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Beginnings


The Highland bull gazed out across the Cromarty Firth from his vantage point above the road into Dingwall. Beside him stood a tall man, plaid over the shoulder, bunnet on head, stick in hand and dog at heel. I was looking for a campsite but the words ‘Auction Mart’ on a sign beside the road were irresistible. Being a farmer’s daughter as well as an ever-inquisitive writer-in-a-campervan, I turned into the car park of Dingwall & Highland Marts Limited. The place seemed to be full of mud-spattered 4x4 trucks, which meant there was a sale. I pulled on wellington boots and walked over to the bull.


The bull and his companions ignored me. A plaque at their sculpted bronze feet identified the man as ‘The Highland Drover . . . An Dròbhair Gàidhealach’ and told me he had been here since December 2010. At the entrance to the mart building was a notice promoting ‘The Drover Exhibition’. I anticipated a few glass cases displaying tattered documents and faded photographs, with maybe an ‘artefact’ or two for good measure. Perhaps it was worth a quick look round and maybe a plastic cup of coffee, if there was a cafe.


Double doors opened on to a light, spacious atrium. A babble of conversation rose from brightly covered tables where farmers, townsfolk and visitors were eating and drinking from sturdy white crockery and real mugs. The staccato, rapid-fire voice of the auctioneer in the adjacent sale ring collided with the bellowing of cattle from stock pens behind the main building and the sweet-acrid smell of livestock flavoured the temptations of good coffee and home cooking.


A flight of stairs led to a wide, circular balcony overlooking both cafe and sale ring. Round the walls I found, instead of the expected dingy memorabilia, a series of professionally designed, permanent display boards telling the drovers’ story in words, illustrations, maps and photographs. From the first domesticators of cattle, through cattle reivers and drovers, to the auctioneers and truck drivers of modern times, the tale unfolded panel by panel and ended far across the world, with the drovers who took their experience overseas and developed the livestock industries of North and South America, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. Any thought of a quick look round evaporated. I was hooked.


A colour video film, specially commissioned and professionally produced, showed footage of Highland droving country, complete with shots of a re-enacted cattle drove. It gave a flavour of the long journeys through the hills, an inkling of the hardships involved. And, if the presenter’s commentary was occasionally lost in the din of a livestock mart in full flow, it only added to the authenticity. Further on, a small screen set into the wall showed, at the push of a button, slices of droving history from the Scottish Screen Archive.


I paused by a table full of labelled folders: Auctioneers; Marts; The Drovers; Sales in South Uist – a treasury of newspaper cuttings, photographs, letters and articles; a note to visitors explaining that this was just a sample from the Highland Drover Project’s main collection, which could be found in the Highland Archive Centre in Inverness, should I be interested. I would certainly visit the Archive Centre. More immediately, I had found a story and I wanted to know more. With no idea that this discovery would lead me south to Crieff and north to Lairg and, most significantly, across the Minch to the Atlantic edge of the Western Isles, I arranged to meet Kenneth (Kenny) McKenzie, Managing Director of the mart. Could he tell me about the Highland Drover and the exhibition and the collection and the people who carried out the project? He could.


In 2004, a public meeting was held in Dingwall and the Highland Livestock Heritage Society (HLHS) was founded ‘to celebrate and honour the traditions and knowledge of the Highland drovers and their trade and to ensure that their legacy is preserved for the benefit of future generations’. The objectives were threefold – an archive of droving-related material, an exhibition and a commemorative sculpture. What’s more, the venture was to be located not in a museum or a visitor centre but at the heart of the droving tradition in Dingwall’s 21st-century, state-of-the-art livestock mart. It was a big challenge but the men and women involved were unstinting in their commitment.


According to the project’s brochure, the Highland drovers were ‘the heroes of their day, [who] helped build Scotland’s livestock industry. And along the way, they supported and entertained countless communities throughout the region . . . [They] set out to gather the cattle and sheep they would go on to care for over several months, walking them through hundreds of miles of wild terrain to the great livestock trysts of central Scotland and beyond. Calling at isolated hill crofts, busy coastal villages and peaceful glens, they exchanged news and the payments on which many families in the Highlands and Islands depended for their very survival . . . Everywhere they went, the drovers were made welcome. These men combined skilful animal husbandry with physical toughness and the ability to negotiate fair prices and manage the complex and risky commercial structures of the livestock trade.’


The first task for the project team was to start collecting – first funds and then material for the archive and exhibition. David Henderson, an economist with a strong interest in droving history, brought useful experience of funding issues to his role as chairman. He also contributed a gentle sense of humour that helped balance the ideals of the project against the pragmatism needed for a fruitful outcome. Farmer’s daughter Janey Clarke offered her services as archivist. Kenny McKenzie allocated her an office at the mart and the words ‘Highland Drover Project’ appeared on the door. Janey sat down at her desk and the work began. In response to a couple of newspaper adverts and a string of phone calls round the local farming community, letters and email messages began to arrive. The Highland grapevine spread the word. People came to the office with envelopes and packages bulging with memories of droving and the marts. This was their own history being recorded. Farms pass down from one generation to the next and, in many cases, there’s a drover somewhere along the line.


Janey herself delved into books and magazines, newspapers and record books, typing out extracts and filing them. She put on her boots and walked some of the old drove routes. When I met her, it was clear that she had enjoyed every minute, despite the pressure of recording and organising such a large quantity of material. She had even spoken to a few people with tantalising memories of more recent droving days.


‘My aunt introduced me to Kenny Stewart in Gairloch,’ she said. ‘His uncle, Kenny Macrae, was a drover in the first half of the 20th century . . . a larger-than-life character, a “big operator”. He had a massive amount of land, partly owned and partly rented, but he was a self-made man. He bought cattle all up the west coast, from Ullapool towards Assynt, and went out to the Isles, driving and “buying, buying, buying” as Kenny Stewart said. That for me really brought the project to life.’


The two Kennys were included in the exhibition, as was John Cameron of Corriechoille in Lochaber, one of the greatest drovers of them all. He was another ‘big operator’, reaching the peak of his career around 1840. In those days, the droving trade was a mainstay of the Scottish economy and huge droves of migrating cattle filled the glens and mountain passes every autumn. Some of Corriechoille’s droves were reputed to be over a thousand strong and seven miles long. More than two hundred years later the glens are empty and the passes silent but livestock still has an important place in Highland life and culture. Cattle and sheep now ride in shining lorries along fast roads to the marts of Dingwall, Aberdeen, Fort William and Oban. There’s more denim than tweed to be seen at the sales today and more baseball caps than bunnets gather at the ringside. Descendants of the heroic drovers look round the exhibition, browse through the folders of old photographs and, like their forebears, they share news and stories whenever they meet at the sales.


One of those descendants found himself in the Drover Exhibition. On a display board labelled ‘Uist to Dingwall by Ferry and Train’, I found a photograph of a young man, cap on head, stick in hand, collie dog by his side. The year was 1954, the location North Uist. The dog’s name was Tan and the young man was Ian Munro, a 20th-century drover employed by Reith and Anderson’s auction mart in Dingwall (predecessor of the current mart). His task was to help walk cattle from the island sales to the boats that would ferry them across the Minch to the railhead at Kyle of Lochalsh. Now in his seventies and retired from his Ross-shire farm, Ian was still a regular at the mart, said Janey, and I was delighted when she introduced us. This kindly, quiet-spoken man was to prove generous with his recollections of what he described as ‘some of the best days of [his] life’.


Not long after that first meeting, I settled in the Black Isle, not far from Dingwall. I became a frequent visitor to the mart and its cafe, which turned out to be one of the best in town. When time allowed, Ian and I would catch up on news over a mug of coffee. I heard many stories about his droving adventures in the Uists and Benbecula – the journeys out to the Western Isles with the auctioneer and the mart officials, the sales held in different parts of the islands, the bus that carried the dealers from one sale to the next, the local crofters who helped with the cattle and how it was a disadvantage that he didn’t speak Gaelic. One day he spoke of his fellow drovers. There had been three brothers in South Uist. Ian remembered their names and the location of their croft but he had no idea if they were still living.


If I could get permission to make a smaller, travelling version of the Drover Exhibition, I could take it to the North Uist Show in August and maybe there would be people interested enough to share memories of the cattle sales of the 1950s and ’60s when Ian was in the islands. I might even find his droving companions. I had no external funding but I did have my campervan and my writer’s experience of gathering material. Lack of money had rarely prevented me from doing anything I thought worthwhile.


I consulted Kenny McKenzie, who suggested I put my proposal to the next project board meeting of the HLHS. In the official boardroom at the mart, at an imposing polished table surrounded by mostly unfamiliar faces, I perched on the edge of my seat. The board leaned back in their chairs and listened as I told them I wanted to trace the island drovers’ story in a way that I hoped would add to their archive. By following a notional line from Uist to Dingwall, I would seek out individuals and record their memories or handed-down stories of the cattle sales, the sea crossings and the rail journeys. I would travel steadily, adapting the detail of my route as the journey unrolled. I would follow the trail from one conversation to the next, gathering stories like a drover adding cattle to his herd. At night I would sleep in my small campervan wherever the day’s journey might end. It would be challenging but simple. I wasn’t looking to the board for funding or even for their involvement (though any unofficial interest would be very welcome) but I did hope they would approve of my idea. The board asked questions, were encouraging – and gave me their blessing.


Janey was very pleased when she heard the news. She promised her full support. I must get in touch any time if she could help. Bundling up an armful of books about droving and cattle and marts, she insisted that she didn’t want them back. They were mine to keep. I could add them to my droving bookshelf. And . . .


‘You should have this,’ she said.


She placed an irregular crescent of rusted iron in my palm, where it fitted almost exactly the curve of my lifeline. Its flat ‘nose’ broadened to a couple of centimetres before tapering away to a blunt point near my wrist. The upper surface was worn and uneven and pierced by three holes. I could see my skin through two of them, while the third was blocked with years of corrosion and dirt, but still a definite hollow. The underside of the object was smooth against my hand. Turning the crescent round, I recognised the outline of half a cloven hoof.


‘It’s a cattle shoe,’ said Janey. Three nails, driven through the holes, would have held it in place. I was holding a piece of droving history.


‘I found it in Knoydart, lying on the ground in front of me,’ she said. How strange, and how fitting, but how on earth could she bear to pass on such a treasure? Perhaps it was like handing over the Olympic torch – my turn to keep the flame burning.


Back home, I packed the van: cup, plate, cutlery, kettle, pan; sleeping bag, extra clothes, waterproofs, boots; tape recorder, camera, notepad, pencils, laptop, mobile phone, one or two books; quick-cook porridge, long-life milk, dried fruit, lentils, tea bags, coffee . . . I had a bed, a cooker, a small water tank, a heater and a rechargeable supply of electricity.


The Highland drover of old would surely have been astonished. Essentials for him were his dog, his stick, a knife and the long, woven plaid that served as protection from the weather and provided safe keeping for his money within its folds. A bag of oatmeal, an onion and a horn of whisky would be his provisions. There was no shortage of fresh water in the Highlands, he would have the open hill for a bed, perhaps a heather-root fire if it got chilly. He carried a wealth of stories and songs in his head to while away the evenings and he’d sleep fine wrapped up in his plaid. A tough character, bred for tough living. His eventual destination would be the Crieff Tryst in the middle of Perthshire, so I decided to take my cattle shoe on a small pilgrimage before heading out to the islands.
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A Small Pilgrimage


I breathed a hole in the ice on the inside of the window. The tip of my nose was cold. Inside the sleeping bag, under the quilt, despite thick socks and a woollen hat, the rest of me was also cold. Outside the van, frost and moon glitter. A stag was bellowing from the hillside, challenging his own echo. I pulled on a sweater and lit the gas under the kettle.


The previous evening I’d abandoned the A9 just south of the Drumochter Pass and followed a single-track road into the hills, to this patch of flat ground beside a burn. Today, there would be the long swoop down to Trinafour, through to Tummel Bridge, up and over by White Bridge to Coshieville, with a wave to Schiehallion in passing; then by an airy whisker of road from Kenmore to Loch Freuchie, Amulree and the Sma’ Glen . . . I’d be in Crieff by lunchtime.


The drovers used to come this way throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, bringing thousands of cattle on foot through Drumochter from the mountains and islands of the north to the great market tryst in Crieff. In 1723, one Bishop Forbes arrived at Dalwhinnie to find eight separate droves resting before the climb up through the pass. I tried to imagine those twelve thousand cattle filing past my campsite – ‘the wealth of Scotland’s mountains’, as Dr Johnson called them when he toured the Highlands in 1773. He was right. Without cattle to sell, a crofter couldn’t pay his rent; without cattle for her dowry, a girl had nothing to offer a prospective husband. Cattle imparted status. ‘How many cattle do you have?’ was a question of prestige.


Cattle were covetable and also very mobile. As early as the 14th century, a recognised droving trade of sorts was incurring customs dues on the export of beasts from Scotland into England. At the same time, the tract of land stretching from Solway to Tweed on either side of the border was a breeding ground of cattle thieves – the Border reivers – for whom the law was an irrelevance and guerrilla warfare a way of life. They wouldn’t baulk at ambushing a drover and stealing his beasts, any more than they would hesitate to ‘lift’ a herd of good fat cattle from a neighbouring glen. They were tough, resourceful men with an intimate knowledge of their own ground; fine handlers of livestock as well as weapons; keen minds capable of calculating risks and taking action. Loyalty to their own family name came before allegiance to any national cause.
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