values and own pride in life. The reader is beginning to approve of Will’s character.

Will and Mollie Douglas

Will’s relationship with Mollie Douglas acts as a contrast with the relationship his parents had as he cares for Mollie, whereas John uses his interpretation of religion to allow him to have sex with his wife even against her will:

I’d as soon cut my own throat as do hurt to-HER

Will has a more healthy view of relationships as he does not allow himself to be religiously motivated. This also shows an affinity with Chris, as she is more sensible and also doesn’t share the views of her father. 

Will leaves Kinraddie, both to get away from John and to marry Mollie whom he loves. 

“But Will didn’t come back that night,

He didn’t come back the next day, he 

Came back never again to Kinraddie”

Will emigrates to Argentina after marrying Mollie in Aberdeen. He leaves the country to create a new and better life for them. After his departure he sends a letter to Chris to tell her of what he has done. Sending  the letter to Chris, as opposed to his father, shows that Will is unwilling to forgive the older man for the abuse he was put through as a child. This also shows Chris that she doesn’t need to live an oppressed life under John’s thumb.

Will and Chris

Throughout the novel Will enlightens Chris to the changes happening as they grow up and to the finer points of life.

It is Will who tells Chris how babies are born whilst their mother is in labour.

What’s a bull to do with a calf you fool
Chris is unaware of the fact that children come from sex as at the time such things were not spoken of. Will as a year older would have more life experience and is more likely to have heard of such things. When Will tells her this it is in a sense her first meeting with the concept of sex. 

When they sleep together, after John leathers Will, Chris becomes aware of the fact that they are growing up and their bodies are changing. 

“strange it seemed for she knew him bigger and older than she was, and somehow skin and hair and body stranger than once they had been, as though they were no longer children”

At this stage in the novel Will inadvertently makes Chris realise just how much they have grown since they were young. 

Will’s view on modernity

Will returns to Blawearie on a brief visit during the War. He is working for the French army as an interpreter. Will has done well in the Argentine where his talents have been recognized. Will represents the successful Scot abroad. He lives in the New World and identifies with it, laughing at Chris’s suggestion that he should return to Scotland one day:

‘It’s dead or it’s dying – and a damned good job!’

Chris is angry with Will at this response and finds it a silly comment:

‘Scotland lived, she could never die, the land would outlast them all’.

Chris has a longer term view than Will.

Will farms huge lands using machinery, in contrast to his father’s method of crofting. His outlook on life is modern and he rejects his past in contrast to Chris who is rooted in tradition and Scotland.

