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FOREWORD


by
James Hunter


This book repays a debt – the debt its author feels he owes to the Hebridean island of Colonsay where Di Alexander, his wife Jane and their baby son settled in 1972. Their being there was not untypical of the times. A number of young southerners, often of hippyish outlook and artistic bent, were then coming to the Highlands and Islands in search of the good life – consisting usually of a mix of self-employment and self-sufficiency. Round every corner, we natives sometimes said, you’d find a pottery, a potter and (frequently) a goat. Put like that, our take on these newcomers might seem cynically condescending. In part, no doubt, it was. But in my case anyway, other emotions were involved. I was of Di’s age-group. But I was one of innumerable Highlanders who’d headed elsewhere in search of a higher education and such job opportunities as it might open up. Eventually, in the 1980s, I’d make it back to the Highlands and Islands. But ten or fifteen years earlier that seemed unlikely. Then I was very much a product of age-old Highland thinking (less prevalent now but by no means extinct) to the effect that anyone wanting to get on in the world had better begin by getting out. This, or so we were encouraged to believe, might be regrettable but it was also unavoidable. Hence the envy, or perhaps it was resentment, some of us felt on seeing other young folk, of whom Di and Jane were two, demonstrably giving the lie to the notion that the Highlands and Islands had nothing to offer – by moving north, not south, and by setting up home in the very places so many of us were quitting.




At a couple of generations remove, Di is himself a product of our centuries-long Highland exodus – his surname deriving from Caithness fish-curers and boat-builders who were among the beneficiaries of the Victorian herring boom that turned Wick into one of Europe’s busiest fishing ports. Just before 1900, one of those Alexanders, Di’s paternal grandfather John, won a scholarship to Edinburgh University where he graduated in medicine – prior to marrying and going off to work in West Africa. A Scottish connection would be re-established when Di’s father, Donald, took up a university post in Dundee. But reinforcing this connection, Di stresses, was Dr John Alexander’s decision, on retiring from the south of England practice he’d acquired on returning from Africa, to set up home with his wife Hilda at Weem near Aberfeldy. There Di holidayed occasionally with his grandparents, and there he began, he says, to feel the urge (acted on as described in his opening chapters) to make a life for himself in the Highlands and Islands.


I didn’t know Di then. That would change when I went to Skye to work for the Scottish Crofters Union, now the Scottish Crofting Federation. This was in the mid-1980s when Margaret Thatcher’s ministers, or so it was feared, might be tempted to axe the taxpayer-financed Crofter Housing Grant and Loan Scheme which advanced to crofters a part of the cash it took to get new homes built on crofts. How, we wondered, might we best make a case for the scheme’s retention? What we needed, I knew, was expert advice on housing policy, and it was in this connection I first heard mention of Di Alexander. Initially, I envisaged someone female. Then, when I’d been put right on Di’s gender, I thought he must be Welsh. In fact Di, who grew up in Berkshire and Wiltshire, owes his first name to parental fascination with classical Greece. Which is not, by the way, to suggest that Donald and Budge Alexander were more engaged with the distant past than with what was going on around them – Donald’s still widely shown film footage of the impact of the 1930s depression on South Wales miners being a pointer to his having had much the same commitment to social justice as is evident in his son’s endeavours on behalf of a whole host of Highlands and Islands communities.


When Di became one of the people who helped the SCU secure the continuation of the Crofter Housing Scheme (which, we demonstrated to initially sceptical Tory politicians, was a highly cost-effective means of enabling families to become home-owners), he was working for Shelter. Afterwards he became a key figure in, first, the Lochaber Housing Association and, then, the Highlands Small Communities Housing Trust. Between them, these organisations have provided – and are still providing – hundreds of new and affordable homes in localities where such homes would otherwise have been lacking. This achievement, Di stresses, is by no means his alone. That’s true. He’s had lots of hard-working collaborators. But Di’s contribution has been huge all the same – not least because of his having developed all sorts of insights into the crucial connections between housing provision and wider well-being. A place where there are houses to buy at reasonable prices, or where young folk in particular can afford to rent, is a place that can flourish and grow. A place lacking these things, as all too many Highlands and Islands communities know to their cost, is doomed to economic contraction, population loss, stagnation and decline.


Di’s understanding of those issues, together with his longstanding determination to do something about them, he attributes (as is evident on following pages) to his years in Colonsay. This, then, is his thank-you to islanders who both received him and his family very warmly and who, though this would take time to become apparent, did much to shape Di’s life, his outlook, his philosophy. And not just his.


Between 2010 and 2015 the First Secretary of the Treasury in Britain’s then government, a Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition, expended a great deal of energy and political capital on winning a fuel-duty discount for those Hebridean and Highland communities where the effects of distance and disadvantage are constantly aggravated by fuel costs far higher than those prevailing in urban localities. First Secretaries of the Treasury do not generally bother themselves greatly with such matters. That this one did stemmed from his upbringing. At one point in this book he features as a little boy adding to the stresses and strains surrounding his younger sister’s premature arrival in a Colonsay cottage by getting himself into the cottage’s chimney and coating himself from head to toe with soot.


There is nothing of the adult Danny Alexander in what follows. Neither is there much about his father’s life after Colonsay. This is not that kind of book. What Di has written is an often lighthearted, but nevertheless deeply felt, memoir of what a young man made of a small Hebridean island – and, just as importantly, what that island made of him.


Although this would become evident only in retrospect, the same young man was in at the start of much the most transformative thing that’s happened to the Highlands and Islands in my lifetime – this being the way that, from the 1970s onwards and for the first time in centuries, many more people have moved into the Highlands and Islands than have left. We’re much the better for those people being here. We’re much the better too as a result of what Di Alexander has been about since he left Colonsay. For all of that, as well as for this fine piece of writing, Moran taing, a Photter (‘Many thanks, Potter’).
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I KNOW WHERE I’M GOING


The very first time I laid eyes on Colonsay I barely even knew its name, far less that it would, soon enough, become my home and my mentor.


It was a sunshine-with-showers afternoon in the early summer of 1971 and a long-haired, self-absorbed, 25-year-old ex-art student, male and clearly a late developer, stepped off one of Bertie Bowman’s hard-worked buses at the Clansman Restaurant and Pub in Pennyghael, a tiny settlement at the gateway to the Ross of Mull which is the long, south-westernmost arm of the Inner Hebridean island of Mull. The deposited figure wore maroon velvet flares frayed at the knees and a collarless working man’s vest, which he had dyed, rather fetchingly he felt, a brick-dust pink. His general appearance was underscored by a somewhat dilapidated pair of moccasins which had never been watertight and were now proving even less so. A fairly typical product of the time and place of his upbringing, the new arrival was hoping to be met by Alasdair MacDonald, the man who had placed a small ad in the Personal Columns of the Times – which then still took up most of its front page – seeking a potter who would also double up and help him fish lobsters from his creel boat.


I just about qualified for half of this intriguing job description as someone partially trained as a studio potter (Wimbledon School of Art, late 60s, Certificate of Industrial Ceramics, only just). The ad appealed strongly to my romantic and escapist tendencies, which included the fond belief that I had always been miscast as a denizen of the over-domesticated south and south-west of England, where I had been raised and schooled and where I was then engaged in a subconscious exploration of my career options as I worked on a crushing machine for a firm of Wiltshire building contractors.


On health and safety grounds alone I knew that I needed to get off the crusher and start moving, quite possibly to the wild Highland roots on which I had some claim and which had always attracted me. Besides, the all-female-staffed Inniemore Summer School of Painting in Carsaig, where I was now headed with my new boss, seemed to offer much better prospects for an active social life than the narcoleptic West Country backwater in which I had become becalmed.


As my new and agreeably eccentric boss drove me in his well-worn kilt and shiny red Morris pick-up van along one of the narrowest and most inviting of single track roads (the ones which have tufts of grass growing up the middle), my senses were buzzing with the anticipation of what Carsaig would have to offer, and from the deep pleasure too which the then unfamiliar but spectacularly beautiful island landscape had been serving up ever since I had climbed on and off the Mull car ferry from Oban.


But the steep and dramatic descent from the road’s seven-hundred-odd feet high point into the hamlet (a farm, two mansion houses and a few cottages) of Carsaig took my breath away just as surely as it had and has done to countless visitors before and since. For, falling away precipitously from the narrow single track, spreads a monumental, terraced, semi-circular amphitheatre formed from ancient volcanic rock that cradles a luxuriantly green and graceful valley, and there, beyond the ocean’s lapping edge on the slate grey sands of Carsaig Bay, stretches the shimmering, deep blue sea of the southern Inner Hebrides (as viewed on a good sunny day, of course, but such it more or less was) with its scattering of magical isles: furthest away to the south the substantial islands of Islay and Jura; nearest at hand, and though still ten miles away seemingly close enough to touch, the islets known as the Isles of the Sea – or the Garvellachs – and to one of which that most famous Hebridean saint of all, Columba, habitually retreated to clear his mind of anything but God. And there in the middle but off to the right a bit of this vast and spellbinding seascape and looking small and isolated in its ocean surround, lay the little island of Colonsay which, with its, from that angle, concealed and interconnected little sister, Oronsay, were just ten miles long and not more than three miles wide between them as I would, eventually, come to discover.


And although I had no idea then that I would be going to live there, it didn’t take very long before I knew who I would wish to go with me. For, within a few weeks of taking up my new duties at Inniemore Lodge I had fallen well, truly and headlong for the loveliest of all the nice girls who were employed to do the chores there; making sure that the guests’ beds were made, sheets washed, meals prepared, rooms cleaned, everything set up so that they could spend their days learning to paint under the kindly eye and expert tutelage of Alasdair’s wife, the wonderful painter Julia Wroughton.


Jane was 19, tall, titian-haired and as close as you would ever be likely to come to seeing Botticelli’s Venus in the flesh, albeit now reincarnated in jeans and T-shirt and speaking modern English rather than Renaissance Italian. She shone from the inside too and but to see her was to love her. I, in response, radiated hot waves of more than purely spiritual interest which, heaven knows why, though it is true to say there were hardly any other potentially suitable male options readily available, were unexpectedly requited.


We did what lovers do on their journeys of discovery, including getting to know Carsaig and its environs as well as each other. After-work visits to the pub in Pennyghael were part of the pattern and there we got to know the resident locals rather than the transient artists and visitors who stayed with us for a week or two in Inniemore’s secluded paradise. Whenever we ventured back over the crest of the hill from our Carsaig enclave we encountered the more typical island world, bubbling away unobtrusively but ever ready to share its day-to-day life in the friendliest of fashions and, if you happened to be in the right place at the right time, its – to us outsiders – unfamiliar enchantments. These were features of a more discrete but distinctive community which had its own strange tongue, infectious music and a wealth of local anecdotes and traditions; and though the language, called Gaelic but pronounced ‘gallick’, was totally incomprehensible – though fascinating – to me and my companions, the music and the stories were tailor-made for direct enjoyment by anyone, not least our young and curious selves. I lapped it all up and was hungry for more.


Never more so than on a Saturday night when the handful of older, Gaelic-speaking locals who lived within striking distance of the bar would congregate for a plurality of convivial drams matched by an equally generous sharing of stories and music with whoever else happened to be there, no matter where they hailed from, and that included the motley gaggle of that summer’s new intake of seasonal workers to the locality. There was Pennyghael-born and bred Duncan Lamont, a renowned piper and soldier who had fought in both World Wars, and his brother Hugh who was equally famous locally as a bard – a composer of songs – in their mother tongue, even though it was then only spoken by Mull’s older natives. There was Niellachan who always came with his fiddle, and old Tom, our nearest neighbour from Carsaig Farm, who would drive over the hill with us, his mouth-organ slotted into a jacket pocket. Their ages became irrelevant as they made their Highland music together afresh, Duncan accompanying Tom and Niellachan on his chanter, but with a break now and again for Gaelic songs from Hugh or Tom and a blether with whoever; and if the three MacCallum brothers didn’t themselves play musical instruments or budge much from their preferred positions at the bar, it was still abundantly clear that they were as happy with the cultural offering as the rest of us, albeit that it was an ingrained and familiar part of their upbringing and island world, one to which we came as strangers but were quickly coming to know and like, and were growing ever more intrigued by.


Another thing we noticed back in Carsaig, as we feasted daily on the normally stunning view south across the sea to the neighbouring islands, with the Caledonian MacBrayne’s steamer, the King George V, ploughing its languid and elegant furrow in the foreground as it circled Mull with its boatload of summer visitors to the smaller islands of Iona and Staffa, was that while Mull would all too frequently be experiencing a shower or downpour, there would be low-lying Colonsay basking unconcernedly in the sunshine as the clouds leapfrogged over it or ignored it altogether, preferring the high hills of the big islands or the Argyllshire mainland upon which to relieve themselves of their copious and soggy loads.


We joked about it, we were curious about it but thought little more of it at the time. The penny would not drop till after we had both finished our summer season jobs and left our Carsaig idyll behind us. It certainly hadn’t yet dropped when Alasdair and Julia managed to get hold of director Michael Powell’s 1945 black-and-white film, I Know Where I’m Going, which they showed in the dining room one late summer evening to guests, staff and invited locals. The film had been largely shot in Carsaig, much of it by the then unchanged granite pier from which Alasdair and I went out each day in the boat to set and lift his lobster creels. Key scenes had been filmed in the self-same boatshed now used by father and son Tom and Sandy Brunton, who shared the pier with us and fished in their coble for salmon which they trapped and lifted using bag nets set along the shore past the Nun’s Cave. The island of ‘Kiloran’ to which the heroine, played by Wendy Hiller, has such a frustrating time trying to get across is, in reality, Colonsay.


Perhaps more influential, in a subliminal way, on my eventual determination to try to go and live on Colonsay with Jane, was the beautiful old ballad used as the film score. It begins ‘I know where I’m going and I know who’s going with me . . . ’. When I was a small boy growing up in an isolated West Berkshire farmhouse, my mother used to sing it to me at my bedside, wistfully, heartbreakingly. It was so haunting I could hardly bear – or resist – listening to it, then or now. It evoked strange and powerful echoes, perhaps from another life or a life yet to come.


It is less fanciful to say that when we left Carsaig, after our long, sweet summer idyll had ended and autumn days had drawn in, we did not yet know that Jane was pregnant, that we would even live together let alone get married, or what direction our lives would take. In fact we were to marry in March 1972, and our first son, Daniel, was born less than three months later. ‘I know where I’m going’? Neither of us, at that point in time, had a clue, though it wasn’t too long before we started to find out.


By that Christmas, we had found a decent flat together not too far from Edinburgh’s Haymarket, where we would await the arrival of our first-born. While I had been down south receiving characteristically generous hospitality – but also an understandable version of the ‘third degree’ – from Jane’s parents, their family friend and doctor had spelt out my new responsibilities to me in terms which any five-year-old, even one who preferred engaging with clay, could not have failed to take on board. Jane’s confinement, he made absolutely clear, would have to be spent where the best prenatal care would be available at all times in case any complications arose and not, most certainly not, in some rural backwater, for example a remote Hebridean island where such civilised requirements could not be entirely guaranteed.


However, the good doctor deemed Edinburgh acceptable and as well as working in the ‘Ceramic Workshop’ near the Castle I took the first steps in exploring the idea of getting us back to an island life, finding a cottage to live in, setting up a studio pottery and, I trusted, living happily ever after. It all seemed so simple to my innocent mind, and it was equally obvious which Hebridean island would be top of the shortlist – Colonsay – because it had always seemed to beckon, albeit that the fixation had been formed long-distance without any reality check. So, to begin to put this right I wrote to the island’s sole proprietor and laird, Lord Strathcona, sketching out my aspirations and wondering whether he might have a cottage for us to live in and an old building for me in which to set up my pottery. To my delight I received an encouraging reply from his then wife, another Jane, who invited me over to the island for a recce.


Thus it was, though it was only a year since I had caught my first bedazzled but long-distance glimpse, that after a slow and bewitching ferry journey from West Loch Tarbert on the Mull of Kintyre mainland via the ports of call of Craighouse on Jura and Port Askaig on Islay, I walked, full of nervous excitement, down the gangplank of the M.V. Arran and set foot for the very first time on Colonsay’s bustling pier.


Local eyes were always keen to see who was coming off the ferry and doubtless I was clocked by all those present as an unfamiliar summer season ‘visitor’ – the native islanders’ preferred description, rather than the more disparaging ‘tourist’ – their choice of word, I would later come to appreciate, a true reflection of the courtesy and consideration they would invariably show any stranger who landed on their shores. Not that they were lacking in curiosity, but the usual Hebridean approach, I came to understand, was to engage the newcomer in the friendliest kind of conversation and to elicit information so agreeably and painlessly that the provider was usually completely unaware just how much they had parted with. The fact that this complete stranger had been met and greeted so warmly on the pier by Lady Jane Strathcona had not gone unnoticed, but the questions arising would soon enough be answered by the islanders’ tried and trusted intelligence-gathering methods. By the time the ferry returned, usually two or three days later on its next round trip to the island, most details about the visitor and the purpose of his visit would either have been discovered directly or more or less accurately deduced from assorted clues, the results shared and compared and a perfectly newsworthy and generally reliable story about the stranger and his business would have been pieced together and steadily improved by general circulation.


The island Lady Jane showed me round exceeded all my imagined expectations. Even though I had gained some familiarity with the range and the splendour of Hebridean charms during the time spent on Mull, it was very surprising to find such variety within Colonsay’s much more limited confines. The rocky and rugged east side of the island, with its ‘capital’ of Scalasaig, where the ferry berthed and the island’s only shop, hotel and pub were located, was matched on the west by a huge expanse of soft green machair land, white sandy beaches, dark sea-beaten skerries and a huge, blue-grey, pulsating ocean stretching out to the extended line of the distant, western horizon, interrupted only by the lonely Dubh Hirteach (‘The dark St Kildan’) lighthouse.


Further on, a patchwork of neat, white croft-houses and small fields soon began to appear and in the very middle of the island there was a sheltered valley cradling a long, narrow and picturesque loch. Much more unexpectedly, there were substantial areas of broad-leafed woodland around the Strathcona mansion, Colonsay House, which lies between the Home Farm at Kiloran – so that’s where ‘Kiloran’ came from – and one of the most beautiful bays anywhere on Earth, the golden-sanded, dune-fringed arc of douce Kiloran Bay which, for some reason, the National Geographic Magazine once accorded only second place in its world-wide assessment.


My memory tells me that the air was sweet and full of bird song, there were wild flowers everywhere, the cattle and sheep were fat and contented, that everyone and anyone who passed you on the road would give a cheery wave and were just as friendly if you got a chance to say hello. Moreover, there were tantalising glimpses of a different and fascinating community life going on – there was a lot of Gaelic being spoken, noticeably more than in the Ross of Mull, and tractors and trailers as well as cars buzzed by on the single-track roads. There also seemed to be a good few working boats using the harbour at Scalasaig, there were island children, there was chatter and banter, there was humour and laughter.


By the time Lady Jane had shown me a vacant and lovely old-fashioned cottage next to the pier and harbour that we might be able to live in and an old stone-built, slate-roofed boathouse to the side of the harbour in which I could set up my studio (subject to Lord Strathcona’s approval, Lady Jane stressed, but with an optimistic look in her eye). I was hooked. Colonsay was perfect: when could we come?


It took another few frustrating months before the agreements were reached about the cottage and the boathouse, and the essential arrangements could be made for our move to the island. True to the all-you-need-is-love, who-cares-about-the-lack-of-ready-cash spirit of the age we were signed-up members of, we had little money to spend but didn’t worry too much. We went to look for some furniture for our first unfurnished home together at Madame Doubtfire’s junk-shop in Stockbridge, a veritable treasure trove. The biggest treasure turned out to be Madame Doubtfire herself who, weighing us up in an instant and reminding us that we would need a good kitchen table, pointed out and sold us a beautiful, big solid oak one for just one pound – a generous-hearted gesture if ever there was one. This was the same table under which our children crawled and scrawled and upon which they ate, drew, played games, and eventually outgrew and left behind for continuing parental use.


The furniture-buying might be skimped – who needed a bedstead when a double mattress on some chipboard propped up on kiln bricks would do? – but furnishing the new pottery studio was a more serious matter requiring a business-like focus and a scary amount of capital, neither of which had exactly proved fortes of mine hitherto. Though the bank seemed happy enough to feed the end-of-term overdraft habit I had established when at art school, they recoiled at my ‘business’ proposition and wouldn’t help unless some other financial guarantees could be provided.


To the rescue came a bold and ambitious new government agency, set up only a few years before to try to reverse the population loss and general decline of Britain’s remotest corners, the Highlands and Islands Development Board or the HIDB, as it was popularly known. They promised me a grant of just over £1600 to get the business set up which, they also said, I wouldn’t ever have to repay as long as I kept it going for a minimum of five years. It was a calculated gamble on their part, one of a great many which they boldly took over the years, some of which failed quietly, others more spectacularly, but most of which produced tangible benefits for the people and the communities they were intended to help. The fact that, despite my repeated pleas to them, their grant cheques only reached me and my bank account six months after I had taken out a loan and spent the money on equipping the studio, I now grudge them not. What the HIDB was able to do for all those like me, I would gradually come to appreciate as I became more and more involved in community development issues in the years to come, was truly far-seeing and influential in helping to make the Highlands and Islands of today so much more positive-minded, in thought and in deed, than it was then – a period still characterised by the historic self-doubt and negativity to which too many Highlanders and Islanders had, not without some justification, become prone.


I had self-doubt and negativity all of my own making to try to keep in check as my pal Frank and I drove the stuffed-full hired van through the late August night to get the 6 a.m. ferry to Colonsay from the pier on West Loch Tarbert. It didn’t help that we were pulled over by the flashing blue light of an Argyllshire police car in the wee small hours and asked to account for ourselves and our load but, in one of the many lessons I would come to learn about the Highland way of life and its sense of close community, it turned out that one of the policemen was a native of Carsaig and since I had got to know his father, Tom, and much more importantly since his father knew me, he knew too, because his neighbours Alasdair and Julia had naturally told old Tom, nearly as much about our Colonsay plans as we knew ourselves. We had authenticated our credentials and were sent on our way with wishes of good luck. We made as quick a round trip to Colonsay as ferry timetables then allowed to unload all the pottery equipment in the boathouse and, much more importantly, to get the cottage ready to live in so that I could bring my new family over to it on the next available ferry.


The Arran was a modern for its times, side-loading vehicular ferry – cars were parked in the hold of the vessel and driven onto a platform which hoisted you slowly to quayside level where you waited for a side flap, known as the ramp, to be lowered and over which you then drove onto the pier and away. The lift on the old Arran was notoriously temperamental: if the weight of vehicles wasn’t distributed evenly on the ascending platform then it would stall mid-journey, have to be lowered back to hold level and the weight re-trimmed before you could try the whole thing all over again, sometimes more than once, before a successful disembarkation could be achieved. Patience, which I have in restricted quantities, was required as Jane, Daniel and I waited in our recently purchased first car, a fourth-hand, faded fawn Hillman Minx, price £65, number plate WSF 943, to emerge from the ship’s hold, keeping fingers crossed while the hoist made its snail’s-pace and worryingly noisy upward journey and the ramp was finally and all too slowly lowered onto the pier.


All eyes seemed to be upon us, the very newest and greenest of newcomers, as we drove the couple of hundred yards or so off the pier, past the old harbour, and parked the Hillman outside our new home. It seems unbelievable now but Jane was not only seeing it for the first time but had never even set foot on the island till this moment. Was it just that previous plans to visit together had been derailed by events or was it a symptom of that young and insecure man’s tunnel vision which had resulted in such carelessness? In any event, Jane was as thrilled and excited to be there as the man who had led her there and who carried four-month-old Daniel, gurgling happily in his wicker basket, and then his mother over the threshold and into Glen Cottage. At least, that’s what the diary I started two days later records, as it does that we were both bowled over by the beauty of the island as we drove right round it for the first time, and that all three of us slept deeply and soundly on our first night together in Colonsay’s quiet and comforting embrace.
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GETTING TO KNOW YOU


Our new home, Glen Cottage, seemed to welcome us with open arms. It had been built in 1881 by the island’s carpenter and boat-builder, Alexander McNeill, to house his growing family, who had all lived and died there. It was a typical single storey ‘but and ben’ cottage; grey-slated roof, great thick walls of bright, whitewashed stone ending in a ‘flying gable’, two rooms downstairs and two small attic bedrooms upstairs, in which a full-grown adult could only stand upright directly under the roof ridge. These were accessed by a flight of time-worn and near vertical wooden steps that were more ladder than stairs and which our small children would come to use as a climbing frame when they weren’t racing fearlessly up and down them. A much more recent flat-roof extension had been tacked onto one end to provide a kitchen, and a small room in the middle of the house, which had served for generations as the island’s post office and telephone exchange, had been converted into a bathroom with a great, deep, old-fashioned bath in which one could wallow happily for hours.


There was a funny little black bakelite box with a revolving handle on one side which stood by the phone (telephone number ‘Colonsay 46’) on a hallway shelf: it was a magneto telephone and you had to wind the resistant handle in the box vigorously if you wanted to make a call because that was the way you generated the ringtone that attracted the attention of Flora (MacDougall but universally referred to as Flora Brown, her maiden name). Flora was a more than helpful lady, who from a room in her croft house in Kilchattan on the other side of the island operated the island’s current telephone exchange and delivered a since unsurpassed twenty-four hour bilingual service which included the brilliant and entirely free supplement of finding out for you where the islander you were trying to get hold of was presently located, once Flora had ascertained for you that they weren’t at home.


From our small living room, with its cosy open fire and super-efficient back boiler which heated the water, the cottage looked east onto the boathouse which the carpenter had used as his workshop and due west up the Scalasaig brae to the Church of Scotland church, two more semi-detached cottages and, to the right of the road, the island’s one and only hotel and bar. It was probably due to all the timber which the carpenter had, no doubt carefully and lovingly, put into its construction, but the cottage smelt as well as felt good – a smell that was never more evocative than when one gratefully crossed its threshold again after returning home from a trip away to the mainland.


There was plenty to be getting on with. I had a stand at the HIDB’s first ever Annual Craft Trade Fair, just seven weeks away in Aviemore, at which to show my own first ‘Colonsay Pottery’ pots and I hadn’t even started to build the kiln yet. There was a nest to build too inside Glen Cottage, and there was an island full of islanders to get to know, all 128 of them, which is a lot when you haven’t yet met any of them. The islanders, whom Neil Munro’s peerless character Para Handy had once maligned in a reference to their exceptionally fine whelks – ‘but the people iss so slow they cannot catch them’ – were anything but. Our immediate next door neighbour, Finlay MacFadyen, who worked for Colonsay Estate, called round on our very first evening to see if we needed anything and, as well as lending some tools I had mentioned, there waiting for us next morning outside the back door was also a bag of coal which Finlay had found was now surplus to the Estate’s holiday home requirements. There too was a box of fresh eggs which someone else – we had no idea who – had left for us. These were just the first of the countless acts of kindness which the good people of Colonsay showed the Alexander family over the coming days and years, which characterised their way of life and changed our own for the better.


While Jane and Danny in his period-piece pram were quickly making friends wherever they went, I had to put my head down and get my pottery studio up and running. But there was no need to feel isolated because, out of friendly curiosity, more and more of the male islanders, young, old and in-between, started coming down to the ex-boathouse to say hello and see what this strange newcomer, the so-called ‘potter’, was up to. Finlay’s youngest son, ‘wee’ Finlay, was my first and most assiduous visitor and he would come down to inspect my kiln-building and shelf-making progress just as soon as he climbed off the primary school bus each afternoon and he was, without fail, cheerily direct in letting me know how much or how little I had really achieved. My rate of progress varied, it could not be denied, with the number and nature of the distractions I gave into during the day. There were so many: the view across the sea from the door of the pottery, as far as Ben Cruachan and even snow-capped Ben Nevis over 60 miles away on the mainland on an exceptionally clear day, plus the comings and goings of the locals to the pier and harbour as well as those of the shore birds whose territory I now shared and was also getting to know.


But the biggest distraction of all came from some of the more senior male Gaels, who on gravitating, as sea-going islanders are accustomed to do, towards the natural hub of the pier and harbour to check out the state of the tide and what the local fishermen were doing, became increasingly inclined to see what the potter was up to and share the time of the day. ‘The potter’, for so he quickly became called – ‘Well, Potter, what are you busy at this weather?’ – was not just a bit of curiosity; he was clearly a harmless young fellow who had much to learn but was agreeably happy to listen. And listen he did, not infrequently spellbound, as they informed, entertained and generally riveted their new and highly receptive audience with their keenly observed and consistently humour-laced stories, which presented the many facets and idiosyncrasies of the island and its cast of islanders, both present and past. It was storytelling of an astonishing fluency and listenability: it was, I came to appreciate, an art form which the culture of the Gael had brought to near perfection after hundreds if not thousands of years of practice, and all you had to do was tune in properly, laugh enthusiastically and encouragingly (never a problem), maybe ask the odd question by way of further clarification, and soak it all up – my own lack of accomplishment not being taken amiss by the main conversationalists who did not seem to mind not having their natural flow interrupted.


No greater conversationalist was to be found on the island than Para Mor, ‘Big Peter’, as he was interchangeably known – Peter MacAllister, native ‘Colosach’ of fishermen stock, ex-sailor and bosun in the Merchant Navy who had worked his way round the ports of the world on cargo boats and who now made his living fishing lobsters on the wild south-west side of Colonsay and, when back on dry land, serving as the island’s telephone engineer and piermaster. Shyly at first, but very soon on a regular and daily basis, usually after he had done his initial telephone engineering job check-ups at the GPO ‘radio station’ and then collected the milk from Scalasaig Farm for various aunts and uncles as well as his own immediate family, Peter would call in at the pottery to say hello and share news and views on the life of the island and the wider world beyond, about both of which he was remarkably well informed.


It was Big Peter who, one still autumn day, first brought home to me the truly mesmerising nature of the native Gael’s conversational power. He hadn’t called in that morning but arrived down at the pottery mid-afternoon as the autumn sun shone brightly and warmly and the conversation (his mostly) started to flow likewise; and so richly, interestingly and unfailingly entertainingly that I only became aware how much time had passed when, with a bit of a start, I came to and realised that the sun had long since disappeared, the tide had filled the previously well-ebbed harbour and was now reflecting a full harvest moon which had risen high into the starry sky. I realised that I was surprisingly hungry too and so, evidently, was Big Peter who said, ‘Ach well, Potter, I suppose we’d better go and get the tea’ and left to return home for his by then overdue evening meal (‘the tea’ as it was termed, never ‘dinner’, while ‘supper’ was what locals called the sometimes substantial snack you would take much later in the evening); while I made some hurried attempts to tidy up the work I had failed to finish so that I could go back to the cottage and do the same. It occurs to me now that island conversations – particularly those with Big Peter – never really ended but were more like instalments in a lifelong dialogue that would merely be temporarily adjourned until you could pick it up again somewhere in the general vicinity of where you had parked it earlier.


My other regulars – all equally natural-born storytellers in their own individual ways – were of an older generation, born in the first few years of the twentieth century: Para Mor’s uncle, ‘Old Peter’ or ‘Para Clocs’, the Darroch brothers Ross and Neil, and ‘Aldy’ MacAllister, a first cousin of old Peter’s. Their visits, their stories and their insights as well as those of my many other less frequent visitors, fed my hunger – as if my inner world depended upon it – to find out more about the island microcosm that was Colonsay. These regular visitors of mine, good friends as they soon became, had kindled my fascination with their world which seemed so much richer and deeper-rooted than my own. As a consequence, though I did not properly appreciate what they were doing for me at the time, they had also sparked something in me and awoken an underused capacity for a little bit of useful self-improvement as I began to develop and pursue new interests that helped me to grow in both my knowledge of the island and my wider understandings. How fortunate I was to have landed in such a well-placed work spot which could not fail to attract passing visitors, not just the casual or regular holidaymakers who might be looking for a pot to take home but, in particular, the locals, who were inclined to call in on their way to or from the pier, shop and post office, to take a breather on the upturned wooden beer crate, which had been donated by one of my regular visitors to serve as a seat, and share their stories and reflections with me. And in Colonsay, I had learnt, there was a story for absolutely everything – even, it turned out, my old beer crate.


Hughie MacDougall, Flora at the telephone exchange’s husband, had an artificial leg and a small, three-wheeler invalid car to go with it, a vehicle which could just about take one passenger but was sometimes commandeered to squeeze in a few extras when island hospitality required it. On one such overloaded mission a wheel had buckled and given way when, after scorching down the Hotel brae somewhere in excess of twenty-five miles an hour, it had developed a severe list followed by a terminal wobble while trying to negotiate the right-angled bend nearest the harbour, leaving the three-wheeler and its complement with no choice but to abandon their now capsized vessel, manhandle it onto the verge and reformulate their travel plans. And there it stayed for several weeks, propped up on a beer crate – Hughie worked part-time at the Hotel – after the wheel had been removed for despatch via the ferry to the mainland for official examination and a promised replacement. Then one morning and many weeks later the three-wheeler had gone but the beer crate remained, now welded to the soft verge – though not for long, as Big Peter, who had long since made his assessment of its potential, carried the beer crate down to the pottery on one of his visits with more than a glint of satisfaction and a ‘Seo, a photter (Here, o potter), you’ve been needing this for a long time’, before taking the weight off his feet and pressing it, for the first of numberless occasions, into what proved to be invaluable and long-lasting service.


One of my newly kindled interests was in local history, brought vividly to life by my regulars. Riasg Buidhe (roughly pronounced ‘Rask Boo-ie’ and meaning ‘Yellow Marsh’) featured often in their stories because Aldy and Old Peter had spent their formative years there, as had several other then resident islanders whom I also got to know; and Big Peter’s own MacAllister father, uncles, aunts and cousins had all grown up there. They were all steeped in the stories of this unique Colonsay community.


Riasg Buidhe, a deserted fishing village, lies a couple of miles up the coast from the Scalasaig Pier and just over the hill that sits behind the present day settlement at Glassard and it comprised a St Kilda-like row of eight terraced cottages plus three more detached ones. There are also remains of an ancient chapel and a tiny graveyard containing a headstone with a keyhole in it – the story my visitors told being that if you find the key you can unlock it and go straight to heaven – and where once had stood an ancient and wonderfully carved cross depicting the bearded, chubby-cheeked head of some surely much-loved saint, until it was taken away to keep an eye on St Oran’s Well by present-day Colonsay House in another part of the island, Kiloran. The village appears to get its name from the sea of yellow irises that in springtime covers the boggy ground lying between the gently inclining village street and the small natural harbour on the rocky shore called Port a Bhàta (pronounced ‘Port-uh Vah-tuh’ and meaning Boat Harbour) where the Riasg Buidhe fishermen used to keep their boats.


Though every cottage had a small piece of croft ground, enough to keep a cow and grow some potatoes and corn, the community that lived here made its living from the surrounding sea. The four or five boats that fished out of Riasg Buidhe when Old Peter was a boy each had a crew of three or four and they normally began their season at the end of February by fishing for cod. They would set their long lines, with an average of two hundred hooks each, all baited with a dog whelk, in the deep water north of Colonsay where the Atlantic Ocean has by then rolled in thousands of uninterrupted miles from the icy coast of Labrador. The men would start their cod fishing season near the awe-inspiring Gulf of Corryvreckan whirlpool at the north end of Jura, so memorably filmed in I Know Where I’m Going, and would move their lines gradually further and further westward, following the cod, until they reached a point several miles west of Colonsay in May. The lines were lifted and reset every day, and as many as 150 cod could be taken from a single line on a single lift by this method. The fishermen gutted and cleaned the fish and brought them home to Riasg Buidhe where they were salted in barrels for several weeks. The pickled cod were then dried on the rocks in the open air before being tied into bales which were then taken to be sold in Greenock by the Dunara Castle – the nostalgically recollected steamer that ferried cargo and passengers from the Broomielaw in Glasgow through the Inner to Outer Hebrides and back on a twice-weekly basis for the astonishing period of nearly seventy years until the late 1940s.
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