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Author’s Note


This is a portrait of crofting life in the bare and sometimes bitter landscape of Scotland’s North-East Lowlands. It is, closely reconstructed, the life of one crofter man in particular and, beyond that, the wider story of a croft and its people. Their time is past and done with now but their days were typical of the crofting experience in that old countryside. It is a record assembled mainly from a family’s folk memory and to avoid any undue embarrassment I have blurred Willie Gavin’s real identity. To his folk, who gave so freely of their memories, I am deeply indebted.
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Introduction


Having published The Ballad and the Plough at the relatively late age of fifty in 1978, David Kerr Cameron gave notice of a significant new talent on the Scottish literary scene. This book was the story of the old farmtouns – big farming units that dominated the Scottish agricultural landscape from the mid 1800s till the Second World War. They were the basis of a whole way of life, employing large numbers of men and women, whose children populated parish schools before they themselves took their place in the cycle of rural life. They survived in an atmosphere of hard work, camaraderie and dry, good humour that produced a rich texture of life, even if the material reward for their efforts was no more than a pittance. The way of life was petering out in David Kerr Cameron’s childhood of the 1930s, but not before the boy had gathered enough of its essence to produce this masterpiece.


Two years after the publication of The Ballad and the Plough, and encouraged by its success, he produced his second book, Willie Gavin, Crofter Man, a work which celebrates a way of life far removed from that of the big fermtouns. Another integral component of the Scottish rural scene, the crofter was at least his own boss, though his work was no less hard or more financially rewarding because of that.


David Kerr Cameron observed rural life from the heart of Aberdeenshire, where his paternal grandfather was grieve (the Scots word for a farm overseer) to Lord Aberdeen at his Haddo



House estate. His own father was a typical horseman of the day, employed on the old farmtouns, moving if necessary from one to another at the term-times of May and November, or staying for as long as he and the farmer were in agreement.


Cameron was born in March 1928 and went to school at the villages of Tarves and Pitmedden, leaving at fourteen to become a milk-boy at Cairnbrogie farm. (As an interesting aside – and in view of his later literary success – these farms were next door to the Gight estate, family home of a boy called George Gordon who achieved fame under the name of Lord Byron.) Young Cameron was of the generation that just missed conscription during the Second World War but was nevertheless in time for the compulsory National Service that claimed most able-bodied youth in the post-war years. Returning from service with the RAF, he became an agricultural engineer. But he had written a good essay at school and never forgot his headmaster’s nod towards a career in journalism. It was advice he clearly took to heart. Whilst standing in for the agricultural editor during my early days on the Aberdeen Press and Journal, I recalled the occasional freelance contribution landing on my desk from a totally unknown David Kerr Cameron. It was clear the man could write. As a minor journalist myself at the time, I didn’t realise I was making judgments on the work of one who was not only more mature in years but was on the first rung of a ladder that would take him to prominence as one of the best Scottish writers of the twentieth century.


He quietly entered the world of journalism with the Kirriemuir Herald before joining the staff of the Press and Journal as a sub-editor and then heading south to a similar post on the Daily Telegraph in Fleet Street, where he spent the rest of his career and emerged as a writer of real substance. It has long been the inclination of many a newspaper sub-editor to turn towards writing, believing they can surely do better than some of the



over-blown prima donnas whose mediocre efforts they are obliged to knock into shape before inflicting them on an unsuspecting public, and it was maybe this feeling that spurred David Kerr Cameron to write the books that merit him a place in the world of Scottish letters.





Willie Gavin was a real-life figure, disguised along with others for the sake of family members and friends. In fact, as Cameron later told me quite openly, he was writing about his own maternal grandfather, Willie Porter, a crofter from the North-East who was a truly authentic representative of his breed in all his inherited dour devotion to the land. To the outsider it may make little sense to enslave yourself to such a life of unremitting hardship and drudgery, but to the Willie Gavins of this world there was no choice: it was all in the blood, deep in the marrow of the bone. They accepted a bond with the land that would never be broken and never be questioned.


Some crofters would divide their time between the land and another job to improve their chances of financial survival. In Willie’s case, that other job alone could have kept him afloat, even brought him prosperity, for he was a stone-mason of uncommon skill and ingenuity. But that was not enough to satisfy the proper balance of this man’s life.


Whereas soil that was thin or stony was of no interest to the owners of the farmtouns, this was precisely the kind of terrain the crofters would try to make fertile. Kerr Cameron paints a beautifully lyrical picture of how the crofter took on this thankless task, ‘stitching the quilt of the landscape’ in the tucks and folds of the countryside where ‘small fields fought for a foothold with the whins and the broom, forever in danger of losing ground as they supported their inmates in that special thraldom of hope that distils slowly to the acuteness of despair’. What a beautiful and sensitive observation of the crofter’s work.



It was a way of life that would draw to a close, coinciding movingly with Willie Gavin’s own passing. The crofters’ landscape was indeed an ancient one; their ways and qualities were those of a vanished world.


When Willie was seventy-five and in failing health he knew it was time for his tenancy to end, a realization which turned him quiet and withdrawn. Before his last ‘hairst’ (harvest) he was hoeing his turnips, and one day, Grannie Gavin went to cry him in when he didn’t come home for dinner. She found him sprawled between the drills. They brought him home in his barrow, not yet dead but near enough. Whatever the circumstances of his end, Willie Gavin had lived like most of his breed – with a rare dignity, strange and beautiful.


Jack Webster
March 2008











1


The Old Crofter Man


Willie Gavin inherited two things from his father: his new tile hat and the old Gavin croft. The one he wore long to funerals after that fashion had turned to the bowler; the other was a heartbreak to him, all of his days. Yet he would not leave it; the croft was in his blood, gripping him like a fever. He had been born into the dark recess of its box-bed and it had beckoned him from the cradle. He was never able to see past its old thatched dwelling and the rickle of its old biggings, or to lift his gaze beyond the immediate horizon of its small bare fields.


If ever a man should have sold his inheritance, it was Willie Gavin; and it is difficult now to know what possessed him, and drew him into the life. A love for the land perhaps, and its possession; a hunger certainly for that strong identity and continuity of family and race that passes down in an ancestral landscape – a hunger no less in the bare Lowlands of Scotland’s North-East than in the wilder glens of the West, with their memory of the brutal Clearances. Whatever it was, in Willie Gavin it ran deep, and like most of his kind, and for most of his life, he ran in the double harness that was the curse of the old crofting existence: working away by day and coming home to do his croft work by night, often enough by the light of the wintry stars. The bitter irony of it was: he had no need to. Other men might take on crofts, with their ceaseless work and their treadmill slavery, to keep themselves and their families out of the chill charity of the parish poorhouse; Willie Gavin was a craftsman



and a good one at that, a master stonemason in that now-distant time when biggings for both man and beast had been accorded the dignity of stone, and sometimes the grandeur of granite, and when the glint and sparkle of mica in the landscape had drawn the eye constantly to the old builders’ skill. In that time before the fraudulence of the composition block and the instant obscenity of asbestos scarred the countryside, men like Willie Gavin had built their own memorials in the old stone biggings that would long outlast them and the sons who came after them. His skill in his prime, folk said, was proverbial and even now, in that bleak landscape that lies between the blue mound of the Grampians and the growl of the grey North Sea there are old men who will stop in the bygoing to take a look at the simple harmony of an old farmtoun or the plain lines of a stark grey kirk among the trees and say quietly: ‘Willie Gavin biggit it’ – meaning not that his was the hand that chiselled its every stone but that his was the eye that gave it dour grace.


The tribute might have pleased the crofter man well enough had he heard it, for certainly, had he been minded to, he might have set himself up in a fine, stone-built house on the edge of the little quarrytoun that had taught him his trade. There he could have put past a winter of ease after the hard-building of summer. And had he, like so many of the old North-East masoning men, been tempted to the States for a season or two of work, there was no telling: he might have become a rich man with a trowel in his hand. It would have been a wonder, people said, for the folk over there to see the ease with which his eye could take the pure lineaments of the stone out of the grey granite lump. And surely there had been folk who would have been pleased to see the back of him for a while for other reasons, for all his life Willie Gavin had that awkward, unbending kind of integrity that made other folk uncomfortable. As a masoning boss he drove hard – punctilious about time-keeping, strict on the avoidance of oaths



(even when the chisel slipped), demanding at times the kind of workmanship that was beyond the lesser-gifted. He was never an easy man to please, or to work with.


But it was the croft, not the masoning trade, that was his life: he cared little about the stone he could so easily master, much more for the soil he never could conquer. Folk said whiles that he cared more for his bit grun, his land, than he did for his wife and bairns and maybe he did; rotting fences would have to be replaced supposing they should all of them starve, which they often damned nearly did. He would have been a poor crofter man had it been otherwise. All the same, his creed was iron-clad and he was as hard on himself as he was on everyone else: however sharp the hunger in his belly he would clean and oil his spade, or sharpen his scythe and set it away against the next day’s work, before he stepped indoors for his own supper. For all that, his family found it difficult to forgive him. And the old croft betrayed him.


It took its toll slowly, consuming him, honing him with work, morning and night, year after year. By the time he came to put away his mason’s white moleskins for the serviceable cords in a landsman’s brown that would take him through his years of retirement, it had begun to drain him. That was the way of it with the old crofter men. His measured stride as he stepped round his biggings or through his small cornyard (tightening a thatch-rope here and there) after a bad night of storm or high wind, would falter a little now and then, and as the challenge of harvest or the rush of spring work drew on you could see him begin to gird himself mentally for the onslaught.


But his obsession with his small fields remained undimmed. And though his ladder legs had forsaken him, he still built his few ricks of hairst with his own hands. Now and then folk would tryst him away, putting the occasional job of masoning his way, mindful of the careful workman he still was. The old crofter



man took the work, glad of the siller it would bring in, repointing the school playground wall maybe, or repairing the kirkyard dyke, and for a day or two the old magic would return as he handled simple stones with his old arrogance and the speed of the trowel awakened a memory of the man he had been. But maybe it all mattered little to him by then, for who was there to see him? Just the school bairns let out for their playtime, or the ghosts of earlier Gavins long into the kirkyard and finally at peace. Long before the end of the afternoon he would be away home, mindful of the load of turnips he had still to barrow into the byre or the hay he might turn in the swath before the night air came down.


Always his fields drew him home, and his small hairsts, hard won though they were, were a delight to him; they put a lightness, a jauntiness almost, into his step as he took down the croft close in the morning to get his scythe, sharpened and waiting, and strode into the standing corn. For Willie Gavin that was a moment of fulfilment, of consummation, and maybe you had to be a crofter man yourself to understand it. By then, the young fresh-faced mason man of the proud farmsteads and the stark kirks had himself grown gaunt: frail and grizzled, his tall sinewy frame stooped in the shoulders from the careless unconcern of too many wettings and damp clothes and the rheumatic rewards they could bring. The heavy Kitchener that had been the manly adornment of his youth had for long seemed too heavy a burden on that austere face, and the skin had begun slowly to waxen and tighten over the cheekbones. Willie Gavin had come to look what he was: the old, archetypal crofter figure.


Near the end of his days, and as the clouds of war loomed dark over the countryside, his smallholding and his few beasts became his entire life and he was never happy away from them, not even in his Sabbath pew. He would be anxious to be home, in case a stirk should sicken. Twice a year, though, he would willingly put



on his best tweeds, his Sabbath patent boots and his bicycle clips and set off with the other crofter men for the estate office, his half-year’s rent in the frayed wallet he kept closed with one of Grannie Gavin’s old black-elastic garters. There, with the tenants of the farmtouns (some of them men of substance), the croft men would be given a bottle of ale, a token of the laird’s esteem (or maybe to stifle complaint) as their siller was counted into his safe and entered upon the grand page of his ledger. That ale was like fine wine on Willie Gavin’s lips, a sacrament almost as potent as the Communion he took regularly in his own plain kirk. That day, that conclave of farming men, gave him status as a holder of land. It gave him identity. Maybe that was important to Willie Gavin and to the old crofter men like him. It is difficult to say now, for they were a different breed entirely; and they spoke seldom of the hopes that drove them.


Folk said that Willie Gavin was a dour man and likely he was, for he had never had the facile gift for friendship and, God knows, he never had but little to smile about. His plight was the same as that of the other croft men: the silver that came in from one year’s harvest was already bespoken for next year’s seed. It was always so. Far away, in Edinburgh and London, there were kindly pinstriped men who worried about Willie Gavin and his kind. Masters of the careful form and the unshakeable statistic, they looked at the old crofting landscape with genuine concern, shaking their heads on the homeward trains and calling its way of life a finely balanced economy. Theirs was a flight of the wildest fantasy. Its reality was a stark subsistence, often at its lowest ebb.











2


A Patch of the Lonely Moor


The crofts came down in the generations like a good watch or a tinker’s curse, sifting the men and imposing their own kind of suffering on their women; they preserved a close patriarchal society. They stood all round that cold countryside, singly and in the colonies that emerged and endured, though more sparsely, into the 1930s, anachronistic memorials to men with impossible dreams. They sat everywhere on the fringe of the good farming ground, in everybody’s way, though nobody would have given you a thank-you for their sour bit parcels of land or their damp dwellings. They stitched the quilt of the landscape where the farmtouns lost interest, where the soil was thin or stony and, often enough, practically non-existent – on the edge of the moor, the side of the moss, the steep brae-face of the hillside where even the sure-footed Clydesdale was hard put to it to stand its ground and the plough came up from its down-furrow on its side, its draught beyond the power of any beast. It was a compromise that avoided the reproach of outright defeat, though it made for a poor, protracted agriculture.


But that had mattered little to the crofter men, for they existed always beyond the uttermost pale of respectable farming, their quaint ways at times almost an endorsement of the events that had placed them there. Gathered on the bare hillside, in the tucks and folds of the countryside, their small fields fought for a foothold with the whins and the broom, forever in danger of losing ground as they supported their inmates in that special



thraldom of hope that distils slowly to the acuteness of despair. It was no wonder whiles if their folk went quietly mad with a strange lucidity of mind that knew itself to be at odds with the landscape. Yet they would not quit, though neighbour and laird were against them, for where else could they go? They faced both whiles for the land they had so hardily won, whether from the moor or the hill; blessed the rushes that sprouted as the ready material of thatch for their few ricks of harvest while knowing the warning they gave: they were there by nature’s tolerance.


The crofts had been there for as long as most folk could mind, going back to that time of the land improvers and their harsh inexorable rule of change, when their first biggings had been little better than beggarly hovels. In that maelstrom the crofts had taken the poor ground and it is likely that their early tenants, those men and women who carved them from the hill and the moor, were often those shaken loose from the multi-tenanted farmtouns of the ancient landscape – the folk left sadly without affiliation as the new single-unit farmtouns of an improved agriculture rose over the ruins of their old dwellings and the time-hallowed pattern of their run-rigs.


Sometimes, it is true, the great farming improvements of the late 1700s and early 1800s were the work of lairds of integrity, men with a sense of compassion. But they, too, were caught in the fever of change as they geared their estates to the new high farming that would keep agriculture (and food production) apace with the Industrial Revolution. Just as surely, they marked out the ground, laying the good acres together to form their new farmtouns, thrusting the sub-tenants of the old communities overnight – and at best – into the role of hired hands and the indignity, twice yearly, of the feeing fair. It would have been surprising if hardy men had not chosen, at times, to secede from that new order.


Often the crofts hugged the roadside as though they were afraid to leave it; sometimes they sat away at the back of the hills



on the lonesome end of some stony track. Occasionally, even the track would peter out so that a man leaving the old holding in a hurry would put his bike on his back and strike over the fields for the nearest known road. A postman, to find some of them, would have to know the parish from childhood. Not that it mattered greatly: few of the croft folk took such a thing as a posted newspaper, weekly or daily, and most dwelt blissfully incommunicado and innocent of the world’s affairs. And even when someone wrote them a letter (which was seldom), by the time it reached them the delay had smothered that immediacy which is the vital spark of communication. Only the seed catalogues were perused with any semblance of urgency and these at least were kept for a month or two – an indication of their importance – before being carefully quartered for the privy nail. Packmen, though, called upon these lonely outposts, stumbling on them almost by accident as they crested a hill. Their very isolation, where no merchant called, in some cleft of the land where the silence was immortal, made them venues of fast trade, though doubtless their voracious, peat-reeked occupants scared the hell out of the packman. There were other places still, so far from the beaten paths of civilisation that they were as lost to the Word of God as to the Post Office. The track had long defeated the minister’s bike. Their strange inhabitants dwelt there in the peace of all eternity and even the tinkers avoided them.


Of that rage for improvement, the birth of crofting was maybe the greatest betrayal of all; it deluded men, then trampled on their dreams. Folk took on crofts for the independence they thought they gave and doomed themselves to long disappointment. They believed they were perhaps putting a tentative first foot on the farming ladder and found instead that their position was untenably ambiguous in that new countryside and in a restructured society: they were neither masters nor hired men.



Sometimes the croft’s appeal lay in the deep-seated desire for a house that would be a home, settled and secure, in that new farming landscape of the tied house and the wandering cottar; the occupants found soon enough that the laird was sometimes as hard to please, and always to pay.


For all his sad past, the crofter was (and remains) a charismatic figure, a romantic one even. He stands in the grey gloam of history indistinguishable at times from the ancient cottar, a man whose alternative lifestyle still sheds its deep attraction for wearied city folk. He has begotten his own mythology. The poor cottar stands nowhere so richly robed in legend. Yet it was the crofter who was the new man on the landscape. We can speak of him safely only after the days of Improvement and the betrayal of the Clearances. Always he is a lonely figure.


Climate and temperament, as well as terrain, distanced men of Willie Gavin’s kind from their crofting contemporaries of the West. One, with the sad Gaelic of his song, lived in the kind of pastoral tradition that Moses himself might not have found unfamiliar; Willie Gavin’s world was rooted in the arable pattern of the bare eastern seaboard with its harder lifestyle and its hardier men. The Gael’s holding was (and still is) the main form of settlement; in the East the crofter man’s was the least-regarded. Willie Gavin’s neighbours were not the lonely and sometimes beautiful hills; they were the fields of his farmtoun neighbours where the ceaseless winter ploughs drew unending furrows and the spring harrows raised that vapour of dust that betokens good husbandry. Round him the ritual of work went on like an obsession, giving rest to neither man nor beast.


Unlike his Highland counterpart, Willie Gavin was a member of no community of crofts but a man on his own. Neighbourliness might bring a fellow crofter along the road to feed and milk his beasts should a close relative be so inconsiderate as to die away from his own folk. And the visit of the threshing mill



might take one crofter man to the place of his neighbour with his barn fork under his arm. But there it ended; the Lowlands crofter man was concerned with no common pasture; no souming (that system of grazing calculation that balanced the crofting ecology of the old Highlands); no summer removal to the high shieling that took the women and girls out of the western crofting community for most of the summer. His primary implement was not the archaic foot-wielded caschrom (hallowed by history and somehow binding its user to the primordial past) but the iron plough, horse-drawn. His acres were his own and he engaged in no lottery of the run-rigs. If they were brothers at all under the skin – and even in the 1930s Willie Gavin still clung to a Hebridean croman to hoe between his turnip rows – there would have been little that they recognised in each other’s crofting. The one, whatever his present hardship, bathed still at times in that aura of tragedy and romance that was the legacy of the Clearances. Living beyond that legend, Willie Gavin, crofter man, was an even lonelier figure, one of contempt when his crofting failed and he could not feed his wife and children. It was only the emblem of the sickle and the Free Kirk’s psalms that united them. And maybe something else: the central place the croft took in each of their lives. In 1883 – the year that the Gavin croft, coming near to the end of its first-recorded lease, was drawn in plan and carefully measured by the laird’s surveyor – the Napier Commission, after a century of evictions in the Gaelic kingdom, was conducting its now-famous inquiry into crofting and the disintegration of a society. It would define the crofter man, and pin him to the landscape like a dead butterfly to the wall, as ‘a small tenant of land with or without a lease, who finds in the cultivation of his holding a material proportion of his occupation, earnings and sustenance, and who pays rent directly to the proprietor’. As a definition it has rarely been bettered.




Despite the late emergence of the crofter class, however, ‘croft’ had long been an honourable word in the language, feeding its long roots from an Anglo-Saxon past, enshrined in the litigious Latin of ancient charters and holy feus from at least as far back as the twelfth century. It has described the plots of bishops and saints (and sometimes of the Devil), bestowals on poets as well as the habitations of humbler men, giving the irony of its grand past to the patch on the inhospitable moor, its grace to the holy glebe. It is a vague and unlimiting term, irritatingly unquantitative. A croft could be as big as you cared to call it, so small as to be unworthy of the name (which many of them were). In the North-East Lowlands, where the cautious outlook ensures a landscape not given to extremes, there might be the occasional oddity that ran to all of twenty-five acres, though most (outside the early crofter villages) fell between seven and fifteen. That, though, was on the estates in the prime farming areas; up-country where the heather encroached harder on the corn, they might be as small as three acres, divided into half-acre plots. At that, the least a man could hope for was a steady and fairly lucrative secondary occupation to keep him from the edge of starvation. Or failing that, charitable neighbours.


For all its hardships and its heartbreak, the spread of crofting continued in the North-East Lowlands well beyond the high tide of farmtoun improvement – indeed, for some time after the farmtouns had hit their peak of prosperity. Even into the 1880s there were hopeful men still breaking in ground from the moor and the hillside. Much of the early crofting settlement was planned, well intentioned if not always successful; some of it, at first, was quietly behind the laird’s back though it would not be long before he came to hear of it. Some of it, especially in that indeterminate time of pause while the landscape shrugged off the past, was contrived to bend the old countryside to the new, even to stimulate some form of local light industry, a visionary concept



that owed more to the dreams of the planner than the hard realities of the northern landscape. It was in some ways a step into the past, for those intermediate crofting settlements were neither recognisably crofting nor acceptably new villages. They returned to an idea centuries old and one from which even the capital Edinburgh itself had grown when it could no longer huddle on its famous Rock: allotments of land, running down either side of a broad main street, on which the burgher kept his cow and his stock, with a back lane out to the common grazing of the burgh moor. Most were founded on a belief in the wrong industry at the wrong time.


Kincardine’s Luthermuir, that old weaver toun, dates from 1771 and was more successful than most. Local landowners laid out the ground as feu crofts and the township’s first clay biggings were raised by the croft villagers themselves when they were not taking in their secondary income at the handloom or bringing the adjoining moor under cultivation. Their enterprise brought the start of the coarse-linen and Osnaburghs boom to the Mearns and neighbouring Angus.


There were subtler schemes. On Speyside at Rothes, already a settlement of sorts, the Earl of Seafield in 1776 gave leases of thirty-eight years on holdings or ‘tenements’ of an eighth of an acre for ten shillings (50p) a year. The further two acres, optionally available though, were without the security of the lease, and if the earl was looking for some kind of wholly industrial development he died a disappointed man. It never materialised.


Some of the little lairds’ touns were novel in their approach. Some twenty years earlier, the first Earl of Fife, who as Lord Braco, MP for Banffshire, had astonished the House with his piquant advice to ‘give our own fish guts to our own sea maws’ (thus betraying his fishing concerns), laid out the new town of Newmill in Strathisla. Each settler would have five or six acres,



but in scattered lots. In the main street of the town, each crofter (to anticipate the use of the term) had a quarter of an acre of land for his clay hoose and biggings. The dwellings were single-storey thatched but-and-bens, and each barn would have two doors to create the through-draught so desirable for threshing by flail or for sheelin’ the grain. The accompanying land for cultivation, however, would be in three strips, each numbered, so that every crofter would have an inbye strip, a ‘middle strip’ and one at some distance – a more sophisticated version, when you come down to it, of the old run-rig with all its interminable squabbles and lack of cohesion. It would be easy enough to scoff at the plan but in all probability the countryside was not yet ready for more radical change. There was a further concession, typical of all such townships: each settler would have the right to cut peats on the moor behind the village. There were a hundred feus, and so fascinating is the whole idea that it seems sad to have to report its failure. But that, alas, was the case. Few of the new town’s original 330 inhabitants were the weavers for whom the planners had hoped.


There was an even more charitable instance of new settlement by the same landed line, that briefly linked east with west. In the 1830s the fourth earl allotted another hundred plots, this time of ten acres each, on the Hills of Fisherie – at the centre of the region of experimental crofter villages. They were for the dispossessed of the Highlands, victims of the Clearances. Though their folk had to break in the hill from the heather, that was better than being part of some laird’s grandiose scheme. Most of the old crofter men must have preferred it, for it was where their dreams began: with a patch of the hill or the lonely moor.











3


The Crofter Folk


The croft folk were sometimes less than welcome in genteel society and often unacceptable among their tenant neighbours of the farmtouns. Their antecedents might be questionable and, besides, they were guilty at times of not knowing when to defer to their betters. Their standing, indeed, in the subtle structure of country society was little better than that of the cottars who were usually their nearest neighbours and who married happily into croft families without feeling either that they were going up or going down in the world. There was just this one difference: the crofter’s domicile was more permanent.


There was reason enough, if little excuse, for being uncivil about the crofter folk’s past. Some, to be sure, would have come down in their generations from that time when men refashioned the landscape; that had left its sad debris, people without hope or a place on the land who might have drifted to the cities of a growing industrial age but had chosen instead to become the wanderers of the road: little better than tinkers many of them, hawking their respective trades round the countryside, taking the track between one farmtoun and the next, the road from one new village community to its neighbour to mend a berrypan here, sell a besom there. It is likely that some of these folk were the first occupants of the early scattered crofts, for there came always a time in a man’s life when he had to forsake the road. He would put down his pack on a bit of the moor where fortune had taken him and start a new life – and sometimes a dynasty. If you



were come of crofter folk it did not pay you to have a long memory, for sooner or later it would tell you something you had no wish to hear.


But not all the first squatters were folk of the road (though it is fairly certain that neither were they the cream of society) and the pattern of settlement and the kind of situation it created may also have had something to do with the lingering suspicions about the croft folk’s past. Not infrequently, where the settlement was unplanned, there grew up enclaves of crofter men and their families. One such colony arose, in the early 1800s, on the flanks of Bennachie, that most modest of North-East mountains, and its story demonstrates not only their determination as frontiersmen but the kind of action that brought them legally to heel. It leaves its own taint of unsympathetic lairdship. Their historian was the Rev. N.L.A. Campbell: his account is reprinted in that fascinating portrait of the Lowlands landmark, The Book of Bennachie:





In the colony there was no trouble about title deeds. As a man’s family increased it was an easy matter to increase the number of rooms, and the even greater problem of building a new house for a new settler presented little difficulty. The materials were to hand in plenty and the story is told how once the neighbours completed a house for a new settler in a single day and celebrated the event by a supper that same evening in the newly erected home.





The Rev. Campbell goes on to give a picture that was probably true of other early crofting communities, far from the centres of local administration and their more sober inhabitants: ‘[they] were a law unto themselves. They had their private supply of whisky which paid no duty and as to other forms of private property, well, some of them had their own ideas – and these ideas rather vague concerning thine and mine …’




There seems no reason to doubt the minister or to seek further reason for the retribution such free-wheeling behaviour brought on them. Such lawless freedom was unthinkable for poor squatters, and the local lairds could be relied on to make sure it did not last. In 1859, by legally encompassing the commonty, the no-man’s-land on which the crofter families had settled, they acquired a crofting community, ready-made. That year, writes the Rev. Campbell, allowing himself the merest hint of irony, ‘John Esson signed a lease waiving all claim to compensation and agreeing to pay £2 10s a year for the privilege of using the house his own hands had built and tilling the fields, five and a half acres, which by the sweat of his brow he had fenced and trenched from the hill.’


By such means, through law or persuasion, were the early croft settlers given their status on the laird’s rent-roll and a place, officially, on his land.


Whatever its shortcomings, theirs was a society knit by obligation and kinship (both the need of poor men) and as frequently rent by vendetta; where the lustre of forebears could be worn like a badge or a family misdemeanour tell against you unto the third and fourth generations, making plain at times a conspicuous lack of preferment. There was despotism, nepotism, and all kinds of favour (if a man did not look to his own, who would?). The ties were at once subtle and powerful; commitment at times painfully enduring.


There was this you could say for the croft folk, it grew out of their social isolation: they were a kittle crew, sensitive to every nuance of slight. If you were a friend, well and good (though that did not always save you); if you were not, their wrath could be scarifying and you might as well leave the parish. Persistent worshippers though many of them were, they could at times be damnably poor forgivers.


So what type of people were they, the later croft folk, settled in their sometimes insular communities? They were first the



people whose smallholding had long gone with their trade and sat near the road: the blacksmith, the souter (the shoemaker), the tailor, the saddler – a whole motley of men whose commercial interest made sure their croft work was always behindhand and who grew schizoid and sometimes demented from balancing the urgency of one against the irreconcilable demands of the other. Because he was kept busy mending other men’s reapers, the smith’s hairst was always late. Besides these men, the succourers of any community, there were the men who, even late into the 1920s, still found their work at the great farmtouns of the Clydesdale era: bailies (stockmen) and orra men, horsemen and even grieves, those bailiffs of the big touns whose belief in hard work made them excellent candidates. There were the men who broke horses and brave men who travelled stallions round the countryside to the terror of all other road-users, their salacious beasts a constant reminder of the force that made the world go round, that fertility on which a dour countryside was founded. There were roadmen crofters who took time off every hairst (it was part of their agreement) to take a farmtoun fee, letting their wives shear their own few acres with the heuk; estate workers, masons and ditchers and dykers, foresters and carpenters (all those who did not have to dance close attendance), who kept the laird’s domain by day and their own by night; postmen whose double life could delay the mail; and men now and then without other visible means of support and who were supposed to have siller in the bank. There were others, of course, who lived perilously between the poles of freedom and starvation, who had no regular, supplementary role and took casual work where and when they could find it. They might get seasonal jobs, the womenfolk, if they lived not too far from the coast, when the fish-curers came canvassing round the country communities for herring-gutters. And a croft man, if he had a cart and a beast fit enough to pull it, might get contract carting, taking the fish from



the boats to the curing yards from July to September. When the herring boom was at its height folk thronged to the little North-East ports from deep in the country, eager for the siller they could take home to help their poor, subsistence economy. Some of them were hard cases, unwilling to call any man master. They might be short of this world’s gear but they were never short of an opinion whether or not it was asked for. Some were too awkward for their own good or anybody else’s. Yet all shared the crofter’s classic dilemma: their bit of ground could not keep them, yet it needed them most when they were needed elsewhere.


One of the North-East’s most notable antiquarians and farmers, Willie Cook, a man who believed the past of that countryside should not be forgotten, at ninety recorded his early memories of the crofter folk whose smallholdings ringed his father’s farmtoun. His reminiscences, like the Rev. Campbell’s in The Book of Bennachie, paint the portrait of a folk whose kindliness combined with some oddity of character and a determination not to pay duty on good whisky:





I knew many of the crofters of Auchleven. Three acres they rented, half an acre to the shift. As I grew older, and able to drive a pair of horses, I would be sent down to plough the crofts. The kindly crofter wives would bring me tea and jammy pieces. They were in the habit of putting a handful of cloves in the tea-caddy, and the tea tasted very clovy. Naturally there were some great characters, whose rough corners had not been polished off in a day when travel was slow and dear. One I remember was Lang Ross, a great tall streik of a man, who had been grieve at Overton of Premnay, and had the knack of breaking in the vicious young horses. When a lad he was fee’d at Overhall, where the best barley grew. He used to tell me about setting off with the foreman



about four in the morning with two carts loaded with bags of barley. Their destination was the Cabrach, where the Highlanders had gathered from their crofts on their shelts. The barley bags were opened and the grain poured into the panniers, a bushel or two to each pony. Premnay barley properly malted and Cabrach water from the still, blended well together. Today in the little glens, from which folk have long vanished, they tell me you can still find the odd ruined stills, where no gauger came.





It was, and is, a lament for a lost landscape.


There were only two things the old croft folk had in plenty: bairns who ran the hills bare-footed all summer long, and dogs, and it wasn’t easy to know which were the worst, except that you could threaten the child when its father’s back was safely turned. Crofters’ dogs though were deaf to all entreaty; they saw all goodwill as a character weakness. They lolled with panting tongues by every croft gable all through the North-East Lowlands, awaiting the unwary cyclist or, latterly, the renegade car, for there was this you could say for croft dogs: they were not lacking in courage. They did not discriminate. Male or female, master or servant, it was all the same to them; they were as readily inflamed by the glimpse of an ankle in a lisle stocking as the sight of clerical cashmere demarcated by the minister’s bicycle clips. The trick, when you knew it, was to pedal like the wind as you came up to some roadside croft and then, as you drew level, tuck your feet up (on the front-wheel forks), trusting to the momentum to carry you beyond the old dog’s interest – or into the sight of his master working in some roadside field. He might see your plight (if you were a friend) and cry the beast to heel. Still and all, it was the kind of thing that could unbalance a stately matron and up-end her into the ditch. And again, the tactic could work only where



the slope was with you. In the face of a gradient there was little you could do – except to keep pedalling, lifting your feet off the pedals only fractionally ahead of Old Spot’s teeth and (preferably) with the kind of precision timing that brought the pedal up sharply under his salivating jaws. An old dog could learn something from that; in time you could get his respect and then you were somebody in the parish. He might gurr savagely and show you his teeth but your passing would be unmolested. Saddest of all though was the plight of the bairn on the school road: there was little he could do but sue for friendship.


The need to get along with the rest of the world was something a croft child had quickly to learn, for his was never a promising start in life and the future was generally heavily circumscribed. Indeed, it could be easily predicted: it was into the rough world of the farmtouns as a fee’d horseman; in some instances, into an apprenticeship with a local tradesman; sometimes into the police force in the southern industrial cities; into the ministry (with a background that made it easy to believe in the Devil); exceptionally, into an academic world that took him away from the life completely and often from all sympathy with it.


Such then was the old landscape of the crofting men: it made them hard where it did not break them entirely; even so, it sometimes twisted them, in time intolerably, and soured them of life. Its folk were poor, without two sixpences, most of them, to rub together, and sometimes as shorn in spirit. Most went to the kirkyard leaving little behind them.


Willie Gavin’s immediate neighbours, their crofts lying to either side of his own, were McPhee and McCaskill, unremarkable men whose destinies were as delicately poised and whose whole future, like his own, could be cast into jeopardy by a year of persistent rain and the bad hairst that followed it. The names of



their holdings – Bogside, Whinfield and Hillbrae – were a reminder not only of the terrible lack of imagination in the Doric soul but of its propensity for facing dreadful truths squarely and at whatever the cost. Their emphasis on location, so typical of that hard landscape, was also a reminder of their fringe location and a warning to every mail-order clerk against the advisability of sending anything on credit to such an address. In some cases, perhaps, the crofter holdings had been christened before their folk ever put a plough-point into the ground; but they had not been disappointed. As the years would prove, their beliefs had been well founded.


The men were not so much friends as bondsmen in a common predicament. Lang Andra McCaskill did work for the estate and was therefore suspect, for there was no telling what a man who was always falling in with the factor might let slip about a neighbour’s affairs and there is no doubt that Lang Andra lost friends because of it. Besides which, there was the suspicion, quite unfounded, that he was sometimes looked on favourably when the rents had to rise. And he was known to be ambitious for a bit more ground and kept his crofting affairs very much to himself. For all that, he was not a bad man, willing enough to put in an appearance at the threshing mill and as pleased to have a day’s work in return.


The McCaskills left nobody in doubt that they were superior kind of folk who were not able to call everybody their equal. Mistress McCaskill was come of farmtoun stock, a farmer’s daughter. Modest though her father’s toun was, she had been unwilling to leave it for the come-down of crofting life and Lang Andra, it was said, had a sore job getting her. They had superior bairns too, who made a success of life and were hardly out of the school before they were away to the city or to fine jobs in the south. And the McCaskills, seeing nothing for them at home, had not hindered them.




McPhee, on the other hand, was no threat to anybody and was always referred to (even by the croft children) as Puir Angus, in that homely kind of benediction that at once enlightened those with understanding of the speak to Angus’s misfortune in life without in any way offending him (which would have been unforgivable). For the truth of it was that Angus was a bit simpleminded, apt indeed to forget where he was going before he was halfway there whether it was the inn or the kirk, though generally he was more often to be found in the one than the other.


‘Poor stock,’ folk said, sympathetic about the way the drink had taken hold of him, and wondering where in hell he got the siller to pay for it anyway. As a second livelihood Puir Angus did some shepherding; there was, after all, little damage you could do to a sheep short of hitting it over the head with an iron bar. His croft, Bogside, was always behindhand: he lost his hay whiles through reluctance to put his hand to the scythe and his stirks never looked healthy enough to go anywhere near to a market, let alone attract the eye of the farmers who came looking for beasts to fatten for the mart. Even his hairsts were saved only in the nick of time by a son who hung up his grocer’s apron in Arbroath and came north to labour under the September sun. He did it for his mother’s sake, folk said, and sure enough, she was a dominating figure who treated Puir Angus badly but somehow managed to steer him from one staggering year to the next – and always to the estate office on rent days. Yet she had three children by him, a son and two daughters, all of them as sharp as thistles. You would wonder, folk said, how he had managed it. But that was just the rough speak of the croft folk. Willie Gavin would not have liked it, for he never made fun of his crofting neighbour. Late on a summer evening when his own croft work was done for the night, he might take a walk along the road to give Puir Angus a help with his hay or with his stooking for an



hour before bedtime. Puir Angus would be grateful for that, a different man, sober and sensible and almost overcome by the gesture.


‘God, but it is fine to have friends,’ he would say, in his own way as lonely a man.
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