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CINNTIRE


Gradhalch mi do mhuir’s do mhonadh,


lom do chnocfo ghuirm an speur,


drilseach grein’ air an slios taobh-gheal,


lios aosd’ as milse gasda gne.


Binn guth gaoithe air do chruachan


ag eigheach air an guaillean ard;


gur riomhach do ghealchrios umad,


a’mhuir a’ teannadh gu traigh.


KINTYRE


I have loved your sea and moorland, the bareness of your hills under the blue of the sky, the shimmer of sun on their fair-sided flanks, old garden of sweetest and kindliest nature.


Sweet is the voice of the wind on your mountains, crying on their high shoulders; lovely your white belt about you, the sea closing in on the shore.


George Campbell Hay
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Introduction






THE AREA COVERED BY this book is vast and varied. It ranges from the outskirts of Glasgow to the remote loveliness of Kintyre, from the majesty of Glen Coe to the tiny jewelled beauty of Jura, from the busy holiday resort of Dunoon to the utter loneliness of Loch Etive, from the nuclear submarine bases on Holy Loch to Scotland’s birthplace at Dunadd. Here there is choice enough, and room enough, for all.


The whole area is an ideal holiday centre, whether you seek a be-tartaned knees-up every night, or the total peace of remote glens and lochs.


Most of this part of Scotland is indeed a Lonely Land. Even these days you can find yourself a mountain side or a hill loch and spend idyllic hours in solitude. You can visit ancient places where the carved stones tell stories of centuries long past. You can wander great beaches where Atlantic breakers roar, or where the sea is gentle. Indeed, it is a wonderland of beauty, surely unsurpassed in this world. And it is all available and open. The roads are good, the foot tracks mostly well-marked, the people welcoming and the hotels comfortable.


Quite certainly you need have no fears of knifing or mugging or bag-snatching. Those features of holiday areas in other countries are unknown to us. Perhaps such things come with wall-to-wall high-rise hotels, and they, too, thankfully, are absent.


That is not to say that you cannot find good hotels. Far from it. Indeed, I think you can eat and drink better, in greater comfort and in more welcoming surroundings, in Scotland today than in any other place. A sweeping statement, perhaps, but I believe it to be true. So your creature comforts are assured. And should you be seeking relief for a jaded spirit, then watch the wonder of a summer sunset over Jura. Sunset comes late there but it comes bejewelled in glory, with colours gleaming like enamel – lovely, almost unbelievable. Watching that, all the worries, fears and tensions of life are relieved.


Like all guidebooks, this one tries to advise you on what to do, what to see, and how to get there. However, I have tried to do much more than that. It has always seemed to me that enjoyment of any area is greatly enhanced if you have some knowledge of what has happened in the past, of what forces have shaped the countryside and the people. In this book you will find a good deal of history, a lot of description, and a fair amount of polemic, all designed to give you a better understanding of the area. Frankly, if you are the type of visitor who brings along his own cocoon, who has no interest in the past, who thinks Harry Lauder and Andy Stewart were typical Scots, then this book is not for you. But if you seek to understand what has made the things among which and the people among whom you are holidaying, then perhaps this little book will help. It is written with great love and burning indignation: love for a country and a people; indignation for what they have endured, and fear for a future perhaps worse than a miserable past.


The area covered in this book is virtually what was once Argyll. Properly speaking, that ancient and honourable name disappeared in the last senseless reorganisation of local government, and it mostly disappeared into the amorphous mass of Strathclyde, with its centre in Glasgow. But Argyll it remains in the mouths and minds of all those fortunate enough to live there.


The name ‘Argyll’ derives from Araghaidal or Ergadia, which means the boundary of the Gaels. It was at Dunadd near Crinan that, around 500AD, the first seeds were sown from which Scotland grew as a unified nation and state. The peoples who established the great network of forts around Dunadd had come over the narrow sea from Northern Ireland, and for long afterwards Argyll’s links were with Ireland, not the rest of Scotland, and that is not surprising. There are only 12 miles of sea between Argyll and Ireland, while many miles of trackless wilderness and forests divided Argyll from the rest of the country.


Yet, as the centuries passed, it was found that in fact there was easy access from the south west to the centre and the north east of Scotland. There was the Great Glen, there was Loch Awe and Loch Fyne, there was the narrow neck of land between the Firths of Clyde and Forth. Rather than being barriers, they were found to be means of communication, and gradually the centre of gravity of Scotland shifted from Argyll to places more central. But for centuries Argyll was the channel through which new influences travelled from Ireland to the rest of the country – influences like the proselytising and ascetic Celtic brand of Christianity.


The lovely island of Iona off Argyll’s coast was the chief centre of the Celtic church, and for as long as that Church survived, Argyll remained at the centre of Scotland’s story, although by then it was remote from her secular centre. Only when the Roman brand of Christianity triumphed (due largely to the efforts of Queen Margaret, the English wife of King Malcolm Canmore) at the end of the 11th century, did Argyll become remote from Scotland’s development.


The Norsemen had for long been troublesome on these coasts and islands, and by the middle of the 12th century they had in fact become the major influence. The Norsemen were not just the hit-and-run raiders of legend. They came, and they stayed, intermarrying and adopting Christian beliefs. It was out of this colonisation and miscegenation that the great Lordship of the Isles arose, controlling all the western seaboard and the islands down to the Isle of Man.


The Lords of the Isles controlled large territories, and exerted great power. For reasons which we do not understand, they chose to centre that power on an insignificant island in an insignificant loch on Islay, although there they built a great stone meeting place, which is at present being excavated in a fascinating archaeological dig. In 1549, Dean Munro recorded that in the time of the Lords of the Isles, there ‘was great wealth and peace’ in the Isles, ‘through the ministration of justice.’


It could not last, of course. The Scottish Crown could not accept this state within a state, and when it was capable enough to do so, it broke the power of the Lords. Although strong enough to do that, it was not capable enough in those distant parts to fill the power vacuum that resulted, and so the long years of clan feuding and warfare began.


The Lords of the Isles were great warriors and jealous of the power of the Crown. They may have occasionally recognised that their territory was part of Scotland, but mostly they held to a fierce independence, and maintained a separate fiefdom. The first Lord of the Isles was Somerled, and Argyll became the lordship of his son, Dugall. The MacDougall line held this land for generations until the Wars of Independence of the 14th century, when, misguidedly, they opposed Robert Bruce. John MacDougall, Lord at the time, was related to Bruce’s opponents, and allied himself with the English – a sad mistake. Like everything else that stood in the way of Bruce and his vision of a free and independent Scotland, they were soundly thrashed, and lost their lands.


The Campbells of Lochawe, a comparatively minor clan, had been good allies to Bruce, and he rewarded them with grants of land taken from the MacDougalls. The Campbells prospered, and eventually almost the whole of Argyll became a virtual kingdom to them, with their head a duke, no less. Because of this vast and unchallenged Campbell power, Argyll was spared some of the worst excesses of Highland history, as, elsewhere, rival clan chiefs drove their followers into battle after battle in an incessant search for advantage and power.


Not that Argyll was altogether insulated from history. The great dynastic and religious struggles of the mid-17th century were as bitter here as elsewhere in Scotland, and at least twice as much of Argyll had to be repopulated by Gaelic-speaking Lowlanders from Ayrshire. The people had been killed off and the land scorched in war.


Like all things, those long years of death and destruction passed. But their passing did not bring tranquility for the common people. The times were changing. There was a Union of England and Scotland, and the centralised government in London was powerful: it was not prepared to allow the old Highland pattern to continue, with its constant internecine warfare and struggle for advantage.


Besides, there had been the Jacobite rebellions, centred in the Highlands, and the Crown in London rightly saw those rebellions as real threats. In particular, the 1745 uprising of Prince Charles Edward – the Bonnie Prince Charlie of song and legend – had been close to success. The Highlands had to be tamed, and they were, in 1746 and 1747, in an episode of savagery and genocide unparalleled in its day.


The clan chiefs had been thoroughly house-broken after the 1745 rising. Indeed, their very raison d’être had been removed. They were no longer needed to lead their clans into battle, and, from being Highland chiefs they turned to the pursuits of being North British gentlemen instead. For this, they required money, not men – money to build great houses, to maintain establishments in London, to gamble, whore and drink. There was money available, far more than the miserable rents that could be exacted from the peasant farmers on the clan lands. The great sheep farmers of the Lowlands and from England had money, and offered it as rent for all the vast acres of the clan lands.


Some chiefs took that road, and others hired factors skilled with sheep to work the land for them. No one of power or authority thought to ask just whose land it was anyway. In fact, the land had belonged to the clan, not the chief, and only legal skullduggery had vested it in the hands of the chiefs themselves.


Many of the young men had already gone from the land, encouraged and coerced into the Army and the Navy, often under the command of scions from their own chief’s family, for they too could no longer follow the traditional occupations of their forefathers. From being the military play-things of the clan chiefs – surely the most barbarous and bloodthirsty ruling clique in all of European history – the clansmen became the military play-things of a government intent on spreading the red blotches of Empire over the whole globe.


As the Highlanders fought and died in America, Canada, Africa and India, so their fathers and mothers, their wives and children were being systematically and ruthlessly cleared from the lands they had farmed for generations, to make way for sheep. When the chiefs were presented with the choice of money and the rich life, or continuing in the austerity of the Highlands without the old excitements of war and power, they chose the money.


It became immediately clear that the fabled clan loyalties were all upward from the clansmen to the chiefs, and did not apply in reverse, from the chief to his clan. So it was that those who legally owned the land needed more money, not men. They could get that money from sheep, but only by moving out the people, for sheep and peasant farming do not mix. And so the glens and the straths and the hills were cleared and sheep grazed where children once played. The people were moved, either to miserable little strips of land on the coast, or else to the ships waiting in the bays.


The ships were mostly rotten hulks, unfit to venture onto a duck pond, let alone the storm-tossed Atlantic, and the people were packed below in conditions that one who knew described as being unacceptable for use in the slave trade. They headed out for Canada, America, New Zealand, Australia and Africa, in a great diaspora that has left more Gaelic speakers in a Canadian province than in the whole of the Highlands.


The people were bewildered. The world was turned upside down. They had seen their cottages burned, their old folk turned out ruthlessly to die, their cattle driven off. When they protested (and it was mostly the women who protested) they were attacked by baton-wielding police and musket-wielding soldiers. Their clan chief, the father of their family (for clan means only ‘family’) surely could not know what was happening. So they sent pathetic messages to their chief, and he told them it was all for their own good.


And when the police and army came, and the glens were blue with smoke from burning cottages, they turned to their ministers, who told them that they were evil and sinful and predestined for Hell, and that they must recognise their duty to be obedient to the state, the kirk and their chief.


They must go, and go they did, driven like convicts to the ships, often hunted down over the moors as animals are hunted. Even those few who were left in Scotland, clinging precariously to the edges of the land, forced to take to the unfamiliar and unfriendly sea for their food, and build new paddocks from sand and sea weed, were not left alone. They, too, were an expense to the landowner or the tenant, who was taxed for the poor-rate on all those who occupied his land.


So what the potato famines did not kill, the poor-rate finished off. Most of that miserable handful was pushed off the edge, and the whole land left empty for the sheep. The Agricultural Revolution of the Highlands (and, let it not be forgotten, the Lowlands, for it happened there, too) was complete: the Improvers had triumphed and the Highlands were fruitful and profitable. Laissez-faire, the ethics of market forces, had been given full sway, and the people perished.


It was a situation that did not last long, although vast fortunes were made while it did endure. Other countries could produce wool and mutton more cheaply than the Highlands. The descendants of those who survived those fearful voyages in the immigrant ships had their revenge. They turned out wool and mutton so fast, so good and so cheap in their new lands that the sheep industry in Scotland was virtually killed, and the sheep made way, in their turn, for deer forests, where the newly-rich, tartaned and bonneted, played at shooting the stags and being Highland lairds, and the folk of the Highlands became ghillies and game-keepers and figures of fun with their pawky humour and strange ways.


Even today that is still there, to some extent, although great areas of the deer forests (which were not forests at all, but bare hillsides) now lie under conifer trees, and many of the ghillies and game-keepers run bed-and-breakfast houses or serve holidaymakers in other ways.


The problems are still there, too, of depopulation, of emigration, of cultural deprivation, and there is little sign that they will be tackled in constructive ways.


But, as the Gael says, the land remains. That it is a land of emptiness is sad, but surely it is a land of aching beauty.


And yet it is not a wilderness. Far from being in a state of pristine, untouched nature, what we see today is all man-made. It is the result of centuries of despoliation and exploitation. The late and much lamented Frank Fraser Darling called it ‘a man-made desolation’, stripped of its native tree-cover, over-grazed, burned and abused – just as the native people were abused, exploited and left desolate. It is the bare bones of a land we see today, and we cannot even imagine what it used to be, with its great virgin forests and its wealth of wild life. Today even the skeletons of the mountains themselves are threatened, as plans mature to quarry the very granite for construction works in distant countries. Our forests and our fish have gone, our kelp and our coal and our oil and even our sons and daughters. Now our very mountains are threatened and are being moved to build roads and runways. It is a sad prospect.


All that said, I can only express my envy for those seeing this land of wonder for the very first time, for it is indeed a land of wonder, still a delight and a revelation. Do enjoy it; do come back.








CHAPTER 1


Loch Lomond, Helensburgh and Dumbarton






TO MANY PEOPLE, Loch Lomond used to mean nothing more than an hour of misery as they drove up the A82 from Glasgow to the Highlands. They may have had an occasional glimpse of the loch, and thought it pretty enough, but much of the view was that of the caravan or slow truck in front.


It is sad that this should have been so, for, without doubt, Loch Lomond, in its great basin of lovely hills, is one of the finest lochs in all of Scotland, and the views are comparable with any. Today, the A82 has been vastly improved and made safer, although great care is still needed to drive it safely, and certainly the driver cannot look around and admire the views.


From Duck Bay at its broad, island-speckled southern reaches, way north to Ardlui and the entrance to Glen Falloch, Loch Lomond is a jewel, and should be lingered over. In a way, Loch Lomond, and particularly the southern part, is a great green lung for Glasgow, and undoubtedly can be very busy. You can reach Loch Lomond in half an hour from Glasgow, and many people do. But go a few hundred yards off the road, and you can be certain, even on a fine Bank Holiday Monday, of having all the quietness and peace you want.


If you must have literary confirmation of the beauties of Loch Lomond, then listen to Smollett in Humphrey Clinker:


I have seen the Lago di Garda, Albano di Vico, Bolsena and Geneva, and I prefer Loch Lomond to them all... Everything here is romantic beyond imagination.


It is only right when beginning a trip to the antiquities and beauties of the Highlands that one should first visit a place which has, over many centuries, played a very significant role in Scottish history. That place is Dumbarton and it lies very close to the main A82 which runs up Loch Lomond.


To be sure, Dumbarton is not the sort of place one cares to spend much time in when on holiday, but a brisk climb up the castle rock is interesting. The view itself is fine, and somehow evocative of much of Scotland’s sorry history.


Just across the River Clyde, and at the very foot of Dumbarton Rock, lie the great shipyards from which the merchant navy and the Royal Navy and the ships of half the world once slid quietly. Now those yards are deserted and rusting. Upriver, along the twinhighwayed ‘boulevard’, built as a relief measure during the economic slump of the 1930s (and paying its way ever since), there are the houses of the well-to-do who escaped from the city, while in Dumbarton itself, clustering round the Rock and in nearby Clydebank, we see housing as bad as any to be found in Scotland.


Down river, the prospect opens to far shores and distant hills, while up the once-lovely Vale of Leven there lies Loch Lomond and all the hills of the Highlands. In its effervescent growth, Dumbarton paid little attention to its long and noble history, and today almost nothing but the castle remains to remind us of a glorious past. That castle, like Edinburgh Castle, cannot confidently be dated. Almost every century, indeed generation, saw bits added and bits removed, and the result is an architectural plum-pudding of considerable attraction.


We know that Arkil of Northumbria settled there and built a stronghold in 1070, probably escaping from Norman William’s ‘pacification’ of the north of England, which left that area a desert, but certainly the hill top, a natural strongpoint, had been fortified and inhabited many centuries before then.


Ancient legend has it that St Patrick was born at Kilpatrick at the foot of Dumbarton Rock. The legend has been questioned, but not, I think, disproved. Kilpatrick was the western end of the Antonine Wall, erected by the Romans about 144 AD to contain the ‘barbaric’ Scots. Little remains of that wall today, which is not surprising, for it was built of earth and sod, and not of quarried stone like its greater brother, Hadrian’s Wall, far to the south. Still, the Antonine Wall was held for about 50 years, although not without difficulty, for it was penetrated at least twice, and in the end it was abandoned when the Romans retreated to their stronger line of Hadrian’s Wall, and decided that it marked the northern outpost of their empire. The ‘barbaric’ Scots had proved too much for them.


Dumbarton and its castle (it had many names before becoming Dunbreaton – Fortress of the Britons) was the capital of the ancient Celtic kingdom of Strathclyde, which stretched from Loch Lomond deep into Cumberland. It was a powerful kingdom, but the savage Norse raiders constantly troubled it. They attacked the castle itself in 877 and took it and ravaged the land. Only in the 11th century did the remains of Strathclyde, with Dumbarton and its castle, become part of a united Scottish kingdom, under Malcolm II.


Gradually added to and strengthened, Dumbarton Castle was an essential stronghold, holding down the west of Scotland, as Edinburgh did in the east. It was here that William Wallace was interned before being carried off to his barbarous execution in London after his betrayal by the traitor Menteith. The little boy-king David III sailed for France and safety from Dumbarton in 1334, and Mary Queen of Scots, six years old and in danger, also sailed for France from Dumbarton in 1548. Dumbarton and Edinburgh Castles were the last two strongholds Queen Mary held in 1570, but so long as they were secure she still had hopes of victory. It was not to be. A very daring night raid on Dumbarton Castle on the night of 1st April 1571 was successful and the castle fell into the hands of the Queen’s enemies, and this virtually sealed her fate.


During the Civil War, the castle was in Parliamentary hands, and after the Restoration again saw battle, when the Covenanters took it, but failed to hold it, and indeed the Covenanting garrison found themselves imprisoned in the vileness of the Castle dungeons.


After the Jacobite rebellion of 1745, many Jacobite prisoners, followers of that romantic, lovely, foolish young man, Prince Charles Edward, or Bonnie Prince Charlie, were held in Dumbar-ton on their way to trial in England. Strangely enough, although Dumbarton had been strongly anti-Jacobite, like much of the Lowlands, several prisoners managed to escape from the castle in ways that clearly indicated they had friends among the population.


The river Leven, which drains Loch Lomond and the Vale of Leven, runs by Dumbarton Rock. It was once, and not so long ago, a place of immaculate beauty; it is not so today. Smollett wrote a poem about it, and he makes it sound like paradise. Maybe he was prejudiced, but Pennant in 1771 supported him. ‘The vale between the end of the loch and Dumbarton is unspeakably beautiful’ he wrote. Today, the new road skirts most of the detritus of dead industry, and one speeds past for the loch shores, which retain much of their ‘unspeakable beauty’.


Loch Lomond is a big loch, with the largest surface area of any loch or lake in Britain, and in parts it is very deep. At its wide lower end it is island-studded and lies in rich agricultural land. Further north, the high hills crowd forward to the very water’s edge, and there is no room there for agriculture. Suddenly, you have left the Lowlands and are deep in the Highlands.


Even today this area is not well provided with roads, and in the distant past the loch obviously served as a route between settlements. One of the very first traces of man in Scotland is found on Inchkonaig Island in Loch Lomond, and that is a Mesolithic settlement about 7,500 years old. They were hunters and fishers and food-gatherers and of course left little mark on the landscape. They, and those who followed from the Stone Age to the Dark Age, left many relics, though, and for those interested in such mute mementos of long ago, Loch Lomond is very rich indeed. It is not possible here to even list the many archaeological sites on Loch Lomond, but any library will provide that information.


As the centuries passed, the area around the loch and the loch itself grew in importance. It was constituted an Earldom in the 12th century, probably to guard the Firth of Clyde against Norse raids. That did not always work, though, for in 1263 a fleet of King Haakon’s ships sailed up Loch Long, and was dragged overland from the head of Loch Long to Loch Lomond, at the place we now know as Tarbet – The Place of Dragging – and then harried the many settlements on Loch Lomond.


It must have been a fearful day when the people saw longboats sailing down this freshwater loch which had been tranquil for so long. That was in Scotland’s ‘Golden Age’, when young King Alexander was striving mightily to drive the Norsemen from the country. The Norsemen claimed sovereignty over Shetland, Orkney, the Western Isles, the Isle of Man, and Kintyre, on the mainland. In 1263, the aged king Haakon sent a huge force of 20,000 men and 160 ships to enforce his claims, and to destroy the upstart young Scottish king who was challenging his power.


Sixty ships, under Haakon’s son and co-ruler Magnus, were sent up Loch Long (the Loch of the Ships), and then dragged overland to Loch Lomond. They sailed down the loch, burning and terrorising, as was their wont, and penetrated almost as far as Stirling, hoping that the Scottish king would come forth and give battle.


Young Alexander was too wily for that. He fought a guerilla war, and a very successful one, harrassing and picking off the Norsemen whenever he could, until their momentum was lost, and they retreated back to the sea at Largs, where they suffered a humiliating defeat at sea, which marked the end of their claims on Scotland, and allowed young King Alexander to concentrate on consolidating his country.
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