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The Comforts of a Muddy Saturday 

 by Alexander McCall Smith 

 

A “well-upholstered” female private eye from Botswana and a wealthy middle - aged 

Scottish female philosopher. What do they have in common? Both are characters from 

Alexander McCall Smith’s novels.Best known for the No 1 Ladies Detective Agency 

series, his books have been translated into 29 languages. McCall Smith is a professor 

of medical law and ethics – not subjects one would expect to be widely popular - yet 

he successfully weaves these topics into his plots. He is one of the top selling writers 

in Britain and across the world.  

 

Back in 2005 we read the No 1 Ladies Detective Agency, which features  Precious 

Ramotswe, the charming, rather plump female Botswanan private eye. Five years later, 

I was surprised that so many new members had not heard of McCall Smith. It seemed 

a good idea to look at his work again. But this time to discuss his Isabel Dalhousie 

series which is set in Edinburgh. 

  

Of course McCall Smith was not to everyone’s taste. But nearly everyone enjoyed 

Muddy Saturday - some thought it was wonderful and have ordered all the other titles 

in the series. Others thought it was a worthwhile read - even if it was not too 

demanding and a little superficial. One or two hated it and found it trite and 

patronising. Our judgements tended to be based on whether or not we liked the 

protagonist Isabel Dalhousie. 

 

Isabel is not a typical heroine. She is a new mother in her forties. Her passion is  

editing a worthy journal The Review of Applied Ethics and she is an acknowledged 

“inter-meddler.”  Perhaps she is a modern Miss Marple, but she is not asked to solve 

murders, but to help people. Nothing very exciting happens and we are concerned 

more with her thoughts and personal dilemmas than with solving clues to a mystery. 

Some expected more of a traditional thriller and missed a body being found in the 

library !  

 

What did we make of Isabel Dalhousie ? She seems to have a perfect life. She is rich, 

has no financial worries, a much younger good-looking partner, a beautiful well-

behaved baby son, a spacious and elegant home, a housekeeper/ nanny and a part-time 

job she loves. “Fantasy land” we commented and agreed it’s pleasant sometimes to 

dream.  

 

Isabel’s baby Charlie seems to sleep through every night. Jamie, Charlie’s father, is a 

new man and takes a keen interest in looking after him. Grace, her housekeeper, is 

besotted with Charlie too. So much so that Isabel can come and go when she pleases, 

she always has help with Charlie if she needs it. She can work, attend lectures, go to 

concerts and dinner parties whenever she wants, sit and leisurely do the crossword 

over breakfast!! 

 

We decided that McCall Smith paints too idealistic a picture of Isabel as a mother. 

She is older than most first time mothers ( aged 41) and would be likely to be very 

protective and neurotic about Charlie’s welfare. She seems too casual and relaxed 



around her baby son..( McCall Smith was raised in a colonial setting, no doubt by a 

nanny and servants, and probably had a nanny for his own children so he probably has 

little knowledge of raising a baby without help.) “ He seems like a post colonial 

writer” was one remark.” He’s rather old fashioned.” was another. 

 

Isabel is privileged, from the upper echelons of Edinburgh society, and seems too 

fortunate in every respect. “ She is too guilty about being happy and having a good 

life. So much so, that I reacted against the book. I really hated it. It’s well written but I 

couldn’t stand it.” This strong comment led to a heated discussion. “It’s like you’re 

saying she has to be happy just because she is rich and privileged.” was the response. 

“It’s very British to be so worried about another person and what they think of you. 

The British are over polite and always apologising ” At this point, being a Brit, I 

couldn’t help retorting  “That’s one of the things I most miss in Germany. Nine times 

out of ten, I have doors in shops slammed in my face, I would like Germans to be 

more polite, more aware of others around them.” Isabel is always considering others, 

perhaps she thinks her reactions through too much, but she means well. I would rather 

have someone be too aware of others, than not aware enough. 

 

We imagined that she is the kind of woman that McCall Smith would like to be 

himself. Or maybe Isabel is like his wife or how he would like her to be. He lives in 

Edinburgh, probably in a similar large house and also presumably he has no financial 

worries. As a professor of medical ethics, he has found a formula for his novels that 

encourages his readers to think about subjects that matter to him. We were pleasantly 

surprised that he obviously likes and respects women and understands how women 

think. And he is prepared to be honest about his own sex.  

 

She found herself thinking. Like all men, he does not listen. Men switch off and let you 

talk, but all the time something else is going on in their minds. 

 

Undeniable, as men would admit, but not in front of their wives! I’m now tempted to 

write five paragraphs on this subject, when a man would be able to express himself in 

one. I’m aware that I focus on emotions more than on the facts. And can take my time 

to get to the point. But I can switch off too when something else is on my mind!   

 

The story is told mainly from Isabel’s perspective. Some of us liked that very much 

and were on Isabel’s wavelength.. Others were frustrated at how little the minor 

characters were developed. In particular, both Eddie and Nick Smart, were used as 

vehicles to show aspects of Isabel’s character. Nick Smart revealed her insecurities 

over Jamie and her jealousy. Eddie, by asking her for money, showed her 

vulnerability and embarrassment at being so wealthy. Maybe it didn’t matter that we 

didn’t find out what happened to either of them but we were left feeling a little 

cheated. Eddie is a token to the underclass in Edinburgh and we wanted to know more 

about him. There are hints that Nick Smart is attracted to Jamie - Isabel mistakes him 

for Jamie at one point. Could Jamie be hiding homosexual tendencies?  

 

Probably not is the answer. Jamie is only given a brief few pages to give his 

perspective. When we see inside Jamie’s head his thoughts are primarily concerned 

with his lingering attraction for his former girlfriend Cat, who is Isabel’s niece. Of 

course we often harbour affection for past loves. This is only natural. But to only 

show this train of thought for Jamie is a little strange. Isabel under hypnosis also 



reveals she still has a latent desire for her former husband. Is McCall Smith 

emphasising that Isabel and Jamie’s relationship is more fragile than it appears? Jamie 

is twenty nine and Isabel is forty one. 

 

The  twelve year age gap worries Isabel. If the man was twelve years older than the 

woman, no-one would even comment. We discussed how society is changing in its 

attitudes towards older women and younger men, but there is still a stigma. Jokes 

about toy-boys and cradle snatchers still abound. Some of us are in relationships with 

younger men and have experienced disapproval - even from close friends. Lots of us 

felt that Isabel was too obsessed with the age gap and too insecure about it. Others 

understood her fears very well. Celebrities like Madonna and Demi Moore are 

accepted with younger partners, it’s harder for women generally, but attitudes are 

shifting in a more positive direction. 

 

Is the novel a mystery? If so, it’s an ethical one. Isabel sees herself as a kind of sleuth. 

It is the fifth in the series and Isabel has already proved in former novels that she has 

powerful deductive gifts. This time Isabel applies her gifts to the case of a disgraced 

doctor. When a patient dies after taking a new antibiotic that Dr Marcus Moncrieff 

deemed safe in clinical trials, the doctor's original report turns out to contain falsified 

data. Did Moncrieff manipulate the data to please the drug manufacturers? 

Moncrieff's wife asks Isabel for help in lifting her husband out of his despair. He is 

consumed with shame and has sunk into a deep depression. While the truth isn't 

straightforward, his motives prove to be both plausible and rational. Dr Moncrieff 

really believed he was doing the right thing to save lives. 

 

People were dying remember. I wanted to stop that. That drug was our best hope and 

the last thing we wanted was a scare over it…. I thought the drug was completely safe. 

 

One has to take risks to advance, Moncrieff  says, quoting how Lister experimented 

with chloroform in his own home. Safety regulations can cripple research., he argues. 

Dr Moncrieff may have been arrogant but he wanted to save lives, he never intended 

anyone to suffer and die as a result of his actions.  

 

Phillippa Foot’s philosophical theory of the trolley problem mirrors Dr Moncrieff’s 

dilemma. Isabel’s former colleague Christopher Dove, who tried to oust her from the 

editorship of the journal, sends her an article about the trolley problem for publication 

in the journal. Isabel struggles with her desire to snub Dove automatically and refuse 

the article. Instead, after anguishing over the decision, she chooses to be fair and 

sends it to two other people for their opinions. McCall Smith describes the trolley 

problem in some detail: 

 

A trolley car is hurtling down  a slope out of control. Five people have been placed by 

a mad philosopher on the line ahead. Another man is innocently standing on the line 

and we are faced with the moral dilemma of whether to divert the trolley by flicking a 

switch and kill just one man or not flick the switch and let five die. Other 

complications were added eg if a fat man is standing on a bridge above the line, if he 

was pushed down on to the line, his bulk would be sufficient to stop the trolley. If he 

was known to be a serial killer, would that act be acceptable? Isabel is sure that if she 

had to choose between saving Mother Theresa’s life or Idi Amin’s, she would save 

Mother Theresa. Or do we torture the mad philosopher to get him to release the men?. 



Terrorist threats pose similar dilemmas. Under German law it is illegal to bring down 

a plane with innocent civilians aboard- even though the plane may be poised to crash 

into a building.  

 

Once we’re involved we have to either make a decision or live with the consequences 

of doing nothing. In the midst of a rather cosy story we find ourselves asking these 

kinds of difficult questions. And pondering more minor ethical dilemmas in our own 

lives. Should we give money to a beggar even if he is likely to spend it on alcohol or 

drugs? Are we strong enough to whistle-blow at work if we witness bad practice from 

a colleague? Do we take action ourselves if our child is being bullied at school and 

nothing is being done about it? 

 

Isabel misjudges Dr Moncrieff. She always tries to see the best in people. She likes 

the doctor and assumes that he must be not guilty. Her instinct is to blame the drug 

manufacturers. She feels Dr Moncrieff’s nephew, who is also his assistant, may well 

have had good reason to exact revenge on his uncle over an inheritance he felt cheated  

about. When Isabel finds out what actually happened, she is able to help the doctor 

see that he should not take his own life, he (and his wife)  have been punished enough 

already. She promises not to report him to the authorities and suggests he should pay a 

penance by using his medical skills in a place where they would be most needed. We 

imagined that she is encouraging him to work in Africa.  

 

Most mysteries have a successful conclusion. Isabel has not solved a crime, as we 

would have predicted, she has got it wrong, as we might in making our own 

judgements. McCall Smith’s heroine is no Miss Marple. This is not a tidy thriller 

where all the loose ends are sewn up – it’s messier-  like real life.  

 

As well as encouraging readers to think about philosophy, McCall Smith highlights 

the value of poetry. Isabel is a cultured and thinking woman, often quoting WH 

Auden. She finds poetry a consolation during difficult times. 

 

These little snatches of poetry, provided their modicum of comfort, their islands of 

meaning that we all needed to keep the nothingness at bay; or at least Isabel felt that 

she needed them. 

 

Edinburgh features as a character – the elegance of the city is well portrayed. Those of 

us who know Edinburgh, enjoyed picturing the scenes., taking us back to familiar 

places. Those who have not been there, would very much like to visit. The Arts and 

Crafts and Scottish Baronial styles of the city seems very attractive. 

 

Their host lived in Ramsay Garden, a cluster of flats clinging to the edge of Castle 

Rock like an impossible set constructed by some operatic visionary and then left for 

real people to move into…several cream-harled buildings, with tagged- on staircases 

and balconies, grew higgedly –piggedly skywards.. it was an expensive place to live, 

much sought after for the views of Princes Street and the Georgian New Town beyond. 

 

Quiet and sedate for most of the year, Edinburgh is transformed for a few weeks 

during the summer Festival into a hustling and bustling hothouse of experimental arts, 

music and theatre. Performers on the corner of every street jostle for attention.  

 



Comfortable domestic scenes are where Isabel and Jamie are most at ease with each 

other. The novel ends with a contented Saturday spent doing ordinary things - getting 

muddy from gardening.. The message is clear. We must appreciate the everyday and 

make the most of our loving relationships. Good advice. But there is possibly  a 

niggling rather patronising style lingering through the story. For one or two of us, this 

was intensely irritating. For others, Muddy Saturday was comforting and reassuring.  

“A good book to take to bed” was one remark. When one’s life is stressful, a McCall 

Smith novel can be welcome light relief. One is unlikely to have sleepless nights after 

reading one of McCall Smith’s thrillers. 

 

Brother Fox is lurking in the garden on a Saturday afternoon - is he a symbol of 

dangers to come? Foxes are cunning and tend to cause damage. When Charlie is left 

on his own in the garden, Brother Fox could have harmed him but he does not on this 

occasion. Our biggest fans of McCall Smith were disinclined to see the fox as any 

kind of threat. I am possibly reading too much into him but I find the lives of Isabel 

and Jamie a little too perfect without a hint of some possible troubles ahead. 

 

So why are McCall Smith’s novels so popular? McCall Smith has said that so much is 

happening in the real world that he deliberately makes little happen in his fictional 

world. If he introduces a character and decides that he doesn’t like him, he lets the 

character just disappear. He points out that our lives meander all over the place - we 

meet lots of people briefly and don’t know what has happened to them - so why not 

reflect that? 

 

There is no doubt that his novels meet a need - he taps into current issues and social 

situations and invites his readers to question their own moral dilemmas and decisions. 

His formula is gentle escapism but to challenge the reader a little. But not to make 

them too uncomfortable. It’s no coincidence that comfort features in the title. 

 

“Whilst staying with my very elderly mother, which is not easy, I was comforted 

reading this book when I went to bed”. We all read for different reasons and 

sometimes we need the comfort of a cup of cocoa rather than a stiff whisky.  

 

Recommended  
 

as a light, thoughtful read. Not a conventional thriller - more a modern ethical fairy 

tale. Adored by some, quite enjoyed by most, hated by one or two!! 

 

Excellent for heart-felt discussions. 
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