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Author’s note


Since the publication of Harpoon at a Venture by Gavin Maxwell in the early 1950s, the extraordinary human story of those who lived on the Isle of Soay in the years after Maxwell’s failed shark fishing enterprise has remained untold.


Laurance Reed’s invaluable book The Soay of our Forefathers tackles the chronological history of the island from its original ownership by the MacLeods of Dunvegan to the evacuation of the population in 1953. Laurance researched and wrote his book while he was living on the island amongst a newly established post-evacuation population, which was flourishing and relatively stable.


There are surely others who came to live on Soay after the evacuation in 1953 with stories to tell more exciting than mine. However, I do believe that it is important that someone should relate the deeply human aspects of Soay’s post-evacuation history. The people who were living and working on the island when I first arrived in 1990 were a powerful influence on me and changed my outlook on life forever.


Soay is a very different island to the one that I discovered when I arrived to make a new life here in 1990. In those days there were seventeen inhabitants on the island. I could never have imagined that I would be one of only three full-time residents twenty-six years later. Friends, neighbours and the unforgettable personalities who occupied the houses round the bay are all gone. Yet every time I repair a drystone wall, drill a hole, splice a piece of rope or load another fishbox full of seaweed onto the garden, it reminds me of my former neighbours. Without their help, support, experience and guidance my hopes of a new life would have ended before my first year on Soay was over.


For want of anyone more qualified, I have written about life and events on Soay over the last twenty-six years in the only way I know how: from my own experiences. Some observations will be flawed and possibly on occasion even misconstrued, but they are as accurate as I can make them, allowing certain artistic license for readability purposes. It is my own story.


Anne Cholawo,
Isle of Soay
July 2016
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CHAPTER ONE


Access by courtesy of fishing boat


September 1989


Who knows why it caught my eye. On the last day of my holiday on the Isle of Skye I stopped in front of the Portree Estate Agency and there it was. Nothing special. A single colour photograph of Glenfield House showed the front view of a simple, stone-built, one-and-a-half-storey house with a corrugated iron roof. The details were sketchy: just the purchase price and the information that this former croft house was located on the Isle of Soay.


I had never heard of the Isle of Soay. More to the point, I had no idea it was actually an island. This was my first visit to the Hebrides, I knew very little about the Highlands and in my ignorance I confused Soay with Isleornsay, a village at the southern end of Skye. Even so the house captured my imagination. I had only glanced briefly at the picture but the image was burned into my memory. It travelled with me on the five hundred and seventy mile journey home and would not go away. Back in Bedfordshire, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Glenfield House followed me on the daily commute to and from London and it wasn’t long before I succumbed to temptation. I contacted the Portree Estate Agency and asked for more details. One evening I came home from my job as a graphic artist in a London advertising agency to find a thin, brown A4 envelope on the doormat. I opened it with barely suppressed excitement and looked more intently at the photograph attached to the property’s details. The envelope contained a single piece of A3 paper folded in two and the description of the house was brief and, for an estate agency, overly honest:


A stone built traditional one-and-a-half-storey croft house with corrugated iron roof. The property comprises of a front entrance hall, a kitchen with a solid fuel Rayburn for cooking and hot water; a two ringed Calor gas cooker and gas fridge. There is a sitting room with a large open fireplace. On the second floor are two main bedrooms plus one small box room/bedroom. There is a large extension to the rear of the building, which consists of a back hall, pantry, bathroom/shower-room and small side room. The property has a moderately sized walled garden area and one drystone outhouse. The property also has a private water supply and cesspit. There is no electricity. Offers over £28,000.


I was confused by the last phrase in the details:


Access by courtesy of fishing boat.


But it merely added to my interest. I didn’t have any real understanding of what I might be getting myself into if I took this ‘whim’ a stage further.


Up to that point, my life had been a mostly urban existence; from my childhood in the industrial sprawl of Luton, to the tiny two-up-one-down cottage that I had been fortunate enough to purchase a few years earlier in the relatively quieter village of Aspley Guise, near Woburn Abbey. So far, I had known nothing but the comforts of modern conveniences and I had never been very far from civilised suburbia. I was well on my way to becoming a real ‘yuppie’ (young, upwardly propelled person). Maggie Thatcher’s brave new capitalist England of the 1980s had dominated my young adulthood and made its mark on the way I viewed life. London seemed to me to be the centre of the world.


My brand new red Citroen 2CV was the vehicle of choice for female media-types like myself. My little low-ceilinged cottage was slowly filling up with appropriately ‘tasteful’ furniture hunted out in local antique shops. My aspirations included promotion at work and perhaps a slightly bigger property when or if I could afford it; this time with a dining room to entertain friends. However, beneath the surface lurked an insistent childhood dream that whispered at the back of my mind. I can’t even remember where it originally came from. Perhaps it was from reading books like Willow Farm by Enid Blyton, Children of the New Forest by Captain Marryat or the wonderful C.S. Lewis Chronicles of Narnia. Perhaps it was fired by the majestic, soaring landscapes of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings.


Or was it from spending days by a river, canal or lake finding ways to occupy my time while Dad, and sometimes my elder sister, obsessively fished for carp and bream in the dark waters? It was a magical way to absorb the sounds and movements of animal and bird life, to appreciate the beauty of the crowded verdant riverbank or just to have time to sit and think. It was certainly a stark contrast to our hometown environment.


I vividly remember one of my first essays at school written when I was around seven years old. The topic was ‘What do you want to do when you grow up?’ I began: ‘When I grow up I want to live in the middle of nowhere.’ I think I had first heard this phrase used when I was much younger about a summer holiday we had in North Wales. We stayed in what seemed to me to be a very remote farmhouse nestling in the mountains, where the ‘loo’ was outside the house and across the yard, near to the cowshed. Mum had to carry me over to it at night wearing wellies and a coat over her nightie. This made a very big impression on me at the time. After that ‘the middle of nowhere’ always conjured up an exciting and mysterious place in my over-active imagination. Of course, it was just a silly childish fantasy. No one would possibly believe that a child’s dream could become a reality.


From my little cottage, I commuted everyday to London and back on the busy and often hopelessly jammed-up M1 motorway. It never seemed to be free of traffic whatever the time of day or night. Once off the North Circular, I navigated through the London byways ruthlessly. I had soon become adept at the peculiarly aggressive driving techniques mastered by veteran inter-city drivers and only tolerated within the city’s limits through dire necessity. It was ‘survival of the fittest’. Without these unbelievably selfish and downright rude driving practices picked up from other desperate London commuters, I would not have been able to get to Westbourne Grove, battle for a parking slot, and still start work on time. I had to leave home by six thirty every morning to be sure of being at the studio by nine. Half of that time was simply spent waiting stoically in a long, motionless queue of cars.


You may be wondering why I didn’t use public transport. Interestingly, it was actually cheaper for me to use my car than the train in those days when fuel was around £1.70 per gallon and the odious car clamp in London was a relatively new phenomenon. It was more convenient as I often worked late, and I took my dog to work with me. I also thought it safer as I was sometimes leaving work near to midnight and on my own.


On late summer evenings, trapped in an interminable traffic jam on my way home, I dreamt of escape. Low on the horizon, beyond the vanishing point of the motorway and stationary vehicles, great mounds and columns of cloud would build up, masking the setting sun. The flat featureless landscapes of Hertfordshire, Bedfordshire and Northamptonshire were a perfect setting for my imagination to create enormous mountain ranges and steep, mysterious gorges. Sometimes if the evening light was just right, I could include snow-capped peaks too. I imagined that I was on the start of a long, adventurous quest to those mountains and eventually I might find myself in a wondrous new world. It certainly made the tedious journey a little more tolerable.


I suppose there must have been various physical and emotional forces at work during this period in my life. The exhausting commuting distances and long working hours were certainly a contributory factor to my feelings of restlessness and ever increasing, but barely acknowledged, discontent. In rare moments of quiet reflection I asked myself: ‘Is this really all there is?’


That simple and lonely looking house in the photograph said ‘Adventure’ with a capital A. At least I had enough sense to realise that whatever new life I might propose for myself it would be imperative to have a roof over my head without a mortgage to worry about while I established what kind of adventure I was going to have. At a very rough guess, I believed that Glenfield House was just within my financial reach. Even as these thoughts raced through my mind I don’t think I was seriously committed to the idea, just toying with a tantalising dream.


It took me a few days to build up the courage to telephone the proprietor of Glenfield House to ask for more details and perhaps arrange to see it. Before I made the phone call I was still totally ignorant of the fact that the house was on a tiny and little-known island. It was the owner, John Gilbertson, who patiently explained that the only way of getting to see the house was on his fishing boat. Soay was not even big enough to justify a ferry service. Only then did I finally grasp that the property was on an island and not in a village as I had originally thought. Perversely, this discovery only increased my curiosity and made me even more determined to see it. I was twenty-seven years old and thought myself quite the worldly adult. With the benefit of hindsight, more maturity and/or experience, I may well have been put off by the discovery that this house really was in the middle of nowhere; on a remote island with no mains services, shops, jetty or proper road and in particular no public transport at all. Added to that, there would not be much prospect of making a reasonable income to live on. These difficulties did not occur to me at all and nothing but blind optimism and romantic notions clouded my horizon.


A week or so later, in early October, I took the remains of my holiday quota and drove all the way back up to Skye. I had arranged by telephone to meet John Gilbertson at the jetty in Elgol on Skye, the nearest village to Soay. John was a fisherman and skipper of his own boat so he was able to take me the four miles from Elgol to Soay bay to view the house. I had been fortunate with the weather, he said, it was going to be possible to get across to the island that day. It had never entered my mind that I might not get over there. John came alongside the narrow Elgol jetty in his creel boat, Guiding Light. I saw for the first time the Cuillin Mountains soaring straight upwards out of the sea away to the North – real mountains, not figments of my imagination. On the jetty a lone fisherman sat mending creels (lobster pots). All was quiet except for the wind and waves. Behind the fisherman, the sea and sky were slate grey with the occasional flash of white toppling from a breaking wave. I saw islands dotted around, but could not guess which was Soay. I had not even thought to look on a map. The scene entranced me; it was so completely outside my limited experience, almost Tolkienesque and surreal. John’s boat rolled roundly in the waves as she came alongside the jetty. I got aboard her and tried not to say too much so as not to betray my ignorance. After a while it was evident we were heading toward a low-lying piece of land close to the mountains. As we drew nearer, I made out a few houses dotted along a fairly sheltered bay. We moored, John rowed me ashore in his dinghy and we stepped onto the beach – luckily I had at least had the forethought to wear wellingtons otherwise I would have spent the afternoon with soaking wet feet. We walked up a cleared area of stones and headed left along a grassy track. After passing a few houses, one of which was whitewashed, we came to the last property on the south part of the bay. I recognised it instantly. I had studied the photograph of the house and what I could see of the surrounding area minutely. I would look at it whenever I felt like a little escape.


On the way to Glenfield, John had been telling me about the people who lived on the island. I tried to take it all in but was getting terribly muddled about names and identities. I got Gavin Maxwell: I knew about his book, Ring of Bright Water, and even remembered seeing the film. But I got him mixed up with Tex Geddes, otters and sharks. I thought Tex was some sort of Yankee eccentric, and that Gavin Maxwell was still on Soay fishing. John Gilbertson must have thought me a prize idiot. There was just too much going on all at once for me to take in.


We came to the house and went inside. The property had been kept clean and there were signs of recent maintenance, but it had obviously not been lived in for some time. There were still a few pieces of furniture left in the rooms. I hardly knew what my thoughts about the house were. Had it been anywhere on the mainland, I may not have considered it but it was in a place I never thought could exist outside my imagination. The mountains loomed over the island (for a short time I thought the Cuillins were a part of Soay) in a comforting way, giving it boundary and stature. There were little copses of trees surrounding the property and no sounds except the murmur of running water and a quiet clamour of seabirds in the distance. John showed me around and answered my questions, which weren’t many. When I looked in at the bathroom, I noticed that the bath enamel had been stained brown by the peaty water. ‘I’ll have to get a new bath when I move here,’ I thought. This was the first time I had been aware of my own thought processes. This seemed to be more than ‘just a look’ then. I wished I’d told myself before.


I shall never forget leaving the island and watching the house grow smaller and smaller until it merged into the green-grey of the low hill behind it. The idea of never coming back was already unbearable, unthinkable. From that first visit, once I had set foot on Soay the house no longer became my primary obsession, but merely a means to an end. I had never experienced a place like it in my life. After only ten minutes on the island I had fallen under its unfathomable, magical and enthralling spell. Unbelievably, I had found my longed for childhood ‘middle of nowhere’ and apparently, completely by accident.











CHAPTER TWO


A Luton interlude


I was born at home, the youngest of Ken and Pat Pacey’s three children, in November 1961. My sister always took great delight in telling me that I was an ‘accident’. I presume she picked up this gem of information from an indiscreet scrap of adult conversation. Family folklore has it that at the time of my birth, both Dad and the midwife were too absorbed in watching Doctor Kildare on our black and white telly downstairs to realise that Mum was going through the last stages of labour in the bedroom upstairs. I was delivered still inside the unbroken foetal sack like a defrosted pre-packed chicken. Apparently, this means that I will never drown at sea. I was always very proud of this singular blessing and so far it seems to be serving me well.


Home was a very ordinary semi-detached house, in the middle of a very ordinary late 1950s Wimpey housing estate in Luton. Our house sat at the bottom of one of those motorway embankments carrying the M1 on its long, straight journey between London and the North. A steep grassy slope rose several metres above the rooftops of the houses in my road and at the top, passing out of sight in each direction, was a line of tall neon-bright streetlights. They were planted like double-headed Triffids along the central barrier and their light gave the sky a perpetual dull orange-yellow glow. There was no such thing as night-time in my street. As children we could play outside at anytime of the evening; almost like daytime but devoid of colour and our bodies cast eerie double shadows across the pavements. I can still conjure up, as if it were yesterday, those cold, still winter nights when we played in the ‘dark’. On foggy evenings, which occurred fairly often as Luton wallows at the bottom of an extinct prehistoric lake, a cocktail of sulphurous carbon monoxide and fumes from the nearby Whitbread brewery wafted over the estate, as if rotten scrambled egg had been plopped into a flat pint of beer.


Even so, I had a happy childhood, growing up in a secure and stable environment both at home and within our ‘new’ housing estate. The people in my neighbourhood had all moved into the area at the same time and most of them had experienced the war years and the austerity that followed. In the colourful, psychedelic sixties, optimism for the future and growing prosperity generated a kind of ‘village’ or ‘family’ atmosphere around us. We all addressed our neighbours as auntie or uncle, less formal than Mr or Mrs but still a respectful title for a child to use. It was quite usual for mothers to simply be ‘housewives’ and not go out to work and I think this created a very safe environment. There was always somebody’s mother around to keep an eye on us and there was lots of socialising: daily coffee mornings, informal weekend parties and a mêlée of adults and children in and out of each other’s homes at Christmas.


There were plenty of children of my own age to play with, not only in each other’s gardens but in our road, a safe cul-de-sac with all the nearby houses facing in on each other around a large, grassy roundabout that we exploited all the time. (I used to think that the roundabout was enormous, but on a nostalgic visit to my old home some years ago it seemed absolutely tiny.) We called it ‘the island’ but it could be a fort, an arid desert where we searched desperately for a watered oasis, or a deserted island that we had managed to swim to from the wreck on the opposite pavement.


Then there was ‘The Dumps’, a piece of wasteland belonging to the local council. It had been earmarked for development for the expanding Luton and Dunstable hospital, but left to run fallow. Eight-foot high chain-link fencing was no barrier to the curious and bold opportunist. Once, it must have been prime agricultural land producing wheat or barley but by our time it had become waste ground; churned up, bulldozed, trenched and then left alone to grow a riot of scrub and brambles that covered the uneven ground. It was a haven for children and fly tippers alike; the very best place to find wheels and discarded bits of wood for building go-carts. Old pram wheels were the most prized find – in those days pram tyres were solid rubber and almost indestructible. My brother Mark made the best go-carts in the neighbourhood. My sister Janet painted exotic designs on them using bright colours from leftover paint tins and even gold paint when she could salvage any. My contribution was usually just getting in the way and irritating the pair of them. The Dumps was also an excellent place to make dens out of discarded pallets and corrugated tin, hidden in secret places inside trenches and thick bushes. These were often furnished with old car seats and blown settees for extra comfort. In this undergrowth we became primitive tribes, fighting territory wars with kids from other roads who had dared to come into ‘our area’. Hair pulling, name-calling, mud throwing, booby traps and trip ropes were possibly the worst of our crimes. We had a freedom to roam and play that is probably unknown to the urban child of today.


It was the era of the Vietnam War, IRA bombings and bomb scares. It was also a time of national strikes, power cuts and the three-day-week. The long waiting list for party-line telephones to be installed into private homes by the Post Office dominated our lives. But the space age had dawned. In 1969 I remember being allowed to stay up to see Buzz Aldrin and Neil Armstrong walk on the moon.


As the standard of living rose across Britain, the average family was able to afford a car and of course nearly everyone wanted one. Car manufacturing was a thriving industry through the sixties and seventies. Luton was fairly affluent and growing fast. Vauxhall Motors was the biggest employer in Luton and nearly everyone either worked at the factory or in a business connected to it. My father was a metallurgist working in the laboratory there.


At the girls’ high school I attended, I was pretty much a ‘go with the flow’ pupil. I stuck to the rules and generally behaved. I was never given detention, or sent to the head mistress to be given the dreaded ‘slipper’. (I must admit to being curious to know what the slipper looked like. Could it have been a tartan one or was it pink and fluffy?) I found school a bit dull but I was interested in Art, English and History and seemed to have an aptitude for Human Biology, which helped. Unfortunately the school leaned heavily toward mathematics and the sciences. I seriously struggled with maths, which also affected my abilities in physics and chemistry, subjects my Dad was keen we should all be as adept at as he was.


My happy childhood was disturbed by two major blows. When I was about eight years old, Mum became seriously ill and spent several months in hospital suffering from almost total organ collapse, due in the main to being a chain smoker. After several months she returned home and for a while, with Dad’s help, life almost returned to normal, but she was never really fit again and survived on a cocktail of medication and inhalers for the rest of her life. However, Mum was far too tough to allow her infirmities to get in the way. She was a totally fearless, boyish and diminutive five-foot-one redhead with a voice like a sergeant major and the vernacular to match it, if roused. She could browbeat apparently implacable six-foot policemen and single-handedly face down an aggressive, potentially violent mob of youths, leaving them shamed and apologetic. I know . . . I was witness to it.


Dad was about six-foot-two with dark hair and blue eyes, and when I was old enough to think of making comparisons with other fathers in the road, I thought him quite good-looking in a Donald Sindon (an English actor from the forties and fifties), sort of way. Each one of us has a very different memory of our Dad and mine is firmly fixed within the confines of my childhood and early teens. He was not one for frivolous conversation and was old fashioned in both his dress and attitude. I never saw him in anything other than a suit. For work he wore a dark suit with well-shined shoes. For fishing he wore a tweedy jacket and flat cap, and for gardening and DIY he wore . . . an old suit. I don’t ever remember him wearing anything less formal. Dad was very much the urban man. He used Brylcreem on his hair just as he had done in his RAF days. He still used old wartime RAF idioms too such as ‘gubbins’, a universal term for any kind of fluid other than water.


Yet Dad was very progressive in other ways. He expected all three of us to be competent in practical matters such as wiring a plug, testing a fuse or changing a light bulb. He made sure we knew how to use a screwdriver, a paintbrush and a hammer. He encouraged us to have our own interests and was always happy to share his – as long as we didn’t talk too much.


From an early age I saw right through Dad’s attempts at being the Victorian father. He crumpled at the first signs of a trembling lip and I shamelessly exploited his weakness. Dad was quick to anger but just as quick to forgive and forget (such as the time I used his cut-throat razor to sharpen my pencil crayons). We dubbed him ‘Captain Bligh’ (behind his back) after he acquired a four-man Heron class sailing boat, built by my uncle, and he tried to teach us how to sail it with him.


Then came the second blow. Jan had married and moved not too far away with her husband. Mark was working, apprenticed to be an electrician and on day release to college, and I had just begun my teens at high school. Unexpectedly, one Saturday morning, my father died from a massive heart attack while doing what he loved best, fishing by the riverbank. He was with my sister Jan at the time. They were particularly close. I never really got to know him intimately other than in the role of my dad. He too was a heavy smoker like many of his generation.


The comfortable existence that I had been used to didn’t quite vanish overnight, but with only a widow’s pension and a small pension from Vauxhall to live on, it was a struggle both financially and physically for Mum to run the home. First Dad’s company car was returned, then our sailing boat, and the static caravan in Dorset had to go.


Mum never really got over Dad’s death; I knew that very well even though she didn’t show it. Both my parents were undemonstrative and recoiled with embarrassment from shows of emotion. They came from a ‘stiff-upper-lip’ generation, so my mother never expressed herself outwardly and I learnt to keep my feelings well hidden from her. She coped by making sure that our old routines continued and nothing was allowed to slip. Her sensible and practical way of giving me comfort came in the form of a puppy. Mum knew I had always desperately hankered after a dog but both my parents thought a dog would be too much of a tie. One day she brought home a tiny little Welsh Border Collie pup and we named him Taffy. He was not exactly compensation, but he did achieve the main objective; I focussed on my new puppy and not my enormous and inexpressible sense of loss.




My thoughts for the future when I left school centred on anything ‘arty’ that might earn me a living. It was now the late seventies. ‘The King’, Elvis Presley, had died in sad and pitiful circumstances in far off America and the Punk era was born in the UK. Flares, Abba and the Bee Gees were out. The Sex Pistols, safety pins and drainpipe trousers were in. I went to a nearby art college to study art and graphic design, hastily taking in my flared jeans to fit in with the other students in my class, although purple Mohican hairdos were never my style.


I also joined the newly amalgamated girls’ Rangers and boys’ Venture Scouts. For the first time girls and boys were allowed to mix in one scouting unit, particularly on camping expeditions. I made many new friends and it was also my first real experience of ‘roughing it’ outdoors, apart from a few times camping out on night fishing exercises with Dad in old style canvas tents. Night hikes and camping trips with enthusiastic and, more importantly, competent companions added a new dimension to my life within a safe and mutually caring unit of young people. We ‘hung-out’ together on nearly everything we did and the bond between us has stood the test of time.


After college, once I had started my first job in Luton as a paste-up artist and designer in a fast-print shop in the middle of town, I started to enjoy the advantages of earning a regular income. I became seriously absorbed in trendy clothes, going out with my friends, boyfriends and aiming for more achievable goals, such as owning a car and finding a place of my own. At the age of twenty-one, about a year after I had started work, I left home and moved into a small rented studio flat just a few miles away in Luton. My brother had already left for Africa some years before. He too was looking for adventure and a new life.


A little over a year later my mother died. She had been on borrowed time for a long while. On a visit to Zimbabwe to see my brother and his soon-to-be wife, she fell seriously ill and lived just long enough to see them married.


I think that Mark, Jan and I all agree that Mum had decided that her work was done once we became independent and settled, so she simply gave up on life. Such was her nature; she didn’t play by the rules and no one on earth would have had the power to change her mind once she had made it up. We all held her in deep respect. She was exasperating, amusing, reckless and admirable. I don’t think that there was a cryptic crossword she couldn’t solve.


Life as a mother and housewife did not sit easy with Mum. She once admitted to me that the Second World War was the most exciting time of her life, a time when she felt she was contributing to something important. She was in the WRAF as a radio and Morse code operator and loved to tell me little snippets of her experiences. She spoke of being in a secure bunker near to Inverness where she saw a display of the Northern Lights for the first time. I know that for a while she was stationed at Bletchley because she told me of her first ever visit to Luton (she never divulged what she actually did at Bletchley, I might add). She and a few pals had been given a day’s leave and they decided to take the train into Luton to look for some entertainment. It was Sunday, raining and nothing was open except one cinema showing a film none of them wanted to see. She vowed never to return. Sometime later she was posted to Egypt where she met my Dad and they fell in love. Unfortunately his hometown happened to be Luton . . . such are life’s little ironies. After her death, a kind aunt took in my dog Taffy, until I had found a house of my own.


To get a job in London was the aim of nearly all my friends and I wanted very much to do the same. It wasn’t long before I started to look in that direction. In 1984 I was accepted as a junior visualiser and graphic artist with Granfield Rourke Collins, a large advertising agency. My new career move brought my material desires closer to being a reality. Even though I only had a very junior position, my salary was already double what I had been earning in Luton. About a year later, Saatchi and Saatchi, now a thriving, government-rewarded business, took over the agency. The buyout of Granfield Rourke Collins meant that Saatchi and Saatchi had become the biggest advertising agency in Britain. New accounts flooded in from prominent businesses and government-run interests. London in the early to mid 1980s seemed terribly exciting to me. I was right in the middle of the city in Jermyn Street and only a short walk from the National Gallery and the Royal Academy. I would meet friends after work and we would go out – to eat, to the cinema, theatre or a concert. Outwardly I had everything any young person could wish for. The significance of a nuclear meltdown at a power station near a Russian city called Chernobyl did not have the impact on me that it should have had.


Eventually I moved to a smaller and younger agency in Westbourne Grove where I was much happier and felt part of a good working team. It was a totally different atmosphere, full of friendly co-operation, goodwill and humour, but there was lots of work and long hours too. I could have lived nearer to my job and moved into London but, even in the 1980s, properties there were prohibitively expensive. London was too claustrophobic for me anyway. The M1 motorway was my only means of obtaining a house in a relatively quiet and affordable location but still within a reasonable commuting distance from work.


During my brief visit to the Isle of Soay, I experienced only a hint of its languid tranquillity and sweet silences, but to me it was as if a door had firmly shut out Bedlam for a while. I had made my way home haunted by Soay’s peace and beauty and I was desperate to return.











CHAPTER THREE


I buy a house on Soay


October 1989


Back home from my visit to Soay, I tried to be sensible and look seriously at the pros and cons of buying a simple cottage on a very remote island. I got a piece of paper, drew a line down the middle then wrote Reasons For on the left-hand side, Reasons Against on the right.


Reasons For:


1.I’m still young enough to try this, and if it goes wrong, I can start again, go back to work.


2.What do I want to be doing when I’m 35? Do I still want to be commuting to London, working long hours? Answer: No!


3.What ambitions do I have? I’m assistant studio manager in a moderately successful advertising agency at the moment; do I want, or am I cut out to be any higher up the promotional ladder? Answer: No to both questions.


4.Is there anyone in my life who will be negatively affected by this plan? Answer: I don’t think so. My brother is married and living with his family in Zimbabwe. My sister, not too far away, is also married with a young family and both my parents (who would have been horrified at this plan) are dead. There is no serious relationship in my life, and not likely to be as far as I can see.


5.If I pass by this opportunity, how would I feel? Answer: very disappointed in myself. I will wonder for the rest of my life what I might have missed.


Reasons Against:


1.How will I earn a living? Answer: I have no idea! Paint pretty pictures? Ha ha!


2.How do I buy the property? Answer: I’ll have to sell the house.


3.Do you want to sell this house? Answer: Not really.


4.If you do sell, will you have enough to buy the property, cover your mortgage and pay off a solicitor, plus a little left over to live on while you find out how to make some money? Answer: I think so, but not sure.


The list ended up pretty even. I looked at it for a couple of days and decided I would have to risk it. A part of me had already made up my mind the moment I set foot on Soay.


A few days later I found myself telephoning the estate agency. I told them I wanted to put in an offer for Glenfield House. They told me Scottish law differed from English law so I would need a Scottish solicitor and recommended a solicitor’s partnership based in Inverness. At that point I realised I needed to slow down a bit and think this through a little more carefully. I couldn’t put in an offer without the money to back it up. I asked a local estate agent to value my house and discovered it had risen significantly in value since I had bought it three years earlier. If I could sell it for the price quoted I should just about be able to do it, I thought. I then took a crazy gamble. I heard from the Skye agents that someone else was interested and the closing date for offers was just a week away. So, before I had time to put my own house on the market, I called the Inverness solicitors and instructed them to send in my offer. It was reckless and stupid and the extremely dour Scottish solicitor appointed to represent me made it very clear that if my offer were accepted it would be legally binding. He did not disguise the fact that he thought me completely irresponsible. And what was I planning to do on Soay? The only hint of an idea I’d had was that I would like to ‘paint’. I incautiously told him that. There was silence at the other end of the line. I could imagine the mingled amusement and contempt on his face. He was right of course. His main concern was not my future wellbeing, but whether I was completely nuts, and penniless. I must have sounded like a child to him. Now, of course, I can see how it would have meant all sorts of problems for both the solicitor and myself if I couldn’t produce the cash to buy the property. At the time I just thought it would all work out, and he was being rude.


I was very, very fortunate. One afternoon at work, I got a telephone call from Inverness to say my offer had been accepted. Now there really was no time to waste. I immediately got on the phone to my estate agency and instructed them to put my house on the market ASAP. By the time I got home that night there was a ‘For Sale’ sign in my front garden. I burst into tears when I saw it. Here was the undeniable sign that I had just made a huge commitment. It felt unreal and extremely scary. But, still, I carried on.


By the end of that week I had buyers who offered the full asking price for my cottage. I instructed my English solicitor to deal with the buyers, my building society and the Scottish solicitor. It suddenly dawned on me that the legal fees would be twice as much as I had originally calculated. Hmm.




Now I had to tell friends, family and work colleagues what I had done: I was buying a house on an island at the other end of the country and would be moving there for good very soon. Reactions were mixed; some thought it was really exciting, but most suspected I had either completely flipped, or was running away from ‘The Real World’. The hardest person to tell was my sister Jan. She definitely thought I was crazy and I think she was probably right. It was inexplicable. Yet, even though I was finding the whole experience terrifying and stressful, I kept going with plans for the sale and the move. I finally handed in my notice just before Christmas. Only two months after seeing that photograph of Glenfield House in the Portree Estate Agency window, I had completely dismantled my life.


Interestingly, the Berlin Wall had fallen at around the time I was making my decision to ‘buck the system’. That was the end of the Cold War, the symbolic downfall of communism. I remember being profoundly moved by the joy and elation on the faces of the people as they swarmed over the rubble to embrace their comrades on the other side. I felt I had just started to destroy my own dividing wall, though I had no idea what I was going to find when I finally climbed through it.


The sale of my property went through in February 1990. By now I was renting a small room in Woking and taking freelance work from the agency I used to work for. I wasn’t exactly homeless, but my furniture was. I telephoned John Gilbertson to find out how to get my furniture over to my new home. He explained diplomatically that it would be impossible to get my furniture to Soay in February. The weather was too unpredictable and the days were still very short. It would be best to wait until the spring.


What to do with my furniture? I decided to get it as close to Soay as possible. I hired the biggest lorry my license would allow and friends and family helped me load it. The trickiest piece was my precious upright piano; it needed at least four people to move it. By the time we finished the lorry was stacked to the roof and the suspension looked seriously over-burdened. I had inherited a lot of books from my mother’s house and I imagined I would have time to read them all. There were boxes and boxes of them. I had tried to find out if there were any storage places on Skye, but to no avail, so I went up on spec, trusting to luck.


The Isle of Skye in the early 1990s was a little more remote than it is today. There was no bridge, only a ferry from Kyle of Lochalsh to Broadford that stopped running about 6.00pm.


After a twelve-hour drive I managed to catch the last ferry and drove through Broadford in the dark looking for a place to stay with a parking space big enough for the lorry. Just north of Broadford I saw a B&B sign that looked promising. A steep drive led to an ample parking area and there were plenty of rooms available in February. The couple who ran the B&B were very nice. I explained I was moving to Soay in the spring, but needed somewhere to store my belongings. They knew of Soay but had assumed that it was uninhabited, so were intrigued to know more about it. I told them all I knew, which wasn’t much. They suggested some people who might be able to store my furniture for a few months. Unfortunately none could so by late afternoon next day I was coming to the conclusion that I would be driving my entire household belongings back south. I had only hired the lorry for four days. Amazingly, my B&B landlady had a solution. She was looking after an empty house for a neighbour who had recently got married and moved all her furniture to her husband’s house. They had just returned from their honeymoon and when the B&B lady telephoned to ask if they would store my furniture the new bride said yes, it would be better if her house had the furniture, ‘for the look of it’. So that afternoon, this very obliging couple helped me move my belongings into the empty house just down the road. The lady at the B&B even offered to keep my piano at her own house – she had a piano of her own and she worried mine would get damp. In return for all this kindness we agreed that I would I paint a watercolour of their home. The three of us heaved and shoved my piano into the B&B.


Next morning I drove the miraculously empty lorry back to Woking. There was nothing to do now but wait for the completion of the sale. And spring.


I had no idea how different or difficult life would be without an adequate income. I was used to a good salary with lots of overtime pay. I was also feeling the sudden loss of identity. Once you strip away the person you thought you were, who is there to replace it? To bolster my meagre freelance earnings I took what I felt to be an insalubrious job of waitress in the nearby British Aerospace canteen. It was a big blow to my once smug and secure ego.


For the first time, I was racked with doubts about what I had just done. In those two months before leaving the security of my old life my dreams were full of Glenfield House and Soay. In them, my new home was a dark, dismal, rotting shell, dripping with water and mould and filled with ominous phantoms. I found myself walking across Soay, only to have my progress barred by a riotous motorway filled with nothing but London taxis cutting the island in two. During my barely more rational waking state, I realised I could hardly remember what the house was like inside. I had spent barely ten to fifteen minutes in it, I was not sure I had really taken in the true condition of the property. Perhaps my sub conscious knew the truth?


It was too late to go back. Whatever my doubts, when spring finally arrived there was nothing to stop me going to my new home. Except myself.
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