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After a successful career in journalism, Mike Tomkies returned to his childhood love of nature and spent over thirty years living in remote places in the Scottish Highlands, Canada and Spain. During this time, he wrote a number of best-selling books, including Alone in the Wilderness, A Last Wild Place, Out of the Wild, On Wing and Wild Water, Wildcat Haven and Moobli. He died in 2016.
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‘In the time of middle earth, timeless aeons before the fall from grace, there was a place where men could pass quite freely between earth and paradise. So that men’s minds should not be dazed by the shocking beauty of paradise, the place was made in the celestial image, a high place of ethereal beauty, masked in soft mist, earthly yet shot through with a spirit beyond the range of men’s minds. So perfect it could not be other than the roots of heaven.’


– A legend told in the Allinson family of Westmorland





Foreword



Reading Between Earth and Paradise again 40 years after it was first published brings a lump to my throat. It had the same effect first time when I was in my youth and it was hot off the press. I wonder if I realised then that its depth and poignancy would become even more pertinent all these years later. Did I realise that in less than half a century I would witness the fruition of Mike Tomkies’ oft-voiced fears for the fate of the natural world through the decline of myriad common species?


Tomkies’ life as an accomplished naturalist and ambassador for nature began in early childhood. However, it was his sojourn on the tiny, beautiful island of Eilean Shona in Loch Moidart where the Scottish era of his isolated wilderness years took flight. Here he found his vocation. Before that, he had worked as a journalist amongst Hollywood’s rich and famous, embroiled in a wildly flamboyant world dominated by drink and drugs, colourful love affairs and short-termism. Then, following a spell in the Canadian wilderness, he exchanged the glamour of Hollywood for a very different type of ‘wild’ and began his solitary existence as an accomplished backwoodsman, naturalist, writer and photographer. His prolific outpourings quickly gathered a large following and symbolised all that was wild and free.


Between Earth and Paradise transports the reader to Eilean Shona and to the trials he faced setting himself up in a longabandoned croft. It is moving and inspirational. As the wind rampages around his draughty walls and rain batters down relentlessly he battles with himself, but finds deep resilience and draws on this regularly, for there is no time for self-pity. His days are filled with intrigue and discovery as he studies the minutiae of the rich wildlife that surrounds him, and he works ceaselessly to keep body and soul together.


There can be no doubt that his troubled childhood – he lost his mother when he was very young – and lack of human companionship led to occasional bouts of melancholy that challenged him as much as the savage storms that battered Eilean Shona. There are failing finances, self-doubts and lack of confidence too, as well as nostalgic thoughts of the woman he lost. As he watches animals pairing up, he cannot help wondering if he will find someone else with whom to share his life. But always he returns to nature, where he finds solace and meaning.


Though Tomkies’ work is beautifully descriptive, he is not given to flowery verbosity – his style is captivating and extraordinarily tender. Information is seamlessly absorbed as if by osmosis through his accurate observations and his extraordinary attention to detail. There is humour too, particularly when revealing the characters of the animals and birds that share his life, from an injured orphan heron and a damaged herring gull to a hand-reared sparrowhawk that once set free returns for food, as well as spiders – one called Sarah – and the mice and moths that put in brief appearances. This is a man at one with all his subjects whether they be a dominating little cock chaffinch called Captain or a noble red deer stag, Sebastian, that filches his frugal hardwon vegetable harvest.


Heavily influenced by the eminent marine biologist and conservationist Rachel Carson, who prophesied our biodiversity crisis in her seminal work, Silent Spring, in 1962, Tomkies is painfully aware of the adverse effects humans have on the natural world. He writes frequently of his concerns regarding the damage done to the Highlands by the increase of visitors and the resulting shattering of peace. While clearing an area of rough hill where he is building himself a rustic cabin, he realises his presence may be disruptive to the wildlife and abandons the project entirely. Such actions reveal his extraordinary compassion. How many of us consider the needs of wildlife before our own, or take active steps to give something back to nature? Tomkies did. As he writes (pp. 84–85):


The pattern had become crystal clear. Nature had been the one constant love throughout life. But it was no longer enough merely to enjoy the wilderness, use it as a retreat or for inspiration. I had to try and pay it back. It was then I made my one New Year resolution. From henceforth I would write only about nature and the last wild places and man’s place in and influence upon them Perhaps after 22 years of journalism, meeting man at his best and worst in half the western world, I could avoid the narrow, specialized naturalist’s view. I knew now that only by giving myself totally to this new life, by trying to understand the magnificent Highland wilderness deeply, factually, and writing about it with reverence and love, had I the faintest chance of succeeding.


Mike Tomkies certainly succeeded. And, importantly, he made a difference, for during his 88 years he changed people’s perception, raising an awareness of the continuing need to protect the natural world. This republication of Between Earth and Paradise is timely – and his message has become more urgent than ever.


Polly Pullar
Aberfeldy
March 2021





Introduction



It was a blustery, cool October day with heavy banks of black cloud scudding across a bright sky, delivering intermittent squalls of rain. I had always imagined that the last crossing of my beloved but treacherous Highland loch would be a painful and tear-filled occasion. Yet, now that I was actually embarked on that final short voyage, alone in my boat watching the mountains, the wooded glens and the steely grey choppy water slipping away behind me for the last time, I felt no melancholic emotion at all, only a dull anger. That, and resignation to the fact that my time was over here in this beautiful and terrifying remote spot. I was leaving Wildernesse, leaving Scotland, for good. There was nothing more I could do here. Nothing seemed to lie ahead but repetition, endless physical toil and mental atrophy. It was time for new horizons.


Perhaps it was my perception that was at fault. After so many years of battling home in winter storms, across frightening seas or up a pitch-dark lonely loch, enduring the countless testing chores necessary for survival in the wildest and harshest environment in Britain, without gas, electricity, television, phone, postal service, or even a road, perhaps I had grown apart from human society. Maybe I had isolated myself too much from the main ambitions of my fellow men in order to get close to the secret lives of the golden eagles, the rare divers, the pine-martens, the deer and the many other creatures with which I had shared my desolate 300-square-mile patch. But not only I had changed; people’s attitudes had changed over the past decade. A growing awareness of the last wild places had brought scores of wellmeaning seekers after solitude to trample down and disturb the delicate balance of nature in the Highlands, and greed had taken on the guise of progress. Much of the rare wildlife I had come to love was endangered now.


Fish farmers didn’t seem to care that overproduction was threatening the nest sites of rare birds. Sheep farmers pocketed double subsidies and stocked the hillsides with their animals, threatening eagles with poison or harassing them at the nest after assuming, wrongly, that they took many live lambs.


Deer hunters were taking more and more of the finest stags, diluting the genetic pool, while the proliferating fenced conifer forests denied winter shelter and food to a burgeoning but weakened deer population. The fox-hunters were worse. This barbaric pursuit does not (contrary to the hunters’ claims) ‘control a pest’, and when the masters of a nearby government-funded pack blew up with explosives the crag below an eagle’s nest ‘to free hounds trapped in a fissure’, I felt I had encountered the ultimate in lunacy. Above all, noise and commotion had come to the once peaceful and silent glens.


I landed the boat on the far shore and began heaving my belongings up the 80 foot slippery, grassy cliff and stacking them into my old camper van. I saved until the last the black leather case containing the diaries and notes I had amassed for Last Wild Years, the book I was planning to write about how my Scottish odyssey came to an end. As I placed it on the seat beside me I knew that soon, in a new place far away, I would have to start writing it, and making clear my thoughts on how Scottish conservation ought to be tackled.


It was too late in the day to start the long drive south. Instead, overcome by a desire to try and see the whole saga in perspective before I finally departed Scotland, I decided to detour 26 miles to the west and camp for the night by the little sea pier that overlooked the beautiful island of Eilean Shona, where it had all begun almost twenty years earlier.


Before that I had been living the fast globe-trotting life of a successful Fleet Street journalist, mixing life, drinks and copy with the elegant, the swift, the rich and the most famous of the day – Sophia Loren, Ava Gardner, Brigitte Bardot, Doris Day, John Wayne, Robert Mitchum, Steve McQueen and Elvis Presley among the celebrities I had known well. (See my autobiography My Wicked First Life.) I had lived for periods in Rome, Paris, St-Tropez, Vienna, Madrid, New York, Las Vegas and Hollywood. So long as I secured ‘The Story’, the world had been my oyster. Then, disillusioned with the high life, morose after a broken romance, I longed to return to the realities of the wild and my boyhood love of nature.


First, I went to Canada where, from the clifftop log cabin I built above the shores of the Pacific, I trekked up wild inlets after grizzly bear, cougar, caribou and bald eagle. It was a preparation. To live such a lone life in the wilds somewhere in Britain was always the special challenge.


I was 42 when I first came to this little stone pier and looked out across the strip of emerald sea to the wooded island, with the golden October sun setting behind the Cuillin hills of Skye. I was a wilderness innocent in those days, but paradise it had seemed to me then, and paradise it looked now. In between lies a story I would never in my wildest dreams have imagined to be possible when I began the odyssey I have recounted in twelve books.


In my four years on Shona and thirteen years at Wildernesse I climbed over 24,000 miles of steep mountainside with heavy camera packs, spent more than 1,000 hours in precarious hides overlooking 42 eagle eyries. I shared Wildernesse with four wounded foxes, three injured owls, two kestrels, a wildcat and a badger. Little realising it would be only the first of 10 wildlife movies I would make over the years, I exposed 14,000 feet of 16mm movies of the eagles, the pine marten family that visited me daily, the rare black-throated divers that were driven from their main nest by fish farmers, the buzzards, otters, wildcats, seals, red deer and many other creatures. By watching in the field, I discovered many things that contradicted the prevailing notions of science and passed on my findings to a self-satisfied fraternity of so-called experts who were rarely welcoming. And now, in Scotland, it seemed all over.


As the golden sun began to sink and wink behind the great pines of Shona island I had no inkling whatever of the extraordinary wildlife years that still awaited me – that I would spend the next five years in wild mountains all over Spain tracking brown bear, wolf, wild boar, lynx and rare eagles for a book and two movies; or that the following year I would spend the summer filming nesting peregrines in Cornwall. I could not know that I would return to Scotland and spend the next three years living in a remote cottage in a Borders forest six miles from the nearest public road. There I studied nesting goshawks and bred barn owls, managing to establish three successful pairs in the wilds where they had long been absent. I had homes, or spent long periods, filming wildlife in Spey bay, the Poolewe-Ullapool area of the north west Highlands, the sea coast of Dumfries and Galloway, and even made a movie of the rarest wildlife in deepest Sussex!


Every year no matter where I was, I would return to my old area of the Highlands to study and film my favourite golden eagles, so notching up (if I include Spain’s eagles and vultures) over 3000 hours in eagle hides. When I celebrated my seventysixth birthday watching and filming the rare white-tailed sea eagles on the Isle of Mull, I felt I should go out on a high and retire from filming wildlife. Shortly after, to make sure, I sold all my camera gear.


It seemed appropriate, given sufficient time, that I tackled the memoirs that scores of readers over the years had asked me to write. I am still studying wildlife of course and feel I can be excused for some feeling of pride when I see 27 different editions of my books in the bookcase accompanied by 10 wildlife videos. They are a reassuring reminder of the wilderness saga that dominated the last half of my life.


How it all began is told here in Between Earth and Paradise. For years the book has been out of print, and in that time I have received more letters asking for it to be made available again than on almost any other subject. I have trimmed it a little to lose some anachronisms and straighten out a few ambiguities, but essentially it is the story as I originally recounted it – of the halcyon years when all was fresh and new and I learned quickly what it really takes to be truly free.


Mike Tomkies





1


Homecoming


The gales were blasting over the island from the north-west, whipping off the tops of the Atlantic billows, and from the mouth of the sea loch, three miles away, deep trough-like waves were roaring up to where I stood, their crests foaming and frothing, until they smashed themselves with elemental fury at the rocks below. It was as if the ocean had declared war on its ancient rival the earth. From the low black clouds scudding across a sky shot with grey and violet, intermittent squalls of hail were being unleashed, the stones hitting the old stone pier and my boat with such force that some of them bounced three feet back into the air. The afternoon passed slowly. I noticed that after each hailstorm the wind lessened for a brief while. If I was to get across at all that day I would have to risk it during one of these slight lulls.


I had been waiting for twenty-two hours. The island’s big boat had almost gone down in the previous day’s storms and I had spent the night in my old Land Rover, parked above the pier.


It was now 5 p.m. and would soon be dark. The tide had been on the ebb turn for two hours and if I left it much longer I wouldn’t be able to clear the sandbank to the west. At low tide my boat, which had dragged its rear anchor in the gales, would be on the rocks below the pier. The next high tide would occur in the dead of night, the pier would then be covered again and the boat would be at the mercy of the rough seas. So I now had little choice but to go.


After the next hailstorm had hurled down its worst and a clearer patch was heading over, I hauled the boat into the pier, loaded in my backpack, sacks of supplies and the fuel tank, hauled up the anchor and set off. Even going slowly, head-on into the foaming waves, the boat banged up and down in the troughs so violently it was hard to keep my seat. By the time I was above the sandbank another squall hurtled over the mountains. Now that I was moving against the wind the hailstones were hitting me hard, as if thrown down by a vast angry hand. I had to shut my eyes, for it was like being stoned by hundreds of small pebbles.


With one hand on the tiller, and squinting through the barely opened fingers of the other held across my face, I thought I would perish in the roaring noise for I could hardly tell the difference between the hail and the lashing spray, the stormy grey of the air and the green of the icy water. For a time I had to steer by the feel of the waves and the wind. I limped into the lee of the island, turned west for the last two miles, negotiated the narrow channel between two rocky islets where resting seals were reluctant to hump their way into the stormy water and, after another brief blasting from the gales blowing down a valley, finally reached the shelter of my little bay.


As I hauled my boat into the special cradle of planks and rope I had made to protect it from the rocky shore, knowing that yet again I would have to return at around 2 a.m. and haul it above high-tide level, I fell a surge of gratitude. In this wild remote place, just to reach home safely with some supplies was merciful deliverance.


With loaded pack and hand-held provisions I puffed up the steep 300-yard slope to the old wooden cottage, my trousers drenched beneath the cheap storm suit. I smiled ironically – to think I had imagined the Scottish Highlands would be a more benign environment than the Pacific coast cliff-top in Canada where I had spent three-and-a-half exciting years!


Indoors I lit the paraffin lamp. As the room sprang into bright focus and the beam shone through the window upon the ash trees that lined the burn and shielded the croft from the worst of the Atlantic gales, I glanced at my calendar. It was 20 October: precisely a year since I had first arrived in Scotland in my old Land Rover as part of an odd pilgrimage – to take a second look at the islands of my birth and to meet the author Gavin Maxwell, whose Ring of Bright Water had suggested to me a wilderness life in Britain was really possible. A year ago to this very day I had descended the bleak lonely hill above his former home, Camusfearna, and found the cottage gone.


I lit the fire in the open hearth and sat back staring at the flickering flames, reflecting what an extraordinary year it had been for me. It seemed like a decade since I had watched the sunset from the drift log cabin I had built on the British Columbian coast, wondering what to do with the rest of my life. Dissatisfied with my hectic life as a Fleet Street journalist in the hedonistic showbiz capitals of Europe and in Hollywood, I had gone to Canada four summers earlier seeking tranquillity in new surroundings to write a novel. But that is another story . . .


Although the book failed, during the years of working on it my youthful love of nature had been re-born, and I had known some thrilling experiences with wildlife, culminating in treks into one of the last true wildernesses in all North America. I had watched grizzlies, bald eagles, cougar and caribou in their remote fastnesses, both alone and in the company of an old Scots-Indian called Tihoni, who taught me more by example than word. To me, those treks could not be repeated, and when they were over a strange sense of anti-climax had pervaded the months that followed. I had learned to live with and to love the wilderness, but the time had come to move on.


One morning I had woken to a faint banging sound. Through the window I saw a bulldozer clearing trees on the once-deserted northern spit of land over which the bald eagles flew to their nest. A speculator had bought the area and was building vacation chalets. That afternoon on the little island where I collected my small ration of oysters, I found a new notice board: ‘Private Oyster Lease. No Trespassers’. There had been unprecedented queues a mile long at the ferry crossing from Vancouver that weekend. More city-bound folk had discovered the beauty of the coast and it was fast becoming a major vacation area.


With memories flooding back of my boyhood in the woods and fields of Sussex, I decided to sell my land lease. Although replies flooded in from folks who thought they wanted to leave city life, asking questions like – what shape is the cabin? where can we park the car? what cooking fuels are available? what furnishings are there? – the few that actually came to see it were portly middle-aged couples who had spent time in the beer parlours. Blowing like whales along the trail, talking of their youthful fishing in the wilds, they would take one look at my unstately home, at the rugged terrain, the lack of mains water, gas, electricity, phone and road, and that was that. Most of them had no intention of buying; they were bored and just wanted somewhere to go while up on the coast.


I had almost given up hope of selling when one afternoon I saw children stumbling along my beach, followed by a couple and a dog. The man was an English professor at a Vancouver university and he told me they had been looking at a piece of land similar to mine but with no beach or cabin. They were being asked $3,500 for it.


‘You can have this land, cabin, furniture, boat, slipway and this beach for a thousand less,’ I said.


The professor was puzzled. ‘You mean a thousand more?’


‘No. I mean a thousand less.’


He came up the log staircase and wrote out a cheque there and then.


I felt a strange mixture of emotions on arriving back in Britain – the tiny roads, squashed soggy little houses of London’s outskirts, the little cars, delayed luggage and frowning airport faces – so many people crushed together. But one thing struck me as never before: despite her economic troubles, Britain had preserved an extraordinary outward-looking attitude. One could travel all over North America and never hear more than a few words about Britain on radio or TV, or read more than a paragraph or two in the papers, yet in Britain most of the news was about other countries. The first radio programme I heard was ‘Any Answers’ – ordinary enough, but hearing the well-balanced and quietly expressed views on a variety of topics from people mainly in small towns and villages throughout the land, not the overheated big cities, made me feel Britain’s heart was beating as soundly as ever. A big heart that would yet absorb the extremes of Left and Right and the excesses of the modern age, and still beat stoutly for individual freedom. Like many a returning emigrant, I was feeling intensely patriotic.


Adopting the attitude of the Canadian logger after long spells in the wilds, I had promised myself three luxury days in a posh hotel with a heated swimming pool before I looked for cheaper accommodation. But I never had them. I visited an old friend, photographer and entrepreneur Alex Sterling, an extraordinary character who had toured Mexico and Spain with Pietro Annigoni to produce glossy books that contrasted the arts of painter and photographer, and was a friend of the Maharajah and Maharanee of Cooch Behar in India. Alex once talked showman Mike Todd into making a film using Elizabeth Taylor as a model! He also ran an exclusive supper club in South Kensington for theatrical stars and as we talked long into the evening, recapturing our experiences among the fast-living set I had abandoned for the wilderness years in Canada, I told Alex I would soon be looking for a cheap London base. He seized my arm and propelled me through a door into a thickly carpeted room, empty save for racks of wine bottles and a camp bed.


‘It’s yours,’ he said. ‘Free, for as long as you like. But tell me if you drink any of the wine so I can change the inventory.’ What an unexpected windfall! Next day I bought a small camp cooker, an axe, tools, sleeping bag and pots and pans for my safari into the ‘wilds’ of Britain. Then I purchased a secondhand Land Rover, took out the rear seats and built in cupboards, shelves, a clothes cabinet and a folding plywood bed.


In less than a week I was in the Lake District and after much searching, hired a caravan on the banks of Esthwaite Water, a small but serene lake. That first day I tried fishing but had no luck. Sitting there in a little polystyrene boat, the low soft-green hills of England around me, I suddenly felt strange, oddly dissociated from the real world, like a being from another planet. Where is ‘home’ anyway, I wondered.


Several weeks were spent exploring for an isolated waterfront home, driving and camping rough round the lakes. Finally, after two months and some odd encounters, I decided the Lake District was too highly organized, too crowded and far too expensive for my slender resources. I would go to Scotland, continue my search there and meet Gavin Maxwell. Then, on an October evening in a Lake District pub, one of two young nurses started talking to me about my plans for going on to Scotland. She then asked if I wanted to visit Camusfearna, which seemed more than coincidence. I said I had planned precisely that, and that I also hoped to meet Maxwell himself, to see if we might partake in some worthwhile wilderness venture together, for I felt he had made many unnecessary mistakes.


‘You know he’s dead?’


Her question shocked me. I had read that his home had burnt down and that Maxwell had moved to a lighthouse but I knew nothing of his death from cancer in hospital at Inverness in the very week I’d made my decision to return to Britain.


I drove up through Cumbria and across Scotland on a dingy, grey day. Parking by a Forestry Commission fence, I climbed over and pushed my way through the thick, young conifers on the hill behind where I thought Camusfearna lay. After half a mile I saw a telephone line. By following it I came to Maxwell’s overgrown track through the trees. I was surprised that he had had a phone.


Camusfearna looked dark, lonely and bleak. The cottage had been razed to the ground, One rough stone lay over Maxwell’s ashes, and a wreath of fading green leaves and a wire cross with conifer leaves interwoven in it were the only signs of the man who had created a concept of paradise for so many. Nearby, its surface covered with the scarlet berries of the rowan tree on which Maxwell believed he had been cursed, stood the stone monument to Edal, his famous otter who had replaced Mijbil. And engraved on it Maxwell’s inscription silently exhorted the dark sky and the rowan tree: ‘Whatever joy she gave to you, give back to Nature’.


At that moment I felt an impulse to try and breathe new life into the place, fill it with love, resurrect it. I saw another old croft on the site which Maxwell had not mentioned in his book, and it seemed right for me to try and acquire it, so that I could restore Camusfearna to a new beauty. Not for many years, until I had read Maxwell’s later books and the biography by his friend Richard Frere, did I realise that superb lyrical writer though he was at his best, I would have little in common with Maxwell as a wild-animal keeper, a wilderness dweller, or as a man. But I did not know that day. I paid a visit to the titled owner of the land, who seemed amused at my direct approach, and thus began the fruitless negotiations which ran into weeks.


Back in London I met again the girl I had loved before emigrating to Canada, who was still unattached. Then a leading popular magazine offered me a writing contract for six months. Flattered at being remembered after so long an absence, needing finance for my wilderness life in Britain, I accepted and moved into a flat in Knightsbridge – for that was what the lady wanted. But the renewed romance fared little better than before, and taking the job proved a mistake. I had been a free wilderness man for too long. One can never go home again – not on the same terms. I felt like a man in a cage, sold the flat lease again, lucky to escape after only three months.


I made contact with Frere, now one of Maxwell’s executors, who had a small cottage for sale on the author’s estate. We met at a lonely crossroads near Glenelg, but the cottage was not what I wanted. It was half a mile from the beach and one of the ferry roads to Skye ran between it and the shore. It could never be the small wilderness paradise I sought to re-create.


I travelled the Highlands, living rough, finding places with names where there were no longer the places, feeling a growing empathy with the landscape itself, its misty, mystic beauty, its hidden wildlife. I just missed a lonely seaside cottage which had stood empty for six years on the Inverness-shire coast. An aged couple said they might sell an old house four-and-a-half miles from the road on a sea peninsula when they were too old to reach it in the summers. They were in their 80s! After one night’s camp by an ancient croft at Port Luinge I woke to an almost identical view to my place in Canada, but I had no luck with the absentee landlord of the 40,000-acre estate on which it stood.


I began to feel I was on a hopeless chase, but decided to try once more before returning to Canada. In March I visited the Forestry Commission office in Inverness where I was shown a huge bundle of letters, all similar enquiries to mine, though this time I was given details of an isolated forestry cottage by a freshwater loch in north Argyll, which was to be put out to public tender.


I found myself heading south to meet an estate manager who lived at Dorlin on Loch Moidart. As I drove round a bend the road suddenly opened out on to a view so magnificent, right down the sea loch and over the islands of Eigg and Rhum, that its beauty hit me like a stroke in the soul. Entranced, I stopped the Land Rover and impulsively knelt down to kiss the ground, to touch the rocks on the shore. A strange excitement grew within me for I felt in some odd way that I was actually coming home. (Although I knew I had some Scots blood, I didn’t know until a talk with my father over a year later that my mother, Adele MacKinlay Stewart, who died when I was four, was pure Highland, and that her father, John Stewart, was born on Islay).


When I met the estate manager it seemed I was doomed for more disappointment. Phil Corcoran told me his estate had nothing to offer me. I turned away and looked out to sea. A shimmering blue vista of myriad islets in the loch led out to the great Atlantic. To the north lay a three-mile-long island, partly covered with many different kinds of conifers. For anyone who loved trees and the sea as I did it was clearly a paradise. The ruined shell of ancient Castle Tioram, stronghold of the Clanranald chiefs, stood silent sentinel over an idyllic scene.


The lovely island was called Eilean Shona. I was told that its owner, Digby Vane, was a retired economist and a one-time Olympic reserve sprinter. I prevailed on Mr Corcoran to telephone Mr Vane and the upshot was that he agreed to meet me the next day.


In blazing sunshine and a stiff westerly breeze Digby Vane roared across the mile of sea from his home on the south-east edge of the island in a triple-hulled dory and pulled up with a grin. I think we liked each other on sight, and he invited me back to look and meet the family. We bounced over the seas at a terrifying speed and I had to cling with both hands under the thwart to stay in my seat.


I met his wife Kay, and their partner, inventor and pioneer in radar monitoring systems, Reggie Rotheroe, and went to talk in their antique-filled house. The Vanes had bought Eilean Shona (the Gaelic Eilean Sean-ath means Island of the Old Ford) from Lady Howard de Walden in 1962. As we talked, Kay told me that Peter Pan’s author, J. M. Barrie, had written the first film script of the book and part of his Marie Rose in that very drawing room. They still had Barrie’s desk. ‘He called it the most beautiful island in the world,’ Kay added. If it was good enough for Barrie, it would be more than good enough for a writer like me, I thought.


Later, as we walked in the rhododendron-filled garden, by the lily pond flanked by large and rare meta sequoia and Japanese cedar trees in which otters sported at dawn and dusk, Digby Vane told me there were seventy different types of conifer on the island. Many of them had been planted personally by a previous owner, seafarer Captain Swinburne, who had collected some of them on his China trading runs. It was reputed to be one of the most comprehensive collections of conifers in Britain.


We skimmed away in the dory along the island’s superb coastline, then staggered over seaweed-covered rocks to look at an old cottage which nestled in a green dell. It had no doors or windows, the skylights were broken in and sheep were using it as a shelter.


None of this bothered me but I said it wouldn’t do because when I turned round I could see a single-track road and a couple of cottages on the mainland.


On the Atlantic edge of the island, two-and-a-half miles from the little mainland pier, we came to a secluded natural bay with high rocky walls on either side. Almost three hundred yards above the sandy beach stood a large dark wooden cottage – broken windows, rotten boards hanging from rusty nails, and a corrugated-iron roof. We plugged our way up the steep bracken-covered hill to it and I turned to look at the view. I could see over the whole mouth of the sea loch, a vast 180-degree panorama with not a house, road or sign of human habitation in sight. From a hill to the west I could look out over the Atlantic and, again, the mist-shrouded islands of Muck, Eigg and Rhum.


I stood there spellbound, feeling that pang, almost of pain, of first love. A row of tall ash trees protected the cottage from the western blasts without spoiling the view. An agate-coloured burn gurgled past the cottage, provider of the most valuable element for a wilderness living. Overhead a large, speckled buzzard soared, it too following its own lonely star.


‘There’s nothing between you and Canada here!’ laughed Digby, regarding me quizzically. ‘You’re not a smuggler, are you?’ I laughed too, and assured him I was no smuggler. Already Canada was a fading dream.


‘What’s this place called?’ I asked him.


‘Ballindona,’ he answered.


‘Ballindona?’ I repeated. ‘Like Bella Donna. Beautiful woman. Well, I don’t have the beautiful woman but this place would be paradise enough for me!’


Digby coughed quietly. ‘Well, you seem a reasonable sort of chap. If you’re crazy enough to do the place up and live alone all the way out here, you’re welcome to it.’


We looked over the cottage. Much of its woodwork was rotten. There was no road, no electricity, gas, phone, bathroom, kitchen, sanitation or even piped water. Sheep dung five inches thick covered the floor. A dead sheep’s carcass propped up the shattered door. As I picked up the skull by a horn the hoofs rattled down from the tocsin skin, making my first entrance macabre. It was going to be hard work; all the building materials, timber, tools and personal possessions would have to be ferried over two-and-a-half miles of uncertain seas, then carried up the steep 300-yard slope. But nothing could have dissuaded me.


Over lunch at the big house the arrangement was made. I could have it for at least three years, unless they had to sell the island for economic reasons. I need pay no rent, just repair the place well enough to live in myself.


I had only £297 left to start my new life in the Scottish wilds. I lined up some journalism in London, then hurried back to the Highlands. The Land Rover was loaded with polystyrene boat, window glass, axes, saws, pickaxe, sledgehammer, plastic loo (shipped from Canada), water carriers, clothes, books, bedding, fishing gear, paraffin heater (found on a London dump and the best I ever had), oars, gas canisters, tinned food and a portable cold box. At a saw mill near Fort William I strapped on three dozen heavy timbers and slowly groaned the last forty miles of single-track road to the little pier opposite the island.


Next day, regarding my tiny boat dancing like a feather on the choppy ocean, I hired the island’s two workers and the big 30-foot boat to take the heaviest gear and timber to Ballindona. As the two men conversed volubly in Gaelic, I felt more ‘foreign’ than when I had first landed in Canada! Even at high tide we could not get in to the beach, they said, so everything had to be left on a high hump-backed rock overnight.


In the morning I rowed the two-and-a-half miles to the croft in strong westerly winds. The little boat might have been adequate for the Lake District waters but on that wild sea I was dicing with death. By the time I arrived I felt ready for bed but had to spend the day hauling up the timber, glass, cement, hardboard and other gear in case the tidal waves smashed the lot along the rocky beaches. Thirty-eight times up and down the steep slope, which in places was one in two, added up to over 30,000 steep feet, and as half of it consisted of perspiring upward movement with heavy loads, I reckon I became a semi-fledged Scots hill-walker on that first day. Once, carrying sheets of hardboard on my back, a gust of wind sent me staggering across the burn. So I made a sled of two timbers and hauled them up four at a time, using a rope harness. My heart pounded, my legs gave out twice, and I knew the meaning of Scotch mist before the eyes.


During the week it took to make one room habitable I slept in an old caravan on the shore below the big house. With a window missing, it was cold and I returned to it soaked with sweat and rain. With nowhere to dry clothes, I donned new gear the next morning and the following day had to put on the half-dry clothing from the previous day. One night I woke with the caravan being tossed around like a ship at sea. The island’s six rams were using it as a rubbing post. On the third morning I borrowed a small, 1½-hp outboard motor, to help when rowing against the wind, but the beach presented problems. After clearing a channel through rocks with a crowbar, I found later that lots of small rocks had drifted in again on their seaweed umbrellas, necessitating further clearing.


The fourth day was so stormy I had to walk in over the mountain trail, a sheep and deer path through quagmire, peat bog, spiky gneiss rocks, and over slippery stone causeways with twofoot gaps between many of the steps, which gave problems to a man with a full pack.


Shovelling out sheep dung, removing the window frame and re-glazing and painting it, fitting hardboard round the walls and rebuilding some rotten foundation sills, I finally had one room in fair shape. One afternoon I nearly lost the little boat when I underestimated the speed of the incoming tide. I just managed to reach it with a long pole, standing waist deep in the cold sea as it was about to depart for the open Atlantic.


But on the lonely walks over the hills I was continually rewarded – by the sight of three red stags moving so effortlessly over the rugged terrain that they seemed to float as if obeying the strings of an invisible puppeteer, by a kestrel hovering in the wind like a tiny anchor in the sky as it scanned for mice or frogs below, and by the buzzard soaring over my head.


On the eighth day Reggie Rotheroe came down to the caravan with a little radio he had made himself. ‘You’ll be needing that up there,’ he said, plonking it down and leaving almost before I could thank him.


The Vanes allowed me to borrow some items from a boatshed of furniture near the Shona pier. I picked an old iron bedframe, a mattress, two rush mats, a kitchen chair and a superb mahogany four-drawer desk, the very one on which James Barrie had worked. With the help of their chief man, Iain MacLellan, and the big boat, we shipped them over and lugged them up the hill. So I moved into my new wilderness home.


Even after the years in the Canadian wilds, the lonely wooden cottage seemed a ghostly isolated place that first night. A hundred years earlier a small settlement of crofters had lived here and the ruined stone walls of three of their primitive homes still showed above the bracken and rushes. I woke up after a few hours, scared because I was sure I could hear the distant skirling of phantom bagpipes. But the noise was caused by the wind whistling through a knot hole on the window frame. Even so, now that I was some two miles from the nearest people, the isolation seemed enormous.


Next day the rain and storms had gone. I went out and stood on the green hill overlooking an ocean now beautiful and still. The early morning sun from the east dazzled the myriad islets and upon the cerulean blue of the sea loch. Below me, down the path that followed the singing, winding burn, the waves broke gently emerald and crystalline over the white sand of the beach that now appeared to be lit from within, as if by some heavenly radiance. The feeling was strong upon me that I had indeed come home.
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Getting to Know You


A May shower had just passed over and the sweet smell of the earth, after the benediction of the rain, mingled with the tang of the sea air, as I set out in goldpan sunlight for a walk to the Atlantic edge of the island. As I trod the gleaming deer path I heard the waves chuckling on the rocks below and lapping the small gravel bays, the tiny burns tinkling as they etched their way through ancient granite to their parent sea, the wind breathing through the heather. These sounds were my only music – but a kind one could never hear in a concert hall.


How different were the stunted trees and these open hills, still bare with winter grey, from the mighty western Canadian forests, the plunging torrents in the rivers when the winter snows began to melt, from the long tidal flats where the great grizzlies would now be grazing on the first grass at dawn. Although I had studied English wildlife in boyhood, I knew little about the Scottish Highlands. I felt filled with a sense of discovery and open to new influences on my first exploratory walk on the island. What wildlife would I find here?


Suddenly I heard a strident voice ahead. I peered through the heather. There, in a natural grotto of grey lichened rocks, perched on a fern, was a tiny wren singing in stentorian tones far too loud for its size. With the rocks reflecting his voice like an amplifier, he sounded like an imitation canary, his whole body quivering with the effort of producing vibrant song. Another wren, presumably a female he was trying to impress, for she was silent, flitted to a fern nearby. He flew to a little domed nest below some heather on a rock and, spreading his short tail feathers for support, flirted his wings in the sunshine, as if enticing her to take a look. He succeeded for she flew straight in to the nest, but a few seconds later came out again and zipped back to her perch. He immediately flew towards her then veered off, whirring like a big, brown bee, towards a small waterfall into which he seemed to vanish. She followed but in less than a minute both flew out again and disappeared into some bushes in fast dodging flight. I went over to take a look.


The wren had built a nest beside the waterfall, so close that some drops of spray were falling on to its roof. Inside it was totally dry. No wonder early naturalists believed wrens used their saliva as gum to build waterproof domes on their nests.


Wrens, like their namesake Sir Christopher Wren, architect of St Paul’s Cathedral, are master builders but only the males do the nest-making. Women’s lib is a relatively new concept in human life but in the wren world it has been the status quo for thousands of years. Perhaps they imported it from America for the wren is one of the few European birds to invade the Old World from the New, crossing the then existing land bridge at the Bering Straits in the Pleistocene Era. At any rate, the little males build several intricate domed nests then have the task of enticing a female to use one and be a wife. So good an engineer is the male that he will gather wood fibres caught round fallen trees in rivers because when they dry out they bind the nest more strongly. A really vigorous male in his prime, in areas with plenty of sites and food, practises polygamy and can support several wives. But, I was to find out later, this almost never happens in the rugged Highlands of Scotland – just as the human divorce rate and extramarital adventures increase in affluent or crowded city areas, in places where a living is harder to win, wrens have as much as they can do to support one wife and a large family.


As I walked on, the first humble-bee queen of the year, sluggish from hibernation, zoomed past, looking for a suitable site, like an old shrew hole, to make her nest and start her new colony. Suddenly I heard a strange sirening noise, a loud drawn-out ‘Awhoo’, and at first I thought it came from the seals that hauled themselves out on the rocky islets at the loch’s mouth. Surely only the grey seal makes such sounds? There was a commotion on the placid surface of the sea below – a splendid black-andwhite eider duck drake was flap-chasing a dowdier brown female, his thick bandy legs thrashing the water as he seemed to be trying to grab her tail in aggressive courtship. The duck just swooshed into the water again and the drake went down too. Through my field glass I saw him swim urgently around her, like a hefty little tugboat, tossing his massive wedge-shaped beak skywards, as if he were gulping. He really was a solid barge of a duck, decked out in superb evening dress, his black jacket a startling contrast to his white back and snowy velvet cheeks beneath his blackcapped head. On his white breast was a patch of delicate peach, and overlaying each wing were long white plumes, fine enough to grace the hat of the Laughing Cavalier. Occasionally he reared up, showing the female his black velvet belly, and flapped his wings. The lady, however, seemed unimpressed for she paddled stolidly along, her bright eyes shining like buttons. As I continued westwards into ever brighter light from the broad Atlantic, his gentle ‘awhoos’ came like a soothing serenade from the sea.


Now three buzzards were circling overhead, lit bronze from the reflected light – a large female attended by two smaller birds which I took to be males courting her, for birds of prey finish training their youngsters before winter is through. The two males showed no animosity towards each other, all three flying along together. If she was not already paired with one of them, she would choose soon.


I crossed two small ridges and found myself looking over a sublime natural lagoon. The tranquil, crystal water was the colour of jade near the rocky edges, deep as the blue of heaven out in the centre and light amethyst where it rippled gently on to a beach of white-shell sand. The whole floor of the shoe-shaped lagoon was also of this crisp sand, with just here and there a clump of green or brown tangleweed growing up like inverted chandeliers from the sea floor. It was now high tide and nowhere was this 80-yard pool more than six feet deep. The little beach itself was protected on all sides by high rocks with a patch of green sward on its rear edge, like a preliminary carpet before you reached the sand. No South Sea island could boast anything better than this, I thought. It was as if the retreating glaciers had wanted to show they could fashion a bijou beauty too.


I spotted something in the water, the broad head of an animal swimming, making an unusually wide V as it went. Not since boyhood on the river Adur in Sussex had I seen a British otter swimming, but the huge V seemed too large. Through the field glass I saw it was indeed an otter but the illusion was caused by the otter having a little object, probably a butterfish, in its mouth while it swam along the surface. As it climbed out of the water, wet hair clumps dripping, and began to eat, another otter a third of its size came up curiously. The mother otter stopped chewing, as if to let the youngster have a piece itself, but apart from sniffing gingerly it showed no desire to eat. When the mother finished her meal, she ran up and down a rock ledge less than a foot above the water. The youngster followed her a few steps each way as she went past each time. The mother seemed to be trying to nudge the baby into the water – but it didn’t want to go. The adult then closed her forepaws against her sides and slid off the ledge. She dived, twisted, turned and rolled in the water with joyful abandon, as only an otter can, perhaps showing the youngster what a wonderful watery world there was to play in. Her bairn showed no wish to follow. Out came the mother again and once more nudged her reluctant child. It seemed odd there was only one, for otters usually have two or three. It dug its little web-footed claws into the ledge for all it was worth. I wondered how long it would take for the mother to coax her baby into the sea. Suddenly she turned, squeaked so shrilly it was almost a whistle, and both she and the youngster went lolloping across the rocks and out of sight on the other side. I hadn’t moved, the slight breeze had been from them to me, yet somehow she had sensed my presence.


As I passed the wrens’ nests on the way back the little male came darting fussily from one heather spray to another beside me, his wings making noisy ‘brrrt brrrt brrrrt’ sounds. For all their 3¾-inch size, male wrens are fiercely territorial and in the breeding season will frequently see you off, like a little suburban dog escorting the postman off the premises.
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