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Introduction



Over the past 30 years I have visited more than 70 Hebridean islands and have spoken to hundreds of islanders. Briefly during the 1980s when I lived on the Isle of Mull, I also counted myself as an islander. This was in the days before Sunday ferry sailings, when on the Sabbath the island felt truly isolated and Sunday papers came only on a Monday!


From 2010 onwards, I have added to my island experience by working as a television presenter on the BBC Grand Tours of Scotland series. Then as ever, I kept a daily journal recording my encounters and impressions. Some of what I wrote on location has found its way into this book as either dialogue or remembered conversations with the many engaging and wonderful people I met. Sadly, with the passage of time, some of those whose lives formed such a part of the fabric of Hebridean life are no longer with us: among them Lawrence MacEwen, the laird of Muck; Angus Kennedy of Coll; Donald John MacInnes of Scarp. With all of them – as with others – I shared many memorable days in the Hebrides.


Back in 2017, when I was asked to write an introduction to the first edition of this book, I took a highly personal approach, referencing my earliest memories of the west coast, camping with my parents on the shores of Loch Sween and watching the shifting light as the sun sank in a blaze of colour behind a myriad of rocky islands and the distant Paps of Jura. It is a powerful, visceral memory and one which captures the essence of my affinity with the Hebrides. But as an evocation of my initial response to the islands of Scotland’s west coast, it is a highly partial and selective one. Since that first childhood memory, my understanding of the Hebrides has been influenced by further experience and travels – the people I have met, the stories I have heard, the different islands I have visited over the course of half a century. I remember the retired policeman and his blesséd sheep on Coll, the lobster fishermen from Vatersay, the American clan chief on Barra, the women of Charlie Barley’s in Stornoway and their prize-winning Black Pudding, the teenage girl who became the skipper of the Skye ferry, and so many, many more who have coloured my perception of the islands to the extent that I now understand what an impossible task it would be to try to define the essence of the Hebrides; as if it were something that could be bottled. Of course, the Hebrides is not one thing – or one place. The islands of the west coast are more than geography and landscape. In many ways, the Hebrides are a state of mind; a place of imagination and expectation. This can be part of their appeal, but it can also be a distraction that prevents travellers and visitors from truly embracing the Hebrides for what they are. There is a risk that newcomers to the Hebridean scene will see only what they have been directed to see: Celtic myth is everywhere.


Culturally and historically the Hebrides have for centuries been distinct from the rest of Scotland, having ancient Celtic roots overlain with the influence of Vikings and later incomers. This was once a separate realm, ruled by the MacDonald Lords of the Isles, whose power challenged the kingdom of Scotland. From its island fastnesses, the confident lordship encouraged Gaelic culture until its dramatic and bloody demise in the 16th century. From then on, the culture declined inexorably and today only clings on by its fingertips despite various initiatives and apparent revivals. But the ruins of this ancient and once noble Gaelic-speaking world has had an enduring appeal to romantic sensibilities. The Hebrides became the epicentre of the Celtic Twilight, where myth and legend inspired generations of writers and artists. During the 19th century, when the romantic movement swept across Europe, the Hebrides spoke with a unique and authentic voice. Here was the quintessence of the romantic world: noble, tragic and doomed. The artist Turner came and found mist, eerie light and indistinct forms which led to flights of fancy rendered in paint and colour as he reimagined the mountains of Skye and the islands around Mull. The German composer Felix Mendelssohn came. He heard the shrill cries of seagulls and the booming surf on the rocky shore of Staffa and rendered the experience in the exquisite music of his Hebrides Overture. The writers Scott and Stevenson came and described the islands and the wild west coast as a stage for heroic deeds. Scott went on to claim that the character of the people who lived in the Hebrides was shaped by their environment. Wild, rugged and heroic landscapes produced similar characteristics in the people who lived there.


For centuries, the Hebrides and Hebrideans were seen from a southern perspective as exotic, other and alien. Their people spoke a different language, they led completely different lives – seemingly closer to nature – and some even belonged to a different and potentially dangerous branch of Christianity, Catholicism. And where there is otherness, there is imaginative projection and suspicion. Southern imagination projected its own ideas on the Hebrides and its people. And because the islanders were seen as different, they were treated differently, often thoughtlessly. This sense of being ‘other’ contributed to the callousness of the Clearances which saw thousands of Hebrideans forcibly removed from their homes. The ruins of these modest dwellings can still be seen – forlorn piles of stone amongst the bracken where communities once thrived. Perversely, the Clearances themselves have been mythologized, even romanticised. Cruelty there was in abundance, but there was also poverty and famine and genuine social problems that needed urgent solutions. It is often forgotten that there was an active movement to help islanders emigrate voluntarily. Yet it is true to say that few Hebrideans see themselves as helpless victims. For generations, education was a ticket to the wider world and was grasped enthusiastically. Standing in the ruins of the old schoolhouse on Scarp, Donald John MacInnes told me how he and his fellow school pals were amongst the last to be born and educated on the island. They had been encouraged by their teachers to do well academically and find their fortunes elsewhere, which they did. Except for a couple of holiday homes, their island is now abandoned.


The modern Hebrides of the 21st century is a far cry from the romantic projections of the Victorian age. It’s a place where change is constant. Today, the demographic continues to follow a long-established pattern. The young and educated move to the mainland to seek opportunities and careers elsewhere, while incomers arrive to take their place. When I first visited the Isle of Harris in the early 1980s, I heard Gaelic spoken everywhere. Now I am more likely to hear Gaelic spoken in the corridors of the BBC than on many of the islands. And then there are the aesthetic expectations of visitors, which are often dashed. I have heard tourists complaining about the unsightly mess left by crofters – rusting farm machinery littering fields. Instead of the thatched, whitewashed cottages of the imagination and old postcards, they see modern kit bungalows. What they don’t see or understand are the different priorities. Crofts are primarily places of work, not elements of the picturesque. Nevertheless, the myth of the romantic Hebrides endures. Travellers continue to arrive with a host of expectations about what they hope to find: the lone thatched shieling on the machair, ruined castles, the sound of Gaelic, authentic music and culture, a wild wilderness shaped by an oceanic climate. The drive to have these experiences is so strong that to leave with unfulfilled expectations risks serious disappointment.


I have never travelled to the Hebrides without a sense of excitement and have never left feeling less than fulfilled. True, there is romance to be discovered if that’s what you’re looking for, but be open to other impressions. Of course, there are beautiful, pristine beaches and a landscape that changes mood by the second as the light shifts and changes in intensity. Everywhere there are layers of history to be peeled back. Every contour on the map has a story to tell. Be open to all; especially the new. When it comes to the grandeur of the scenery, I have always been more interested in the figure in the landscape than just the view. It’s the human perspective, however complex and unexpected, that makes the Hebrides so special.
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Gigha to the Garvellachs


Gigha, Cara, Islay, Jura, Kerrera, Seil, Easdale, Belnahua, Eileach an Naoimh
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Gigha


The name is said to date back to the days of the Vikings, derived from Gud Øy – meaning ‘God’s Island’ or ‘Good Island’. Gigha is a small island lying approximately 5 kilometres west of the Kintyre Peninsula. Orientated north to south, it measures about 9.5 kilometres long by 2 kilometres wide. A small RoRo ferry makes the 20-minute crossing several times a day from the village of Tayinloan on Kintyre. The population of Gigha is 110. The principal settlement on the island is Ardminish.


A couple of years ago I had the good fortune to accompany my cameraman pal and ace aviator Richard Cook on a microlight flight from Flanders Moss, west of Stirling, to Jura – a round trip that took us over the island of Gigha. Suspended in an open cockpit beneath the microlight’s fabric wing, I had a fabulous, if somewhat precarious, view of the low-lying island below me. From a height of over 2,000 metres, it looked like a tropical paradise, with green pastures and sandy bays set in an azure sea. No wonder people still refer to it as God’s Island.


The size of Gigha makes it a perfect place to explore by pushbike, which my wife Nicky and I did one hot July weekend, following the route of an earlier visitor, the Welsh-born naturalist Thomas Pennant; who landed in 1773 while on his Hebridean voyage. Pennant was on a mission to report and inform. He thought that the British public knew more about foreign lands than they did about their own, which is probably still true today. To remedy this, he embarked on an expedition to the Hebrides and published a best-selling book about his adventures. Arriving on Gigha two and a half centuries ago, Pennant experienced what it was like to be in a foreign land, where Gaelic was the language of the people, and where the MacNeil laird ruled with an almost feudal authority. MacNeil’s ancestors were the Thanes of Gigha, who took over from the MacDonald Lords of the Isles, a chapter of the island’s bloody history which includes clan battles, Viking invasions and an attack by the legendary 16th-century pirate Alan Maclean (Allan-na-Sop), who killed the MacNeil laird and many of Gigha’s inhabitants.


Wandering the island churchyard, Pennant discovered reminders of those more turbulent times: ‘In the ruins of the church,’ he wrote, ‘I found some tombs with two-handed swords.’ The church in question is Kilchatten. Nicky and I explored this picturesque ruin and came across several ancient grave slabs of the kind described by Pennant. Moving on, we climbed the small hill Cnocan nan Ordag, whose Gaelic name commemorates a clan battle when the victors cut off the losers’ thumbs and piled them up to make a cairn. Despite the grisly associations, the Hill of the Thumbs turned out to be a very fine place to have a picnic and enjoy the views.


Near Tarbert, where the island narrows between two opposing bays, is Gigha’s most prominent ancient landmark, the Carraig an Tairbeart, a standing stone known locally as the Giant’s Tooth. Legend tells of how a giant, suffering the agonies of toothache, pulled out the offending tooth and hurled it away to land on Gigha. Other stories tell of how the stone was used as a place of execution. Criminals were once tried on nearby Court Hill and the guilty hanged from the cleft in the stone. On a happier note, local tradition also considers it to be good luck for young lovers to hold hands through the same cleft in the stone before they marry. Somewhat belatedly, Nicky and I did this. I can honestly say that our luck hasn’t got any worse since then – so there must be something to it! Also near here is the strange and enigmatic Well of the Winds, as mentioned by the Hebridean traveller Martin Martin 300 years ago. Here a female guardian would take payment to use the well to change the direction of the wind.


Beyond the Carraig an Tairbeart, we followed the road to the north end and took the track down towards Eilean Garbh – the Rough Island – which is connected by a narrow neck of land that forms a beautiful double beach. There wasn’t a breath of wind. Sails of distant yachts hung limply in the shimmering heat haze, which cast a translucent veil over the distant Paps of Jura. At Port Mòr, we braved the cold and swam in the turquoise, glassy sea. Unfortunately, we discovered that we were not alone. A herd of cows, including a rather intimidating black bull, was watching us intently. They kept their distance at first, but eventually curiosity got the better of them and they sauntered lazily across the white shell sand to check us out. We were soon surrounded by several bovine heavyweights with slavering mouths. When they started muzzling into our bags and licking our toes, I knew it was time to go.


One of the other things which Thomas Pennant observed about Gigha, and which our sunny weekend seemed to confirm, was the weather. Like us, he found it to be ‘extremely fine’. When Nicky and I were enjoying splashing about in Gigha’s inviting waters, it was hard to imagine that we were on the same latitude as the icebound coast of Labrador in Canada. This tropical feeling was enhanced by a visit to the extraordinarily lush gardens and grounds of Achamore House, which is situated in sheltering woods towards the south of the island. Wandering through this Arcadian paradise, I was impressed by the thought that this latitude-defying display was created by a man who believed that a good night’s sleep was more than just a dream.


Achamore House, along with the entire island, was bought in 1944 by the Anglo-American Sir James Horlick, who had inherited a fortune from the malted night-time drink that bore his family’s name: Horlicks. One of the driving reasons behind his purchase of Gigha was the climate, which is greatly influenced by the warming effect of the Gulf Stream, creating a perfect environment for his extensive collection of exotic plants.


Horlick also used his considerable business experience to develop the island’s economy and agriculture. He loved Gigha; and many visitors, including royalty, came to marvel at what he had created. The late queen’s mother was a regular guest, and enjoyed the produce from the two-acre walled garden, which was famous for the quality of its fruit and vegetables.


In the years following Sir James Horlick’s death in 1972, the island fell into the hands of a series of absentee landlords. They didn’t have the same commitment, and Gigha went into decline. These hard times changed after a quiet revolution heralded a new era. Disillusioned with their landlords, local people formed the Isle of Gigha Heritage Trust and bought the island for the community when it was put up for sale in 2002. Since then, the place has flourished. Perhaps more impressively, local control has reversed the age-old problem of population decline and has attracted new businesses and families to the island.


Cara


The derivation is obscure – perhaps from the Old Norse Karis Øy, meaning ‘Kari’s Island’. Cara is a small uninhabited island lying about a kilometre south of Gigha. It is 1.5 kilometres long by half a kilometre wide of mostly rough ground covered with bracken and heather. It rises gently to the south to a height of 50 metres, before plunging into the sea at the Mull of Cara, which Thomas Pennant described as ‘a hill formed exactly like a loaf of bread’, when he sailed past in 1773. I have seen this hill from several angles, and it looks nothing like a loaf, from which I conclude that 18th-century bread must have been very different from today’s loaves. Apparently, this cliff was hit by lightning during a great storm in 1756, a fact which might explain its present appearance. Part of the rock face collapsed, causing a huge wave which engulfed the island, damaging several houses. Cara has been uninhabited since the 1940s but its long and fascinating history stretches back to the great days of the MacDonald Lords of the Isles and beyond. The Lords of the Isles – Righ nan Eilean in Gaelic – were the descendants of the 12th-century warrior hero Somerled. These MacDonald chiefs were once so powerful they were looked upon as kings of the Hebrides. Today, the tiny deserted island of Cara is the only territory still in the hands of the once mighty MacDonald clan.


To get to Cara, I took a boat from the old steamer pier at the south end of Gigha and sailed down the Caolas Gigalum. My skipper told me that this was where the Viking king Håkon had anchored his battle fleet of a hundred ships before his disastrous defeat by the Scottish king Alexander III at Largs in 1263. The Lord of the Isles at the time was Angus Mor MacDonald, the grandson of Somerled. He had initially fought for King Håkon, but changed sides when the Norse king was defeated.


‘The MacDonalds were allowed to keep their lands – but they were never as powerful again,’ explained the skipper Angus Maxwell MacDonald. It was only after chatting further that I realised that Angus was more than just my skipper. He owns Cara and is a direct descendant of the MacDonald Lord of the Isles. ‘The present Lord of the Isles is Prince William,’ Angus pointed out when I asked him what it was like to have such distinguished ancestors. ‘Well, I suppose you could still call yourself “The Lord of the Isle”,’ I suggested as we prepared to land on the sands of Cara’s Port an Stòr.


‘When you step ashore, remember to raise your hat,’ said Angus.


‘Why’s that?’ I asked.


‘It’s a tradition. It’s to appease the Broonie,’ he answered enigmatically.


Although the great MacDonald empire has shrunk to just one island, it is remarkable that they managed to keep any territory at all in the Hebrides. Perhaps the secret of their survival was their involvement in the lucrative but risky trade of smuggling, which in these parts was probably conducted from Cara House – the only dwelling left on the island. Built in the early 17th century, this rather bleak, slate-roofed building was once the nerve centre of an illegal trade. To give an idea of the scale of smuggling that was going on, a government revenue cutter, The Prince of Wales, was sent to Gigha in 1786, landing a party of men on the island. Following a tip-off, the customs officers discovered 18 barrels of brandy hidden along the shore. When questioned, the MacDonald laird apparently had no idea how the barrels had got there . . .


Cara House is also home to the legendary Cara Broonie, or Brownie, the spiritual ‘familiar’ of the MacDonalds. Angus MacDonald explained that, according to another legend, the Broonie is said to be the ghost of a MacDonald ancestor who was murdered centuries ago by a Campbell. Apparently he still haunts an attic room in Cara House.


In folklore, Broonies traditionally helped out with a range of chores around the home and were considered good luck – if you treated them right and left them a wee treat from time to time to keep them sweet. But if they were unrewarded or unacknowledged, you could expect their anger and revenge. This no doubt explains the tradition of politely raising one’s hat when making a landfall. The Cara Broonie seems to have been kept onside and even lent a helping hand with the MacDonald smuggling operation. Stories tell of barrels apparently being moved by unseen hands. I wondered what the Broonie’s reward was back then. Being a spirit, perhaps he was paid in kind – a glass of brandy left beside the fire?


When I announced to Angus that I was going to walk to the south end of the island to visit a rock called the Broonie’s Chair, he looked at me seriously. ‘Do you know the rules?’


‘I’ve been told that if you sit in the Broonie’s chair, he may grant you a wish,’ I said.


‘Only if you don’t speak while making it, and if your wish is something the Broonie will approve of.’


‘How will I know that?’


‘You’ll know if you’ve got it wrong,’ he said ominously. ‘But whatever you do, DON’T sit in the Broonie’s Chair if there’s the least suspicion that Campbell blood courses through your veins. If you do, then you will surely die.’


With this dire warning ringing in my ears, I slogged through acres of waist-high bracken to the south of Cara. There, just below the summit of the sea cliff, was the rocky ledge known as the Broonie’s Chair. Hoping that I didn’t have any unknown Campbell ancestors, I scrambled up and sat in the throne-like natural seat, made a secret, silent wish, and admired the views south to the Mull of Kintyre and the coast of Northern Ireland.


That was some years ago, and I’m still here, so must be Campbell-free!


Islay


The derivation is not known. In old Irish records, the island is referred to as Ile and in Old Norse as Íl. It has also been suggested that the name comes from the Old Norse Jle-óy. Jle, or Yula, was a Viking princess who is said to be buried under a standing stone near Port Ellen. In Gaelic, Islay is also known as Banrìgh nan Eilean – the Queen of the Isles.


Islay is the largest of the islands that make up the Inner Hebrides and the fifth largest of all Scottish islands, lying 25 kilometres from the mainland of Kintyre. Ferries connect Islay to the mainland at the Kennacraig terminal on West Loch Tarbert. The crossing takes between two and a half hours, depending whether embarkation is for Port Ellen or Port Askaig. The island has a population of around 3,500 and measures 40 kilometres from north to south, and 20 kilometres from east to west at its widest. Islay is surprisingly agricultural, especially towards the west. The eastern half is rougher and hilly. The highest point is Beinn Bheigier at 491 metres, and on a clear day gives great views across the whole island, which was once the heart of a vast Gaelic empire with close links to Ireland and Norway.


Islay has been inhabited for thousands of years. A flint arrowhead found in the 1990s provides some of the earliest evidence of human habitation anywhere in Scotland, dating the first known people on the island to 10,800 bc, which is not long after the glaciers of the last Ice Age receded. A succession of peoples and cultures have been and gone since then. Standing stones dot the landscape, the remains of Iron Age duns sit on many of Islay’s hills; Irish saints sailed across the seas in leather boats, and the Vikings came out of the north, first to conquer and then to settle. The legendary grave near Port Charlotte of Godred Crovan, founder of the mighty Crovan dynasty of the Isle of Man, who died in 1095, is witness to the centrality of Islay in the Norse–Gaelic world of the Hebrides and Irish Sea.


On a cold and decidedly wintry day in early May, I made my way south to Kildalton, where I was keen to see a famous Celtic cross, which has rightly been described as the finest of its type in Scotland. Remarkably, the cross still stands where monks of the Celtic Church erected it over 1,200 years ago. Made of intricately carved bluestone and standing at over two-and-a-half metres high, it says as much about the status and power of the culture that made it as the religion it proclaims. In the ruined chapel beside the High Cross I also saw a range of magnificent carved medieval grave slabs.


When it comes to monuments, the islanders of old had a lot to be proud of; but despite erecting impressive crosses, they still fell prey to all the afflictions of the day. Yet even then, their faith was rock solid – quite literally. When the people of Islay succumbed to the horrors of toothache, they sought out a tooth-shaped stone with special powers. In a field not far from the road leading out of Port Charlotte, I found the Tooth Stone. For centuries, this was where the afflicted came in fear and desperation – armed with iron nails and a hammer. The idea was to hammer a nail into the rock, working so hard that the toothache would magically disappear – as if the Tooth Stone had somehow become a proxy for the pain of the actual tooth. These were desperate measures indeed!


I left the Tooth Stone as dark clouds swept in, bringing unwelcome and unexpected snow, and made my way to one of the most intriguing and ancient locations in all the Hebrides: Finlaggan, where two small islands nestle in a diamond-shaped loch overlooked by several standing stones. This place has been a site of spiritual and cultural significance since the earliest times.


I first came to Finlaggan some years ago in the company of the archaeologist David Caldwell, whose pioneering work brought attention to its enduring importance. I was immediately struck by the primeval feeling of the place and turned to ask David if there was any reason why ancient people had singled out Finlaggan as special. The Paps of Jura were our backdrop, and the loch’s dark triangle of water below us added to the illusion, which grew stronger as David spoke about the beliefs of the ancient Celtic peoples whose culture was once centred here. Among the deities they worshipped was a goddess. Then the penny dropped and the vision crystallised. The Paps behind us were the breasts of the goddess. The landscape falling away from us appeared as the belly and legs of a giant sleeping woman – the loch with its double island, the centre of her sexuality. When I articulated this idea to David, he nodded and with a half smile said, ‘I know. It’s always felt like that to me too. But from a historical, archaeological perspective, there’s absolutely no evidence for it.’


‘But as a hunch, wouldn’t you agree?’


‘Well, there’s no denying your eyes, is there?’


David’s work at Finlaggan spanned over a decade. During that time, he rediscovered its importance to the half-Norse, half-Gaelic warrior Somerled and his descendants, the MacDonald Lords of the Isles. Nearly 800 years ago, Somerled destroyed Viking control over the Hebrides and established a kingdom of his own centred on Islay. Finlaggan was the political heart of this empire – the focal point for the government and administration of the Lordship which made its own laws, fought its own wars, and on one occasion even signed a treaty with the King of England in an alliance against the King of Scots.


The whole MacDonald Finlaggan complex, which occupies the site of a much earlier Celtic monastery, was probably never permanently settled, but was used on those special occasions in the political calendar of the Lordship when the great and the good came to set up court on the two islands in the loch. The first of these is Eilean Mor, which today is reached by a wooden walkway. The ruins here are centuries old. They include the Great Hall, the Lord’s Residence, a chapel, a burial ground and up to 25 other buildings associated with the administration of the MacDonald Lordship. Here the Lord of the Isles was installed with great ceremony and feasting. It is also where the lord met with his councillors to discuss the great issues of the day and to make legal judgements to settle disputes. The small, circular, man-made island Eilean Na Comhairle, which was connected to Eilean Mor by a now-submerged causeway, is where the 14 councillors met and had their parliament in a castle that was dismantled centuries ago. Archaeologists have discovered that this castle was actually built on the foundations of an Iron Age broch. Stone Age artefacts have also been discovered, suggesting that Eilean Na Comhairle was occupied for at least 5,000 years. When I borrowed a rowing boat to reach the island, I was surprised to discover that the overgrown ruins were still occupied – not by MacDonalds but by a nesting duck! Startled, it shot out of the undergrowth, scared me witless and almost knocked me back into the water in fright.


I had recovered my composure by the time I reached Gruinart in the north of Islay, with its beautiful machair lands. (This type of low-lying, sandy, grassy ground near a shore is typical of the Highlands and Islands.) The weather had improved considerably too, and I was dazzled by the brilliance of the day. Outlined against the Caribbean-blue sea was the ruin of an ancient chapel, surrounded by acres of daisies blooming in the close-cropped grass. Here I met the Gaelic singer and Islay native Iseabail Mactaggart. She wanted to show me the ruins and to talk about a song which has long been part of her repertoire: ‘Blàr Tràigh Ghruineart’, which commemorates a terrible and bloody battle that took place in August 1598. The song is amongst the oldest of its kind to have survived into modern times, and laments the death of chief Lachlan Mor Maclean, who was killed and left behind as his clansmen rushed to escape the vengeful onslaught of the MacDonalds of Islay. Lachlan Mor was trying to secure Islay for himself and had recently arrived with a fleet of war galleys and an army of invading Macleans, who far out-numbered the defending MacDonalds. Despite their superior numbers, the Macleans were beaten. Those who couldn’t make it back to their ships sought the sanctuary of the church, which the MacDonalds then surrounded and burnt to the ground, incinerating all within its walls. Listening to Iseabail’s grim account, it was hard to imagine that anything so dark could ever have happened in such a beautiful place.


The ruined chapel looks out across the shallow waters of Loch Gruinart. When the tide goes out it leaves a vast expanse of exposed sand, making this an ideal place to find an expensive delicacy: the oyster. The numerous middens of oyster shells uncovered by archaeologists suggest that oysters were once a staple food for our ancient ancestors; and in the 18th century, oysters continued to be eaten by rich and poor alike. Sadly, by the 20th century, overfishing and disease saw oyster numbers dwindle. By the 1950s the native Scottish oyster was almost extinct.


Down on the shore, I met farmer and oysterman Craig Archibald, who runs a family business that has brought oysters back to Loch Gruinart. He grows them in cages on the tidal sandbanks and produces both Pacific oysters and the smaller, sweeter, more delicately flavoured native oysters, Ostrea edulis, which take at least three years before they are large enough to sell at market. Historically, oysters have probably always been a ‘love ’em or hate ’em’ food. In the 18th century, Jonathan Swift wrote: ‘He was a bold man who first ate an oyster.’ But Louis XIV loved them for breakfast, and Napoleon liked to down a dozen before going into battle. Now, I have always counted myself among the hate ’em number, but I felt it ungracious to decline Craig’s offer to try one ‘in their natural setting’, as he put it. To help me overcome my obvious reluctance, he suggested the addition of a nip of Islay malt to wash it down. Craig opened the shell with a knife and poured the dram over the exposed and still living flesh. The dying oyster reacted to the alcohol. ‘Not a bad way to go when you think about it. Stunned by Bruichladdich eighteen-year-old!’ he said. I was still apprehensive. Following Craig’s instructions, I put the whole oyster in my mouth. It was too big to swallow, and I couldn’t bring myself to kill it by biting into it, so I spat it out! I felt embarrassed, rude and ungrateful, so agreed to try again to enjoy the elusive delights of oysters. After some more encouragement from Craig, I managed to bite as I swallowed and downed my first oyster – along with a considerable amount of fine malt, it has to be said.


Wherever you go on Islay, it’s impossible to avoid what the island is world famous for: whisky, which has been produced here from at least the time of the Celtic monks over a thousand years ago. For devotees of the spirit, Islay is whisky heaven, with distilleries in just about every village. Even the signposts here point to favourite tipples: Lagavulin, Bowmore, Ardbeg, the list of imbibing destinations goes on and on. But there was a time when whisky distilling was carried out very secretively and the island’s fondness for whisky attracted considerable disapproval. A Church of Scotland minister in 1794 wrote that: ‘The quantity of whisky made here is very great and the evil that follows drinking to excess of this liquor is very visible in this island.’


To curb the evils of alcohol, the government attempted to control the trade. This had the inevitable effect of driving it underground. The resourceful islanders took to the hills with portable copper stills. At secret locations, usually beside a burn, they lit peat fires and began the magical process of transforming water and fermented barley into uisge beatha – the ‘water of life’ – which was then smuggled away. But the work was sometimes dangerous – not just because the perpetrators faced arrest by government excise men. Occasionally, there were miscalculations and the science of distillation produced an unexpected explosion instead of valuable liquor. Eventually the government realised it was losing the ‘war on spirits’ and a new law was passed making it legal to produce whisky in return for a licence fee. After the Excise Act was passed in 1883, Islay’s talent for producing uisge beatha was able to flourish openly, making use of the island’s natural abundance of water, peat for drying and heating, and barley – the three essentials for Islay malt.


Any visitor to Islay will be struck by the architecture of the three principal villages: Port Ellen, Bowmore and Port Charlotte. With their neat whitewashed Georgian houses and street plans, they seem picture-postcard perfect – almost model villages. In fact, their history was just that, and reveals the improving hand of the island’s former owners, the Shawfield Campbell family, and their ambitious designs for the whole island.


The Campbells bought Islay in 1726. Unlike many other landlords who invested in sheep, the Campbells invested in people, developing linen manufacture, mining, fishing and distilling. From their dynastic home at Islay House, they also directed their resources at the island’s infrastructure, building schools, roads, prisons and churches. When Daniel Campbell returned from a Grand Tour of Europe he was inspired by the geometric street layouts he’d seen in the great cities of Europe. At Bowmore, which he founded in 1767, he wanted to create a hilltop village with a church at the top, and with streets double the normal width to allow the light to get into houses on both sides. Campbell’s design was highly innovative and resulted in one of Scotland’s first planned new towns. Today, Bowmore’s famous round church dominates the surrounding streets. It was designed, the locals will tell you, so that the ‘devil could find no corners to lurk in’.


In the early 1800s, Walter Frederick Campbell went bigger and better than his forbear by building more planned villages. Touchingly he named Port Charlotte after his mother and Port Ellen after his wife. His plans were ambitious but, tragically, he was overtaken by circumstance. The population of Islay increased dramatically. At its height there were more the 15,000 people on the island, four times more than today. Feeding so many put strains on the whole economy, and things got worse in the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars. Cattle and crop prices plummeted, forcing the island into debt. Walter Frederick Campbell tried to hold on to the ideal of an ordered society, but in the 1840s the potato blight in Ireland reached Islay. The consequences for the whole island were famine and misery. In 1847 Campbell went spectacularly bust to the tune of nearly £900,000, equivalent to around £750 million today. On the morning that he was sequestrated, there was a terrible thunderstorm. Local people interpreted this as the wrath of God coming down on the head of the Campbell laird, who fled with the family silver to Normandy, where he died a few years later.


For me, the most poignant memorial to the Campbell legacy can be found along the shore near Port Ellen. The square lighthouse there was built by Walter Frederick Campbell. A poem inscribed on a wall plaque gives a touching insight into the character of the island’s last great improver. It’s dedicated to the memory of his young wife Ellen, who died in childbirth:




Behold where shines this friendly ray and hail


its guardian tower.


Tis but faint emblem of her light my fond


and faithful guide.


Whose sweet example meekin bright led


through this worlds eventful tide my


happy course aright.


And still my guiding star she lives in realms


of bliss above.





Just as Ellen once guided William Frederick through life, so the light named after her continues to guide ships safely into harbour.


Leaving Port Ellen, I took a boat to explore the dramatic coastline of the remote and exotically named Mull of Oa, which forms the south-western extremity of Islay. This is a place of storms and rugged cliffs and has a bleak history of shipwreck and maritime disaster. The worst of these occurred during the First World War. In 1918 the American troop ship Tuscania, carrying 2,000 American soldiers destined for the Western Front, was torpedoed off Islay by a German submarine. The Tuscania sank with the loss of 230 lives. Many bodies were washed ashore around the coast of the Mull of Oa. Eight months later, another troop ship, the Otranto, collided with the Royal Navy destroyer hms Kashmir. Over 400 lives were lost in this disaster. To commemorate these appalling tragedies, the American Red Cross erected a monument on the Mull of Oa in 1920. It stands high on the 131-metre cliffs overlooking the unforgiving seas where so many lost their lives. But despite their grim association with catastrophe, the cliffs of the Oa peninsula have an undeniable grandeur. The Soldier’s Rock is an impressive stack and stands guard near a dramatic sea cave, which has partially collapsed, forming a broad-roofed arch, permeated with veins of glistening green copper ore. At the back of the cave, which is only accessible by boat, the roof is now open to the sky. Here I watched early swallows perform aerobatics beside two crystal-clear waterfalls, tumbling down the cave’s walls and into the sea.


If the weather is clear and your legs are in reasonable fettle, I’d urge any visitor who loves a good view to scale the modest heights of Beinn Bheigier. In terms of those vital height tables, the hill isn’t a Munro, a Corbett, a Graham or even a Donald. But at 491 metres, Beinn Bheigier is Islay’s greatest eminence and well worth the effort of reaching the summit cairn, which takes just under two hours after a walk of about 4 kilometres. From the old trig point I enjoyed views of Jura and its famous Paps to the north, Kintyre and Gigha to the east and south and, on the far horizon, the coast of Ireland.


Jura


Most scholars agree that the derivation comes from Old Norse – perhaps Dyr-óy, or ‘Deer Island’ on account of the great herds of these wild creatures that inhabit the island; or again from Jur-óy. This translates as ‘Udder Island’, which makes sense if Jura’s famous mountains are seen in a certain light.


Jura is one of the wildest, most rugged and least populated islands in the Inner Hebrides. It stretches 43 kilometres from the south-west to the Gulf of Corryvreckan in the north-east, and is about 11 kilometres wide. To get there, most people have to first visit Islay and then catch a small ferry from Port Askaig across the kilometre-wide Sound of Islay to Feolin. Much of the interior of Jura is trackless wilderness dominated by the three quartzite summits of the imposing Paps of Jura, which rise to over 780 metres. The village of Craighouse is the only settlement of any size, and just one solitary, winding, single-track road links the isolated communities of the east coast. Life isn’t easy here, which is perhaps why the size of the population is small, hovering at around the 200 mark. As an island destination, Jura is still off the beaten track for most people. It’s a demanding place where visitors have to put in more than the usual effort to appreciate its stark beauty. But the rewards can be ample. For those with the right attitude and sensibility, Jura is a place that invigorates the soul. When I was a small child, the sight of the distant Paps at sunset, seen from the remote coast of Knapdale, beckoned with a magical allure. They still do.


One of the earliest travellers to visit Jura was Thomas Pennant, the Welsh-born naturalist and writer, who arrived one August day in 1772 and described it thus: ‘Jura is the most rugged of the Hebrides, composed chiefly of vast mountains, naked and without the possibility of cultivation. Four hills aspire above the rest – two of them known to seamen as the Paps, useful in navigation.’ Unless Jura has grown another breast since Pennant’s time, his description is misleading, for there are three Paps.


Pennant made his landfall on Jura at Craighouse harbour, when the population was about 800. Although the distillery which now dominates the village wasn’t there in his day, he noted with concern that much whisky was consumed by the locals. In fact, they loved whisky so much, they risked starvation for the benefits of a dram, diverting grain for bread to make the spirit they adored. The concerned and moralising Pennant thought that whisky was a luxury the islanders could ill afford. But who could blame them seeking a little cheer from the water of life? Their lives were unimaginably hard, as Pennant himself noted. On the morning of his arrival, he watched a ragged group of women and children scavenging on the shore for shellfish, where ‘they collect their daily, wretched fare of limpets and periwinkles’. Despite having such an obviously poor and unappetising diet, the natives of Jura had a reputation for exceptional longevity and Pennant was impressed by their health and vigour: ‘The inhabitants LIVE TO A GREAT AGE and are liable to few distempers. Men of 90 work and there is now living a woman of 80 who can run down sheep.’ Maybe the whisky helped!


Just along the road from Craighouse is the ruined chapel of Kilearnadil, named after St Earnadail who was an uncle of St Columba and who is said to have preached here 1,500 years ago. In the burial ground nearby is evidence that seems to support the claims of longevity enjoyed (or perhaps endured) by the Jura folk of old. Among the memorials, I came across the fallen headstone of Gillouir MacCrain, of whom the early Hebridean traveller Martin Martin wrote in 1703: ‘He lived to have kept one hundred and eighty Christmasses in his own house. He died about fifty years ago, and there are several of his acquaintances living to this day, from whom I had this account.’


It seems unlikely that anyone could have lived for so long, but back in the 17th century it was possible to celebrate two Christmases every year – one for the old Gregorian Calendar and another for the Julian calendar. This meant that old Gillouir MacCrain was probably only 90 when he died, which is still pretty good going for someone sustained by a diet of whisky and limpets.


By far the grandest memorial to the dead at Kilearnadil is the 19th-century Campbell mausoleum. The Campbells succeeded the MacDonald Lords of the Isles as the owners of Jura, after Clan Donald sold the island to them in 1607. The early Campbell grave slabs inside the mausoleum date back to that time. In the early part of the 20th century the Campbell lairds began selling off their land, dividing it into seven sporting estates. By 1938 everything had gone and the 300-year-old Campbell connection with the island was over.


Ardlussa is the only one of the island’s estates that is occupied all year round. It’s about 3 kilometres north of Craighouse, and takes a good half-hour to reach by car along the painfully narrow road that skirts Jura’s eastern shore. Here I met the Fletcher family and their four young daughters. Andy Fletcher, who inherited the estate, was born on the mainland and is determined to make a success of Ardlussa, its farm and the shooting rights that go with the land, which covers most of the northern quarter of Jura. The estate was bought by Andy’s great-grandfather – a banker – as a holiday retreat in the 19th century. Sport still plays a big part in the life of Ardlussa, and Andy derives a large amount of his income from paying guests who come to fish the rivers and stalk the great herds of red deer that roam the heather-clad hills. But it’s not easy to make the estate pay its way. ‘To be honest, it’s a black hole,’ Andy told me. ‘I trained as a landscape gardener. Nothing prepared me for the shock of running this place!’


He had taken me for a tour of the estate on his Argocat all-terrain vehicle, which bumped noisily across a bleak stretch of moorland where black peat oozed from the wounded ground. ‘We are investing heavily in renewables. I’ve sunk a huge sum into a biomass project using wood from our spruce plantations,’ he said as we watched a bank of low cloud roll down the mountains. ‘I hope we succeed. I’d be happy if we kept the place going for at least twenty years. At least I could say I’d given it my best shot. But my siblings hate the idea of losing Ardlussa. Granny let me off the hook, though. She told me to sell the place if it ever got too much.’


It seemed a heavy burden to carry. But perhaps the biggest threat to Andy’s plans to hold onto Ardlussa might come from his own children. They were currently attending the primary school of Jura but, when they reach senior school age, they will have to travel to Islay – a daily journey of two hours each way, by car and ferry. As we bumped back down the hill towards the house, I wondered how the Fletchers would manage as a family. It didn’t seem realistic for the children to spend four hours a day travelling to school in all weathers – summer and winter. More optimistically, Andy’s wife Claire, a former music journalist with a sense of adventure, has teamed up with two other local women and is now producing an island gin at Ardlussa of exceptional quality. With luck it will be just the spirit to keep them all going.
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