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IN MEMORIAM


Bob and Jean Noble


My parents, who loved the North, and whose inspired choice of holiday-home shaped my life
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Foreword


Assynt: described by Norman MacCaig in his poem ‘A Man in Assynt’ as ‘this most beautiful corner of the land’. And beautiful it is, whether the mountains gleaming white in winter, or its myriad lochs and lochans splashed in summer sunlight. But Assynt has its dramatic, dark side too. Perched on the very western edge of Europe, it can be a place of violent storms and driving rain. It is one of the most sparsely populated areas in Europe with around a thousand humans, mostly in small settlements hugging the coast. Many are indigenous to the area, others are lured here by its magic.


Robin is one of those lured here by that magic.


I first met Robin and his family in 1974. They were living in the crofting township of Elphin, attempting, as Robin puts it, to be ‘fully signed-up members of the contemporary, back-to-the-land, practical self-sufficiency, do-it-yourself and grow-it-yourself movement’. In the ensuing years, Robin and I enjoyed many a lively discussion, ranging from woodland ecology to the impact of crofters putting a match to the heather in spring!


But Robin’s links with Assynt started much earlier. We first see the parish through the eyes of a nine-year-old. Bright, excited, curious. And that bright, excited curiosity never left Robin, as over the years and in changing circumstances, he got to know the people of Assynt and explored the natural and cultural environment. Though I don’t think that Robin would claim to be an expert in all that came to the attention of his inquiring mind, his exploration of the archaeology, history, geology and ecology (especially the woodland ecology) of Assynt led him to acquire a breadth and depth of knowledge and insights far greater than most.


In this book, Robin shares that exploration and knowledge with great skill and in rich detail, painting a picture of Assynt which is informative, enjoyable, and just occasionally controversial!


Bill Ritchie


Note: Bill Ritchie has global conservation concerns, but is best known as one of the leaders in the movement for land reform in Scotland. He was one of the trio who masterminded the successful purchase of the North Assynt Estate by the Assynt Crofters, which led, ultimately, to the formation of the Community Land Unit, and several successful ongoing Community Land Trusts. In places like remote Knoydart and the Isle of Eigg, these have transformed life on the very edge of Europe. Bill, through his long residence in Assynt as crofter and lobster-fisherman, has a very real acquaintance with the realities of that life.




Author’s Note


The fine mountain of Quinag has three miles of western cliffs, composed of dark-red Torridonian sandstone. At times, the rays of the setting sun light up these cliffs, and the mountain glows in a dramatic way that is reminiscent of Uluru, the sacred mountain of indigenous Australians. Under this radiant hill is a long, dark glen, and in that glen is a cottage; whatever it is that I am, that cottage and the folk around it made me.
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Introduction


One fine day in July 1959, a heavily-laden, rotund old car drove down a short track in the far North-west Highlands of Scotland, and came to rest outside a low, whitewashed cottage. A rear door opened, a long-legged nine-year-old boy almost fell from the crowded back seat and ran for the front door. As it happened, this was unlocked, and he rushed inside, only to reappear shortly, grinning broadly. ‘It’s OK, Mum’, he said, ‘There is one!’


The ‘one’ referred to a functioning loo, and whether or not there actually was one had preoccupied the boy and his mother for a while. I was that boy, and for five years previously, our family – mother, father, Highland grandmother, two boys and assorted animals – had rented a wooden holiday-home on the quiet side of Loch Ness. This had no amenities and rotting floors; items of furniture were carefully placed to conceal holes in these, while my father had completely to rebuild the floor of what passed as a bathroom. The cottage had no electricity and running water only in the kitchen; there was no loo, and we utilised something called an ‘Elsan’, which might nowadays be called a chemical toilet. This was not a totally agreeable device, and it fell to my father to perform, at regular intervals, the duty of emptying it of its less-than-pleasant contents. To this end, he dug pits in one part of the steep garden and marked with a cross where each deposit had been made, to avoid digging again in the same place. Many years later, I passed the now much-refurbished cottage, and noting the luxuriance of the garden, wondered whether the proud owners had any idea as to what they owed its lush beauty!


We had all tired of the Elsan, my father of digging pits, and the limitations of living part-way along the shore of one of the longest lochs in the Highlands had begun to be felt and so, after five years, it was decided to look elsewhere for a base for our family holidays. We had seen an advertisement by the Assynt Estate, intimating that they had cottages to let in their much remoter northern parish, and we decided to investigate. On the appointed day my father had to be elsewhere for his work, and so the rest of us set out on this crucial and quite long journey. We eventually reached the small township of Inchnadamph, best known in those days for its traditional fishing-hotel, and there met the estate factor, who would in time become a family friend; he organised one or two very special days for us over the years. Outside Inchnadamph we inspected one cottage, and during the rest of the day we saw a few more: the sheep had been in residence in one, another was up a long, steep and rough track which could only have been negotiated by a Land Rover (which we did not have), and a third prompted a remark by the factor: ‘If your husband were a do-it-yourself type of man . . .’ which went down into family history. This was not because my father was not actually quite good at carpentry, for instance, as his bathroom floor had shown, but because he had made it totally clear that he did not wish to spend his short precious holidays in rebuilding some wreck.


That cottage was also, therefore, duly deleted from the list of possibles, and we toured right round the coast of Assynt before finding a solid, sensible, attractive cottage in a wooded glen, but close to the sea. It was, apparently, ‘condemned’ (which seemed not to imply any limitations on our possible use of it as a holiday-home), but appreciation of its attributes was made slightly more difficult by the fact that it was currently being used as a store by the shepherd, who, with his family, had lived there a few years before. (The estate had recently built for them a spacious and smart new house, up by the single-track road.) It was partly full of bales of hay and, although we could remember that it had the requisite number of rooms, when asked the crucial question by my father (who had now disposed of the Elsan): ‘Has it got a loo?’, neither my mother nor I could actually remember. We thought it had – we thought we would have noticed if it had not – but neither of us was totally sure. Despite this, the lease of the cottage was duly acquired, and the removal made in due course. All that day, my mother and I had been somewhat on tenterhooks, hence my hasty exit from the car and inspection of the plumbing.


And so, that day in July 1959, the cottage in Glenleraig became the holiday-home of the Noble family and animals, and would remain so until the very end of 1971. That spell of thirteen years would significantly alter the lives of us all, but of none more than me. It might not be too much to say that, in many ways, it became our spiritual home; certainly, that was to prove to be true for me.


In itself, there is nothing unusual in that. For many folk a particular holiday cottage, in a particular glen or bay, perhaps on a particular island, may assume a huge importance in their lives. For most of us, they give a sense of freedom, take us away from the cares of everyday life, and provide a safe location where we may truly ‘be ourselves’. This quite rapidly became the case for me. At the age of thirteen, I was sent away to a boarding-school, which I hated, and thoughts of Glenleraig reminded me often that life actually was worth living, or would be again, soon. And when I was given holiday work from that school – books, perhaps, to read – I could never even open them while at the cottage. I could not let that outside world impinge. Eventually, I felt able to invite a couple of special friends from the school to visit Assynt and explore our wonderful hills, but it took a year or two before I could face doing it.


There are cottages like this up and down the land, and they often retain this special, ‘safe’ quality well into the adulthood of those who love them. Perhaps the most famous of all is the place which Gavin Maxwell called Camusfearna, ‘The Bay of Alders’, in his best-selling book Ring of Bright Water, which appeared one year after we arrived in our own haven, and which I have read and reread ever since. In his Foreword, written the October after we first entered Glenleraig, Gavin wrote:




. . . these places are symbols. Symbols, for me and for many, of freedom, whether it be from the prison of over-dense communities and the close confines of human relationships, from the less complex incarceration of office walls and hours, or simply freedom from the prison of adult life and an escape into the forgotten world of childhood, of the individual or the race. For I am convinced that man has suffered in his separation from the soil and from the other living creatures of the world.





Slowly, for the nine-year-old boy, this became true, and the cottage in the glen, in its wider, very special Assynt setting, established the vital connection between this individual and the soil which sustains all the living creatures of the planet. It shaped my world view, and subtly dictated the course of my life, with all its ups and downs. Long acquaintance with it and thoughtful study of it, in time revealed something of its geological, archaeological and historical significance; ecological lessons were learnt which are of relevance at least to the wider Highlands and, sometimes, far beyond.


Robin Noble,
Le Mas de St Paul, Pyrenees-Orientales




1


Eden Defined


Quinag is a magnificent mountain, more a small range of contrasting peaks, which appears to sail over the bumpy Assynt hinterland like a fine ship. This description works best when it is seen from a westerly direction, from where the long cliffs appear as sheer as the sides of a liner. There is only one break in this western rampart, the deep ‘V’ of the Bealach a’ Chornaidh, and although the descent from here is very steep, my father and I used it on occasion if we had climbed all the mountain from the cottage and were returning home in the early evening. As you climb down the rough, stony and heathery slope, you are in fact descending to a lesser bealach or col. That Gaelic word, relevant to so much of this Highland landscape, rapidly became part of our regular vocabulary, and has remained so. From here it is possible, in effect, to turn left and make a relatively short and easy descent to the main road at Tumore on the side of Loch Assynt, the major loch in the parish or, instead, to turn right and follow the infant stream on the much longer route down its own glen to the sea. This glen is Glenleraig, and shortly before eventually reaching the narrow inlet of Loch Nedd, we would regain our cottage.


This building itself was quite long and low, the original ‘butt-and-ben’ style cottage having had a spacious room (presumably a later addition but extremely well done) added to one gable, while there was a lean-to shed attached to the other. As you went in through the front door to a small, somewhat inadequate lobby, my parents’ bedroom opened off to the right, and there was also a small boxroom off that, effectively behind the stairs. The boxroom was just 6 feet by 6 feet, and my father managed to construct quite a generous bunk bed in that space. He was only able to put it all together by the judicious use of a small hole in the wall-lining. This little room had a window to the back of the cottage, and my brother Rhoderick and I slept there for at least the first year or two.


To the left of the entrance lobby was the living room, and beyond, the (presumably) newer room, which became my grandmother’s bedroom. The living room was in every way the heart of the house, partly because no fewer than four doors opened from it. It also housed the less-than-elegant, but extremely practical Nurex, a solid-fuel stove and cooker, which very visibly provided our hot water; pipes ran from it to an unconcealed combined water cylinder which perched on top of some corner shelves. This gurgled and talked to itself in a very encouraging way when the water was beginning to warm up, and, although perhaps rather basic, it made for a very cosy room if the weather was cool. One particularly attractive feature of the simple cottage architecture was that its windows were relatively large, had very wide internal ledges, and extended unusually low; my brother and I had a couple of small, almost dwarfish (but very comfortable) chairs by the living room window, from where we could keep our eyes on anything that might be happening outside. The broad ledges effectively gave us a handy play-space, out of the way of anyone else, where we could keep our toys, books and anything we were working on (like model cottages made of stone chips and Polyfilla, with cut rush for thatch). There was always at least one pair of binoculars at each of the main windows of the cottage.


One of the four doors opened on to steep wooden stairs which ascended to a long loft, provided with a decent skylight and tall enough for a grown-up to stand in. Initially, we simply used this for storage, but later on, once it had been, perhaps rather eccentrically, lined with sheets of glossy white cardboard my father had obtained from his works, my brother and I and any visiting boys slept up there on camp-beds.


The final door from the living room, where perhaps previously there had been only a window, gave access to the corrugated-iron extension, lined inside with pitch-pine planks, which housed the kitchen, and beyond that, the bathroom – with, of course, the fully-functioning WC.


The cottage had no electricity, and relied on paraffin lamps for portable lighting, for instance in bedrooms, and a Tilley lamp for general illumination of the living room. Lighting the Tilley was a complex ritual, and I can still recall the prolonged pumping to get up the required pressure, and the gentle hiss once the glowing mantle was properly lit. In addition to the Nurex for heating, the two main bedrooms still retained their cast-iron fireplaces, which were occasionally used; we also had a couple of paraffin heaters. The main cooker, in the kitchen, like the fridge, ran off Calor gas, so their cylinders, and spares, were very much a feature of our lives.


Despite the four doors, the living room did provide adequate space for us all. The dining-table stood against the wall beside the door to the stairs, and was moved out for meals; otherwise, Rhoderick and I had the window-seats, my grandmother an armchair beside the stove, and there was a sort of short, folding sofa against the other wall, with a couple of ‘floating’ chairs in the middle of the room. The two dogs tended to occupy the floor in front of the Nurex, and the cat, or cats, had we brought them with us, perched on any willing lap. In the evening, my father might be making up casts at the table, my mother and grandmother reading or discussing what we would be doing the next day and the requirements for food, Rhoderick and I playing or reading, hoping not to be sent soon to bed, while the comfortably-hissing Tilley shed its soft light over us all.


The cottage, which is still there, lies across the narrow, inhabited part of the glen floor. Beyond the all-purpose shed, a short stretch of drystone-dyke led to the burn, here a series of long peaty pools with short rapids. Its gentle murmuring (except at times of spate) was the constant background to our lives. It flowed down the middle of the glen, and the ground on the other side was comparatively rough and boggy, occupied by a multitude of small birches and willows. Beside and below the cottage, taller alders gave deep shade to the dark water, where small trout jumped in the evening. Our side of the glen was the inhabited and cultivated part, and the cottage itself formed part of the boundary between its two sections: the Front and Back Park. The word park was, and still is, used in the Highlands and Islands to denote any enclosed and serviceable ground, where animals might be pastured and crops grown.


The Front Park was the lower and boggier; our track ran through it, past the combined barn and byre, up to the new Shepherd’s House beside the winding, single-track road. The drier part was good green grass, where you could still see the long ridges which are misleadingly known as ‘lazy-beds’, old cultivation strips, with their pattern of ditches. Below our track, it was generally wetter, a mass of tall rushes; but up by the byre, close to the manure heap, was an elder bush, with a single, graceful, small willow between us and it. The Front Park was delineated by some fencing, which ran along the foot of the steep glen side, dense with hazel and birch bushes, low enough in places for us to watch the occasional car making the steep ascent out of the glen, heading towards Kylesku.


Where that road ran in the other direction, after the Shepherd’s House and neatly-arched bridge over a pool of the burn, it crossed the very low ground on a somewhat elevated causeway before reaching higher flattish land which we soon began to refer to as ‘The Point’. The causeway described a wide loop around an area of salt flats, which we boys adopted very rapidly as one of our playgrounds. The broad burn ran down one side of the rather blue-green flats, but an equally wide, much shallower and slower-moving backwater, almost a creek, looped back towards the road, before narrowing in the sticky, squidgy, short-grassed turf of the flats which were heavily crisscrossed by thin ditches and cracks. One of our great pastimes here was to search for the small creatures which occupied the channels and gravelly pools. If you walked across the brackish creek, tiny speckled flatfish broke cover and scooted ahead, leaving a short muddy wake. They were very hard to catch with our shrimping nets; the three-spine sticklebacks, neat, silvery, swimming in shoals, were certainly much easier. There were often elvers, perhaps three inches long and steel-grey. Fast and wriggling madly, they weren’t easy to catch either. I also recall tiny prawn-like creatures, perhaps an inch long, almost entirely transparent; and miniature shrimps which often swam on their sides, sometimes clutching a baby underneath. These all inhabited the brackish water of the flats – unless we transferred them for a while to the pale blue baby’s bath which we had long outgrown but had brought with us. This would be positioned at the back of the cottage, but we were always worried that one of the dogs might absent-mindedly drink from it, or that one of the sinister herons from the sea-loch would notice it when flying over the cottage and decide to investigate.


Our other activity down on the flats involved the sailing of model boats. My brother normally had a little yacht, I remember he had a rather basic blue one with a metal keel and one that was larger, much fancier, with a pale hull and simulated wooden deck. I favoured motor boats – of the elementary, clockwork variety – and had a beautifully-modelled motor torpedo boat. I was very sad when its engine ceased to work, and it was replaced by a very much more ordinary cabin cruiser. We could sail these in the creek, but occasionally would borrow a small spade, and widen or deepen a few of the narrow channels through the flats, damming them in places to form new ‘navigable’ stretches.


The instinct to play with water, or in water, and particularly to build dams seems an inevitable part of boyhood, and we had noticed that across the road, up by the Shepherd’s House, there was a very small burn – probably just a ditch, but rather more attractive than that suggests. Inevitably we dammed it, with stones and turf, probably with the assistance of the two boys, Alan and Angus, from that house. On one occasion, they approached us looking rather mysterious, saying we should have a look at our little dam and see what we had trapped; it now contained a somewhat irritated little brown trout, the size we always called ‘tiddlers’, which another, older boy, Murdo, from the nearest township of Nedd, had caught while fishing the Bridge Pool. Instead of throwing it back in the main burn, he had transferred it to our tiny pool, for which it was really far too large. I cannot believe that it survived very long.


At some stage, we ventured across the main burn, and found an attractive little tributary which descended through a miniature gorge, with a large rock in the middle dividing the flow. This, like most of the glen down here, was in dense woodland, mostly birch, where there was an amazingly luxuriant growth of ferns and moss. With gathered stones, and much of the moss, we here constructed our most romantic-looking dam to date, trying to make it look as natural as possible. In later life, I rather ruefully discovered that some of what we blithely considered to be ‘merely moss’ and had uprooted to make the dam, was actually quite a special rarity, called Wilson’s Filmy Fern. Here we were just across the main burn from the cottage, but could hardly even see the white of its thick walls, so dense were the low-growing trees; it was another world, a place of our own.


As I have mentioned, the area of ground behind the cottage was called the Back Park. Along its length, on one side it was simply bounded by the main burn, which was fairly broad, and in places ran quite deep. From the gate by the other gable of the cottage, a substantial and well-built drystone dyke ascended the side of the glen, below the climbing road, before eventually curving down again to the waterside just below the First Falls. It enclosed a substantial area, much of which was hazel woodland, with open stretches of good meadow-grass, and a little bracken around the edges. But its most important feature, really, was the stretch of flat, dry, sweet turf which stretched behind the cottage. That first summer, it was grazed by the large black cow called Daisy, which belonged to Dannie McCrimmon, the shepherd, and Colleen his wife, who was the teacher in the local Drumbeg School. Dannie I remember as tall, long-striding, soft-voiced; Colleen was slim, and as my mother remarked one morning could run like a deer. She had seen this when Dannie had set off for the hill, forgetting his piece, and Colleen had grabbed his bag and sprinted after him.


I was already keen on photography, and in that very first day or two, I took, on my Brownie 127 camera, a snapshot which I still possess, of Daisy grazing peacefully behind the cottage; the unblemished expanse of the lovely meadow is quite clear. But Daisy had some bad habits, including that of chasing small boys, whom she disliked, and very early on, Dannie arrived one morning with posts and wire, to give us an enclosed area safe from her depredations. This we very much appreciated and was typical of the kindness we invariably received from the inhabitants of the house up by the road, on whom we depended in many little ways – there were only the two houses in the glen in those days. An area of hard standing, unfenced, gave us room to park whatever cars we had at the front of the cottage, where we might sometimes have tea if we were around at that time of a fine day; a short stretch of grass led down to one of the burn’s deeper pools, and the big alders which lined its banks.


This little area, the cottage within the relatively open spaces of the Front and Back Parks, with the salt-marsh beyond, lay within the long, narrow, wooded confines of the lower stretches of the glen, which in fact swept on towards the open sea of Eddrachillis Bay, enclosing the narrow waters of Loch Nedd itself within dense woodland. All this, and much more, was part of our New World.




2


Walks from Our Door


During the summer, Daisy was not always in the Back Park, and it became the location for our basic, minimal, daily walk for the dogs. Often they did much better but, if the plans for the day were not particularly dog-friendly, we took them for a circuit behind the cottage. At this time, and indeed for many of the Glenleraig years, we had two dogs – a black Labrador called Tigger, and my grandmother’s Skye terrier, Struie. Tigger was a very beautiful dog, quite big for a Labrador nowadays, but without the heavy, square build that larger Labs now often have. He had the wonderful Labrador temperament but was also very intelligent (perhaps less common now!), and we felt that he might have collie somewhere in his ancestry, as he had a line of white on his chest. Struie was of a breed that was rare even then – much rarer now – and which my grandmother and her father had kept when living at their family farm of Auchindoune, near Cawdor. The Skyes you see nowadays tend to be hugely hairy, which Struie was not, but he certainly shared their very distinctive shape: not in fact a small dog, quite strongly built, but with short legs. His temperament was not quite as good as Tigger’s, but he was very little trouble when out on a good walk.


Within the confines of the Back Park the dogs could generally run free, but we tended to call them back to heel at times, partly just to remind them that they were actually quite well-trained, but also in case a sheep might have managed to get into the Park and was concealed by the bracken or thick hazels. The habit sheep have of starting off in a panic could tempt even the best-behaved dogs to follow, and being in this area of sheep-farms and crofts, we were determined that the dogs would be instantly obedient – for their own sakes. We all knew very well that shepherds had, and exercised, the right to shoot dogs they saw chasing sheep, and we were anxious that we would never have cause to worry, making sure that Dannie saw how obedient ours were.


The first part of that standard walk was along the meadow section of the Back Park to a small rise, where a low but abrupt cliff rose above the amber waters of the long, tranquil Holly Pool of the burn. The holly which gave the pool its name grew at the foot of the leaning cliff; the narrow grass bank below also had some slender, inclined birches and a rowan, draped with honeysuckle. After this, the way descended again to where a wooden footbridge crossed the burn. Our regular route continued close to the burn, through hazels and alders; here the dark water was broken, in small rapids, with lots of stones and boulders, while ahead we could hear the roar of the First Falls, sometimes even see a curtain of spray if there had been heavy rain the night before. But we could not continue along this bank, as the high dyke came down the hill here and ended abruptly on a rock above the rushing water. At this point, we made quite a steep little climb before starting to loop back towards the cottage. Here we were quite close to the dyke; above it ran the road, and in those days traffic was rare enough (and my interest in cars already beginning) for us to take note of the vehicles that did pass by. We were particularly critical of any caravans; down by the flats there was a sign indicating the gradient of the hill ahead, and with climbs of 1 in 5 and 1 in 4, as well as significant hairpin bends (the worst of which was not yet even tarred), the single-track road was denoted as being ‘unsuitable for caravans’. When some did attempt it the result was often disastrous, with frequent burnt-out clutches. The inability of some of the drivers to reverse was then, as now, a constant source of complaint, but with good reason: if the road were blocked, as sometimes it was, the necessary detour could involve an extra hour’s driving or more.


Near the highest point of the enclosing dyke was a wide gate and, close by, a small stone pen against the main wall. From here the way began to descend, almost in steps, until we stood on a level just above the back of the cottage. On its very edge, standing sentinel, was our own guardian rowan, but before we reached it, there was a visual treat to enjoy. When, after a few years, the estate gave up running the sheep-farm, and Daisy departed in the wake of the McCrimmons, the grazing pattern changed – there were no more cows for some years, while sheep continued to occupy the Parks only at specific periods. By the time we would arrive for the summer, they had been out on the open hill for some months and the growth of the meadows, within the Back Park especially, was astonishing. Once again, my camera came out and, once again, I still have the pictures.


By this time, I had a more sophisticated camera, given to me by my much-loved godfather, and I enjoyed playing with the focus when I was moved to take photographs of the little alp above the cottage. The first was simply of the distant view over the Shepherd’s House towards Loch Nedd, while in the second I brought the foreground into close focus, leaving the distance hazy. What I was anxious to capture was the richness of the hay-meadow flowers in front of me. I had started off very young with an interest in garden flowers, having my own little garden at home in Fife from at least five years old; this interest had widened rapidly to include wildflowers, as we all, especially my father who was a very keen botanist, enjoyed their delicate beauty.


The pictures are old, but the density of the flowers is very noticeable. Most of the flowers are quite common, but here they are in profusion; there are yellow hawkweeds, the delicate (despite its name) umbel of pignut and white ox-eye daisies at the highest level, with a remarkable amount of red clover at the lower, along with buttercups. There were also white clover and yellow rattle here, and drifts of various eyebrights at the lowest. Scattered about, there was also knapweed, and the steep slope below this level grew bell-heather, the lovely slender St John’s wort and lady’s bedstraw. I remember that, whenever the sun was shining, we would hear grasshoppers on this slope. In front of the cottage, in the damper areas among the rushes, there were orchids, both the crimson spikes of the northern marsh, and the pinker of the heath-spotted and, in a ditch beyond, there was the luxuriant, almost tropical, yellow mimulus or monkey-flower, with occasional patches of the deliciously-scented meadowsweet. The banks of the burn had the same hawkweeds and daisies, with the addition of great tangles of purple-blue vetch. It was all truly lovely, and on a fine day buzzed with bumblebees while butterflies danced over the magic carpet of flowers.


Some decades later I was giving a talk to the very active Assynt Field Club (a body which had appeared while I was living away from the parish), and I included these pictures, contrasting them with what these little alps had now become. As I shifted the slides from past to present, the audience actually gasped, it was so hard to believe it was the same location; only the buildings in the photographs made that clear. All the wildflowers had completely disappeared. In their place, at precisely the same time of year, was a dense growth of bracken, reaching to my head height – and I am precisely six feet tall. I could not walk through it; you would have needed a machete to forge a path where once I was used to strolling downhill. The area was only ‘enlivened’ by the tangle of some brambles. After spending a while looking carefully around, it had become obvious to me that the whole lower part of the glen was now lacking many of the flowers we had known. The monkey flower in the ditches in front of the cottage had gone too, and the splendidly ebullient vetch on the banks of the burn was equally nowhere to be seen. The Assynt landscape may look stark, unyielding, unchanging, but there is always change, sometimes subtle, sometimes not, even here . . .


There was another regular walk which could start within the Back Park, leaving it via the top gate, or we would take the almost-track which ran along the outside of the Park dyke up to a bend on the road above us. From here, there was a defined track which zigzagged its way up the hill face, which was partly grass and heather, with some encroaching bracken beginning to obscure the drystone ruins of several houses, barns and byres. It was evident that there had been quite a significant township up here. The slope eventually ran into a boggy level, but the path, which had been well made, was dry for the most part, although there were a few places – probably where culverts had collapsed – where we had to negotiate some much wetter stretches. On our left as we walked over we could clearly see the old banks where peat had been cut until quite recently; we had been told that the folk of the nearby township of Nedd had the right to cut peats from around here, but it was only the banks which were much more convenient for the road which were now used.


We walked this way often, but one day in particular sticks in my mind – or, more likely, a series of days. Within a few years of starting to holiday in Glenleraig, we had acquired a very characterful Siamese cat, and, as an experiment, brought him with us one summer. Kandi sometimes behaved more like a dog than a cat, and loved coming for walks with us, but he found it hard to keep up with Tigger and Struie, both of whom had a remarkable turn of speed. I can see him running along, complaining loudly that the dogs were going too fast, while making it quite clear that he disapproved totally of the damper patches along the way. Kandi hated getting his feet wet, and would shake each individual damp paw at intervals, quite clearly swearing as he did so.


So the Nobles merrily proceeded along the path towards an attractive small loch, which was on one bank overhung with delicate birches. As ever, we made an effort to learn the local place names, and this small loch was called Loch Torr an Lochain; we knew well what all the elements in that name meant, and were amused to find that one of the small, craggy hills above it was named Torr an Lochain. I always wondered whether this apparent circularity was simply a bit of local Gaelic humour, blithely fed to an uncomprehending, monoglot cartographer, and have since found other similar instances.


The path eventually steepened, winding its way up a slope past a small waterfall, onto a higher, wet level, where it simply seemed to disappear into the peat. This was often the point at which we turned for home; it provided good views over the open, island-dotted bay of Eddrachillis and the pale northern hills of the Reay Forest. The track had presumably originally continued towards the next deep inlet of the sea at Ardvar, where one isolated white lodge could be easily seen from the road, but not so easily approached. There was a footpath which led there from the road; the only alternative was to take a boat, and the boat that was used for this purpose was sometimes seen at the very head of our own Loch Nedd. It was a launch called White Heather, and it sat on a trolley which ran on rails set in concrete on the shore. We often walked past it when giving the dogs a road-walk, partly to remind them that they were trained to walk to heel on the lead, and partly to wear down their claws a bit.


That walk always started with a halt on the bridge over the burn to look down into the pool. We learnt to do this quite soon, as there might often be a small shoal of sea trout that had swum up that far on a high tide but were held in the pool if the burn was running low. At the head of the pool there was a shallow, diagonal rapid which crossed from bank to bank, and the fish needed a reasonable flow of water to get over this obstacle. Dannie told us that there was often a run of salmon in the autumn – he himself had caught a nine-pound grilse in the Holly Pool, with a hayfork – and at high tides the seals would come up as far as the bridge in pursuit of the run of fish.


This walk continued along the causeway over the flats to the slight rise we called The Point; it was grassy with some small birch and willows and was at times used by campers. The elevated ground tailed away towards the shore of the sea-loch, and the shingle beach there, close to where White Heather sat on her trolley, always fascinated us. When the tide was rising, from between the shingle stones in several places there would rise a fountain of bubbles, rather like a spring but composed simply of trapped air. Across the narrow head of the loch, the long hillside, swathed in trees, rose steeply; the line of rocks at its rough foot was light grey-to-white, above a line of black, itself above a line of seaweed of a vivid ochre colour. It seemed there were always herons along that shore, and as we approached, they lifted into the air on their long wings, with that sudden harsh cry.


Immediately after White Heather, or simply the rails and trolley if someone was in residence at Ardvar, the road did a steep rise to a sharp little blind summit, immediately descending almost to the water. This little hill we named ‘Boat Brae’, because at its foot a large wooden boat – a lifeboat, we understood, from a small puffer which had sunk in the loch – was stranded on the gravelly shore. From here the narrow road rose again, with an almost vertical rock and hanging wood above it, and the wooded loch shore below. There was a small building close to the road shortly after this; it was always called the ‘Wool Shed’, as the wool from the Nedd and Ardvar sheep used to be stored there until the puffer which had served this remote coast had come to collect it. From here the road continued to rise until it reached a small level, with a cattle grid, which signalled the beginning of the crofts of the township of Nedd, where we would often turn back in order to avoid any close encounter with the local collies.
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Boating and the Sea


Glenleraig was very much our holiday-home. We lived for most of the year in Cupar, a small, quiet, market town in agricultural Fife, where our architecturally elaborate – if not downright pretentious – but attractive Regency villa sat between two roads out of town, guarded from view by high stone walls. Here our family doctor was one Doctor Stevenson (generally known as ‘Stevie’ to us; occasionally, I suspect, even to his face). Stevie was keen on sailing, and my father sometimes crewed for him, until one cold day in April their dinghy capsized in a squall from the hills around Loch Earn. It so happened both that they were leading the race at the time, and that virtually everyone else had capsized, too. Help was eventually forthcoming, but it reached my father and Dr Stevenson last, as they clung to the upturned hull in the freezing waters. While my father watched the doctor turning blue, he realised that any first-aid techniques he had ever learnt were irrelevant to their current situation, and that trying to keep the good doctor talking was about as much as he could hope for.


They both survived the ordeal and, the next summer, Stevie and family came north to Assynt, to Achmelvich sands, where they camped, and Stevie and his boys sailed on the turquoise sea. One day we went down to see them, and both my parents ventured out with him – separately, as I remember, because the dinghy was not that large. I photographed my mother, looking very sporting in bright yellow oilskin shorts, top and life-jacket, before she set out on the water.


Our own boating from Glenleraig had a less than auspicious start. A friend of my father had presented us with what was definitely a very homemade, small rowing dinghy, with a flat bottom and rather garish paint scheme. It was really intended for Rhoderick and me, and we duly launched it in the burn pool beside the cottage. This was, however, rather small, and we moved up the hill to a roadside loch. We had christened our strange craft the ‘Boojum’, and the Boojum, with us in it, duly sailed off among the waterlilies. It rapidly transpired that the flat bottom of the dinghy was not very well attached to the sides, and we began, quite rapidly, to sink. We were not yet in deep water, and no harm was actually done, but the Boojum’s short career with us was certainly ended; my father began to think about a proper boat.


The result of this cogitation and much research duly appeared the next year; it was a fourteen-foot, graceful, fibreglass dinghy of a particularly attractive pale blue, which we promptly christened Periwinkle. Lots of things duly appeared with her, of course, and the lean-to shed became satisfactorily full of boating bits and pieces, especially when she was not on the water. We had a Seagull outboard, and I can still hear the sound it made, which carried so well over the sheltered water of Loch Nedd. When not in use, the outboard sat up on a stand, accompanied by fuel tanks, oars, bottom boards, buoys, balers, rowlocks and ropes of most kinds and colours. Curleen, the thin, strong, orange twine, became a staple of life, not only used for nautical purposes but for tying up gaps in fences, strengthening collapsing clothes-lines and a myriad of other things.


Periwinkle had been towed north on her trolley, and could be launched from it, but the ease of launching or recovery was very dependent on the state of the tide and demanded quite a lot of physical strength. While my father, nearly six foot two and broad-shouldered, was a very strong man, and my mother in those days pretty strong for a woman, my brother and I were still young and flimsy in build, and couldn’t help much where sheer physical effort was needed. My father therefore decided that Periwinkle should normally be moored, but in a location where she could be brought into shore on the rope, rather than needing yet another dinghy to reach her. After consultation with the crofters in Nedd, whom we were beginning to know, a location was found which fitted the bill. It was, however, not quite perfect; true, the water where the mooring was placed was satisfactorily well-sheltered and deep, and the many birch trees leaning over the water served excellently for tying ropes. The problem was the nature of the shore at that point. It was a splendidly smooth, steeply-sloping mass of rock, the lower half densely cloaked in the slipperiest of seaweed. With the aid of the various ropes, it was perfectly feasible to clamber up or down, holding buckets or whatever, but a degree of agility was definitely needed and, just occasionally, the ascent or descent did not go according to plan. I remember best an occasion some years on, when a dear young girl-cousin was staying with us. She had a superb sense of fun, and was a great favourite with everyone; one of her engaging habits was to dissolve into such torrents of giggles that she could only slide down the nearest wall and collapse on the floor. On one occasion it was her turn to climb up the slippery rock; halfway up her feet went from under her, and it was only her hold on the rope that saved her from sliding down into Loch Nedd. At this point, she got the giggles and could move no more, so my father, for some strange reason clutching a bucket at the time, went to her aid. Although he put his arms round her (so that he was now clutching her, the rope and the bucket) she could still not move, and her wild giggles infected him until he too could not move for giggling. I was on the shore and could only watch this performance, being quite determined not to go to their assistance and be similarly affected.
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