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INTRODUCTION


A Memory


Four ducks on a pond,


A grass bank beyond,


A blue sky of spring,


White clouds on the wing;


What a little thing


To remember for years –


To remember with tears!


William Allingham, 1824–1889


Nicholas was a cat of character and talent. Not only was he very observant, but his memoirs, Four Ducks on a Pond, written with the assistance of my mother, Annabel Carothers, told the story of our life on the Isle of Mull where I spent so much of my childhood. My mother, who was known as Puddy by the family, consigned the manuscript to a drawer nearly sixty years ago. I was aware of its existence, but not of its contents until curiosity led me to transfer the original manuscript to a computer. As I tapped the words onto the keyboard, they brought back a flood of memories which have inspired me to add my own.


Every family in Britain was affected by the two world wars in the first half of the twentieth century, but we were luckier than most. Our home on Mull provided the perfect refuge. Achaban House belonged to my grandparents, Grandpop and Kitten, but it lay empty because they were stranded in India at the outbreak of the Second World War. For this reason, they were unable to attend the marriage of my mother, their younger daughter, to my father. A slap-up wedding in London had been arranged but declaration of war forced a change of plan. Puddy had no experience of school outside Cheltenham. With their parents away in India, she and her elder sister Margie were sent as boarders to the Ladies’ College at the end of the First World War. Poker-faced guardians and tight-laced aunts took charge during the holidays. This arrangement was not unusual at a time before air travel reduced the size of the world. Children and parents had no option but to endure long periods of separation and, as a result, Puddy attended College from the age of three, for a prodigious fifteen years. And so it was that she and Margie evacuated to Cheltenham at the outbreak of war. Apart from Mull, it was the only place they knew. And that is where she and my father were married in an intimate service among a few close friends.


After a quiet honeymoon in Devon, they settled in London and I was born a year later in a nursing home close to the Cromwell Road where a near hit in the first week of the Blitz persuaded my mother to depart with me for Mull. A cold and empty house in the middle of nowhere was a more attractive option. Despite this precaution, I nearly did not make it into the following year. A severe bout of whooping cough threatened to bring about my early demise. Following the sage advice of local people that I would be cured by the combined effects of sea air with a visit to the sacred Isle of Iona, even in the depth of winter, my mother duly bundled me up and took me across the narrow Sound of Iona and back. My speedy recovery reassured her that this advice, which might have been considered dubious – even perilous – had been worth the risk. We soon rejoined my father, who was in a reserved occupation, and therefore not in a position to leave London, and our nights were spent in the air-raid shelter beneath our block of flats. This period did not last long. Enraged by events, and being a man of action, my father enlisted with the Royal Marines, based at Chatham, while my mother and I moved to a cottage nearby.


I was three years old before I met my grandparents, Kitten and Grandpop, for the first time, and I vividly recall the day they finally arrived from India. I watched intently as my grandmother unpacked her leather dressing case, showing me each pretty item, eliciting my candid response: ‘Can I have that when you’re deaded?’ This approach was hardly calculated to endear myself to her, but she displayed remarkable equanimity and we soon become firm friends. To me she was Granny, but everyone called her Kitten or Pussoc, a term of endearment which derived from the Gaelic puisaeg bhic, meaning little cat, first used by her six elder brothers and not to be confused with Nicholas the Cat.


Kitten and Grandpop had barely met my father before he was dispatched to the Mediterranean to take part in Operation Brassard just ten days after the D-Day landings. It was a minor event with major consequences, for my father’s landing craft, LCF15, was blown up and the dreaded telegram – ‘missing, presumed killed’ – coolly informed Puddy that she would never see her beloved husband again. Sadly I have only the vaguest recollection of my father, but he was artistic and I cherish the objects and pictures he left behind.


Grandpop and Uncle John soon became key figures in my life. Grandpop had been a doctor in the Indian Medical Service, becoming principal of the King Edward Medical College in Lahore, then in British India. John, his son and Puddy’s young brother, was up at Oxford, but not for long. He joined the army and was dispatched to Italy where he saw action before he was sent home with three wound stripes. He made a full recovery and returned to Oxford but, like many of his generation, could not settle. He was a talented writer and won a national script-writing competition which took him to East Africa to work on documentary films. After a while, he decided to rejoin the army, undeterred by his previous experience, and often returned to Mull during periods of leave.


Puddy’s elder sister, Margie, was bright but impractical. She had no intention of joining the armed services, or tilling the land, but her musical talent led her to the headquarters of ENSA, the Entertainments National Service Association, or Every Night Something Awful. She became continuity announcer for Geraldo and his orchestra, visiting munitions factories around the country, and broadcasting Break for Music which was designed to boost morale for the war effort. After the war, her boss took her with him to Ealing Studios where she joined the casting department, and later took charge. And it was in a pet shop close to the studios that she first met Nicholas.


Kitten was a native of Mull. She was born in Fionnphort, directly opposite Iona, the younger of two sisters with seven brothers. Their father was manager of the quarry nearby, famed for its distinctive pink granite which can be seen in the Albert Memorial, and many prominent buildings and bridges on both sides of the Atlantic. He had bought the old Free Kirk Manse nearby, naming it Achaban, a contraction of the Gaelic meaning ‘white field’, referring to the pale shade of grass which grew in the field – the Big Park – beside the house, and it was here that Kitten and Grandpop retired upon their return from India, making a perfect holiday home for Puddy and me.


The end of the war brought the start of my schooling in London and a year or so later Puddy bought a small house in the suburbs where we could keep a dog. Each holiday we returned to Mull, accompanied by Bruce, a black Labrador, and later Carla, a blue-roan cocker spaniel.


Like many little girls at the time, I was obsessed by horses and ballet. My lack of talent for riding or dancing did not put me off. I could make up stories in which I excelled, while reading the horsey books of Ruby Ferguson and ballet books of Noel Streatfeild. I was also absorbed by the boarding-school antics described within the beautiful plump volumes of Angela Brazil. She described a world I longed to inhabit and which Puddy enhanced by stories of her own. But the only way she, as a war widow, could finance my future education was by selling our house in London, and settling in Mull with Kitten and Grandpop.


And so it was that I spent each term away at school while Puddy gradually built up a smallholding, more out of need than desire. John and Margie came and went, sometimes for extended periods, and it was this household of three generations that Nicholas the Cat observed with a fine eye for detail. But he did not know the background to events, how they came to be, or what happened next, and this is what I intend to describe.




CHAPTER ONE


In the opening chapter of his book Nicky reported the arrival of day-old chicks on Neilachan’s bus. That day in the spring of 1952 heralded a year of ups and downs, not just for the family, but for the whole community. For many years to come it would be referred to as ‘the year of foot and mouth’ as that dreadful disease reduced the Ross of Mull to a land devoid of sheep and cattle. This created an eerily quiet and barren landscape that took several years to recover.


Mull is second in size only to the Isle of Skye in the Inner Hebrides. It is so deeply penetrated by long sea-lochs that it is almost divided in half, the Ross of Mull with Brolass being the southern peninsula stretching towards the west where a narrow strip of sea separates it from the famous Isle of Iona. Curiously, this peninsula is a similar size and shape to Manhattan Island, but there the resemblance ends.


Achaban House is just a mile from Fionnphort where the ferry leaves for Iona, and some thirty miles from Craignure where the little boat, the Lochinvar, called twice daily (except Sundays) on her journey between Tobermory in the north of Mull and Oban on the mainland. The island depended almost entirely on the arrival of The Boat – as she was usually called – which carried not only passengers but all manner of cargo.


Each day she left Tobermory early in the morning and zigzagged down the Sound of Mull, stopping at Salen on the Mull side, and Lochaline on the mainland, then to Craignure before heading towards Oban. She spent two or three hours there before retracing her journey back to Tobermory. No more than four cars were carried at the most, coming aboard at Tobermory, Salen or Lochaline where there were proper piers. A pair of planks straddled the gap between pier and boat while the driver gingerly navigated the vehicle along the planks, see-sawing at the apex and then applying the brakes sharply to prevent an untimely plunge through the railings and into the sea on the opposite side. So frightening was this possibility that, so far as I am aware, it never happened.


Although there was a two-class ticket system on the Lochinvar, the friendly purser never issued first-class tickets, so all sections of the boat were open to all. It was like entering a club. If we did not recognise all the faces, we soon set about finding out who was who, with whom they were staying, or why they were travelling. Identification was sometimes aided by examining luggage labels: in those days few travelled with a car, so suitcases were stacked on the deck.


A covered enclosure was provided on the upper deck and sometimes this was sectioned off by a curtain to conceal a patient on the way to hospital in Oban, or a coffin on the way back, accompanied by grieving relatives. Livestock frequently occupied the stern of the lower deck. Sheep and cattle stood dolefully in pens, awaiting their fate with the stoic optimism of those who do not know what is going to happen next. More often than not they were on their way to Oban auction mart. On one occasion Puddy and I were travelling with Arnish, our goat, feeding her kale to keep her happy on her journey to meet a new suitor on the mainland. The boat was moving restlessly on the waves, a sure sign that we were approaching the narrow passage between Lismore Lighthouse and the Lady Rock, where the Sound of Mull meets the Firth of Lorn and the entrance to Loch Linnhe, resulting in the inevitable disturbance, even on the calmest of days, which often silenced passengers, turning them a pale shade of green. A thick fog had descended so it was somewhat disconcerting to see the sailors peering over the side of the boat, looking for a blink from the lighthouse. Puddy, ever practical, watched the radar revolving on its mast and made some comment about this useful piece of technology to one of the sailors, but he shrugged his shoulders, indicating that such new-fangled contraptions could never be trusted. The lighthouse soon loomed into sight and the hazardous rocks were narrowly avoided.


The Lady Rock acquired its name from a time long ago when a chief of the clan Maclean, having become disenchanted by his wife, saw to it that she was stranded on this small reef, knowing it would be submerged at high tide. Convinced he would never see her again, you can imagine his surprise when an invitation to dine with his father-in-law brought him face to face with his long-lost wife across the dining table. She had been rescued by a group of fishermen. He did not live to rue the day he put her there.


The Lochinvar was not a pretty boat. Her squat outline, stubby fake funnel and constant list to one side easily identified her at a distance from all the other boats of the MacBrayne fleet. She was built on the Clyde and launched in 1908. For nearly fifty years she toiled between Tobermory and Oban, beating the worst of storms, and reliably supplying a service which the islanders greatly appreciated.


Inevitably, she provided a great meeting point for islanders who dived down the narrow gangway and headed for the snug little bar and, beyond that, the dining saloon which occupied a space towards the bow of the ship and was therefore a rather strange angular shape. Benches against the bulkhead provided seating behind the long tables, while Sam the steward emerged from his tiny galley with huge platefuls of mince and tatties (mashed potatoes) and a long line in gossip. Above the benches a series of paintings told the story of Scott’s ‘young Lochinvar come out of the west’ to steal his bride from the Netherby clan – a story so romantic, with pictures so evocative, that it threatened to fill developing minds with an intensely exciting idea of marriage, and weddings in particular, my own included.


There was no pier at Craignure in those days so small open motorboats met the Lochinvar as she wallowed in the bay, often in stormy weather. The transfer of people, goods and livestock between the boats was therefore quite hazardous. The mailbags were slung from one boat to the other, dangling from a small crane aboard the Lochinvar, while passengers patiently awaited the moment when the boats nudged against each other, before making the crucial leap from boat to boat, ably assisted by burly members of the crew. It was standing-room only for passengers while the mailbags were securely stacked in the bow of the motorboat as she headed for the jetty, leaving the Lochinvar to continue on her journey. The high hills around Craignure ensured that it was seldom dry, so passengers had to rely on waterproofs to fend off a good drenching. Occasionally it was not possible to use the jetty because the tide was too low. Undaunted, the boatmen arranged a path of planks across the rocks and guided us ashore, manhandling the less nimble to safety when necessary.


On one special occasion in 1956 the Royal Yacht Britannia came to Craignure. It was August – the height of summer – and the weather had been perfect only the day before, when HM The Queen and the Duke Edinburgh visited the Isle of Iona. But a huge storm blew in during the night, and the sea was in turmoil. The royal party had been delayed during their morning visit to Oban so their arrival at Craignure was no longer assured. I had a school friend staying, so Puddy brought us to join the small crowd on the jetty, hoping to see the royal party land, but as we stood in a howling gale and pouring rain, we began to think our journey had been wasted. Then, to our amazement, we saw one of the royal barges preparing to load passengers. We watched it being winched down from the davits, and rumour had it that Prince Philip was coming ashore. It was not until the barge reached the jetty that we saw the Queen emerge, yelping as she touched the cold handrail, to be greeted by Sir Charles Maclean of Duart who was Lord Lieutenant of Argyll at the time. She was accompanied by the Duke while Princess Margaret, who had not been expected and for whom no vehicle had been provided, was crammed into the back of a small car with other members of the royal party. Peering into the car, I was caught by her amazing lavender-blue eyes which have been imprinted on my mind ever since.


The Queen and the Duke were taken to Duart Castle as guests of the Macleans, although it was too late for the lunch which had been so carefully prepared, and later the Duke drove the Queen to Tobermory for a civic reception. I know the Duke was driving, because that afternoon the three of us waited by an isolated section of the road, waving and curtsying as he and the Queen passed at considerable speed, only jamming on the brakes briefly to acknowledge us. In later years Sir Charles was elevated to the peerage and became Lord Chamberlain to the Queen’s Household, an appointment which might have been kindled by this visit to Mull.


Of course days like that did not happen often – in fact they were once-in-a-lifetime events – which is why they should be recorded for posterity, as I am sure Nicholas would have done, if he had been there at the time.


Nicholas did not live long enough to know the fate of the Lochinvar, and perhaps that was just as well. Having faithfully plied her trade between Tobermory and Oban daily (except Sundays) for nearly fifty years, she made her final run in 1955. After five years as a relief boat, she avoided the breakers’ yard by spending several years working on the Thames, where she was renamed Anzio I and provided a summer service between Sheerness Dockyard and Southend. A new lease of life was promised when a group of Scottish sailors offered to take her over with the intention of running a round trip between Inverness, Cromarty and Invergordon. On Friday 1st April 1966, with thirteen men on board, Anzio I set out into the North Sea. The sea was reasonably calm when she left Tilbury but a force 8 gale warning was predicted for the area and by Saturday a north-east gale blew up. The Lincolnshire coastguard spotted the boat heading towards land and several attempts were made to divert her but, despite their best efforts, all hands were lost as the heavy seas engulfed the little boat, shoving her ashore as nothing more than flotsam. It was a terrible tragedy and the loss was greatly felt by all those who had known the Lochinvar in happier times.


The name Lochinvar has been revived with the launch of a hybrid roll-on, roll-off ferry on the Clyde in 2013, one of only two in the world capable of using both diesel electric and lithium ion battery power. The series of paintings from the dining saloon, saved before she went to the Thames, were donated to HMS Lochinvar although she has since been decommissioned, while her bell and steering wheel are fittingly displayed in Duart Castle, the landmark she passed twice daily (except Sundays) during her many years of service to Mull.




CHAPTER TWO


Margie spent several nights a week at the theatre on the look-out for talent when she wasn’t interviewing aspiring young artistes in her office at Ealing Studios. On her way to work, she sometimes walked past a pet shop which was near the underground station. One day her attention was drawn to a single kitten in the window. Stopping for a moment, she was caught by the irresistibly bright eyes which gazed at her through the glass. She could not help but admire the little creature’s mottled fur coat with smart white front and neat black paws. Besides, she assured herself, she was about to depart for a holiday at home on Mull where a surfeit of mice would provide plenty of work for a cat.


And so it was that she set off from London with young Nicholas the Cat in a basket. Their journey would have started on Platform 14, Euston Station. On their way to the station, the taxi would pass the handsome Euston Arch, designed by Philip Hardwick and shamefully demolished in the 1960s for no better reason than it did not fit in with the station’s new development.


Two sleeper trains left each evening from adjoining platforms at roughly the same time of 7.15, one bound for Perth, the other for Oban. It was easy to identify which passengers were bound for which train – the Perth ladies were coated in fur and their porters pushed trolleys laden with smart leather luggage while their gentlemen carried gun cases. Oban passengers tended to be somewhat dishevelled and accompanied by battered canvas bags and an assortment of brown paper parcels.


While the great locomotives waited patiently, belching acrid clouds of vapour into the atmosphere, passengers walked along the platform, examining the notices on each carriage which displayed their names and sleeping-berth numbers. In those days, for a reason which escapes me, tickets were divided into first and third class without a middle class, so the sleeping cars were also divided. First-class passengers could enjoy single compartments with intercommunicating doors between two if travelling together. These were well equipped with every comfort including a wash basin above a cupboard which concealed a chamber pot, neatly angled so that the contents would flow away discreetly after use. Third class provided two- and four-berth compartments with a blanket and pillow which did not require the necessity to undress, although I seem to remember we usually did, at least our outer garments.


While cats could be confined safely in a basket, dogs were expected to travel separately in the guard’s van. However, it must have been obvious by the number that arrived on the platform, and the few that travelled in the guard’s van, that most were smuggled into the compartments. In the late 1940s our handsome black Labrador, Bruce, was an expert at avoiding detection. He did not have to be told to slink neatly under the bed whenever Hughie, the cheery sleeping-car attendant, knocked on the cabin door. On at least one journey three of us booked four third-class tickets, naming the occupant of the fourth bunk as Mr Bruce Carothers. But there was no doubting that Hughie knew of this subterfuge as he took three orders for morning tea in the evening, and delivered them punctually the following morning.

OEBPS/images/Frontcover.jpg
FIONNA CAROTHERS

INSPIRED BY Nzcholus the Cat 4






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
A GRASS BANK BEYOND
Memories of Mull

Fionna Carothers

Inspired by NICHOLAS THE CAT

BIRLINN





