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Foreword


My father and I crofted in Smirisary at the same time as Margaret Leigh became a crofter in the 1940s. At that time there were four families working the land; they were hard but happy days. Many an hour I spent with Margaret, exchanging stories while herding cattle.


Margaret Leigh was the only crofter in Smirisary with a horse. To the great amusement of the older folk it would not always do as she wanted it to. However, it was a great help to us all when peat had to be brought home.


Margaret very quickly became part of the crofting community and was well thought of. It all seems such a long time ago!


I am 81 years old; I have seen many changes, not least of which is the end of the crofting community as I knew it.




Katy Maclean née Gillies


Gortean


Smirisary


1996
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CHAPTER


1


I Find Smirisary


IT was in March 1940, that I first set eyes upon Smirisary. My friend Graham Croll had seen it before and told me to be sure to go there as it was the very place that would appeal to me. He was right. I had been too long imprisoned in glens, where leaning hills frowned down on me and took away the winter sun. But Smirisary—the queer name, half Norse, half Gaelic, means “butter shieling”—lay open to the western ocean, and its green crofting land, enamelled with flowers, shone like a jewel, half-ringed by hills of rock and heather. There were boats drawn up on the shore and a few houses with byres and barns scattered round the edge of the arable, all stone and nearly all thatched: enough to banish loneliness without destroying privacy. And in the midst a burn, sliding between its deeply eroded banks, too small to raise its voice against the sea. The township of five households was sheltered from the east by high braes, always steep, in places sheer, with tracks leading to more arable above and the great world beyond. There were men herding cows in little groups or vanishing over the pass with creels to the distant peat moss. Upon the burden of the surf was thrown the pattern of other sounds—a collie barking, a cock crowing, the brush of wind in withered bent and heather, the grinding of keel on shingle. Thus I found Smirisary, and even on that raw March day of wind and chilly showers, I fell in love with it. And having now lived there for four years and seen it at all seasons and in every kind of weather; and having done and suffered all sorts of things in it—pleasant, laborious, ridiculous, incredible, but never for a moment boring—I find myself more in love with it than ever.


Slithering down the precipitous footpath, I passed the back of the house in which I now live. The walls were of solid, squared stone, excellently wrought, the work of a mason building for himself. But the place had stood empty for twelve years, and the galvanised iron roof was perishing for lack of paint and gaping at the ridge, so that rain seeped down upon the rotting boards of the floor. Nothing had been removed from the interior; the door was intact and bolted, the window panes unbroken, the partitions standing. Pressing my nose against the dusty glass, I could see that there were two large rooms and one small one. It came to me that the house, if repaired, would make an attractive home; but so have I said of a dozen derelict cottages seen in my wanderings, and I thought no more about it. The thing that impressed me most was a pillar of dressed stone, surmounted by a pyramid of the same material, on which a gate had once hung. The gate was gone, and the pillar leaned at a rakish and dangerous angle in a wilderness of nettles; but it gave to the house an exotic distinction it has never quite lost. I passed through a little field full of rushes and the rustling ghosts of last year’s thistles and burdocks, and across the burn to Annie Macpherson’s house where Graham had told me to call. She stood at the door, a thin upright figure, watching the stranger approach, and Angus and her brother lingered on the byre path, also at gaze. I greeted him, and he replied in the formal careful English of a habitual Gaelic speaker. Little did I think that in three years’ time we should be chattering in the old language as we spread dung or turned hay.


I was sufficiently interested in Smirisary to write to the owner of the estate, asking to whom the empty house belonged. But I heard no more, and it appeared afterwards that he had never received my letter. An enquiry sent elsewhere went also unanswered: the house was clearly not for me, and I let the matter drop. In any case I was deep in war-time farm work in Ross-shire and the monstrous threat of that summer made the Smirisary plan—if plan it could be called—seem only one more of the impossible, visionary things we were going to do or have “after the war”. The remote Highlands were buzzing with every kind of scare—about invasion, about parachute landings, about the billeting of evacuees and of soldiers. At Fernaig, our energies were bent on food production and we thought of little else.


In December 1940, when my services on the farm were for the moment not required, I went to Barra for several weeks and wrote the greater part of Driftwood and Tangle. I had a furnished cottage, in which I lived with only a dog for company. Later, when I had returned to Fernaig for the spring work, I heard that the cottage was for sale, and nearly bought it, though it had not a square yard of land. Then news came in letters about mysterious “works” within a mile of the place, on which most of the population were employed. “An aerodrome”, I thought, and withdrew my offer. The flat machairs of the Hebrides are particularly suitable for runways, and my thoughts turned again to rocky Smirisary where there is no level ground. The “works” proved to be only a radio-location station; but in most ways I was not sorry that the plan had fallen through. Houses and land are scarce in the Outer Islands and should not be appropriated by strangers. It is better to seek a derelict place which nobody wants and put it in order. This, in theory, should arouse no jealousy or resentment, although in practice you may find yourself unpopular, like the man who wins a race with a supposedly dud horse he has picked up cheap.





CHAPTER


2


I Become a Crofter in Smirisary


IN December 1941, I was staying with Graham Croll and his mother at their farm in Morvern. From time to time we talked of Smirisary but a far more ambitious scheme had begun to ferment in our minds. It appeared that the Glenuig estate might be for sale; if so, Mrs Croll might buy it, and I would take the croft in Smirisary and we should all be together. Each evening we talked and planned for hours. There was a six-inch Ordnance map hanging over Graham’s desk and we would clamber up in turn, or even both together, gazing and measuring and discussing. Finally in January, Graham went to Edinburgh to see the proprietor, in no way deterred by hearing that the old gentleman was ill in bed. By this time I had decided to take the croft, whether Mrs Croll bought Glenuig or not, and so I asked Graham to find out about this also. Negotiations for the estate were bound to be slow—actually they lasted nine months—but house and croft had been derelict for twelve years, and could be had for the asking. So in the February following, my name was entered on the Land Court’s Register at Fort William and I became an official landholder. This was nearly two years after I had first looked upon the croft.


The reader may here ask, as most of my friends have done, why I wanted a croft at all. The question is a fair one and I will try to answer it as best I can. When at Michaelmas 1938 I left Newton—the “Trenoweth” of Harvest of the Moor—it was with the resolve to take no more active part in farming. The farm had been reasonably successful; indeed, at one time, I even toyed with the idea of buying and improving it. But a steady review of the facts dissuaded me. I was past forty and not nearly as strong as some of my activities might suggest. My only near relative was a mother over seventy, so that I could not hope to run a family farm. In the previous year, Peter, who had been with me since the first days at Achnadarroch, left to read for a degree in Agriculture, and for labour I had to choose between the expensive and scarce hired man and a succession of more or less inexperienced “mud-students”. The future promised nothing but a peck of worries, with the farm management, housekeeping, and most of the outdoor work falling on my shoulders. On the other hand, Highland Homespun and Harvest of the Moor had been well received and I had as much journalistic work as I could manage. Editors were beginning to commission articles and my publishers were asking for another book. I had always my mother’s home in Scotland to fall back upon and it seemed foolish to persist in a job which offered so little time for literature. Yet it cost me a pang to cut myself off from agriculture, without which there would have been no books. For the few things I wrote before I went on the land were anaemic and lacking in originality.


After the sale at Newton, I went to Scotland on horseback, and the course of that journey is described in My Kingdom for a Horse. The next few weeks were spent in Kerry, writing up the diaries of the ride. This work went much against the grain. The ride was over and I had lost interest in it. Also the daily labour of composition—for I was never a fluent writer—kept coming between me and the new things I wanted to see and hear. Indeed, I am surprised that My Kingdom is no worse a book than it is. For I started tired on that ride, tired to death in body and mind, and the journey, without adventure or suffering, had no lack of petty worries. I might also add the deadening influence of my companion, whom I disappointed by not being the kind of woman my books had led him to expect. This nuisance, which I suppose must afflict other writers, has dogged me incessantly.


Then, for the second time in my blasted generation, came war crashing in upon my literary schemes, as in 1914 it had broken the young ambitions of an Oxford student. Only this time I was mature and had gained some measure of wisdom and acquiescence. Literature, at least of the minor sort that can flourish only in a stable society, withered into silence or girded itself for propaganda. I returned to farming, no longer on my own account, but as assistant to the Laird, who had no one on the place but an elderly shepherd. I enjoyed the work and the company of friends but was always haunted by an unappeasable longing for independence, and it occurred to me that I might take a small croft with a cottage that would house me in winter, for on a Highland farm there is little to do in the darkest months. And, after the war, I could live there all the year round at very small cost, producing most of my own food. At that time it seemed likely that the war would be prolonged until general exhaustion and impoverishment forced a halt; and then farewell to any hope of earning money with my pen—a spade would serve me better.


On a croft, life could be reduced to the barest necessities without loss of dignity or freedom; and now that the crofting community has become the darling of Government and public alike, crofters get many advantages at very small expense. Frugality is natural in Scotland and you lose no face by it, though English blood is a handicap for the Highlander still believes that an Englishman’s pockets are full of gold. If you do not keep a car or a servant, it is not because you cannot afford it, but because you are a crank or a miser. From the worldly point of view I need not perhaps have gone to such extremes. For with an Oxford honours degree and my experience at Reading University, I might have secured some well-paid job before demobilisation closed the door on middle-aged enterprise. But twenty years of country life makes many a breach in the academic façade, and freedom has ever been the breath of my life. I would rather live on potatoes in a one-roomed shack and be my own mistress, than earn a thousand a year and own a master. Foolish as it is—for after all there is freedom wherever the spirit is free—the thought that I must, if alive and fit, do a certain thing at a certain time, in accordance with orders from someone else, makes me sick. Yet as my own employer, I can work sixteen hours a day without a murmur, and at Newton I often did so.


It was not possible for me to visit Smirisary at that time, for the spring work at Fernaig was in full swing. There had also been a tightening up of permit restrictions, by which Lochalsh and Moidart became separate areas, so that travelling between them was very difficult. But Graham, whose farm in Morvern lay within a long day’s walk of Glenuig, went over once or twice and, after consulting with Jimmy the young carpenter, reported to me on the necessary minimum of repairs. Jimmy made out specifications for material, which I ordered from the Department of Agriculture.*


In the middle of May I got a few days’ holiday, and went down to Glenuig. To my surprise the Laird, Mr Mackintosh, asked me to stay at the Big House. We had never met before, but he was a reader of my books, and that seemed a sufficient introduction. The late winter and spring of 1942 had been excessively dry; heath fires had raged uncontrolled and in many places the hill was black to the sea’s edge. But wherever the fires had been stayed, the ground was carpeted with bluebells, primroses, and marsh marigolds; and having seen Smirisary only in the dun deadness of March, I was enchanted. The material had not yet arrived, which was a pity, for I had hoped to get the roof on before the weather broke. However, I went over the house with Jimmy and the details of the work were decided upon. The war cramped our style; timber was scarce and dear, and slates unprocurable.


Then I began to cut peats for the winter. The best banks at Smirisary were far away on the hill, in places remote and inaccessible. Carrying a full creel of peats on my back, even for a short distance, completely defeats me, and it was essential to get a bank that could be reached with a pony. So I was given a stance at the south-western corner of a big flat called the Laran Mor, about three-quarters of a mile from my house. I borrowed a peat-knife from a neighbour who had finished with it and every morning cut and spread busily, returning to the Big House for lunch. Sometimes I went back in the afternoon also.


The Laran Mor is a lonely spot, remote from the usual tracks. Yet many people came to see how I was getting on, though with Highland tact ostensibly bent upon some other business. I have since come to dislike the Laran Mor, because of its spongy surface and the wide drains that have to be leaped over with a bag of peats on one’s back or waded through with leaky Wellingtons. But now the long drought had dried it up and it was not without charm; a perfectly flat expanse of several acres, once drained and cultivated by a laird who cared for farming, but now, after a long twilight of neglect, gone back to moss and rushes. For of all soils, the black peat is the hardest to subdue and the first to return to the wild. Encircled by hills and knollies of heather and rock, it might have been miles inland, except that on days of heavy north-westerly swell you could hear the sea. The sky was full of larks and their song recalled, not without sadness, the cutting of peat on Bodmin Moor, which was also the first job that Peter and I did at Newton. The ancient, satisfying pleasure of laying up stores for the winter came to me again, but now more subdued because I was alone, and a pleasure unshared is halved. I had to leave before the peat was ready to lift but Alan, the neighbour who had lent me the peat-knife, undertook to stack it when fit, and a fine job he made of it.


There were also lighter moments, when Mr Mackintosh took me fishing on Loch na Bairness, a large fresh-water loch high up in the hills; and we rowed among islets thick with trees, in startling contrast with the shores where browsing deer had kept down the vegetation. He was a good fisherman and, what is more, an excellent cleaner of boots; and this may have been the only occasion on which a laird cleaned a crofter’s shoes. Here too I first met Maisie Bright, who was to be a good friend to me.


In July, when I was busy with the hay at Fernaig, I heard that the last of the material had arrived: as Jimmy wittily remarked, it was coming in penny numbers. Every so often I had to sign a receipt for a sack of cement or a bundle of planks or a bag of nails, guided by faith alone, since I could only assume that the goods specified had reached Lochailort Station. But in spite of appalling rain, or perhaps because of it since Jimmy had a croft to work when weather permitted, the house was finished in August, a fortnight before schedule. It was vexatious not to be there in person and, as it turned out, my absence cost me dear. But I did not wish to leave the farm in the middle of the hay-making.


I have always loved pioneering. To make a thing from the beginning is far better than to take it over ready-made. Above all things I would have liked to carve a farm out of an uninhabited island, and that before Ronald Lockley and Fraser Darling had set a fashion in these things. But realism and common sense quickly disposed of this dream. A woman no longer young, too weak to lift a hundredweight bag or crank a marine engine, without husband or brothers or male friends to help, I must be content with a very small achievement. To repair a ruined cottage, to make a garden, and bring into cultivation a croft that would support a cow and a pony was all that I could hope to do single-handed. With good land already in cultivation and more conveniences, I could have achieved far more per working hour and I have often been asked why I did not take a better holding. Some years ago I might have thought of it. But now, being alone and with just enough to live on, I do not feel justified in occupying land that might support a family. Nor do I wish to stir up the deep-seated resentment—unreasonable enough in a monogamous community with surplus women running into millions—against spinsters who do or have anything on their own account. However small and poor the croft, I have at least the satisfaction that no one else wants it and, far more than that, I can grow most of my own food, supply my neighbours with winter milk and vegetables and leave one small corner of the Highlands a little better than I found it.





 


 


 


* Material for repairs to croft houses and buildings are supplied to bona fide crofters at a cheap rate, carriage paid.





CHAPTER


3


I Settle In


IN the third week of October, the season’s work at Fernaig ended with the potato-lifting and I was free to leave for Smirisary. At Fort William I met Maisie Bright, who had asked me to stay with her at Glenuig till my own house was ready to live in. We had lunch at the Lochailort hotel and then walked down to the crumbling, slippery little pier from which, at no specific time but just when everything was ready, the store-boat would leave for Glenuig. The pier was a long mile’s walk from the station.


Transport, whether in plan or execution, seemed to be our main activity, as it was certainly our favourite topic of conversation. So I had better explain how the inhabitant of Smirisary, his goods, his livestock, and his visitors got from the road and railway at Lochailort to what must have been one of the remotest inhabited places in Britain. In the old days, the journey, if strenuous, was simple. You travelled all the way in your own rowing or sailing boat or, if the weather was unsuitable, you walked. There was no shop nearer than Kinlochmoidart, eight miles distant, and no public service but the post, which was carried on horseback.


When the war began, there was a daily pony post for letters and parcels, and a local motor-boat which went up to Lochailort once a week for heavy goods and passengers. Later, when military camps were established in the district, the boat (weather permitting) ran every day and carried the mails. After the war, it ran only three days a week and, on the alternate days, letters but not parcels were carried by a postman who went on foot.


The store-boat was a solid, beamy little craft, seaworthy and serviceable, but her engine was getting old and no longer very sure. Neither oars nor sail were carried and, in case of a prolonged breakdown, there was nothing for it but to go ashore in the dinghy. In any case, the store-boat went no farther than Glenuig, two miles on the near side of Smirisary, or, if specially chartered, to the private pier at Samalaman which lay between the two. From here to Smirisary, rowing boats must be employed; and in these there was an awful uncertainty for they were dependent on the vagaries of wind, weather, and tides, and on the moods and occupations of their owners. The alternative was a bridle-path impassable for wheels except in one or two places near a big house and, at its worst, bad enough even for a saddle or pack horse. But rough as it was, it prevented Glenuig and Smirisary from being what they almost were—island townships.


To return to ourselves. The only other passenger was the priest. Though the people of Glenuig were Catholic almost to a man, there was in ordinary times no resident priest; the church was served once in three weeks from Mingarry. But, for the sake of Catholic soldiers in the camps, a priest had been stationed at Glenuig, so that those who once heard Mass only every three or four weeks, then heard it every day. Such were the strange results of war.


To me there was something pleasantly familiar in Father Bradley’s dark aquiline face, and I was not surprised to learn that he was born in West Cornwall. There was a tang of salt water about him, and his oilskins, long boots, and a scar that might have been made with a cutlass gave him a nautical, even a piratical, appearance, as though he had been private chaplain to a buccaneer. He was sitting in the boat with a gun across his knees and as we went down the loch he took an occasional shot at cormorant or duck, the store-boys steering to suit the chase. It was a calm, beautiful day and we chugged placidly through the narrow channels, threading our way among skerries with the tide-rip chattering against the bows. But when we left Roshven and were well out in the open Minch, a long swell came in from the west and set the boat rolling. Beyond the green flat of Forsaidh where a filmy waterfall descends the face of the rock, we came to a point where the huge boulders are rounded and polished by the ceaseless working of the swell.


At that moment, the priest spied a long, thick plank rising and falling in the seas. Much timber was coming ashore in those days, especially on the opposite coast of Arisaig, which lay exposed to the south-west, and one bay over there was said to be as full of logs and planks as a timber-merchant’s yard. The engine was stopped and the boat brought alongside the plank, which must have been about sixteen feet long, and heavy. As the priest and the two young men hung over the side to haul it on board, Maisie and I watched the swell climbing and heaving upon those polished rocks and subsiding with a hiss, so silken soft and yet appalling in its latent power. Only a day as calm as that would have suffered us to drift so near, with engine stopped and three men hanging over the gunwale. A few minutes later we opened up Glenuig bay.


Seen from the sea, the whole place could be taken in at a glance, it was so small. A glen in miniature, with a burn in the midst, a few scattered crofts, with rigs of corn and potatoes and hay, all turned by hand and scarcely bigger than gardens. By the rough boulder pier was the store and the school and, a little apart on a knoll of trees, the church. You might see a cow or two, some goats and hens, perhaps a man herding; only at church-time and on “Ration Day” was there much traffic, and that all on foot for there was no vehicle but the estate cart. Far from the turmoil of sword and speech, Glenuig kept in its heart not only the peace of all wild places, but the quietness that comes from settled lives and simple faith, where men are still cradled in a great tradition now almost gone from a blasted world.


When I say that it is this quietness, this remoteness from a society corrupted by power and maddened with greed and fear, that gives to places like Glenuig their unique beauty, the inhabitants, many of whom have spent their youth working in cities, may smile at this as a pose, a mere literary affectation on the part of someone who can afford to come for a little while and go again when wearied. Or they may be angry, as if I were suggesting that they were mere bumpkins, though it was shepherds who first saw the star. I have heard people say, “What do you see in this place that is beautiful? We think it ugly!” Yet I am certain that when these same people, after long absence in Glasgow or London or on the high seas, come chugging home in the store-boat or, having missed it, walk the rocky miles by Alisary and Roshven, they will be glad that Glenuig is not quite like other places. They may not admit it; one does not kiss and tell. But there it is.


I found that Father Bradley was living in Maisie’s house until a cottage could be made ready for his use. This housing of a priest greatly intrigued her Protestant relations, who doubtless feared the thin end of the Roman wedge. But, as she said, they need not bother themselves; the priest was good company and a great help in housekeeping, since he shared with her the food and coal so freely offered by the faithful. He would light the fire before he went out to say Mass and was always ready to wash dishes or fry us the fish he caught. Being qualified in medicine, he would attend the sick—a great thing when the nearest doctor was at Arisaig from whence it was hard to entice him.


Next day I went down to Smirisary to see what had been done in my absence. Looking down on the house from the crest of the brae, I saw with surprise not the raw metallic sheen of new galvanised iron, but a picturesque expanse of reddish brown, not unlike old tiles. I looked again, and then it dawned upon me that this was rust. The sheets were not galvanised at all but were made of that mild black steel used for Nissen huts, which goes out from the factory without any kind of weather-proofing. The result in our damp Highland climate can easily be imagined. The sheets had been only six weeks in place and were already half rusted through. They had cost me thirteen pounds. According to Jimmy, they were nearly as bad when they came off the train and he had wondered if he should send them back. They would not, he added in his quiet way, last very long. They didn’t. Two years later, their remains, scattered about the foreshore by a storm, were too brittle to handle without breaking. But we shall hear of this again.


If the roof was disappointing, the joiner work was beyond praise. Jimmy was a fine craftsman, with a real love of his work, and everything was done in a neat and tradesmanlike manner. There was a smooth, wooden floor in the living-room and an open fireplace with hobs built up with stones and cement. The whole house was lined with planed white boards, with a sheen on them like satin. There were new windows with large panes, and a solid new door.


My next job was to get the place painted and cleaned. I would leave Maisie’s house immediately after breakfast, and return at nightfall—a two-mile walk each way. The first day I took a dinner piece, but got such a scolding from Annie that I never dared to do it again. Henceforward, I had both dinner and tea at her house, preceded by a good clean-up with paraffin and hot water. No one ever did me a greater kindness, for of all wretched things the getting of a meal for oneself in the midst of a grimy and exhausting job is the wretchedest. We always spoke in Gaelic; I could already read and write fluently, and was resolved to master the far greater difficulties of conversation. It is to the kindness and long-suffering of my friends in Smirisary and Glenuig, who were willing to hear me murder the tongue of their fathers, that I owe what little skill I may possess in this beautiful and difficult language.


First I painted the roof with black bitumen paint, in the hope of checking the rust. I donned a suit of dungarees, borrowed a ladder, and went aloft with paint-pot and brush, having first scraped off as much rust as I could with a steel brush. If painting is a vile job, scraping is a viler: you are blinded with red dust and the noise would fray the nerves of a Clydeside riveter. I noticed various people watching me discreetly from doorways, for no one had ever seen a woman painting a roof. Angus came to help me shift the heavy ladder from front to back. He was careful to see that the bottom was safely wedged with stones, and his “Feuch nach tuit thu” (see that you don’t fall) made me sure of the pronunciation of at least one Gaelic phrase. I hate working on ladders; indeed, I had previously been able to avoid it. But now it was inevitable, and the weariness of the work was increased by the strain of overcoming my fear, especially on the top rung of a ladder too short for the job.


But there were compensations. After the storms of summer and early autumn, November came serene and golden. My house faced west, with only the sea before it, so that the afternoon sun lay on it all the year. The nagging wind we had fought so long had fallen and sometimes it was so still that the burnished surface of the sea reflected the slow billowing heave of golden clouds. Astride of the ridge, with black and sticky hands and tarry spatters on my face, I watched the islands change and darken as the sun sank lower and listened to the silky murmur of the swell. Now and again I would see the sleek dark head of a seal, or porpoises rolling by like segments of wheels, and would hear the haunting call of migrating geese far up in the sky. I was quite alone, often tired, but intensely happy, with that serene content which is born of constructive work out of doors; for nothing else, except creative art, gives the same sense of release and fulfilment. Even the roof looked well in its slaty blue-black; I forgot about the rust, though all the time the insidious enemy was working unseen. Then I painted the old woodwork a royal blue, but left the satiny new boards as they were. At last, after a good scrub through, I was ready for the furniture.


This, needless to say, did not amount to much for my own simple plans were made even simpler by the scarcity and dearness of everything. On my return from Glenuig in the spring I had bought a few things in Inverness—a kitchen table, a dresser, two Windsor chairs, and some household utensils. From my mother’s house in Ross-shire, now let furnished, I had removed, between tenants, some other things that I thought would not be missed. The goods from Inverness had arrived some weeks before, and were lying at the pier-head under a tarpaulin. When the stuff from Stromeferry had also come, I went to see my neighbour, Alan, who had a large boat, and arranged for the transport of the furniture in two boat-loads. But that was only a beginning. To secure a boat and crew was one thing, but to find a suitable day, with light offshore wind, no swell, and high water at a convenient hour, was another. In winter, the spring tides, which were the best for landing heavy loads at Smirisary, fall awkwardly, high water being between six and eight, too early in the morning and again too late at night.


At last came a fine, calm day, with high water at noon and a light northerly breeze. I met Alan and his son, Angus, at the boat cove, which was called Port an Doicheall, or the harbour of grudging or inhospitality—and well the name suited it. The beach was of coarse shingle, shelving to a rough floor of jagged rock exposed at low water. The only shelter was afforded by a lump of rock called Seann Rudha or Old Point, which at the highest tides became an island. It received the first shock of the waves, and on days of heavy swell the seas would break over it with a shattering roar, as if it were far out in the Atlantic. Other rocks, some tilted and sawlike, some square like ruined castles, rose abruptly from the shingle and grass of the foreshore, their grimness softened by sheets of orange lichen or tussocks of sea pink. Sometimes they were hollowed into caves, often split into fissures called geos,* in which imprisoned waves threw up sudden arms of spray and made loud reports like gun-fire.


The boats, four of them, of various sizes and weights but all solid and with heavy oars, were pulled well above the highest tide-mark, each lying in a berth scooped out of the shingle and approached by paths cleared of the largest stones. For the pebbles, if you could call them so, were difficult to walk on and no one with corns should go near Port an Doicheall, especially with a burden on his back. The only convenience was a rude slip built of boulders heaped together, many of the upper ones having been displaced by storms, so that the surface was even worse than the shingle below. The agility with which the men of Smirisary, bred to this work from boyhood, would leap from rock to rock in slippery rubber boots, with heavy loads on their backs, without a slip or a stumble, never ceased to excite my admiration, while I, having come to the place too late, would pick my way cautiously like a cat on hot bricks.


We laid down sticks for the keel to run on, with a little rotten seaweed as lubricant, and soon had the boat at the water’s edge. The two men rowed, while I sat idly in the stern watching the progress of a journey that was to become very familiar. Steering with oars alone, we threaded our way through a maze of rocks, some clear of the water, others submerged or awash and the seas breaking over them. We had not gone far before the northerly breeze freshened and steep little waves began to slap against the bows. Alan wanted to turn back, but his son and I persuaded him to go on as the breeze, now against us, would be fair when we returned with our load. After a hardish pull and some water aboard, we loaded the things most urgently needed and returned without incident.


At the shore we were met by one or two neighbours, who helped us to pull up the boat, while Jimmy and Alan’s Angus carried up the stuff, so that all I had to do was to unpack and arrange it. Much of the old community spirit survived in Smirisary, for everyone at hand, seeing a local boat come in would hurry to the shore to haul up the boat and carry the cargo.


Certain other things arrived as weather and human moods permitted. My mother, thinking that I must be tired at night, sent me a spring interior mattress. This, described by one of the men as a “bolster”, arrived casually on top of a boat-load of firewood, preserved only by Providence from rolling into the sea. Later on, when I was away for a spell of work at Fernaig, Jean Croll and her friend, Walter, brought a chest of drawers which Jimmy had made out of an old kitchen table and some pieces of plywood. In the same boat was a parcel of clean linen from the laundry. When I returned, I found the chest of drawers in the house, but of the parcel not a sign. I searched high and low, even in the Samalaman boathouse, in case it had been left behind. Finally, I searched the shore, but without much hope, as there had been spring tides and a gale since the boat’s coming. About a week later, when I had resigned myself to the loss of three sheets and as many pillow-slips, it happened that Angus Ruairidh* was walking on the shore and saw in the tide-wrack a whitish object, which proved to be a parcel done up with string only, the paper having been stripped off by the waves. I saw him coming up from the shore, with something heavy under his arm and a broad smile on his face. The sheets were intact, though slightly soiled by sand and weed, and inside the pillowslips were several small shrimps. We rinsed all the linen in the burn and then washed it, and it was none the worse. Not often does the sea surrender its spoil so meekly. Not long afterwards I saw in the Oban Times an advertisement asking for information about “a chest of drawers, containing clothes, etc., washed off the pier, Isle of Jura, on January 27th”. I doubt if the owner of the “clothes, etc.”, though equally careless, was as lucky as I.


That first winter I slept, ate, cooked, and lived in the kitchen. I had a good lamp and a comfortable bed, a dresser with a few dishes and books on its shelves, a couple of Windsor chairs, a square of green cork linoleum, and a pair of rugs made of heavy sacks opened out, washed, and adorned with coarse woollen embroidery. The sitting-room was not yet in order and the “closet” at the back, which later became my spare bedroom, I used as a sort of scullery and store-room. The house was bare, almost austere, but I kept it clean and tidy and it soon had an air of home.
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