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IN THE HIGHLANDS 


In the highlands, in the country places,


Where the old plain men have rosy faces,


And the young fair maidens


Quiet eyes;


Where essential silence chills and blesses,


And for ever in the hill-recesses


Her more lovely music


Broods and dies –


O to mount again where erst I haunted;


Where the old red hills are bird-enchanted,


And the low green meadows


Bright with sward;


And when even dies, the million-tinted,


And the night has come, and planets glinted,


Lo, the valley hollow


Lamp-bestarr’d!


O to dream, O to awake and wander


There, and with delight to take and render


Through the trance of silence,


Quiet breath!


Lo! for there, among the flowers and grasses,


Only the mightier movement sounds and passes;


Only winds and rivers,


Life and death.


R.L. Stevenson 









Introduction 






WHAT A TASK! Each one of these delectable areas should have a guide book ten times longer than this one. Each is an enormous area to describe, full of obvious beauty and hidden delights, replete with history, laden with myths. There is the burden of old remembered wrongs and sorrows here; there is an ancient, embattled culture; there are long traditions besieged by alien invasion; there is romance and real poverty.


Today the myth of Highland Romance is carefully fostered, especially by those who hope to profit from it. In reality, Highland history is a bloody mish-mash of clan warfare, feuds and piracy – they are the reality behind the myth.


The clan chiefs, for power and wealth, segregated their miserable followers from all the social and economic progress that was taking place in the rest of Scotland and indeed in the whole of western Europe. When the time came that those renegade chieftains could satisfy their extravagance by exchanging their swords for an English pension, they did not hesitate for one moment in deserting their clans and selling the lands they claimed – falsely – as their own.


Only then, when that ‘parcel of rogues in a nation’ – to quote Robert Burns – had been paid off, did peace come to the Highlands, even if it was, in all too many cases, the peace of death. The Highlands had for centuries been devastated, looted and damned by one of the most appalling ruling classes in all of world history, and the price of their pleasures, and of their final treachery, is still being paid. That is the reality behind the romance of the Highlands.


But it is still, and will remain, an area of quite incomparable loveliness. It is a wholly fascinating region, fascinating to visit, fascinating to study.


Clearly, any guide book has to centre itself somewhere, and the first part of this one is centred on Fort William, and all the tours described run from there. But Fort William is hardly the centre of the area covered; indeed, it is at the edge. However, all the roads radiate from the town, and it is perhaps the most convenient place from which to tour the whole area described.


There is a lot of accommodation, of all qualities and prices, in Fort William. However, except perhaps for Morvern (where there is a good hotel at Lochaline) there is also excellent accommodation along all the routes described, and if you don’t fancy the bustle of Fort William, attractive though the town is, you will certainly not be disappointed at the standards of accommodation and Highland hospitality out in the countryside.


Starting, then, from Fort William, the Roads to the Isles run west and north west, out to Ardnamurchan Point standing defiant against the Atlantic roar; out to Morvern, that vast empty triangle which once guarded the Sound of Mull; out to Mallaig, the last outpost on the mainland, beyond which the Islands begin. And then once more from Fort William, north again, over the great rocky spine of the country, then back to the west coast, and north to Ullapool, another port from where the ships go to the Isles, another Road to the Isles.


Much of the area used to be in Argyll before that ancient county disappeared (according to the bureaucrats) in a quite ludicrous re-organisation of local government.


In terms of climate, Argyll is blessed. It is laved by the waters of the Gulf Stream, and is warm and equable. It can also be wet. For an odd statistic, you might note that more palm trees grow in Argyll than in any other British county!


The name derives from Arachaidal or Ergadia, the Boundary of the Gaels, and there are very ancient links with Ireland. The original kingdom of Dalriada in northern Ireland was colonised from Argyll, but the tide then turned, and the Irish people, now called Scots, returned to Argyll – Ergadia – and established a Dalriada there. And if you think that is confusing enough, it is only the very beginning, the first faint dawn-light, of history.


It would be tedious even to outline the history of the area, with its long story of clan battles and see-sawing clan fortunes. This area endured such things more than most others. It happened to be the borderland between the great clans of the Campbells and the Macdonalds. It was also the border between the Presbyterian and Catholic religions – still is, in fact – and that, too, caused much misery. The holiday-maker of today will hardly care whether he is in Campbell or Macdonald country, or, except perhaps on Sundays, in a Catholic or a Presbyterian area. The same rules of welcome and hospitality will apply.


And all of this great area is empty – empty of everything except scenery, that is, and that scenery is unquestionably the best in Scotland and arguably the finest in the world. Of course there are settlements here and there (no need to fear going without any creature comforts!). There is even a little industry at Loch Aline and the sad remains of more in the hills above Strontian. And there is forestry. There is agriculture, of course, here and there, and fish farming and even deer farming, although how long they will survive is still a question.


To the romantic sentimentalist it is the land of Bonnie Prince Charlie and his foolish, doomed, heroic attempt to hold back the march of time. To the realist it is the land where venal chiefs sold the birthright of their clansmen for English gold and then watched disdainfully as the Clearances (which began later and lasted longer here than elsewhere) emptied the straths and glens and left ‘nettles growing where once the children grew.’


In all of this, it is a playground without parallel for the sailor, the walker, the climber and the holiday maker. There are vast arcs of white sand, washed by a gentle sea, which sing as you walk barefoot over them. There are thousand-foot cliffs and gentle strolls through quiet valleys and by murmuring burns. There are great passes which will tax the strongest walkers. There is colour and shape in those hills and sea lochs which make the Greek islands drab. I will show you a sight down the Ardnamurchan Peninsula which, on any sunny day, must be Tir nan Og, the Islands of the Blessed, the Islands of Eternal Youth.


There is much to interest the naturalist in this land, for both flora and fauna are notable. Inevitably, the flora and fauna reflect the use that man is making of the land and the sea, and what we look at today is not necessarily what our fathers saw, nor what our children will see.


That has been especially true in the last few years, when vast conifer plantations have appeared on the bare hills. That particular change, and it will be a permanent change, inevitably alters the whole of nature around it. It seems that the forestry industry plants nothing but pine trees. I suppose there is a very good economic reason for this, since they grow quickly and in poor soil, but the visual effects can be appalling. The essence of Highland scenery is variety. Every hilltop and every corner gives a new and lovely view. If every view becomes a monotony of greenish-black conifers stretching to the horizon and beyond, then the whole character and nature of the area is changed. And certainly not for the better.


To be fair, it has been the recent policy of the Forestry Commission (although not of all others) to plant a proportion of hardwoods at the edges of their vast conifer plantations. Eventually this will help, but only a little. It is about as effective as painting your own front door in a decrepit tower block.


Of course, once long ago, these mountains were covered by great forests, but they were forests of oak and other native, mostly deciduous trees, not the pines of today. There are still some remnants, especially around Strontian, of those vast woodlands, and today they are carefully preserved. Then, the deer lived and thrived in the forests, feeding well on all the herbage of the forest floor. They cannot live in the forestry plantations, though. For one thing, they are fenced out of them, and for another, nothing grows in the deep shade of pine trees.


Still, for today at least, there are lots of deer in all this vast area, both red and roe, and they are easy enough to see, if not to approach.


Of course, like the salmon and sea trout in the rivers and the brown trout in the hill lochs, they are private property and you must not think to shoot them. But you are in Scotland, and the law of trespass here is different and much more sensible than that of the rest of Britain, so you can wander at will, and when you will, over these hills. Do not, though, carry a gun or a rod, or you might then be charged with trespass in pursuit of game, and that is an offence, and a heinous one.


You will of course respect the farmers when you are walking, and not break down fences or gates. And you will, of course, use some discretion and sense in walking the hills during the shooting season, for there are high-powered rifles around then, and not all of them in skilled and responsible hands. It cannot be easy to mistake a walker for a deer, but it has happened.


As well as deer, there are wild cats here – real ones, not feral domestic tabbies – but you are unlikely to see one. There are seals, and those you will surely see. There are red squirrels and badgers and even a few, a very few, pole cats and pine martens. There are curlews, shags, oyster-catchers, lap-wings and ptarmigan and every possible sort of gull. There are ravens and owls and even eagles. There are hooded crows, and every farmer is a sworn enemy of every hooded crow, for that bird has the pernicious habit of attacking new-born and even partly-born lambs, and pecking out their eyes. And there are a few adders around, too, as well as grass snakes and lizards.


Long ago, when early Stone Age man first lived and hunted on the Scottish hills, there were reindeer, bears, wild pigs, moose, goats, lynx, wildcat, wolverines, otters, badgers, mink, pine marten, polecats, weasels and stoats to keep him company, and bones of all these have been found, together with the bones of the people themselves. But most of these animal species have long disappeared.


As for the flora, there is much more than the ever-present bracken and heather, although they are everywhere, and it is their colours which predominate on most hillsides. There is many another plant of the heath and moorland, and it is always interesting to examine very closely just one square yard of open hill and see how many varieties of plant you can discover. It might be only 20, but it might equally well be a hundred.


Of course, it is that vast variety of plants and herbs which makes Highland mutton and lamb so very delicious and different. The Highland sheep hasn’t just been fed on grass alone, but on a hundred different plants, sweet and sour, aromatic, salty and spicy. No wonder it is different; no wonder it is incomparable.


On the higher and barer hills, there is a great display of alpine varieties, particularly of saxifrages and creeping azalea. And almost every rock outcrop carries a most wonderful display of lichens, in colours and shades that would disgrace no gardener. These miniature natural gardens – which may have taken a hundred years to grow (and which can be destroyed by one careless foot-step) – are a great delight, and well repay the closest examination of their wonders.


However, you don’t have to climb the hills to see most remarkable natural gardens. Go to the shore line and scramble around there. At one place in particular (although it is invidious to choose one amongst so many), by the sea-gate at Mingary Castle in Ardnamurchan, there is a most wonderful natural rock garden, just above the water line and washed often by sea spray. Crimson and pink sea-thrift flourish, and a great host of bright, colourful plants cling to that inhospitable rock and form a most charming display indeed.


It must be admitted that not every day is sunny, and that there is not a great deal of indoor entertainment in this vast area. But the weather is a gamble anyway: you win some, you lose some. May and September tend to be the best months, and the midges, that curse of the Highlands, are not so active then.


Mountains and the sea and distant faery islands rising from a blue Atlantic – that is our area.


Comhlan bheanntan, stoiteachd bheanntan,


còrr-lios bheanntan fàsmhor,


Cruinneachadh mhullaichean, thulaichean, shleibhtean,


tighinn ‘sa bheucaich ghabhaidh.


 A company of mountains, an upthrust of mountains, a great garth of growing mountains,


A concourse of summits, of knolls, of hills coming on with a fearsome roaring.


That was how Sorley MacLean described such lovely places, and nothing could be more vivid or true.


So, let us begin with Fort William.


 Tom Atkinson 









Summary of Tours 






TOUR ONE – MORAR 


Fort William to Banavie, A82, (1½ miles), Kinlocheil, A830, (10 miles), Glenfinnan (5 miles), Lochailort (14 miles), Arisaig (18 miles), Morar, Mallaig (nine miles). Return by the same roads. TOTAL: 95 miles.


This tour to Mallaig takes you through beautiful Glenfinnan with its National Trust Memorial to Prince Charles Edward (Bonnie Prince Charlie) and the dead of the 1745 Jacobite Rising. It goes on to the sea at the Sound of Arisaig and then north to Mallaig. There are various recommended walks into the hills of South Morar, and a lovely side trip along the north side of Loch Morar.


TOUR TWO – MORVERN 


Fort William to Corran Ferry, A82, crossing by ferry to Ardgour, A861, (eight miles), Inversanda, Strontian (13 miles), Lochaline, A884, (20 miles), Drimnin, B849, then return to Lochaline and beyond to B8043, Kingairloch, Inversanda, A861, to Corran Ferry and Fort William (50 miles). TOTAL: 111 miles.


This tour takes you deep into the very remote and lonely district of Morvern. Apart from Lochaline village, there are no stores or hotels in this whole vast area, so go prepared. The route takes you to Loch Teacuis, on past a sand mine and the interesting Kinlochaline Castle, right up the Sound of Mull, and even along the deserted south shore of Loch Sunart to the very lonely island of Oronsay and Loch Droma Buidhe. In returning, you take a minor road to the tiny settlement of Kingairloch, then back to Corran Ferry and Fort William.


TOUR THREE – MOIDART 


Fort William to Corran Ferry and Ardgour, A82, (8 miles), Strontian and Salen, A861, (25 miles), Acharacle, Kinlochmoidart, Lochailort (21 miles), Glenfinnan, A830, (14 miles) and Fort William (14 miles). TOTAL: 82 miles.


This is a most magnificent tour which travels through country where not so long ago there was no road at all and crosses Corran Ferry, then goes through Glen Tarbert to Strontian and Salen, along the shores of Loch Sunart. It then goes on to Acharacle, with a side trip to delightful Ardtoe. Another side trip takes you to the ancient Castle Tioram, seat of Clanranald, and then the main road continues on up the spectacular shore of Loch Ailort with its magnificent panorama of sea and islands. It joins the Mallaig road (see Tour One) at Lochailort for the return to Fort William. There are many suggested walks in the hills, and descriptions of other possible side trips to very delightful and lonely places, such as Loch Doilet.


TOUR FOUR – ARDNAMURCHAN 


Fort William to Kinlocheil, A82 and A830, (12 miles), Ardgour, A861, (21 miles), Strontian and Salen (25 miles), Glenborrodale, B8007, and Kilchoan (19 miles), Ardnamurchan Point and Lighthouse (8 miles). Return by same road to Ardgour for Corran Ferry and Fort William. TOTAL: 158 miles.


This tour takes you to the westernmost point of the British mainland, the lonely and remote Ardnamurchan Point. It travels along the whole length of Loch Sunart, with beautiful vistas of islands, hills and trees. Many delightful walks are suggested in the Sunart hills. The ancient Mingary Castle, with its vivid memories of clan battles long ago, is visited. There are suggested side trips to the lovely sands at Sanna to the rock-bound northern coast of the Ardnamurchan Peninsula. The Lighthouse at Ardnamurchan is visited. Return to Fort William by the same lovely road to Corran Ferry.


It is reasonable in the first part of this book to describe some specific tours; a summary of them is given above. North of Fort William, though, on the road northwards, there would be no point in recommending particular tours. There are various roads to take, and most are described, but the object is to go on northwards, not particularly to take circular tours. 













TOUR 1 


Fort William, Morar and Mallaig 






IT IS A PITY THAT THIS whole noble land does not have a noble doorway, for whatever else it may be, Fort William is not noble. Just the same, it is not a bad little town, and certainly it is in a grand position on Loch Linnhe. Ben Nevis, very close to the town, is a most deceptive mountain, which never shows itself to advantage, even if it is the highest mountain in Britain. It is climbed easily enough from Fort William, through Glen Nevis, but the climb is a serious undertaking, even in the best of weather.


Fort William is a town closely geared to the presumed needs of the holiday maker, although it is far removed from the delights of, say, Blackpool. There are plenty of good hotels, and you can eat and drink well there. However, there is certainly a great deal of tartan-andhaggis frippery.


Surely the finest thing in Fort William is the West Highland Museum, right in the centre of town. It has not expanded much over the years, but is still small, friendly, interesting and helpful. Perhaps the most interesting amongst the exhibits is the ‘hidden portrait’ of Prince Charles Edward – the Bonnie Prince Charlie of legend. The portrait is one of two known to have been painted, although the other has long since disappeared, and indeed the one in Fort William is said to have been rescued from a rubbish dump. The portrait itself is a seemingly meaningless daub of blotches, whirls and blobs of colour painted in a half circle on a board. However, when you put a polished metal cylinder on to the board, and look at the reflection in the metal, you see a miniature portrait of the prince, dressed in a satin coat, with a brown wig and wearing the Garter Star.


It is all rather eerie, and brings to mind those days when troops of redcoats ranged these hills, burning, killing and pillaging, helping to destroy for ever an ancient and anachronistic way of life, and when it was treason to possess a kilt or a gun, let alone a picture of the prince.


There is nothing particularly old about Fort William, and it is even difficult to find traces of the Fort. That was originally built in 1615 by General Monk, of earth and sods. Later William III had it rebuilt in stone. Now it has just about all vanished.


All in all, there is a great deal more going on in Fort William now than there was a few years ago. Then, about the only entertainment was to get plastered in a bar, and the best place to eat was the station buffet. It is not so today. Now, you can choose between a trip in a cable car halfway up Ben Nevis, or a sea trip to view seals. You can eat superbly well of wriggling-fresh sea food, or visit an amazing display of crystals and gemstones. Fort William is striving, with sometimes faltering steps, to become what it should be – a fitting gateway to the Roads to the Isles.


Leave Fort William by the A82, signposted Inverness, and after about a mile, turn left on to the Mallaig road, A830. Nearby, where the river Lochy runs into Loch Linnhe, are the ruins of Inverlochy Castle. This is a very ancient place indeed, a place inhabited at least since the 8th century. Being in the Highlands, it has a long history of violence. There was one notable battle there in the 15th century, and another in 1654, when Argyll attacked Montrose. The battle took place on the plain in front of the castle, and Argyll himself took no part in it, and no chances. He awaited the result of the battle in a barge on the far side of Loch Linnhe. Perhaps he was wise, for his troops were well beaten.


The village of Corpach is ‘The Place of Bodies’. The noble dead, from far to the north and the east, were carried to Corpach, there to await shipment by galley to the sacred Isle of Iona for burial.


Passing the ecological and economic excrescence of the Pulp Mill, another memorial to another futile effort to exploit the Highlands, you will soon be on the quiet shores of Loch Eil. Here is Achdalieu. In 1645, some 300 men, the garrison of Fort William, landed there to cut wood. The trees belonged to Sir Ewan Cameron of Locheil, and he, enraged at this plunder of his property, gathered his men and attacked the woodcutters. Locheil himself led the attack, and soon found himself locked in single combat with the officer commanding the English troops. Neither could gain the advantage, and soon, swords broken, they grappled with each other, and both fell into a ditch. Locheil, underneath, felt the enemy dagger at his ribs, but then, with his teeth, tore out the throat of his opponent. He is said to have remarked later that it was the sweetest bite he had ever had.


Of course, in those not so distant days, the Highlander was regarded with superstition and fear by the English and Lowland troops sent to occupy their land. It was even believed that the Highlanders had tails. It is strange to realise that the ‘discovery’ of the Highlands came several centuries after the ‘discovery’ of America. As knowledgeable Dr Johnson wrote, late in the 18th century, after his tour of the Highlands: ‘To the southern inhabitants of Scotland, the state of the mountains and islands is equally unknown with that of Borneo or Sumatra.’


From the head of Loch Eil, where a road (A861) branches off to the left and finally ends at distant Ardnamurchan, the A830 runs on through wonderful country to Glenfinnan. The view from Glenfinnan down the narrow length of Loch Shiel must be one of the most stirring in all of Scotland, with the great hills rising sheer from the loch, a tapestry of colour in all seasons. But see them, if you can, in autumn, when the bracken is a hundred shades of red and the heather still faintly purple. Then you have the essence of all Highland beauty.


Glenfinnan is the centre, and focus, of all the Bonnie Prince Charlie sentimentalism. It is National Trust for Scotland property now, though, and the tawdry is excluded. The National Trust has a Centre there, with a very good display and exhibition as well as a tea room, which might be welcome.


On a level, grassy field by the shore of the loch there is a monument, fittingly, to the men who fought and died in that daft and desperate, but eternally moving, Rising of 1745. It was on that flat meadow where the monument now stands that the prince waited with his handful of followers on 19 August 1745. He waited, and it seemed that none would come. Then, finally, over the hills came Locheil and his men, pipes playing, and the Standard of white, blue and red silk was raised by the old and feeble Tullibardine.


Thus began a desperate venture whose ending in genocide and doom some surely foresaw that day.


Later, much later, when the clans were scattered and a whole society broken, after an ancient culture had been destroyed, the monument we see today was raised by MacDonald of Glenaladale, whose grandfather died at Culloden. Many of the stones came from cairns built at Glenfinnan by men marching to war. Each placed a stone on a cairn, and if he returned, each removed a stone; what was left was a monument which the dead had raised to themselves. After the ’45, many cairns were left as they had been when the men marched off.


No one can be unmoved by Glenfinnan. Ghosts walk there, and the past becomes the present. Roses, wild roses, grow there.


Hugh MacDiarmid wrote:


The rose of all the world is not for me.


I want for my part,


Only the little white rose of Scotland


That smells so sweet,


And breaks the heart.


Let us perhaps leave the last word to Queen Victoria, who visited Glenfinnan, and wrote in her diary: ‘I never saw a lovelier or more romantic sight, or one which told its history so well. What a scene it must have been in 1745! and here was I, the descendant of the Stuarts and of the very king whom Prince Charles sought to overthrow, sitting and walking about quite privately and peaceably.’


There is a tiny unused graveyard in the field by the Monument. Probably the original name of Dalnaomh (Holy Field) came from this old burial ground. The quite large church at Glenfinnan stands between the road and the loch, and it is attractive in its austerity. Another MacDonald of Glenaladale built the church in 1873, again in memory of the prince. The bell was never hung in the bell-tower, because, legend says, MacDonald lost all his money at the crucial moment. He had invested in the Papal State and when Garibaldi united the Vatican State with Italy, Macdonald lost his investment. He is said to have remarked that he had only sixpence left, and that had the wrong head on it (presumably Victoria’s).


It is strange that MacDonald built such a large church for a population reduced by his own grandfather’s clearance of peasants and smallholders from the land they had held down the centuries. They were shipped, ironically, to Prince Edward Island in Canada.


The station at Glenfinnan is something of a Mecca for all railway buffs. The ‘Friends of Glenfinnan Station’ have taken it over after a long period of neglect, and have restored it to its former immaculate West Highland Railway condition. Not only that, but a railway museum and an Interpretive Centre have been set up in the unused buildings. Everything you have always wanted to know about the West Highland Line can be learned there. Visit the signal box and the booking office, and if you are lucky, stand in the box and watch a steam train make its dignified entry into the station. Altogether, a visit there is an unusual and satisfying experience for everyone – not just for grey-bearded small boys. But do it soon if you can. Indeed, perhaps you are already too late, for the vandals who now, for their private profit, control our railways, threaten to stop the ‘uneconomic’ use of steam locos.


From Glenfinnan, the road to the west climbs the hill of Schlatach, then drops down to Loch Eilt, the Hinds Loch, through the very pleasant Glen Muidhe. Loch Eilt, famous for its trout, is quite delightful, cradled by great jagged hills of considerable grandeur, and studded with tiny pine-clad islands. Just below the road is an ancient black oak tree, and it is said that Prince Charles Edward sheltered under its branches after Culloden.


For much of the way, the road and the single-track railway run together, but at Loch Eilt they separate, with the road sticking to the northern shore of the loch and the railway to the southern. Just beyond the point where the two separate is Creag Bhan, and from there a rough track, sometimes quite hard to follow, runs south to Glenaladale, near Loch Shiel. It is not a track to be taken casually, but if you are equipped for it, then it takes you through country of rare beauty. But it is empty country, and hard, so do not go unprepared. It might be worth your while, though, for the buried treasure of Alisdair Oir (Alisdair of the Gold) still lies somewhere in the strath of Glenaladale.


Alisdair’s instructions for finding the treasure are clear enough (just dig where seven rounded peaks can be seen), but none has yet located it. Four, even five, peaks are easy to see, but the others have still to be sighted. Perhaps it could be your lucky day!


At the western end of Loch Eilt, across and above the railway, is the strange, haunted Creagan an t-Sagairt, the Rocky Place of Priests. This is a rich and fertile plateau, up the hillside and quite invisible from below. There are several ruined crofts, and over all a peculiar sense of desolation and sadness. The sorrows of the evicted crofters seem very real here, and you can well imagine the keening as the roofs were torn off and the Canada-bound ship waited in Loch Ailort.


Just where the road and railway join again (the railway goes under the road), at the western end of Loch Eilt, is Arienskill. From there, a track runs north, up the hill alongside the burn (Allt an Criche) towards Loch Beoriad. Keep right where the track forks, and in a short time you reach a band of trees running down the loch. Here is Prince Charles Edward’s Cave. It is wide-mouthed and deep, and the prince, with his few followers, is said to have spent three days and nights there when on the run after Culloden.


Then, two hundred and more years ago, these hills and glens and straths must have been well populated – the ruined crofts tell their own story – and the whereabouts of the prince known to many. But not one of them informed, even though the reward of £30,000 was wealth unimaginable.


Since you have walked so far already, walk further on the same track, and follow the River Meoble to the tiny isolated community of Meoble. The English name comes from the Gaelic Miath Pol, meaning ‘Rich Soil’, and the rich, alluvial flat, sheltered by wooded hills, lives up to its name.


Close by Meoble is the equally tiny settlement of Rifern, and Rifern is also the name of the fearful phantom grey dog of Meoble, whose appearance means a death in a certain MacDonald family. Long ago, in the days when anything could happen, and most things did, MacDonald of Rifern owned a great grey dog which was very attached to him, and very faithful. However, MacDonald had to go to war (perhaps the Campbells were being a nuisance again), and Rifern had to stay behind. She pined greatly for her master, and eventually ran away from home and settled on an islet in the Dubh Lochan. There she had a litter, and she raised all her pups successfully. They hunted together, and lived safely on the little island. After two years, MacDonald returned home and learned what had happened to his beloved Rifern. He went to the Dubh Lochan and swam over to the islet. Sadly, he got there when Rifern was off hunting on her own, and the strong young dogs attacked MacDonald and killed him. To this day, Rifern haunts those wooded hills, howling for her long dead master, and foretelling death, whenever she appears, to the family that removed his body from the islet and buried it in the tiny overgrown cemetery where the track ends on the edge of Loch Morar.


From the shores of Loch Morar, you must go back the way you came, unless you have arranged for a boat to carry you down the loch. Go further on the road, and you reach the sea at Loch Ailort.


For this tour, do not take the road turning left at Loch Ailort, which runs right down Loch Ailort and into Moidart. It is a road of unsurpassed glory, but keep it for another day. Instead, continue into Morar, by the road along the Sound of Arisaig (what glorious names these are in English and in Gaelic they ring like a peal of bells!) and through the village of Arisaig, turning north there for Morar and Mallaig.


Just past Loch Ailort, the diamond-shaped peninsula of Ardnish separates Loch Ailort from Loch nan Uamh. Ardnish is another great place for walking, although only one real track crosses it, starting from Polnish on the main road. It is a rocky, hilly area, liberally endowed with delightful lochans in the hills, and with most wonderful views of distant mountains and islands sailing like swans on the blue Atlantic.


Raghnall Mor, a great piper, was born in Ardnish. Once, at a big gathering, he found his hands so cold that he could not finger his chanter. A dairymaid, surely herself accustomed to cold hands, advised him to rub his fingers with an icicle. He did that, and found he could then play, quite brilliantly, one of the most difficult pieces he knew. No piper could follow that act, and he received the award. Ever since, the piece he played has been known as Glas Mhéar – The Tune of Locked Fingers.


At the very edge of Ardnish is a tiny islet, Eilean a’ Chaolais, which shelters the little bay of Port na h-Aifrinne, The Harbour of Masses. It was here that mass was celebrated in the old days, when it was the turn of the Protestants to repress the Catholics. Believers from as far away as Eigg came then to worship at Ardnish.


From Polnish (where we diverted, on foot) to Ardnish, the road continues westward, crossing and recrossing the railway, and skirting the lovely Loch nan Uamh – Loch of the Caves. It was to this loch that Prince Charles Edward came from France in 1745, and it was from here that he left, defeated, in 1746.


On the shore of the loch, just before Arisaig is reached, the old Borrodale House once stood, and it was there that the prince spent his first night on Scottish soil, having landed from the Du Teillay with his handful of followers.


It was at Borrodale that the young prince stayed for a week, conferring with and persuading the clan chiefs, who were very unenthusiastic about his venture to gain the throne of England as well as that of Scotland. Finally, he converted Donald Cameron of Locheil to his cause, and that was the turning point, for Locheil had great influence, and where he led, many others followed.


On 19 September 1746, Charles, with others, boarded a French ship, L’Heureux, at Borrodale, and sailed away from Scotland, never to return, and ended his life in miserable debauchery. A cairn marks the spot where he embarked.




[image: images]


Prince Charles Edward’s Cairn, Loch nan Uamh





When he left Scotland, Borrodale House had already been burned by the avenging English (and Scottish) troops, and his last night in Scotland was spent in a cave.


Although it is well hidden, you can still find the cave, just below Arisaig House, and to the right of the burn. It is sheltered by a mound, which is in fact all that remains of a vitrified fort.


These vitrified forts are very interesting, and there are several in this corner of Scotland. Actually, little is known of them. To be ‘vitrified’, of course, is to be turned into glass, and that is just what has happened. Clearly, the forts, or strong houses, were constructed of rough, silica-bearing stones embedded in brush wood. Somehow, whether accidentally or deliberately or by enemy action, the brushwood was fired, and the resulting great heat has fused all the stones together and vitrified them into one great glass palace. It was all a very long time ago, of course, and even glass palaces weather and age, so that little is left of this one, or of the several others.


On westwards again to Arisaig, and a narrow, twisting road from the village will take you into the Rhu of Arisaig. Not perhaps a road for the faint-hearted, but very much worthwhile. It winds westwards at first along the shore of Loch nan Ceallt before turning south to Rhu House. It is wholly delightful on a summer evening, as the sun shines on myriad islands and as seals flop onto the rocky shores.


You can also reach Rhu House by a foot track leaving the main road just by Arisaig House. This track takes you by the Ridge of Oak Trees and the Hill of the White Ox. Both oak trees and white oxen were important in the ceremonies of the ancient Druid religion, and near those hills is a great stone engraved with the mysterious, ancient ‘cup and ring’ marks. The juxtaposition of these ancient names and the incised rock is strong evidence that cup and ring marks, wherever they occur (and they are common enough in Scotland) are related to that obscure and perplexing Druidic religion of old.
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