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To my wife and best friend, Sarah, and our daughter, Rowan, who brings us both so much joy. May your skies always be filled with kites.
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Gled


Noun


1. The common kite, Milvus milvus. Often used with the epithet greedy


2. Fig. of persons: one of a greedy disposition, one who preys upon his fellow-men, a rapacious person; a plunderer


Dictionary of the Scots Language









Foreword


I often think of the wild Scotland there once was. As the last ice age retreated, nature began to strike its own beautiful balance in myriad forms of life. Plants, mammals, fish, insects, birds, all growing, scurrying, splashing, buzzing and flapping their own beat to the same tune. A diverse orchestra of life. From the bottom of the deepest lochs to the highest mountain tops, the land was rich, alive. Wild things were unimpaired, conforming only to the rules of nature.


It’s easy for us to forget that such times existed, but this was what our land was like 12,000 years ago, when it had no name and few people. But over time humans thrived and brought change, and that change has often resulted in loss. Loss of habitats, of species, but also the loss of natural rhythms and the straining of our connections with the wild world.


However, the foreword to this wonderfully uplifting book is not the place to self-flagellate. We humans, after all, are an incredible species. Admittedly, a species that seems flawed and may have lost its way, but as you’ll read in these pages, instances of redemption and salvation do exist.


In today’s uncertain world, we must not let loss in the natural world overshadow the gains that have been made and continue to be made. We must always celebrate how remarkable people are helping to heal the wounds that have been inflicted. Tom Bowser and his family are just that kind of people. When red kites first appeared at their Stirlingshire farm two and a half decades ago, I’m sure that no one – especially twelve-year-old Tom – realised that those dancing flames in the sky would be a symbol of change, and ultimately of hope.


I come from farming stock myself and have that perennial bond with the natural world that runs deep in families who have worked close to the land for generations. I am aware of the potential there is to prosper and to fail. Farmers, crofters and estate owners are the custodians of the land. But what does that mean in the twenty-first century? For me, a custodian of the land should be aware of the past, have both feet in the present and an eye firmly set to the future. Caring for the land is, of course, about hard work, passion and dedication, but most importantly it’s about vision – the vision to perceive a future in which the balance of nature can be made more even and fairer for all that rely on what it provides, not just for humans.


As you will read, the decision made a quarter of a century ago, when Tom had his first sight of red kites in the skies over his home, was to welcome change, to nurture and celebrate life. That decision has transformed not only the trees, the fields and skies above Argaty: it has transformed the lives of the people who share that special place with these remarkable birds.


Gordon Buchanan


May 2021









Preface


As a child, the sounds I knew better than any others were those of my parents’ footsteps on the stairs of our house. My mother’s soft and gentle, two words that aptly describe her personality. My father’s the complete opposite. He is a tall man and moves as tall men do: powerfully, with purpose.


My father was always in a hurry, always rushing from one task to another. In certain seasons he would return late more often than not. Sitting up in bed, I’d fight sleep and listen out for him so I’d know he’d made it back safely. It was in these years that I became expert at understanding his step. From the speed, I could tell whether he had finished work or was merely stopping in. From the tone, I knew a lot too. If it sounded flat he was tired, if it was light he was okay.


Often a spring in his step signified something else: good news. I was sitting on my bed one afternoon in 1996 when I heard him running up the stairs, taking them two at a time, telling us to come outside. Quickly.


It was that strange, indefinable time of the year when summer is fading but autumn has yet to truly arrive. I was twelve, about to turn thirteen, and would, I’m sure, have been very much aggrieved to be torn away from whatever occupied me that day and frogmarched out of the house.


My mother and sister were already waiting as I followed Dad downstairs. He hadn’t even taken his wellies off. Crosshatched clumps of mud had fallen from the soles, leaving a trail all the way through the house.


‘What is it?’ Mum asked as he hurried us into our boots.


‘There are red kites circling over the woods.’


Red kites? Were we really being summoned to look at people flying kites?


We followed him into the yard, stood between the orange brick buildings with their leaking gutters and mossy slate roofs, and scanned the skyline. I could make out nothing unusual.


‘What . . .’ I began to ask.


And then a noise filled the air. A long, shrill shriek akin to a shepherd whistling a dog, a sound so loud it would carry for miles. From somewhere in the distance there came another call. Then another sounded, and this one was nearer.


A bird soared high over the farmyard. A big bird with shining orange plumage, black and white gloved wingtips and a tail shaped like a serpent’s tongue. There were more on the horizon. Suddenly the breeze kicked up and as one they reacted, twisting, looping and banking on the current. More splintering shrieks. The birds were in conversation and I was dumbstruck.


We always had pets in the house. At all times my parents maintained a squad of between five and eight dogs and at least one cat; ours being a livestock farm, there were the sheep and cattle too, even wild boar for a time. My childhood was filled with animals, but I’d never looked properly at a wild one before. Not until that moment, in the summer of 1996, when kites first arrived on Argaty.


In that moment, everything changed.


*


What those first kites were doing flying over our yard was unclear to us back then. Few people knew that the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) now renamed NatureScot, had begun reintroducing chicks to the two estates immediately west of Argaty. Only when the birds skipped the border and set up camp on our farm were we admitted to that small circle of trust.


Central Scotland was, it transpired, the next link in the chain of UK-wide projects to return the gled to our skies. (The name gled, which pre-dates kite, derived from the Anglo-Saxon glidda, meaning ‘to glide’. Kite, in common use by the 1800s, also has Germanic origins, evolving from the word cyta, an onomatopoeia of the birds’ call.) The RSPB had first begun releasing Swedish kite chicks to Inverness-shire in the Scottish Highlands and to the Chiltern Hills in England in 1989. Leading the projects was the great Roy Dennis, the legendary ornithologist who had reintroduced sea eagles to Scotland back in 1975. A further release had started in the Midlands in 1995.


Following centuries of persecution, kites had been pushed into extinction in Scotland and England by the early 1900s, while in Wales a few clung on. At its lowest point, the number of kites there fell to ten breeding pairs, all genetically traced back to one female, but thanks to the incredible work of a small but dedicated group of protectors, those last birds survived. Although the kite population grew a little each year, it became apparent that they would never recolonise Scotland and England without further help. They were a pack animal, loyal (as many birds are) to their place of hatching, and their numbers were too low to force them to spread back out of Wales in search of food or nesting territory. Hence the need to reintroduce kites across the rest of Britain. Given their strong attachment to their natal area, these birds would be slow to recolonise had they only been released in one spot. For this reason they were reintroduced to various different sites, spaced at least a hundred miles apart.


Between 1996 and 2001, 103 German-hatched chicks would be imported into our area. The movements of young kites are highly unpredictable; once released from their aviaries they can go anywhere. Somehow, by some twist of fortune, these birds chose Argaty.


They chose us. That thought always puts a smile upon my face.


In those days ours was something of a road to nowhere. The only people who drove it were those who lived here. That soon came to an end. I’ve always wondered how the word could have spread so quickly. The internet was in its infancy then, so how did so many people learn that the birds were here? Telephone call upon telephone call is the only explanation. I like to think of it as a massive game of Chinese whispers, one birdwatcher phoning another, who then phoned another, each conversation beginning the same way: ‘Have you heard the news?’


Scores of people descended upon Argaty. My abiding memory of that time is of cars abandoned at the side of the road, their doors open, the occupants nowhere to be seen, a vehicular version of the Mary Celeste. All was well for a time. We grew accustomed to the increased traffic and to the madcap drivers who, without warning, would slam on the brakes as a kite appeared overhead. Most of those early visitors were content to watch from a respectful distance, but there were some who gave cause for concern. These people wanted to get too close and we feared for the kites. One of the first things I learned about these great, majestic birds is that humans are the only significant threat to them. The reason they had to be brought back was that people had extirpated them, mistakenly believing that they predated livestock and gamebirds. Time passed, more kites were reintroduced to the area and the numbers roosting in our woods at night continued to grow. Unwittingly, we’d become landlords to much of the Central Scotland population. In 1998 they began to nest on the estate, too. Due to their scarcity, a kite egg was a rare and desirable thing. Although it had been illegal since 1954, egg collecting remained a very real danger. When ospreys had first returned to breed in Britain, their eggs were regularly targeted by thieves. What would happen as more kites reached breeding age? How could their eggs be kept safe?


In a situation like this there are two options: turn people away or invite them in (albeit in a supervised way). My parents chose the latter. In partnership with the RSPB they set up a project. Each afternoon they, or one of our brilliant team of rangers, would take visitors to a viewing hide and tell the kites’ story, from persecution to extirpation to eventual reintroduction; then they’d put out a small, supplementary feed – enough to top-up what the local birds found in the wild, not so much that they’d hold every bird here or make them tame – and they’d watch as the kites descended upon it. We do the same thing to this day. In my experience many farmers would just as soon die as invite members of the public onto their farm. Just as many are appalled by the thought of welcoming raptors. My parents did both of these things. I will forever be proud of them for that. Argaty wouldn’t be the place it is today without the birds or the people.


At the time of writing this book it was twenty-three years since kites arrived at Argaty. By the time of publication it’ll be twenty-five. That feel feels like a long time! When I first saw them quartering the sky above the farm on that long-ago afternoon, I couldn’t know how they would change my life, couldn’t know that many years later I would be lost and these birds would help me find my way.


Tom Bowser


Argaty


May 2021
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Introduction


Summer 2017


A knock on the door.


‘You there, mate?’ a familiar voice called.


Mike, head ranger at the kite project, came wandering into the house.


I’d just put my daughter, Rowan, to bed. My wife, Sarah, was working late in Glasgow.


‘How’s it going?’ I said, coming downstairs. ‘Beer?’


I was surprised to see him. Although we lived two minutes apart and had been great friends since he’d come to work for my parents nearly fourteen years earlier, these days we didn’t see much of each other outside of work. ‘What’s the point?’ one of us would say whenever anyone questioned this. ‘I see him all bloody day. Do you think I want to spend all evening with him, too?’ At which point we’d both start laughing.


I’d barely taken a sip from my can when Mike said, ‘Mate . . . I’ve got something to tell you.’


I braced myself, fully aware of what I was about to hear. I had, I think, suspected that this moment might come for years – or if not suspected, then feared it would.


‘Anna’s got a new job,’ he said. ‘We found out today. I had to come and tell you.’


‘Where?’ I asked.


‘Lancashire,’ he said.


‘When are you going?’


‘August.’


I did the sums in my head. A matter of weeks. Some terrible numbness came on. But while sickness hit my stomach and my brain tried to process what it was feeling, a smile somehow manifested itself on my face.


‘That’s great,’ I said. ‘I’m happy for you.’


He surveyed me a moment.


‘Honestly,’ I said. ‘I always thought this would happen. All your in-laws are down south. Bringing up kids with no support is tough. I get it.’


The rational part of my brain was off to a fast start. The emotional part had been left standing.


Sarah came home some hours later. Beer cans and bottles were strewn on the floor, half a bottle of whisky was gone, the Pulp album This Is Hardcore was blaring from the stereo. And in the midst of this carnage two drunk men were sharing old stories, laughing and trying not to cry.


Images kept racing through my head. I remembered our first conversation, the sudden breakthrough moment when we discovered a mutual love of music; nights out in the village pub, Mike, recently dumped, getting gradually more drunk, being suddenly and hilariously sick into the urinal adjacent to the one I was using; walking home from one such night, him trying to warn me about a water-filled hole in the road, then disappearing waist deep into that very hole; all the very many times I made a fool of myself in front of him and never lived it down; me serving as his best man, him serving as mine; visiting him and Anna at the hospital the night his mum passed away; him rushing to the farm on a day off to check on me after my dad came close to drowning in a boat accident; meeting his baby daughter, Edith, for the first time; Edith’s first meeting with baby Rowan, born just a few months later. Memories, sweet sad memories, coalesced into one thought: ‘Whatever happens in the rest of our lives, wherever we go, whatever friends we meet, nothing will be able to replace the things we went through together.’


In my mind this was a question. When I voiced it, I hoped he’d concur. But it came out as a statement, drunken, assertive, wrong. The question went unanswered and the moment was lost.


I woke at 4 a.m. with a terrible hangover, the sort that leaves you physically and mentally sick for days, and I cried and cried. Those short minutes when my rational side had taken over and I’d assured Mike that I’d known this was coming, that I understood, seemed a distant memory now. Yes, I had known this moment was coming. Yes, I understood. I understood that while the move was about Anna’s work and being closer to family, it was also about Mike. He was no longer happy here.


In the early days of our friendship we’d often talked of Argaty and the amazing potential it had for conservation. I’d indulged wholeheartedly, little knowing the weight those conversations would carry, the expectations they’d create. I’d set myself up as someone willing and able to put big ideas into practice.


Mike had been working for my parents since 2003, when they’d decided to turn Argaty Red Kites into a full-time business rather than the weekend-only set-up it had been prior to that. His impact on Argaty had been incredible. All around the farmyard were bird boxes made from bizarre offcuts. My favourite was the old bathroom cabinet into which he’d drilled bird-sized holes.


John, our colleague at the time, used to joke that no piece of wood, metal, plastic or paper could ever be thrown out at Argaty. ‘Give it to Mike, he’ll make a bird box out of it,’ he’d laugh.


Though the bathroom cabinet, in particular, looked ridiculous, it worked. I still smile when I see starlings disappear into it with nesting material each spring.


Then there were the steading windows, all of which were broken long before my time. Who broke them? Why were they never fixed? God only knows. They were broken, they had always been broken; I hadn’t given them a second thought. Mike had, though. He removed the smashed panes and replaced them with Perspex. In the middle of the new panes he drilled a hole big enough for swallows to fly through but small enough to prevent magpies following them inside. And this worked, too. Every summer the farmyard was filled with swallows. Often I’d look through the old, dusty buildings, most of which fell into disuse when newer, more practical sheds were built, and marvel at the number of little muddy nests in there.


One year I remember him drawing my attention to a little fellow, perched on the electricity wire that runs high above the yard. ‘See his leg?’ he said, pointing towards a small white ring around the ankle joint. ‘I fitted that two years ago. That swallow’s been back and forth from Africa twice since then.’


Mike had changed the place. For the better. But that cabinet bird box rather symbolised his time with us. He was forever working with offcuts. We never gave him any new materials. And I’d done nothing to change that.


*


There was never any pressure on me to come back to the farm. My parents actively encouraged me to explore all options before settling to any one course, but in the summer of 2009 I did return. At the time I was working as a freelance journalist and, although I was making some progress, getting articles into national broadsheets like The Scotsman and The Herald, I was struggling to make ends meet.


‘Why don’t you come home, help with the farm and the kites?’ Dad suggested casually. ‘Go and do your writing as and when you need to.’


It was only ever meant to be a short-term arrangement, but I found I enjoyed seeing more of my parents and learning about the kites from Mike. More than anything I loved being back at Argaty, being home. Print journalism (the only kind that held any interest for me) was on its knees back then: staff were being laid off and papers were dying a slow death, so pursuing that life would have been hard. It was online news that was growing. The farm offered a more comfortable, unthreatening alternative. The temporary fix soon became permanent, and the journalism was quietly jettisoned. Mum and Dad seemed pleased to have me there. My paternal grandmother, a wonderful and powerful woman who has since passed, was apparently delighted too. I loved her without knowing her overly well. The Bowser side of the family is big, in every sense. Big in number, big in personality. In their company the younger me – so quiet, so mousy – tended to go unnoticed. And yet my grandmother wept when she heard I’d returned home. That touched me then. It still does now. People were waiting upon my decision. That had never previously occurred to me.


I spent eight years farming with my dad, learning to work collies, shift sheep, drive cattle, fix tumbled dykes, mend broken fences, lamb ewes and all of the many other constituent parts of the job. Occasionally I’d also deliver the kite talk when Mike had days off. The idea was that I would one day take over the farm and Dad would retire. In truth I never really wanted to be a farmer, never thought I’d be good at it, never felt comfortable with the knowledge that we produced animals for slaughter. I can admit that now. I couldn’t at the time. And because I couldn’t I made no moves to allow Dad to step back, no plans for the future, and those big dreams Mike and I once spoke about remained just that.


Now Mike had had enough. I’d lost him. As I lay there in the silent hours of early morning, thinking of the awful night that had just passed, one moment came back again and again.


‘I can’t wait to see what you’ll do with Argaty,’ he’d said.


At first I’d mistaken his meaning, thought I’d heard some affirmation in his words.


‘He knows I will do something special with the place,’ I’d told myself. ‘He knows it wasn’t all talk.’


A second later my brain had caught up.


‘I can’t wait around to see what you’ll do with Argaty.’ That was what he’d meant. I knew that I’d feel just as he did were our roles reversed. And I hurt like hell.


Mike leaving would mark the culmination of a tough few years. I’d shredded my knee playing football, almost lost a finger in a horrifically bloody and painful farm accident, had my back give out as a result of the weakened knee. All my life I’d been fit, healthy, able to do whatsoever I wished. Now my body was like a vehicle you were afraid to drive any distance for fear it broke down on you. More recently, restored to half-fitness, I’d gone through another year’s lambing. It had ended badly, with the horrible death of a lamb. Normally this wouldn’t have unsettled me. Growing up in a farm environment, you see a lot of deaths. In your head you know it’s sad, but eventually that sadness stops penetrating your heart. This time it had been different. I had had to euthanise the lamb. I’d never done that before, had always managed to absent myself and leave the job to someone else. There’d been nowhere to hide on this occasion. I’d come home that night deflated, flopped down on the sofa and told Sarah about my day.


‘Are you sure you can do this for the rest of your life?’ she’d asked.


‘What do you do with a place this size if you don’t farm it?’ I’d replied with a helpless shrug. ‘I love it. I don’t want to have to sell it.’


Nobody knows me like my wife. Nobody hits the nail on the head quite as she can. Although she’d let the matter drop, her question had stayed with me, giving me no peace. Now, facing up to a future without Mike, I revisited it. Could I really do this for the rest of my life? Much of what had sustained me to that point was the company. With Mike gone and Dad talking of retirement, the future looked a very lonely place. For so long I’d been ducking big questions – Was I suited to farming? Did I want to be a meat producer? – but I couldn’t hide from them forever. There would come a time, no doubt when I was carrying this place alone, when they’d become too big to avoid. What to do instead, though? I was thirty-three, with an employment record of false starts and failures. Then there was the eternal question: what to do about Argaty?


Amid all these worries and unhappy thoughts, one positive idea did come to me. When Mike left, someone would have to manage the kite project. I loved the kites and had always enjoyed running the tours. It was something I felt I did well, even if I was merely filling in on Mike’s days off. At present the kites could hardly be considered a full-time job – chopping meat for them and delivering the talk took a couple of hours at most – but might it give me something to build on? Was there some way of scaling it up, making it into a career?


After so many years of indecision and inactivity, it seems unbelievable now, but within the space of a few hours I had the beginnings of a plan; an embryo at most, but more than I’d had in years.


Later that morning I found Dad in the shed, feeding the cattle. I stood beneath a shrivelled old sheaf of holly, suspended from the roof years earlier in the belief that its medicinal properties cured calves of ringworm disease. When he’d finished feeding, I asked if we could talk.


For the first time in my life I found I couldn’t look him in the eye.


‘I can’t do it,’ I said. ‘The farming. It’s not me.’


I wanted to say more, to explain that this wasn’t a rejection of the things he and Mum had worked for, that I’d never felt pressured into farming by them. Any sense of obligation had come from within, from my desire to make them, and the rest of the family, proud. I wanted to tell him how sorry I was for wasting everyone’s time. I hadn’t wanted to disappoint anyone, so had kept on going. I wanted to say so much, but I couldn’t. I’d have burst into tears.


And my dad – my strong, unflappable dad – did the best thing he could have done. He nodded and said, ‘That’s okay. Tell me what you want to do.’


Those weren’t happy beginnings – losing my friend, shedding that old, ill-fitting skin . . . these things left their share of bruises – but they spawned something good. My life did indeed change. At last I did those things I once boasted I’d do. I began working to enhance the wildlife on Argaty.


As this work gathered momentum I started to think about the kites, those wonderful birds that had made all of this possible. I found I wanted to know more about them, to untangle their history and understand how they’d come to be in my life. So I began researching, following a trail back through the centuries. The information was out there, scattered across various sources. Little of it had been collated. I’ve sifted through it all and selected quotes that tell a story that has largely been overlooked in modern history: the story of red kites in Scotland. It’s a remarkable tale. I hope you’ll see just what a miracle it is that these birds are back in our skies again.


The kite story is just one of the things I want to tell you about in this book. I also wish to tell the story of Argaty Red Kites, of my family and friends, and of the work we’ve done to restore kites to our small corner of the world. By the closing pages I hope you’ll know who we are and why all of this matters so much to us.


Lastly, I want to tell my own story. From those troubled days in 2017, something wonderful has grown and Argaty is changing. Already we’ve greatly improved conditions for wildlife on our home. In the years to come we’ll make them even better. In putting this down on paper I’m leaving a record of the period when all of this began – from 2017 to 2019 – a happy, sad and ultimately wonderful period of our lives.


The life I lead now is very different to the one I led when this journey began. That is all thanks to those beautiful fork-tailed raptors that first soared into our lives and claimed our hearts more than two decades ago. This book is my love letter to them.
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1


Argaty




He ca’d the gaislings forth to feed,


There was but sevensone o’ them a’,


And by them cam’ the greedy gled,


And lickit up five – left him but twa.


‘The Wife of Auchtermurchty’, Old Scots poem


(fifteenth or sixteenth century)





Huge beech trees stand sentry at the foot of the Argaty road. More than two centuries old, their hulking arms link in the sky, forming a guard of honour, welcoming visitors in. Old woodland as an entrance to an old estate. Somehow that’s always seemed fitting.


Beneath the boughs of those giant trees, the forest floor comes alive in spring. Thick carpets of bluebells stretch as far as the eye can see. Beautiful flora as an entrance to a beautiful estate. That seems fitting too.


The road winds on, burrowing deeper into this old place, further away from the outside world. On a hill to the east, another expanse of woodland comes into view. This is the Drum, the word drum being defined in the Scots National Dictionary as ‘a long narrow ridge or knoll, applied to little hills, which rise as backs or ridges above the level of the adjacent ground’. (In a strange coincidence, my great-grandmother was one of the editors of the dictionary.) Giant oaks have grown in this wood. Many of the ships that sailed to battle in Trafalgar were made from them. During the Second World War the Home Guard sat atop the Drum, under the forest’s shelter, keeping watch for enemy planes. The Drum is a proper wood, a wood as one imagines woods ought to be: open, dynamic, an assortment of cherry and birch, lime and Scots pine. Some of its trees are dead, others dying, but scrubby birch is growing in their place. This wood is a living creature. With no help from us, it heals itself.


To the west are vast grass parks. They sprawl, in the way you imagine the American plains do. The fields are dotted with trees. Sheep huddle beneath them on rainy days. Song thrushes potter across the grass, flit onto slumped, rotten fence posts, then fly on again. Buzzards bask in the sky overhead. From somewhere in the distance, a kite whistles.


The sad figure of Argaty House looks out onto this scene.


Once, Argaty was part of Murdoch Stewart’s lands. Stewart served as Governor of Scotland in the 1420s, when King James I was held captive in England. Relishing his time in power, the governor did little to free his monarch. When at last political pressure led to James’s release, he had the governor executed for treason. The Stewart land, including Argaty, was forfeited to the king. In 1478–9, James IV gifted the estate to Sir Patrick Home of Polwarth for services to the crown. He would preside here, in this strategic stronghold, keeping watch over the district for his king.


The Home family lived at Argaty for more than 400 years. In that time thousands of trees were planted across the previously barren landscape. Cromwell’s invading army burned down the first Argaty House, a second was erected (then taken down again), and in 1857 the third and final version was built. The baronial sandstone mansion was once the beating heart of this place. A grand, opulent palace, it dominated the skyline.


My great-great-grandparents, Thomas and Annie Henderson, bought the house and the surrounding 1,400 acres in 1916. Thomas’s arrival at Argaty is captured beautifully in the diaries of his future son-in-law, David Charles Bowser (known by most as Charlie): ‘At 12 o’clock on the 11/11/16 as Mr Henderson approached the house, two doves from the Dove Cot by the Yew Tree on the front lawn were perched above the front door.’


The Hendersons were the first of four generations of my family to live in the building, although Thomas’s time was short-lived. He died in 1917, a year after buying Argaty. My great-grandfather Charlie (who married the Hendersons’ daughter Maisie in 1922) was the first of our family to truly serve as laird of the estate. He and Maisie modernised agricultural practices. They built houses. (Much of the Argaty that I know today was born in that era.) They also raised three children: Hubert, David (my grandfather) and Eleanor.


The mansion served as a maternity hospital during the Second World War. Pregnant women were whisked out of Glasgow, away from enemy bombs, to this quiet corner of the countryside where they could give birth in relative peace. The babies slept in dresser drawers.


After Hubert’s untimely death in the war, my grandfather fell heir to the estate. He and his wife, Judy – the wonderful, powerful woman who wept those unexpected tears when I returned to the farm – would raise five children in Argaty House. My father and his sisters would be the last generation of the family to live there.


Although it was truly the most marvellous building, it was also a massive financial drain, always taking money, never giving back. When my parents moved from London to take over the estate, the mansion was sold. The house I grew up in, Lerrocks, was the old farm manager’s dwelling.


There is nothing beautiful about Argaty House now. In April 2011, an electrical fault started a fire which gutted it. The external walls are all that remain.


Beyond the ruined mansion lies a walled garden, which was still operational in my childhood. I can clearly remember the lush flowerbeds, the endless rows of vegetables, the cloying, stomach-churning odour of tomatoes in the greenhouse. Once, enough fruit and vegetables were produced within those walls to feed every man, woman and child on the estate. From foresters to gamekeepers, farm managers to farmhands, nannies to cooks to other domestic staff, so many people earned a living here. An estate was a self-sustaining community then. Advancing mechanisation brought that era to a close. With only a handful of people working the land, this garden was rendered redundant. The potting sheds have since been converted into a house, the vegetable plots and flowerbeds have gone to grass. I am one of the few people still living who remembers what it used to look like.


As we pass the garden the road begins to climb, towards the farm, towards the kites. Arrive in the afternoon and you’re likely to see the birds swooping for meat in the fields behind the steading. Little squads of them descend, screaming their battle cry, grabbing the food and going. This is their land, their territory, their ideal habitat.


By now we’ve left the gentle, picturesque parts behind and entered another country altogether. Argaty sits on the Braes of Doune, ten miles north of Stirling, the one-time capital of Scotland. Our part of the world is often called the Gateway to the Highlands. This is where the civilised Scottish Lowlands end and the weather-worn, calloused uplands begin. Argaty is a mix of the two: a meeting of these very different landscapes and cultures. The half just described is the civilised part. The upper end is anything but.


The name Argaty – pronounced 'Ar-gut-ee – translates as high, windy place, and the name is apt. These hills are lands of sphagnum bogs, rampant gorse, endless rushes. Nothing can be cultivated here. No machine could handle the terrain. Agriculturally, it is useful for one thing only: rough grazing by hardy breeds of sheep and cattle.


The outlaw Heather Jock, immortalised in the following ballad, once hid out here, rustling livestock, spearing fish in the river, wreaking havoc:




Heather Jock’s noo awa’,


Heather Jock’s noo awa’;


The muircock* noo may crousely craw


Since Heather Jock’s noo awa’.


Heather Jock was stark and grim,


Faucht wi’ a’ would fecht wi’ him;


Swamp and supple, sharp and thin,


Fine for gaun against the win’;


Tawnie face and tousie hair,


In his cleading unco bare,


Curs’d and swore whene’er he spoke


Nane could equal Heather Jock.


*muircock: the male of the red grouse, Lagopus scoticus





The ballad was written after a judge deported Jock to the penal colony in Botany Bay, Australia, in the mid-1800s. This was the second attempt to banish him. Due for deportation some time earlier, he’d escaped custody and had to be recaptured. Between times, Jock’s mother, ashamed at her criminal son, hanged herself. Legend has it that he cut her down purely so that he could steal the rope. Truly, none could equal Heather Jock.


Nowadays we’d call Jock’s lands ‘Less Favoured Areas’, a term coined by the European Union to describe places where farming production is hindered by natural handicaps. In former times, however, this part of the estate was very much favoured. The reason? Shooting.


These moors were once covered in heather, an ideal habitat for partridge and grouse. No doubt that is why my great-greatgrandparents decided to part with some of a small fortune made importing tea from India and buy the estate. Purchasing land was something of a trend in that era. In 1848, Queen Victoria and Prince Albert began leasing Balmoral estate in Aberdeenshire. They were said to be entranced by the Highlands, and the hunting and fishing opportunities available there. Four years later, they bought it. Many estates across Scotland changed hands over the following decades as the nouveau riche sought ways to emulate the monarchy.


You’ll find neither grouse nor partridge crawing on our muirs now. As sheep numbers were increased, the heather cover reduced and the birds’ habitat was destroyed. The rabbits, which were also hunted here, have all but disappeared too, falling victim first to myxomatosis and then haemorrhagic disease. This part of the estate has changed so much.


The same could be said for much of these uplands. Old maps show a line of farms stretching for miles and miles across the hills. Most of them are gone now. The ground was too poor, the life too hard. Proof of that can be found in the tale of old Mrs Bell of neighbouring Calzie Bohalzie, who died in the long winter of 1947. Stranded on their hilltop, all roads blocked, her family had no option but to bury her in the snow and wait for the thaw. Those were hard people living in hard times – harder than most could stomach now. Argaty is one of the last estates standing, a remnant of that era.


This is my home, an estate of two identities: the polite public face and the feral, untameable heart. There’s so much wildlife to enjoy here. Kites, kestrels and barn owls search for voles on the moorland; lapwing and curlew emerge spiralling from the rushes. In the hedgerows, songbirds dart to and fro, while out in the lush green parks red and roe deer roam wild. By day, red squirrels leap through the canopy of our broadleaved woods; by night, foxes, badgers and pine martens take over.


There’s history to uncover, too. It’s visible and it’s palpable. Study a map and you’ll find the Judge’s Cairn, Heather Jock’s Wood, the ominous-sounding Gallowhill. Every landmark has a name and every name is a link to the past. Many of our woods are called after somone who was born or died here. Generation upon generation tried to leave something of themselves behind, something that would remain long after they’d gone. Even now, we still do the same. One mild, starry night back in 2009, sitting on a silage stack near our red kite hide, I asked Sarah to marry me. I thought hard about her wedding present. I wanted to give her something that represented the qualities she has, something strong and beautiful that enriched the world around it. I chose a tree. It’s planted in view of the silage stack, thirty yards from the hide. When our daughter was born, we thought of that tree and named her Rowan.


*


My sister and I were the fifth generation of the family to live on Argaty. Rowan is the sixth. Many generations of kites have grown up here, too. Ever since that day when they first appeared over the farm, we’ve had them here.


In the spring of 1997, a year after the first kites were reintroduced to the area, a pair of one-year-old birds were frequently seen flying in tandem over the woods beside my parents’ house. Though they don’t usually breed that young, they’ll often pair up and claim a territory in advance. Trackers had been fitted to all of the reintroduced birds so that their movements could be monitored. The RSPB’s head of conservation, Duncan Orr-Ewing, who had previously worked under Roy Dennis on the 1989 Black Isle reintroduction, managed the Central Scotland project. He and his project officer, Lorcan O’Toole, came here daily to check on the birds’ progress and provide them with a supplementary feed of carrion. Often they’d knock on the door and give us an update. Sometimes we went out with them to watch the pair in flight. Throughout the summer of 1997 those birds barely left Argaty. It seemed we might be on the verge of making history. If they remained faithful to that spot, they would probably nest there the following year.


Soon Duncan and Lorcan travelled to Germany, collected more chicks from Sachsen-Anhalt and flew them back to Scotland, ready to release later that summer. The birds were taken when they were between four and five weeks old. By that stage they had enough feathers to stay warm without their mothers’ brooding and were capable of walking towards meat and feeding themselves. They travelled in cages in the aeroplane hold, packed carefully alongside the other travellers’ luggage. As had happened the previous year, their next few weeks were spent in large aviaries on estates near Doune.


Thanks to our growing friendship with the RSPB team we secured an invitation to see the birds in their cages. My main memory of this is of sweat, pain and exhaustion. Some weeks earlier I had broken my leg in an accident at school. Come the time of our visit to the kites, I was still in plaster. The aviaries were hidden deep in the woods, away from prying eyes. I remember my parents and sister gamely trekking off into the undergrowth, leaving me, half mummified and hating the world, trying to follow on crutches. (In the end, I gave up and sulked my way back to the car). A few weeks later, when the birds were two months old, the age they fledge nests in the wild, they were released.


I was too young to appreciate it at the time, but the year 1997 was a time of change. New Labour had swept to power, Scotland and Wales voted in favour of devolution, the Scottish football team even qualified for a major tournament . . . All around Britain things were happening. As Kevin Duffy, who would take over as the RSPB’s red kite officer after Lorcan returned to Ireland, recently told me: ‘The nineties were a really optimistic period. In recent years more sea eagles had been reintroduced to the west coast of Scotland, kites were now back in the Chilterns, the Midlands, the Scottish Highlands and Central Scotland, and there was talk of reintroducing beavers next . . . though that took decades to actually happen. The attitude was very much: “If a native animal was persecuted to extinction and you have the power to bring it back, why wouldn’t you do it?” Everything seemed possible. There was so much funding available for conservation back then, sums that would be unthinkable now and will probably never be seen again. For anyone interested in wildlife, it was an exciting time.’


The continued success of the Central Scotland kites only added to this. In 1998, as we had hoped, red kite chicks arrived at Argaty. Again, my family were fortunate. We were allowed to visit the nest when the three chicks were tagged and leg-ringed. Lorcan climbed the tree and lowered the chicks down in a bag. As Duncan unzipped it, a blaze of scorching colours met my eyes. Flaming orange. Deep, burnt brown. I’d never witnessed anything so splendid. I’ve seen and handled many young kites since that day, but my first impression remains my favourite. On 6 July, the birds fledged. A few days later a further two flew a nest on Doune Lodge, our neighbouring estate. Though it’s impossible to say with any certainty exactly when the last nesting pairs of kites were killed off in this part of Scotland, I’ve found no records of them beyond the 1880s. As far as we know, these five young kites were the first chicks to fledge in this area for over a century.


The Argaty pair remained loyal to their nest site throughout that winter. Their chicks hung around too, and this had something of a magnetic effect. Kites are social creatures and soon other birds imported from Germany in the previous two years arrived on the farm. This small marauding group spent the days searching for food together before disappearing into the trees at night to sleep. Now we not only had a nest but a communal roost too. In 1999, another pair formed and that year we had two successful nests.


I’ve often wondered what it was about Argaty that attracted the birds. Why were we the lucky ones? Reading back through old books and RSPB nesting reports, I started to understand.


From remains found in a cave hyena lair on Wales’s Gower Peninsula we know that kites have been resident in Britain for at least 120,000 years. In his book The Kite’s Tale, Roger Lovegrove surmises that the post-glacial landscape would have limited their numbers. Kites like open countryside. They spend most of their lives on the wing, using their formidable eyesight to seek out carrion and small prey. Large stretches of woodland are of little use to them. With too many trees, it’s hard to even see carrion or prey, far less squeeze a five-foot wingspan between close tangles of branches to grab it from the forest floor. While wetlands and the clearings created by large herbivores would have provided some space to hunt and scavenge in, the trees that covered so much of our lands in that era must have proved difficult to navigate. From around 2500 BC humans began clearing woodland to make way for agriculture. This, says Lovegrove, provided these birds with exactly what they needed: open space, clear sightlines and flight-paths. Thanks to our ancestors, kite populations grew. By the Middle Ages they were thought to be our most common raptor, with large numbers found scavenging in the growing towns and cities where refuse and animal carcasses filled the dirty streets. (Until sanitation eventually improved, kites, ravens and herds of pigs provided a valuable service, feeding on much of the waste and keeping urban settlements at least partially clean.)


Meanwhile in the rapidly changing countryside their populations continued to grow as well. Argaty may be a fairly accurate modern representation of the rural landscape created all those centuries ago. Our wide, barren moors make perfect hunting grounds; our great old woods are an added attraction. Kites favour mature trees for nesting; those first pairs built their nests in an oak and a Scots pine respectively. These slow-growing species must have stood for hundreds of years to reach maturity. That tells you a lot about the people who lived and died during their lifetimes. On Argaty, trees have always been valued. Though less the case now, in the past Britain’s gentry routinely engaged in public service. In this way they gave something back to society. Both my great-grandfather Charlie and my grandfather David were tree men. Both served as forestry commissioners and maintained a much larger acreage of woodland on their land than was common elsewhere. For my great-grandfather, in particular, the loss of healthy woodland was a source of devastation.
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