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Introduction


‘ALL we have is every day,’ the designer Terence Conran once mused … and the same ethos informs the wondrous prose of Christine Muir.


The Orkney-based writer is among my journalistic heroes: George Orwell inspired me to write; Ian Jack inspired me to write better; and Christine Muir showed me that memorable writing need not deal with momentous events. Her accounts of North Ronaldsay’s passing seasons are remarkable not just for their luminous descriptions, but also because everything they record occurred within three miles of the writer’s home.


Twelve years have passed since my daughter and I – holidaying nearby – cycled to the Muir family home one sunlit afternoon: the ocean’s roar ringing in our ears; its scent mingling with clover; a gulp of swallows darting before us.


It is often said you should never meet your heroes, but to step inside the croft at Garso was to enter a world I first read about three decades before as a journalism student 300 miles to the south.


Those marvellous pieces of reportage, full of light and life – written by someone I had never met, about a place I had never visited – seemed at once familiar; soothing somehow. It appears I was not alone. ‘One man wrote to tell me he had read it aloud to a friend who was seriously ill in St Petersburg, to comfort him,’ Christine recalls. ‘Perhaps there is something calming about describing a way of life that seems reassuring in a scary world … although when I reread it, there is plenty of shivering in the cold!’


Such constant chittering is understandable, given the climate of Orkney’s most northerly isle. Extreme weather is a motif running through Orkney Days – a collection of weekly columns written for The Scotsman from 1976 to 1986 and republished here with eight pieces not included in the original book.


The day before we visited Garso, Christine’s brother-in-law had taken us to the top of the island’s lighthouse – the tallest on British soil. Gripped by fear, I clutched the guardrail, battered by a northerly wind and awed by the power of the sea. North Ronaldsay is not for the faint hearted.


Danger lurks, even in the benignly titled ‘Scented summer days’, where arctic terns have a sentry posted near the five-barred gate which leads out on to the shore. Almost instantly the squadrons take off and begin their attack: ‘Several times they have managed to get near enough to draw blood,’ writes Christine, ‘but it saves time to go along the shore so that it is better to risk the attack.’


Such stoicism has hints of the hardiness found in Alasdair Macleod’s magnificent short stories set on Canada’s Cape Breton coast, but it draws its inspiration from closer to home. ‘I love the writing of Alison Uttley,’ says Christine. ‘My mother gave me A Country Child when I was eight, and those descriptions of life on a Derbyshire farm resonated with me – lyrical, yet honest about difficult times; descriptive but never tedious.’


Farming has changed out of all recognition since the pieces were written; so much so that the book now reads like a historical document. ‘Time to sow’ might easily have been penned by the Venerable Bede, far less fifty years ago


‘I only wrote for my own and the family’s interest,’ says Christine, ‘not as a record of any kind.’ Stories were typed on a second-hand Olivetti and despatched by post. ‘There was no editorial brief. I was simply asked to record what was happening, but I never wrote about other people, or sensitive subjects – only about ourselves, the croft and nature.’ For all of the beautifully rendered accounts of a fragile landscape, hearth and home are at the heart of Orkney Days.


There have been huge shifts in the island’s way of life since Orkney Days was written, and the demographic has changed significantly. ‘The numbers of those whose families have lived here for generations has declined and more people have moved here, bringing many benefits, keeping the school open, and ensuring other advances. But there is an inevitable sea change too – the erosion of dialect, oral history, and traditions. These are priceless and worthy of respect.’


Not unlike the writings of Christine Muir, in fact. Until now, copies of Orkney Days had been, to use a farming analogy, as rare as hen’s teeth, and to be greatly treasured. My own copy rests between Ian Jack’s masterful Before the Oil Ran Out and George Orwell’s imperious The Road to Wigan Pier on our bookshelf; quietly holding its own, at ease in such exalted company.


Ronald Kerr


Note: This Introduction is based on an article which appeared in The Scotsman, 14 October 2024.


Ronald Kerr has been a journalist for more than forty years. As well as having written for several weekly and daily newspapers, he has worked in the press offices of the National Galleries of Scotland, the National Museums of Scotland and the University of Edinburgh.
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Preface to the 2025 edition


LOOKING BACK at the sixty-three years I lived in North Ronaldsay, I feel as though the circle of life has turned, bringing me back to where I started. A newly married twenty-one-year-old moving from Edinburgh to what was then a remote crofting community, it was a difficult adjustment. It took many months before I could get used to the silence, the huge skies, the tight community, and the isolation.


It’s strange how the threads of lived experience seem to weave together to make a pattern. As the stepdaughter of a North Ronaldsay man, I knew a bit about the island. Having been a student nurse helped me with skills for coping with the realities of such a life. The dialect, traditions, and culture gave me great respect for the community. Prolonged stays on a family farm had taught me to milk, rear calves, and probably led me to this path.


We loved having the children and watching them grow. Having a B and B with visitors from many countries meant they were constantly meeting people. Going to a small island school, and living on a croft, growing up with grandparents and other relatives, speaking the dialect, has been a great asset, teaching self-reliance as well as many invaluable life skills.


A small population meant that births and deaths affected everyone. A new life was greeted with joy. Grief at a death was shared, comfort, help and support freely given, and everybody attended a funeral – until recently a walking one – involving the whole island community.


Oral history was fascinating in its detail and scope. Shipwrecks, smuggling, witchcraft and superstition were discussed, as well as genealogy, and much of the relevant language was still rooted in Old Norse, such as fryteriwark for the occult.


Not all about island life was good. Having to part with your family at the age of eleven or twelve to go to the school hostel on the Mainland was very tough – for me the worst aspect – and they got home for only one weekend per term. Fog often meant even that was unpredictable. I missed my relatives and friends very much, and that was very difficult.


At first there was a ferry only fortnightly, bringing freight, and often that became three weeks because of weather. But it was just the way it was, and everyone was stocked up with essentials. Baking was done every day; bread from the bakery came only with the steamer. The post boat came three times a week.


Although isolation has drawbacks, anything is possible. I was able to study for three degrees and qualify as an associate lecturer with the Open University. Writing for Farmers Weekly and The Scotsman throughout the seventies, eighties and nineties has made us so many friends. It was a joy to record our daily lives.


North Ronaldsay has changed radically. As more and more people have moved in, the demographic has altered and the dialect and history are being lost, but change is inevitable, and the future depends on it. Since my husband Tommy died last year, I can no longer live on the croft and am back in Edinburgh. Ironically, the educational system in the islands ensured that all our family qualified for careers on the mainland or abroad. But growing up there has given them strength and stability as well as many skills, and a closeness which is invaluable.


I have many happy memories of the island: bringing cows home in the quiet evenings, births of calves and lambs, hatching chicks, the thousands of daffodils along the verges, the swallows returning every spring. Most of all, the neighbours who brought cakes straight out of the oven, others who often brought vegetables and fresh fish to the door, a neighbour who unfailingly knitted jumpers for all the children every Christmas. Kindness was reciprocal, and in times of trouble people helped each other as one big family.


There were many happy times, and many sad times. But the thread which runs through the pattern of life has always been love.


Christine Muir
Edinburgh, July 2025
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Preface


THESE short pieces have all been published previously in The Scotsman, over the last ten years. They were begun as a kind of diary, a record of what it has been like to live in a small island, during the years when our family was growing up, in stormy winters and warm, sunny summers. The years chase each other so fast that it is easy to forget the hours and days which make our lives, the starry skies of winter, the mists of May, the flocks of starlings wheeling in symmetry, and the swans with their haunting call and beating wings, as they come in to land on the loch.


In these years there have been many changes. The binders are fewer, bere corn is no longer grown, and the fields of golden stooks, the crown of the harvest, are giving way to bales of hay, and silage pits. There are different breeds of cattle now; the black Aberdeen-Angus is outnumbered by Hereford and Charolais. The coming of Loganair at the end of the sixties changed all our lives for the better, and continues to benefit us in many ways. Hydro-electricity has brought us tremendous improvements, in the last three years.


But the seasons still come and go in their accustomed pattern, bringing birth and death to the island, sowing and harvest, lambing and shearing, dyke repairs and byre work. The cattle are turned out in spring, and calves race across the fresh young grass, and seals call to each other on the skerry. The lighthouse shines out every night at sunset, as it has done for more than a hundred years, and when the dark of winter comes down from the north, and storms and gales destroy the dykes, and rain lashes across the island, the thick walls of the houses keep in the warmth of the fire.


It has been a privilege and a joy to have lived in North Ronaldsay for the last twenty-five years, and to have been able to watch our family growing up. No matter what changes the future may bring, we are lucky to have had these island years to remember.


Christine Muir,
North Ronaldsay, 1986
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Turning another page of the calendar


HERE in North Ronaldsay there are no flame-coloured carpets of crunchy leaves, or ripe apples and pears; no shiny conkers for small boys to play with, just a gradual fading of green through gold to the leached greys and browns of winter.


In the early autumn morning, the rocks outside the encircling dyke are covered with the delicate tracery of spiders’ webs. In the pools left by the outgoing tide are shells, tiny convolutes and whorls as bright as flowers, glistening wet. Scarlet, tangerine, pale pink, primrose, amber and peach, dark blue mussels and pearly ribbed cowries lie hidden among the drifting green weed. A coven of cormorants shuffle and flap bat wings on a headland.


The harvest is late here, and until September the silver sheen of oats and the prickly tassels of bere bend in the wind, sometimes driven down by rain. In North Ronaldsay, where the old rig system still exists, combine harvesters would be a problem to operate.


The harvest field is still a lively, noisy place, with the whirr of the power-driven binder, two working the machinery, and two or more stooking, eight sheaves to a stook in a field of ley oats, six for bere. Children’s bare brown legs are stubble-scratched, and fingers are blistered by the tarry binder twine. Shock-headed sheaves scatter rain water on our feet. Children play hide-and-seek among the stooks, make houses in the sheaves, and run down to the dyke to watch the seals sleeping on the rocks.


Long ago, the last sheaf was fastened up inside the barn, to bring luck to next year’s harvest, perhaps a survival of the corn maiden. The last person to finish harvesting was called ‘drulty at the gate’, but although this has been forgotten in its original context, a child who is a slow eater and last at the table is called drulty.


Silage is replacing cereal crops here, but the fields of golden stooks are beautiful in their contrast of colour and symmetry of line, against the green pastures. It is not very long since the days of the scythe.


When the stacks are built, there is a great feeling of relief. The rhubarb patch has to supply all of the jam for winter. Rich and dark, fragrant with cloves or ginger, it bubbles in the big preserving pan on the range. The last green tomatoes are made into chutney, and onions and shallots dry in the draughty barn. In the stackyard, an ancient caraway plant shakes off its crop of seeds for carvie biscuits and seed cake, and red cabbage. Before the last stack is built in October, the lamp is lit at teatime. Only the potato harvest is left, and soon the dark of winter will catch up with us.


Autumn is a misty season, and on still evenings a milky white fog creeps in from the sea, thick and swirling. The grass is wet, and a startled snipe rises suddenly at the approach of footsteps. The air is damp and salty, and in the distance, a huge liner sails past, pale lights faintly shining. The island seems to be floating in silvery whiteness.


Inside, the kitchen is warm, and the red glow of the fire lights up the room, shining on the dresser with its cups and plates, and on the books on their shelves. We draw the curtains, and shut out the night with its shadows. It is time to turn another page of the calendar. Harvest is over, and winter has crept up silently, like a ghost over the bare fields.




[image: illustration]


Seal song


EVERY morning when I get up early and look out at the sea from the upstairs window, I see more than two hundred seals in the bay. They turn somersaults, lie on their backs in the water, flapping a lazy flipper, or bob up suddenly, whiskers dripping, like a rather pompous elderly gentleman taking an early dip.


Seals are part of our life. The people of North Ronaldsay are called selkies by the rest of Orkney. Seals are all round the island, but especially on Seal Skerry, where they have their pups, and congregate for great seal conventions and singing rallies.


When the sea haar rolls in, damp and amorphous, the seals begin their strange music, high-pitched and eerie, echoing out of the mist, and blending with the gentle splash and ripple of waves on the shingle. Their voices have a curious human quality, disembodied and far off.


When I go to fetch the cow home for milking, my feet wet from the soaking grass and marsh marigolds, it is strange to hear the seal song in the silence, with the muffled boom of the foghorn diminishing into the milky white vapour.


Because there is no shooting or culling here, the seals have little fear of human beings, and come in close to the shore. When our four children paddle in the sea, a solitary seal keeping an indolent eye open for anything curious or interesting soon drums up a few friends and relatives, by some mysterious underwater signal, and heads begin to appear all round. They swim in, and follow the splashing children all the way along the beach and back, keeping pace, and watching intently.


One night when I was taking a short cut along a sandy white bay, I came round a dune and saw a large seal only four feet away. He was completely unaware of any stranger, and I could see the beads of water shining on his sleek, speckled fur, and his sharp teeth as he opened his mouth to yawn sleepily. He scratched himself with a flipper, and rolled over on his side like a dog stretching out. He snuffled and grunted, and shook the water from his head. Eventually he spotted me, and quickly sidled down the beach and into the water.


The seals used to provide lamp oil and pelts long ago, and figure in legends and songs, like ‘The Great Selkie of Sule Skerry’. Even in this island, there was said to be a man who met a seal maiden dancing on the beach, and stole her sealskin, thus capturing her for his wife. She brought her sea cows with her, and bore seven children. Eventually, however, she found her skin hidden above the lintel of the door, and escaped back to the sea, calling her cows to follow her.


Down near the pier there is always a large colony, sleeping on the rocks and sand when the tide has ebbed, or basking in the sun in summer. They are beautiful to watch. Occasionally a baby seal is stranded up on the rocks, and lost by his mother, and he is left there alone and hungry, until hopefully she manages to retrieve him at the flood tide.


Seals are not liked by fishermen. They eat large quantities of fish, damage nets, and get in the way of creel ropes. But they are a natural part of our environment, as much as the birds, and their beauty and grace fascinate us as they splash and roll in the sea. We are lucky to live so close to this elusive creature of myth and superstition, the pinnipede with at least one flipper in mankind’s door.
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Merry dancers


THE merry dancers were swaying across the sky last night, to their own esoteric music, pale diffuse streamers shot with shimmering shafts of brilliant green. Sometimes in frosty weather it is easy to imagine that we can hear their thin high crackle in the silence, as we stand shivering, looking up at the vast moving curtains of light. It is strange that there seem to be so few superstitions concerning aurora borealis, for they are an eerie, awe-inspiring sight, sometimes red and green, sometimes silvery white, like slivers of ice dancing across the sky.


With no warm glow from street lamps, or intervening hills to blot out the horizon, the island is like a ship floating between dark sea and bright sky, with the moon carving a path through the water. Orion rises slowly out of the east, and moves steadily southwards, steel-green Rigel and starry belt glittering, followed by huge Sirius the dog, loping up out of the darkness. Planets cross the sky in pre-programmed formation, Jupiter with his moons, fiery Mars, Saturn with his icy rings, and more beautiful than all the rest, Venus, morning and evening star, first to shine clear and peaceful in the west.


Children quickly learn to recognise the Plough, or Charlie’s Wain, Castor and Pollux the shining Twins, the Bull with his angry red eye, Cassiopeia’s silver throne, and the Seven Sisters of the Pleiades. Even the names are enthralling: Antares, Aldebaran, Arcturus and Altair. The wide sweep of the Milky Way is like an eternal spiral, with so many stars that they dazzle us. Shoals of shooting stars drift downwards in an arc, like the souls of the dead and unborn. Sometimes strange flickering hairst blinks scatter across the night sky in late autumn. With the outside lights of barn and byre switched off, the feeling of being swept along in the endless movement of the galaxies leaves us dizzy and breathless, searching for the Andromedan Nebula, two million light years away, the furthest the eyes can see into space.


The feeling is intensified by the smallness of the island, and the sound of the sea all around. In a city there are always neighbours’ lighted windows, the lights of buses and cars. Here, only the lighthouse cuts a wide swathe across the sleeping fields, a golden beam which leaves the dark crofts even darker with its passing.


Often satellites pursue an apparently erratic course, so difficult to follow that we have to stand and watch intently for some time, before their imperceptible movement can be traced among the stars. The moon is so close to the earth that its craters are visible, and its light is bright enough to read by. No wonder that people used to visit each other when the moon was up, and that it was symbolic, bringing good luck to those who married with a waxing moon and a flowing tide.


We lean against the haystack, out of the wind, and watch the slow procession of the constellations across the sky. The night with its coldness and brilliance is part of winter’s magic, slowing down the rush of daily life, and bringing tranquillity and peace.
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Winter comes with a blast


WINTER has come with a blast straight from the polar icecap. When the cattle are being taken in for the winter, we really know what it means to live so far north. The salt spray stings our eyes and makes our ears ache, and the bitter cold blows straight through duffel coats and anoraks. The cows know that the byres mean comfort and warmth, and only the calves born outside in summer are wary and afraid to go inside with their mothers. It takes time and patience to get them in without any fuss and noise. The dark clouds race across the moon, and the stirks run round the field bellowing, excited by the activity. Eventually, cows and calves are all inside, and the doors shut.


Washing clothes is a misery at this time, although it is much easier than it used to be when the children were babies, and all the water was heated on the top of the old black range. Everything had to be washed by hand, and rinsed in cold water. Hanging clothes out is difficult, for they slap and twist. I am halfway through yet another set of storm pegs, the only ones strong enough to keep towels on the ropes, and even then they are often ripped off and torn away by the wind. Sometimes I peg them to the stack nets, where they can dry without being blown away.


Fingernails hurt, especially when they begin to thaw out, and have to be held under the cold tap until the feeling comes back. When storms combine with low temperatures, cold sores come back and chilblains itch, and there are frost hacks on heels and fingers. I get so sleepy in winter – perhaps hibernation is the answer. In summer the island looks beautiful, green grass, white sand, blue sea. The long light of the northern latitude gives an illusion of peace, but it has to be paid for by the dark side of the year.


At night the noise of sea and storm is often deafening, as the television aerial screams and whistles, and every door and window creaks and groans like a ship in a gale. Outside, the gusts drag the breath from your throat, leaving lungs compressed against ribs, and knocking you sideways. The storms blow down whole sections of sea dykes like dominoes, and the sheltering sheep are washed away into the tide. Waves and spume come pouring in through the breach, seaweed hangs from the stacks, fish boxes and floats are thrown in on the grass. The most frightening storm I have seen was last November, when the sea came through the dyke into the stackyard. Usually the energy of the waves is dispersed when they strike the rocks below the house.


Winter is not all storms and sleet. There are days when the north wind is silent, and the sea is quiet. The rugs can be hung out on the garden wall, the doors and windows opened to let in the fresh cold air, and there are no muddy footprints to mop up. The thick encrustation of salt can be washed off the window panes, and there is a breather before the glass begins to fall again.


There is time for hobbies, or for knitting for the Isle of Sanday Knitters, a co-operative which employs many of the women. A large box of packs of wool and patterns comes by steamer, and is divided up among the knitters, then the completed articles are collected, noted down, and repacked for shipping to Sanday. The work is interesting and varied, and especially good for the elderly, because it is so creative and therapeutic, as well as an activity which keeps fingers supple.


Some people have special hobbies, like the retired crofter who paints sailing ships on translucent glass fishing floats. They are perfectly round, sometimes pale green, or a faint, clear pink, or dark green. Ships in full sail, each with a figure-head, are painted in perfect perspective, with some of the crew on deck, billowing round a perpetual ocean of glass. Each ship is accurate in detail, an actual vessel flying her company flag, name and date known.


The labrador is stretched out on the rag rug at the fire, sound asleep, chasing a dream rabbit through summer fields. The children are sleeping in their wood-lined rooms, pine once salvaged from a shipwreck. The coffee pot keeps hot on the range, and the clock ticks quietly, but outside in the dark the storm rises, sending a milk-pail rattling across the yard, and the sea roars and boils as it seethes in below the dyke.
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Fancy work for idle hands


WE HAVE a 1902 copy of ‘Mrs Leach’s Fancywork Basket’, price 1/6. It is the perfect antidote to that feeling of ennui after a busy day mucking out the byres and the henhouse, cleaning, baking, cooking, and so on. It would be difficult to collect between two covers a more bizarre collection of useless articles with which to waste a few hours.


A ‘Hen’s Head Pincushion’ in brown velvet, with red comb and wattles, round beady eyes and a beak is the most grotesque, but there are lots of equally enterprising novelties. A ‘Hanging Telegram Holder’ in brocade and silk, for the many telegrams people no doubt received in 1902. Or why not make a cup and saucer hair combings receptacle in sateen and cardboard? Because it was a coronation year the variety of variations on this theme is endless. You could enjoy creating ‘many a fancy knick-knack’ such as coronation penwipers, or a paperweight using a bust of the King, a crown pincushion, or even a needle-case decorated with Queen Alexandra’s favourite flower, lily of the valley, or perhaps knit a woollen purse to hold the new coins.


These patriotic works of art completed, we can start on the pingpong craze, evidently a novelty for 1902 ladies. How about a photograph frame in thick cardboard, in the shape of a pingpong bat, with four white velvet pingpong balls stitched on? A pingpong rattle for a baby might please a sporty mother.


Perhaps ‘Quaint Trifles from Marrow Bones’ might fill an idle moment. ‘They sell readily at Bazaars.’ The bones must be cut evenly by the butcher, then after cook has boiled them for nourishing stock, or if au naturel, the nourishing contents used as a tasty snack on toast for the master of the house, boil them again till very clean, adding a pinch of washing soda to the pot. They may then be painted or gilded and turned to account in different ways. A very useful hatpin cushion may be made from one. Pass a narrow ribbon through the hollow bone, from end to end, and tie in a bow to hang. Make a roll of horsehair, cover with bright cotton, or silk, and force it into the bone which should fit tightly.


The marrow bones set upright on a triangular foundation of heavy wood or metal make curious and novel match holders for the smoking-room. If large enough, a unique flower holder is the result, which may be tinted to resemble the trunk of an old tree. These sell well at sales. I see one flaw. Where does the water go?


Now that the marrow bones are thankfully out of the way, knitting a flower pot holder would help to pass the time. You require brown crochet cotton No. 8, and two ivory or bone knitting needles No. 5, gauged by H. Walker’s patent Bell gauge. The model is for a flower pot eleven inches in diameter. When complete, thread a cord through top and bottom to fit neatly. I never knew what our flower pots were lacking. Completely underdressed. People might talk.


You can study the advertisements for ‘Cartwright’s Middle-class Cookery’, by ‘Vera’, price 6d, or how about ‘Etiquette of Today’, while knitting another useful item. How about ‘An imitation feather boa, the very thing, well-suited for children’s school-wear. Black ostrich and Cockatoo wools give an effect very much like that of Tibet fur, when the loops are long.’ Just the thing for cold days, I might like one myself. If you have trouble with your transparent yokes, a tricky problem for delicate people who hate their woollen undervests to be visible at the shoulders, the solution is easy. Why not knit yourself a fancy opera vest, admirable for evening dresses, and a bonus – it will prevent many a chill.
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