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  INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION




  IT IS NEARLY TEN years since I embarked on the voyage described in this book. The publication of a second edition offers the opportunity of a follow-up

  view, which might give an illuminating time perspective to what I discovered in 2002. I contacted people in many of the places I visited on my trip and concluded that the story of all of them could

  be told through the story of one of them because developments everywhere are so similar in underlying form. They have two elements: continuing population decline and intensified bureaucratic

  interference. The question is whether these two trends are connected.




  The first island I visited on the trip was Mingulay, abandoned in 1912 in part because the government, in the form of the Congested Districts Board, would not provide proper berthing facilities

  for vessels on the island, which made trade growth impossible. Today, the state sees its role less as a selective facilitator of rural enterprise than a general controller of it, usually in the

  interests of nature conservation. The result has been that, since 2002, Scottish Natural Heritage – or SNH, a body the reader will learn a lot more about in the pages that follow – has

  seen fit to designate an area of seabed off the east (and therefore sheltered) coast of Mingulay as a marine Special Area of Conservation (or SAC) in order to conserve a reef which represents an

  estimated 0.03% of the total United Kingdom resource of that type of habitat. Protecting this would cost the equivalent of between 4 and 6 full-time jobs on the neighbouring island of Barra,

  depending on how severe the protection regime was, according to research commissioned by the Scottish government and adopted by the Western Isles Council, or Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, in its

  official letter of objection to SNH. ‘Although small in scale, this represents a significant level of activity, particularly in the context of a fragile local economy,’ the Council

  commented (21 February 2011).




  The issue here is one of proportionality. Just as there is no absolute right to freedom of speech, contract or association, so the protection of nature is always in a mature society balanced

  against competing public interests. All governments are happy to sanction developments which damage nature – farming for instance – so long as they bring substantial economic benefits.

  It is a question of balance. Four jobs on Barra, which has a population of just over a thousand, are equivalent to 4,000 jobs in Birmingham, which has a population closer to a million. A factory

  employing that many people in the Midlands would not likely be threatened with closure because of, say, concern for the corncrake, or worries about a certain type of sub-soil. And quite rightly so.

  Islanders do not complain about the protection of Birmingham, only about the bullying of places like Barra. The Council’s letter of objection goes on to make this point clearly:




  

    

      

        In discussing this issue, the Members of the Comhairle were very much aware of the fact that it is now 100 years since Mingulay was abandoned. Depopulation remains a

        critical issue in the Outer Hebrides, with some of the forward projections for the loss of human population being the starkest in Scotland. Our members contrasted the level of effort going

        into preserving small areas of reef with the perceived lack of concern in regard to the loss of the human population.




        The introduction of this environmental designation will lead to a loss of democratic control of development in the area at a time when the islands require a range of measures to promote

        sustainable economic development, improve economic performance and address population decline.




        There is clear evidence over the past period that unrestrained environmental designations lead to negative socio-economic impacts. It is the view of the Comhairle that the Outer Hebrides

        is already over-designated.


      


    


  




  This was exactly the point put to me ten years ago. Government was seen to be ready to sacrifice human communities on the altar of environmental ‘concern’. I put that word in quotes

  since I do not believe that the concern is genuine. The stories told below of the seals on Barra, the corncrakes on Egilsay and the raingeese on Yell all show that considerations beyond the

  interests of the wildlife are the primary drivers of the protection process. In the case of government departments, it is the inappropriately literal interpretation of European Directives. In the

  case of wildlife charities it is usually due to a desire to attract funding, either from members of the public by means of grandstanding demonstrations of pharisaic virtue, or from government by

  means of science which is often shallow and amateurish, and which is frequently used misleadingly – occasionally almost fraudulently. These are seriously allegations and I have dealt with

  them seriously and at length in my other book on this subject, Isles of the West. Therefore let me confine myself here to the problem of government departments and the European Union

  which, in 2002, I wanted to throw into practical relief by continuing my voyage to Norway.




  The problem is a genuine, practical one since the two instruments which principally control environmental management in the United Kingdom, the European Habitats and Birds Directives, emanate

  from Brussels. These are drafted in conventional European terms, which means they are intended to operate effectively as legislative codes, not detailed statutory enactments of the sort which

  Whitehall (and I include its branch in Scotland) is accustomed to producing. The difference is crucial.




  The modern British legislative approach developed around eighteenth-century notions of liberty, which – common law crimes excepted – were based on the idea that everything was

  permitted which was not explicitly forbidden. Therefore laws had to be very detailed; and as society became progressively more complex, those laws became progressively more detailed. Today we have

  arrived at the situation, which the late Lord Bingham of Cornhill complained about shortly before his death, of ‘legislative hyperactivity’. By this he meant the production of laws at

  such a rate that lawyers and judges themselves find it hard to keep up with them, much less the general public that is supposed to obey those laws.1




  In Europe, since Napoleon promulgated the Code Civil, the tradition has been to lay down general principles covering everything, and leave detailed interpretation to the magistrates,

  taking into consideration the circumstances of the time and place. Though more restrictive in a simpler legislative environment, it is arguably a better system in the highly complex society which

  we live in today. Whether that is true or not, the fact is that the worst of all possible worlds is one in which broad principles are laid down in supra-national law, but in such general terms that

  a vast army of legal draughtspeople in common-law jurisdictions have to specify in minute detail every possible eventuality so that the government can allow its citizens the right to do whatever is

  not forbidden by law while at the same time satisfying the European Union bureaucrats that nothing is being done contrary to the general principles established in – for example, since it

  covers the Mingulay reefs – the Habitats Directive. This is what has been called ‘gold-plating’ European legislation. It is part of the cause – though not the only part

  – of Lord Bingham’s ‘legislative hyperactivity’.2




  The question arises: why do British bureaucrats not oppose, if need be by passive resistance, European demands? Their answer is that they risk fines and terrible punishments. But this is an

  inadequate response, given the scale of the problem. Last summer I visited Estonia and talked at length to the ex-Prime Minister, Mart Laar, who was in power both when the country left the Soviet

  Union and when it entered the European Union. Given his very pronounced free-market principles, I asked Mr Laar why he wanted to jump from one massive bureaucracy into another. He explained the

  strategic reasons why a small country like his, especially given its geographical position, needed to feel the security of being part of a powerful body like the EU. (Estonia joined NATO at the

  same time.) ‘But even so,’ I said, ‘we have the most horrific stories of bureaucratic interference by the EU in Scottish affairs, especially rural affairs. Do you really think

  that is a price worth paying?’




  His answer, though shocking, was directly relevant to the Mingulay reefs. It can be paraphrased thus: Estonia – a country with the population of greater Glasgow – simply tells the

  EU, quietly and politely, which Directives it will obey and which not. It is forever negotiating optouts, quite lawfully. Less lawfully, if it feels a vital interest is threatened and Brussels

  won’t back down, it simply refuses to obey. In Scotland, I replied, we are told by the Executive that the country risks huge fines and infraction proceedings unless every Directive is applied

  with minute precision. He simply laughed. ‘Who ever pays fines? The Spanish? The Italians? Get real: this is international politics, not some sort of club. How exactly is the EU going to

  force Estonia, much less the British government, to pay fines if it is determined not to? It simply is not going to happen’. ‘So why,’ I asked, ‘does he think our government

  make such a noise about the threat of fines?’ He gave me a look which said roughly: because they are weak; because they are working for the other side; and because they value their jobs more

  than their country’s freedom.




  Finally, he said explicitly, ‘What you have to remember is that the most left-wing party in Eastern Europe is to the right of the most right-wing party in Western Europe. We have had

  nearly half a century of having socialism forced upon us, often very brutally. We know the realities of rule by bureaucracy. We are simply never going to accept it. The EU knows that, but they are

  empire-builders too, like all bureaucrats, and they want us in their orbit. We know that, and they know that we know that. So we bargain, and in the end we get on very well together. Ultimately,

  it’s not a big problem for us, or them. Your government is your problem. That’s the meaning of democracy.’




  

    Ian Mitchell


  




  Khimki




  Moscow




  March 2012




  





  INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST EDITION




  THREE FACTORS COALESCED TO bring this book about. The first two are obvious: the continuing success of my previous book, Isles of the West,

  which has just gone into its third edition, suggested a follow-up might be popular, while a simple love of sailing provoked the question: where next? The third, more complex, factor helped to

  answer the second question by suggesting a visit to Scotland’s nearest non-British neighbour: Norway.




  Since first publishing Isles of the West in 1999, I have come to realise that the problem I described in it, the ‘museumification’ of the Hebrides, is almost as high on the

  agenda of the Scottish Executive as it is with the conservationist groups which have a financial interest in promoting a static society that they can dominate as it quietly, but gracefully, dies.

  Official Scotland is frighteningly ignorant of rural Scotland, both human and natural, so is inclined to listen to self-interested lobbyists as if they are disinterested observers without axes to

  grind. That is the root of much of the misgovernment in the Hebrides. Is this inevitable? Given that civil servants work in towns, and the most influential of them in the capital, maybe they will

  always think of rural areas in clichéd terms and treat them as if they are incapable of managing their own affairs. But perhaps an old country with a new parliament is capable of rising

  above this second-rate approach. I certainly hoped (and hope) so. The only way to find out was to visit a neighbouring country which has a reputation for thorough-going, egalitarian democracy, yet

  with an admirable record of pragmatic management of its ecological, human and economic resources. Could there be lessons for Scotland at the price of a trip across the North Sea? I decided to try

  to find out.




  A project like this, though simple in concept, involves a great deal of organisation and expense. First, I needed a larger boat than Sylvia B, which I had sailed in lsles of the

  West, but which in any event I had already sold. Part of the reason for the larger boat was that, secondly, I needed crew. I do not like sailing single-handed overnight on busy seas: the first

  rule of seamanship is to keep a good lookout at all times, even when the skipper is asleep. Finally, there were the unavoidable expenses of being so far from home for so long. The result was that I

  had to call on a wide range of people for assistance, Scottish publishers’ advances being what they are. I received substantial help from Sandy Mactaggart of Islay, Mark Pattinson of

  Couldoran, Lord Barber of Tewkesbury, Sir William Lithgow of Ormsary and, pre-eminently, Lord Pearson of Rannoch. Others who gave welcome practical support include Oddrun Midtkandal, Sven-Erik

  Myrtveit, Brit Osgerd, Michael Russell, Jamie McGrigor, the late Giles Gordon, Lord Vinson of Roddam Dene, the Earl Peel, Ardbeg Distillery, Lagavulin Distillery, Martin Lawrence, Roland

  Worthington-Eyre and, of course, Michael Gilkes, who preferred to sell his old boat to me rather than give it the ‘Viking funeral’ which he threatened whenever problems of the

  transaction seemed overwhelming. I am grateful to all of them, as well as to everyone who gave of their time to talk to me on my travels and make life comfortable and/or amusing in other ways. I

  also appreciate the attractive combination of seriousness and informality at Birlinn.




  Finally, three people deserve special mention. First, Brian MacKenna, who joined as crew at the last minute and who did so much to make the voyage go pleasantly, particularly on the catering

  side; secondly, Robert Cunyngham-Brown who, together with Catherine Haworth, made the North Haa on Yell Sound home from home for Brian and me for ten days’ deeply appreciated ‘r &

  r’; and lastly Kirsty Macleod, without whose help my research into the darker sides of Scottish island maladministration would not have progressed nearly so far. By her indefatigable pursuit

  of the truth behind the spin, and her implacable refusal to accept second best for rural Scotland, Kirsty has done more than any single individual I can think of to move the national debate forward

  from the self-serving clichés of the conservationists who had the stage entirely to themselves only ten years ago.




  





  NOTE TO THE ABRIDGED EDITION




  THIS, THE SECOND EDITION of Isles of the North, has been reduced in size in order to be published as a trade paperback.

  Essentially, it has been cut back to carry only the material relevant to Scotland, with a few aspects of Norway which illuminate important points made about Scotland. No changes or cuts have been

  made to the material about Scotland. Readers wishing to read the material about Norway as published in the first edition can find copies for sale, second-hand, at www.amazon.co.uk




  





  [image: ]




  





  PROLOGUE: A BEDROOM IN BREMANGER




  LESS THAN A FOOT from the end of the luxuriously quilted double bed in the large log house by the side of the fjord lies a bank of ferns nestling under

  a moss-covered granite rock. On three sides the bed is surrounded by thick grass, dappled with late summer sunlight and the deep, cool shade of the silver birch trees scattered all around. Beyond

  the bed the ground rises, beautifully unkept, to a rowan tree whose scarlet berries sway noiselessly in the afternoon breeze. Beyond, the skyline is unbroken by any sign of human habitation. The

  only sound is the quiet ticking of the clock beside the bed.




  Above the walls of double-glazing, the roof is planted with grass, rendering it almost completely invisible from the public road a mile away which runs across the otherwise bleak stoniness of

  the remote island of Bremanger off the west coast of Norway, on a latitude some way north of Shetland.




  The designer, builder and owner of the house is in the kitchen, making afternoon coffee for his partner, the post lady. When I ask if he minds my taking a photograph of this remarkable room, he

  marches through with a grin on his face. ‘If you give money, we will perform for you.’




  After coffee, we wander a short distance down hill to another grass-roofed wooden building by the water’s edge. This one has no windows. But it has four wide doors on the front because it

  contains a two-seater, single-engined seaplane which can be rolled straight through them and down the short concrete slipway into the water for take-off. The back wall is covered with neatly

  arranged tools and spares; the west wall with life jackets and leather flying caps.




  Beside the hangar is a house for guests. It has a verandah on two sides and a dock in front. Moored alongside is what I am told is the fourth in a series of powerboats which this remarkable man

  has built. He sails them across to Shetland, on one occasion accompanied by 120 other similar craft from the Florø–Bremanger–Måløy area. The latter town is a large

  fisheries centre fifteen miles away which is twinned with Lerwick. But the contacts between the two communities run deeper than modern marketing schemes and parties at the Lerwick Boating Club. Men

  from Bremanger were amongst the most prominent in the extremely dangerous traffic in arms, agents and refugees between Britain and occupied Norway during the Second World War. They used the only

  vessels to hand: the small, inshore fishing boats built on this coast. They were local fishermen and proud of it, with no naval or other marine pretensions. But their courage was matchless.




  In his classic account of this campaign, The Shetland Bus, David Howarth has described these men and their equal contempt for civilian convention, military discipline, officers of the

  Royal Norwegian Navy or danger. Four miles from the glass-walled bedroom is the tiny fishing village of Grotle, then home of Bård Grotle, one of the most successful of the skippers. Howarth

  writes that this man, who voyaged to the Arctic and back, braving storms and enemy attack alike with buccaneering insouciance, looked like a pirate, even when attired in modern civilian

  clothes.




  He never dressed without some flash of colour, usually a red spotted handkerchief round his neck, like a gipsy’s; and after uniforms were issued to the men he showed his scorn of naval

  formality by never wearing all his uniform together. Sometimes he would have naval trousers and an army battledress blouse, and sometimes civilian trousers and a naval jacket; and always, however

  correct or incorrect his suit, he wore a decrepit and filthy trilby hat, from which long golden locks of hair escaped and blew about his face like the hair of a friendly sheepdog . . . One day when

  I asked him whether he slept in it, he said, ‘Of course. Then when I get up I’m all ready for breakfast.’




  Bård was physically a splendid figure, tall and strong, with a classical nose and the blue eyes and fair complexion which tradition gives to Norse pirates . . . [He] was a man who could

  not take a serious view of himself or anyone else. There was always the recollection or anticipation of a joke in the twinkle of his eyes . . . Successful though he was as a skipper, he was rather

  a trial to us. We could never rely on him to start a trip within a couple of days of the time he said he would be ready, and he set a bad example by his dirty old clothes, his unshaven face, his

  habit of staying in bed till dinner time and his lack of interest in anything but the essentials of sailing his ship. He was the skipper and nothing more. He would sail, at his own convenience, to

  anywhere between Bergen and Lofoten, and to hell with the Germans.3




  If Bremanger was the furthest island from home amongst those I visited in the voyage described in this book, the closest inhabited one was Barra, at the southern end of the outer Hebridean

  chain. Made famous by Compton Mackenzie in Whisky Galore, Barra produced its own quota of maritime heroes in the Second World War. Like most of the western isles of Scotland, it furnished

  a disproportionate number of men for the Merchant Navy, the arm of service which, along with Bomber Command, suffered the highest rate of casualties. They were the unsung heroes of the Battle of

  the Atlantic, yet they, too, retained their sense of humour. Compton Mackenzie himself has described it in these words:




  

    

      

        Barra is an extraordinarily happy place. Laughter is the keynote. There is always a good story going the rounds. Gaelic is a great language for wit, and with

        three-quarters of the population speaking both Gaelic and English, the native Gaelic wit salts the English. And it is not empty laughter. Barra has passed through fierce ordeals during the

        last three centuries in the way of persecution, evictions and famine . . . [Consequently] the laughter has experience behind it. It is a mellow fruit which has ripened after a frosty

        spring.4


      


    


  




  But the personal freedom on which the cultures of both Barra and Bremanger were founded has not survived with equal vigour in the two communities. On Barra, no-one would be permitted to build a

  house in which the bedroom has glass walls on three sides. The Western Isles Council, on instruction from London, via Edinburgh, prohibits the erection of dwellings with windows wider than they are

  high. Tradition now has the force of law, stifling the development of the culture of Barra and thereby slowly killing it.




  Traditional windows had a vertical emphasis . . . Modern window styles have a horizontal emphasis which tends to create too much void in what should be a solid dominated facade . . . The

  critical point [for new designs] is to maintain a vertical emphasis to the windows.5




  The comparison is instructive because the two islands have a lot of similarities: they have poor ground, so that historically most of the population has earned its living either from the sea or

  by temporary emigration. Of course, there has been a lot of permanent emigration too. Both islands suffer from the common contemporary diseases of uncertain economic times and excessive

  bureaucracy. But this bureaucracy works differently in the two places. An example of this is language. The vernacular of the west coast of Norway, Nynorsk, (‘new Norwegian’) has

  official status and equivalent funding to Bokmål (‘book langauge’), the language of government and commerce. By contrast, the vernacular of the north-west of Scotland, Gaelic, is

  starved of funds and status by the Anglophone government in Edinburgh.




  Barra protects its housing tradition by bureaucratic means, while Norway protects its linguistic tradition by the same means. Is there a difference? Yes, and it is fundamental. On Barra you are

  compelled to build according to tradition; on Bremanger you are offered the option of Nynorsk or Bokmål. Any individual may speak either language; every parent may decide in

  which language his or her children are educated; every community can decide the principal language of the schools in its area. The final authority for such decisions in the case of Bremanger is the

  local Kommune, or municipality. The final authority in the case of Barra is the Scottish Executive in Edinburgh.




  Another similarity between the two islands is that both are connected to smaller neighbouring ones by recently built causeways: Frøya in Bremanger’s case; Vatersay in Barra’s.

  A visit to each is edifying. Whereas Frøya is full of smart houses, both new and old, many of them large and elegant, Vatersay is a desert with a few old croft houses of the meanest,

  plainest and most unimaginative design, plus a small new settlement with less than a dozen cramped and dreary houses, some little more than Forestry Commission-style chalets.




  Frøya has a restaurant offering fresh seafood in huge vats which the diner can select for immediate consumption in a beautifully appointed room furnished with elegantly presented marine

  relics: the bar, for example is made from one of the open, clinker-built boats which used to be the main inter-fjord transport until thirty years ago when roads and causeways started to be

  constructed on a big scale. Vatersay, by contrast, has no restaurant, indeed it has no public facility of any sort, except a single phone box situated in the windswept open space surrounding the

  new settlement. The nearest thing to a restaurant on Barra is the two hotels in Castlebay which provide meals. Bremanger, by contrast, has hotels, cafés and a ‘Rockklubb’.




  Vatersay has no facilities for visiting yachts, despite being situated in a strategic location in one of the most attractive cruising grounds in Europe – even Barra has only a ferry and

  fishing boat pier, with no pontoons or even sheltered moorings for yachtsmen. Frøya has a fifty-berth marina complete with showers and laundry facilities right next to the restaurant. It

  also has a much larger fishing quay with a fish factory which processes up to 50,000 tons of herring and mackerel per annum, plus bunkering facilities for commercial craft and a substantial

  engineering facility. There is an air of commercial hum to the place, despite its architectural grace. The result is that though Vatersay and Frøya are about the same size, the former has a

  population of about 120, the latter has one of nearly 700.




  Finally, it might be observed that whereas Bremanger and Frøya have high-speed catamaran ferries running almost hourly to the large town of Florø ten miles to the south, making it

  easy for residents and schoolchildren to commute, and a similarly frequent service on a vehicle ferry to Måløy in the north, Barra has only in the last year acquired a vehicle ferry

  which connects to the rest of the island chain, even though Eriskay, its port of call, is just five miles away. Before that it was impossible even to get a daily newspaper on the island. This new

  service is infrequent, but that has not prevented the government in Edinburgh from trying to scale back the island’s only fast connection to the outside world, the air service to Glasgow. The

  reason given is that the existence of the ferry to Eriskay means that the air link is no longer a ‘lifeline’ service. This has had the predictable consequence that the only independent

  business which has come to Barra in recent years, an optical equipment trading company run by a Ukrainian married to a Barra woman, has recently announced that it is going to have to move away to

  the mainland.




  Scotland and Norway both have small but well-educated populations. Both have abundant natural wealth in the form of oil and fish. Both have strong manufacturing and trading traditions, and

  distinguished histories of sea-faring. Scotland, in addition, has a world standard record of scientific innovation and philosophical thought, yet it is the Norwegian island, Bremanger, which is

  today wealthy and free, while the Scottish island, Barra, is poor and culturally cramped. Why can rural Norway change and develop, when modern Scotland is so backward and constricted? That, in a

  nutshell, was the question I set out to answer on the trip described in this book.




  Whatever its problems, though, Barra is not dull. The people have a sense of subversive fun which is, naturally, more highly developed in a place so badly run than it is in orderly Norway. I

  remember an example of the Barra wit which still makes me chuckle. It came about because I needed fuel for the boat. I asked a friend if it was possible to buy marine diesel on the island.




  ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘At the butcher’s shop.’




  ‘The butcher sells diesel?’




  ‘Oh yes, and he sells the papers too.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Yes. There was a rather disdainful tourist here recently who asked him if he could buy a newspaper on this island. The butcher said to him, “Do you want today’s paper or

  yesterday’s?” “Today’s, of course.” “Well, come back tomorrow then!” ’




  





  1




  ISLAY TO RONA




  AN EXPERIENCED SAILOR CASTING a critical eye over the yacht Foggy Dew as she lay alongside the pier at Port Askaig on the Isle of Islay on 1

  July 2002, the day of her departure for Orkney, Shetland and Norway, would surely have pronounced her unfit for sea. She is a handsome plywood boat built forty years ago for spare-time cruising and

  racing by a Brighton eye surgeon whom I knew because he had a holiday home on Islay. Due to a catalogue of accidents, misunderstandings and mistakes, I was about to put to sea in this boat long

  before she was ready for the journey contemplated. But I had a plan which could not be delayed except by a full year, which I was reluctant to do. I had a crewman, a friend from Glasgow called

  Brian MacKenna, who had almost no experience of the sea but had agreed to stand in as chief cook and bilge washer at the last minute after another friend with professional sea-going experience had

  had to pull out due to an unexpected health scare. Brian and I had worked on the boat for two weeks and thought we were as ready as we were ever likely to be.




  Foggy Dew was designed by one of the most gifted amateur yacht designers in twentieth-century Britain: Guy Thompson. She had won innumerable cups in her early racing days, and had

  travelled far and wide in subsequent cruising years. More recently, she had become a storehouse for the marine gadgetry which her owner collected. A complete inventory would have needed a small

  book, but it would have included five torches, six fire extinguishers (two of which contained poisonous phosgene), four basins, three buckets, two portable stills, seventeen fenders, three bilge

  pumps (only one working), three logs (likewise), seven gas fog horns and an oral one, fifteen cushions, twenty-five drinking glasses, two vacuum cleaners, an inclinometer, a ventometer, four first

  aid kits (one of them containing an ‘anti-tensive for cases of emotional instability or irrationality’ which was marked ‘Poison S4: on prescription only’), eight additional

  syringes, a pouch of surgical instruments, a tube marked ‘solid eau de cologne’, eleven sails, a canvas-bagged 1960s life raft which looked as if it would detonate rather than inflate,

  two radio receivers – one doubling as a now unusable radio-direction finder – two bolt cutters, three machetes, three ‘Dad’s Army’ life jackets in disintegrating

  canvas shoulder bags, a stop-watch that ran backwards and a navigational plotter which had been salvaged from a World War II Wellington bomber and bought at a car boot sale.




  And that list omits the infinity of ropes, ties, bungees, burgees, lamps, lanterns, toothbrush holders, corks, playing card packs, books on fishing, waterproof pencils, toothpicks, damp-proof

  matches, underwater illumination devices, ancient tooth-marked snorkels, pieces of wood and ply which ‘one day you might find jolly useful’ and about ten cubic feet of miscellaneous

  tools and spares, only some of which worked. Whatever I may have thought of the condition of most of the equipment, I could make no criticism of its quantity and variety. The surveyor who inspected

  Foggy Dew before I bought her said, ‘There’s enough gear aboard this boat to start a shop.’




  The transaction nearly came to grief over the matter of flags. The owner was a stickler for etiquette in this respect. As a member of the Royal Cruising Club, he was allowed to wear the blue

  ensign. But, he said that I, not being a member of a yacht club with a Royal warrant, would have to wear the red. I replied that I’d always worn the saltire, and had no plans to change.




  Are you serious?’ he said one evening while we were taking a dram together aboard.




  ‘Yes. Why not?’




  ‘Because it is against the law. This is a registered British ship and you have to wear the British flag.’6




  ‘I’m sure the Norwegians are not going to worry unduly if we arrive in Bergen with a Scottish flag flying rather than a British one,’ I said.




  ‘They won’t know where you’re from,’ he countered.




  I thought I would leave it at that so did not reply.




  He sat in silence for perhaps ten seconds then drained his glass and set it down heavily on the saloon table. ‘I am not going to have this boat going around with the Saltire on the

  stern,’ he said in genuinely angry tones. ‘I’m just not going to have it. If you’re going to take that attitude then the deal is off. I’ll return the money you have

  paid so far, OK?’




  There were lighter moments, including what Sir Arthur Conan Doyle might have called ‘The Mystery of the Exploding Exhaust Pipe’. Picture the scene: a balmy early evening at the end

  of May. Standing on the pontoons at the Ardfern boatyard in mid-Argyll hardly a sound is to be heard except the piping of the oystercatchers wheeling round their nests on Eilean Inchaig out on Loch

  Craignish. Though the yard workers have gone home, there is one man still at work, a portly looking gentleman above retiring age, who is fussing round the cockpit and main hatch of a powder-blue

  yacht. His Royal Cruising Club sweater is rather eccentrically accompanied by black brogues and a capacious pair of pink dungarees. His hands are oily, his dark hair tousled and his thick-rimmed

  spectacles awry. He is not in the best of moods.




  Part of the reason for his annoyance is the idiocy and incompetence of the person to whom he is selling his boat. The vendor has more or less ordered the purchaser off on grounds of ignorance of

  subjects like the operating principles of the Tilly lamp, with special reference to the ways of avoiding under-heating the mantle upon firing and thereby producing a noxious plume of black

  smoke.




  The purchaser is quite happy standing on the pontoon, enjoying the peaceful evening scene, while the vendor works below, trying to get the engine started for the first time in two years. After a

  bit, the tousled hair appears briefly in the main hatch. Tools are laid down on deck and a rag is used to wipe hands and face. The sense is of a job well done.




  The head disappears again. Presently a mechanical wheezing sound emanates from the boat, followed by a few isolated thumps, then the sound of the engine roaring into life. A few of the

  oystercatchers flutter apprehensively but the throttle is soon pushed back and they return to their previous activities. The vendor looks at the engine for a moment, chuckles triumphantly and calls

  up to the purchaser, ‘That doesn’t sound too bad!’




  ‘No,’ replies the purchaser cautiously, ‘it doesn’t.’




  The vendor starts putting tools away, but after a minute or so, by slow degrees and without any human intervention, the engine begins to slow down. The vendor looks puzzled, and puts his head

  down into the engine bay. The revs continue to drop, apparently of their own accord. A few seconds later three things happen simultaneously: the engine stops, a bang like unmuffled shotgun report

  rings out across the silent loch, scattering the oystercatchers, and a plume of black smoke emerges from the main hatch of the boat, quickly followed by the coughing figure of the vendor, now in an

  even less agreeable mood.




  ‘What the fuck was that?’ he says to the purchaser, looking as wide-eyed as someone with an oily mist over their spectacles can ever look.




  The black smoke drifts slowly away like the cordite from a howitzer. A joke about Tilly lamps seems ill-advised.




  A quick examination reveals the fact that the silencer, a rubber device which sits near the end of the exhaust pipe and doubles as a one-way valve preventing water running back up the pipe into

  the engine, has come adrift from the fitting in the transom. This is refitted, and the engine restarted. With the same result: slow deceleration, another bang, another plume of smoke and another

  flight of frightened oystercatchers. After a further couple of experiments, when exactly the same thing happens, it is clear that the bang results from the silencer inflating and suddenly deflating

  at the moment it forces itself away from the fitting in the transom.




  Clearly there is a blockage. So we – now I am recruited to help, my ignorance forgiven in the stress of adversity – check every possible point of blockage. I poke things into pipes;

  he confirms that they come out the other side. We find no blockage of any sort. So we restart the engine which runs for a minute, slows down and gives off another bang and plume of smoke.




  We spend another half hour at this, with the owner getting progressively angrier since the delay is threatening a dinner engagement we have with another yachtsman. Then, in a flash of intuition,

  he comes up with the reason: since the engine was last run, the transom has been replaced and the exhaust fitting renewed. Too long a fitting would appear to have been used. When the engine is

  started the cone inside the silencer which prevents the backwash of seawater expands slightly, fitting snugly into the tube through the transom. That blocks the pipe, so the pressure builds up to

  the point where it smothers the engine and the whole fitting comes adrift with an explosive decompression.




  It was a simple matter to refit the silencer an inch further back, whereupon the engine started and ran perfectly. So it was with a Holmesian sense of triumph that the owner walks hurriedly up

  to his digs above the yard to straighten his Royal Cruising Club jersey and put on a clean pair of pink dungarees for dinner.




  On our voyage back to Islay for the handover, we noticed a slight, occasional loss of power in the engine which we put down to fuel surging in the steep chop in the Sound of Jura. After the

  handover, Brian arrived and electrical problems started to manifest themselves. Brian did most of the work trying to solve them, while I finalised the wider arrangements for the voyage. The general

  condition of the equipment was so bad that I was faced with a decision: either leave in an unready boat or call the whole trip off for this year. Perhaps foolishly, I decided that we would go and

  just deal with our problems as they confronted us. I thought the hull was sound and the rig reliable, which after all are the main things at sea.




  On 28 June we sailed from Lagavulin round to Port Askaig on the Sound of Islay without undue difficulty, but two weeks behind our scheduled departure date. If we were going to get to Norway and

  back before the equinoctial gales hit the North Sea, there was no time to lose.




  So it was that at 6 a.m. on the morning of Monday 1 July, we cast off from the Port Askaig pier and motored out into the Sound, heading north on a calm sea. The last of the flood tide carried us

  quickly up past the Caol Isla and Bunnahabhain distilleries and out towards the huge Rhuval lighthouse which sits in isolated splendour at the northern tip of Islay. By then some wind had come up

  along with spits of rain, with the look of more of both to come. We put our tea mugs away, pulled on our waterproofs, cut the motor and raised sail. Now we were off.




  By the time we had Oronsay abeam the sea had risen to the point where the skerries south-west of the south end of the island were heaving lumps of white sea up above the tops of the swells. The

  wind was slightly south of west and strong enough to keep Foggy Dew powering along close-hauled. Once past Oronsay, we could bear away a bit as we headed north-west for Tiree. At nine

  o’clock, I see from my log, Brian was sick, the first and last time on this voyage. Considering he had never made a sea passage on a sailing boat in his life, this was a very commendable

  performance. I felt queasy for a while too, which I almost never do unless I am nervous about some aspect of the boat. But with every passing mile I became more relaxed about Foggy Dew,

  which was sailing beautifully.




  Just before ten o’clock we raised the Dubh Artach light on the port bow, and a fine sight it made, eight miles away on its rock in the middle of the windswept waste. It is one of the most

  striking of the Stevenson lighthouses. When it was built in the early 1870s construction was regularly halted by storms, even in the summer months. On one occasion the stone mason’s quarters

  were flooded by breaking seas. Yet those quarters stood 60 feet above the high water mark. No wonder the frail youth, Robert Louis Stevenson, who visited the site as a student with his father Tom,

  the main contractor, opted soon afterwards for a life of letters.




  By noon the clouds had thinned, though they had not lifted much. From time to time we would see dramatic shafts of sunlight tracking across the sea, which now began to sparkle and glow under the

  increasingly translucent grey. Iona, seven miles away to the north-east, began to look more blue than black.




  Though the swell was heavy, it was not long before we were sailing in bright sunshine, with jackets off, while the distant smudge of Ben Hynish on Tiree rose slowly above the horizon, dead

  ahead. For a moment I thought of carrying right on to Barra, the first stop on the itinerary. The wind was steady and fair and the weather was turning gloriously fine. Always on this trip there was

  the thought that we had left two weeks later than planned and so should make up time whenever possible. But then I calculated that it would be nearly midnight before we would arrive in Barra, which

  seemed a bit long for my crewman’s first day at sea. Plus, the wind very often dies at dusk, which would have meant an even longer night’s sailing.




  In fact the wind started to die well before dusk. It had already turned light as we reached into Gott Bay, the very exposed anchorage on Tiree, at a quarter to four. After anchoring, I repaired

  a torn sail batten and Brian swabbed out the bilges which were, ominously, far from empty. The water had a thick slick of diesel on it. Failing to find any obvious reason for the presence of either

  the water or the diesel, we concluded that they must be consequences of the last-minute work we had done on Islay, and went ashore for a wander round the harbour and a pleasant hour or so in the

  bar of the Scarinish Hotel.




  Next morning, we had the anchor up by 7.30. We motored in bright sunshine and a ghostly southerly round to Gunna Sound, which separates Tiree from Coll to the north-east. After racing through

  the narrow channel on the flood we found a very light north-westerly and so were able to raise sail and lay a course for Mingulay, which we had decided the previous evening in the bar to add to the

  itinerary. If we were heading for inhabited islands in Norway, it might be interesting to see a now uninhabited Scottish island.




  The wind held steady while Brian made breakfast, which we ate on deck in what was by now very warm sunshine. After he had got everything cleared away and stowed, the wind started to pick up

  until we were scudding along at over 5 knots under a clear blue sky. A long swell was rolling in from the Atlantic, the remains of the previous day’s big seas. When added to the short swell

  building up from the north-west where the wind was now coming from, this gave the boat a lively motion. I lashed the helm, made myself a seat from the rolled-up dinghy by the transom and sat

  reading while Foggy Dew steered herself for Mingulay.




  At 1.30 I called Brian, who had been asleep down below, to come up on deck and see the traditional sign of good luck, dolphins. Three of them were playing about the boat, leaping, diving,

  twisting away then shooting back underneath. Puffins provided entertainment too as they frantically paddle-flapped trying to get airborne.




  It was well into the afternoon before the wind changed in any way, when it freshened and turned cooler. By then we were close in under the hills of Mingulay and starting to look for the beach on

  the east side which Martin Lawrence in his Yachtsman’s Pilot to the Western Isles says offers ‘occasional anchorage, [though] in even the most apparently calm weather there is

  often enough swell to capsize a dinghy’. The only other anchorage is a rocky cove on the south side. It looked less suitable in this weather and also a lot further from the township whose

  remains I wanted to see.




  We tacked up and down the beach under mainsail only. I steered while Brian called out the depths. At 4.15 p.m., shortly before low water, we cast anchor in 10 feet close to the north end of a

  wide expanse of beautifully sandy beach. The wind was blowing almost directly off-shore and the conditions were settled. While Brian made what he called a ‘mush tea’ – very tasty

  with plenty of Tabasco on it – I inflated the dinghy, organised my cameras and made ready to go ashore.




  Mingulay is a fascinating island, partly because of what is there now and partly because of its history. It was abandoned in 1912 after the population moved to Vatersay, the island opposite

  Castlebay on Barra, where the soil is more fertile and the amenities of civilisation, such as they existed in the Edwardian Hebrides, were more accessible. The abandonment of Mingulay was

  accompanied by none of the publicity which happened when St Kilda was evacuated just eighteen years later. Mingulay and Hirta, the main island on St Kilda, were similar in both population and area.

  The quality of the soils and the nature of the island economies were comparable, though the St Kildans supplemented the produce of the land by catching sea birds while the people of Mingulay

  fished. Mingulay was closer to the main arteries of national life than St Kilda, though a glance at a chart is misleading since the strength of the tides round the Barra isles makes the journey

  very hazardous between Mingulay and Casltebay in the small, unhandy sailing boats which were all that was available in the late nineteenth century. On one occasion the Castlebay priest was said to

  have been stormbound on the island for seven weeks.




  However, the greatest and most interesting difference between the evacuations of Mingulay and St Kilda was in the public response to them. The latter had long been a subject of public

  fascination. Since the 1870s, writers had been travelling there and returning to publish books describing the customs and curiosities of the St Kildans. Few people expressed any great interest in

  the people of Mingulay, either when they lived on their island or when they left it.




  It was not until 1938, a quarter of a century after the move to Vatersay, that Sir Hugh Roberton, conductor of the Glasgow Orpheus Choir, composed the Mingulay Boat Song, celebrating wives who

  waited for returning fishermen ‘by the pier head’. It is ironic that Sir Hugh’s great choir was founded in 1906, the year the first people left Mingulay, one of the main reasons

  for doing so being the difficulty of landing and loading goods because the island never had a pier.




  Whereas the St Kildans’ economy was undermined by the falling price of the commodities they produced, principally feathers and fulmar oil, the economy of Mingulay was undermined by lack of

  amenity at the interface between land and sea. The islander needed a sheltered harbour or, at the very least, a usable pier and slipway. The men of Mingulay were ‘hardy fishermen, well known

  for their skill’, as one official observer put it. But without port facilities their catch was at the mercy of the swell which, as Martin Lawrence noted, is rarely absent from the bay.




  In 1901 the Congested Districts Board, which had been founded four years earlier to assist overcrowded communities in the crofting counties, installed a derrick on the south side of the bay,

  having concluded that the construction of either a pier or a slip was not feasible. But the derrick did not provide the solution hoped for, partly as it was unsuitably located and partly because it

  did not, in any case, solve the problem of what to do with the boats once they had been unloaded. The islanders soon realised that, however benign the Board’s intentions, its intervention

  left the islanders no better off.




  So it was that in July 1906 three cottars from Mingulay joined a much larger number of others from Barra to raid the island of Vatersay where there was good ground and only a single farming

  tenant. The owner, Lady Gordon Cathcart, also owned most of South Uist and all the islands down to Berneray including Mingulay. She lived in Berkshire. The raiders built wooden huts and planted

  potatoes. Six months later a much larger number moved from Mingulay to Vatersay, all of them soon to face eviction by Her Ladyship. The raiders knew that what they were doing was illegal, but as

  the estate had turned down every suggestion for amelioration of the crofters’ position, they were desperate. Others had done the same on the neighbouring island of Sandray.




  Though the raiders were brought to court in Edinburgh and jailed, they were all released early after a public outcry at the injustice of their convictions. In 1909 the Congested Districts Board

  acquired Vatersay and created fifty-eight crofts there, settling most of the population of Mingulay amongst many others from Barra. The last resident left Mingulay in 1912 completely unremarked, in

  contrast to the cacophony accompanying the final departure of the St Kildans from their island eighteen years later.




  The main cacophonist on that occasion was Alasdair Alpin MacGregor, who had been sent by The Times to cover the evacuation and who subsequently wrote a book about his experiences called

  A Last Voyage to St Kilda.7 It is arguably the most bizarre example of Scottish insulography if I may coin a word. MacGregor ranged far beyond the

  immediate issue of the evacuation, encompassing everything from the pretentious accents of Kelvinside and the inadvisability of tipping railway porters to the barbarities of vivisection, the

  problems of being a vegetarian on a ‘carnivorous’ island, the beauties of Glasgow’s soft water, the ‘sanctimonious hypocrisy’ of the Scottish Sabbath, recent

  improvements to the Edinburgh tram system, the unsurpassed quality of the paintings of Mr Lockhart Bogle and the death of his own beloved dog, Torquil the Timid, to whom the book is dedicated

  – and that is all before our guide, conductor and friend has left Finnieston Quay in the SS Hebrides bound for what he calls ‘the Edge of the World’. Indeed we are half

  way through the book before MacGregor starts describing St Kilda, and it is not until page 213 (out of 303) that he actually lands on the island which is the subject of his story. Nothing so

  ‘creative’ was written about Mingulay until Sir Hugh Robertson composed his song.




  MacGregor reflected general opinion in his concern for the St Kildans. Times had changed since Mingulay was abandoned. After the carnage of the First World War, the past came into fashion in the

  form of ethnology. People like Margaret Fay Shaw (later Campbell of Canna) came from America and Werner Kissling from Germany to study the obsolescent lifestyle of the Western Isles which was

  thought to embody an admirable simplicity and closeness to nature.8 Sympathetic concern by individual researchers was accompanied by the new phenomenon of

  bureaucratic conservation. St Kilda was acquired by the National Trust for Scotland in 1935. Since then a local by-law has laid down that ‘no-one will be permitted to leave the Village Bay

  singly, and no-one will be permitted to climb any of the cliffs without first obtaining the Trusts’s authorised representative’s permission’.9 Today it is a World Heritage Site, recognised by the United Nations, and therefore almost completely rule-bound.10




  After the evacuation, Mingulay was tenanted by a Barra sheep farmer who dismantled the derrick to make sure none of the former inhabitants returned. In 1919 he bought the island from Lady Gordon

  Cathcart. Two other farmers owned the island and its immediate neighbours before it was acquired by the Barra Head Isles Sheepstock Company, a syndicate of Barra crofters, who ran it quietly but

  successfully for forty years until sheep prices collapsed in the late 1990s. They put Mingulay, Pabbay and Berneray on the market for £1 million, but found no buyers. With no current economic

  value, the question was, what price heritage? Eventually the National Trust for Scotland was professionally advised that they should pay no more than £450,000 for the islands, which the Barra

  crofters accepted in April 2000.




  Part of the purchase price was contributed by the Chris Brasher Trust. Mr Brasher himself was quoted in the press as saying, ‘On my last visit to these unsullied beaches, I was telling the

  one-year-old son of the skipper of our boat that when he grew up he might see holiday hotels littering this paradise.’11 Developers have long been the

  bogeymen for those who enjoy the amenities of a developed environment themselves – Brasher lived in Richmond, Surrey – but who wish to prevent areas of the countryside which they like

  but do not own from being used in a way that they disapprove of. A century ago a Mr Norman Heathcote wrote a book about the island which ended by asking, ‘What will happen to St Kilda in the

  future? Will it remain the lonely island home of a primitive people and continue to afford a charming refuge for those who wish to escape from the rush of life? . . . Or will it be invaded by the

  purveyor of health and amusement and shall we see a hydropathic establishment erected on the slopes of Connacher and an esplanade round the shores of Village Bay?12




  Immediately the ownership of Mingulay was transferred from Barra to Edinburgh, the new proprietors rushed to claim that the Barra people as a whole would now be involved in its management.

  Trevor Croft, the Trust’s then Chief Executive, said, ‘We will be working closely with the people of Barra and Vatersay . . .’ Andrew Batchell, the Trust’s then Director of

  Countryside, said the Trust would ‘work closely with the people of Barra and Vatersay to develop a management plan for the islands’.13




  But that is not quite what has happened. According to Jessie MacNeil of Voluntary Action Barra and Vatersay, the National Trust’s performance has been below expectations. ‘It’s

  extremely disappointing because they did carry out, in the first year that they took over, extensive local consultation, but from what I can see they’ve put none of that into practice.’

  The main issue is the location of the office from which the Barrahead islands will be managed. The Trust gave a commitment in the round of meetings soon after they took over that management would

  be from Barra. Castlebay is the natural point of departure from the islands so it is logical to base the position there. However, the National Trust subsequently announced that it would manage all

  its Western Isles properties (including St Kilda) from Benbecula. The councillor for Barra on the Western Isles Council summed up the feelings of his constituents in a letter which ended: ‘I

  regret to say that I have no doubt that this community will see these proposals as an act of treachery and a betrayal of trust.’14




  It was overcast and chilly when Brian and I rowed ashore. Even in these calm conditions, there was a light swell which made landing on the beach impossible. So we pulled to the rocks at the

  north end and scrambled ashore there. We dragged the dinghy out of the water onto a grassy ledge where the scent of violets was strong. Looking up, I saw an array of puffins idly following our

  movements. I took some photographs of them, after which we set off to explore the island, followed by terns which swooped and glided overhead.




  The first thing we noticed were footsteps in the sand. We were not alone. Soon we found three Dutch people, two men and a woman, sitting under a canvas shelter, next to a couple of kayaks,

  drinking a bottle of Irish whiskey. They told us they had paddled all the way from Uig on Skye.




  We wandered the few yards up to the ruined village, still highly visible amidst the encroaching sand and vegetation. However, the most remarkable aspect of the built environment was not the

  houses but the little road which leads south from the village round to where the derrick was installed in 1901. Amidst a profusion of irises and buttercups, it winds over the hill, with stones

  holding up the edges. A carefully wrought drystone bridge takes it over a little stream. It had withstood storms and floods for a century almost completely undamaged. Brian was surprised to see

  something so cleverly constructed in a place so close to the ‘Edge of the World’. He pointed out that the Kingston Bridge in Glasgow needed major repairs after less than thirty years of

  life.




  We followed the path round to the loading place. The cleft was no more than 10 feet wide. Even in a calm sea there was a surge and wash which would have damaged any boat without substantial

  fendering. Not only that, the sides of the cleft and the path down to the derrick were so steep that they must have been extremely dangerous in wet weather, for livestock especially. No wonder the

  islanders considered this did not solve their freight movement problems.




  Then we trekked up the hill, under another flight of terns, to have a look at Berneray, the smaller island to the south on which the Barrahead light stands. By then a cold sun had come out and

  cloud-shadows scudded across the heather. Even on a quiet day like this, it was obvious that winter on the islands must be wild. A military plane which crashed on Berneray during World War II hit

  the ground close to the lighthouse during an especially severe storm. The lighthouse keepers heard neither the impact nor the subsequent explosion of the fuel tanks and armaments. It was long after

  the end of the war before a climber happened to discover the wreckage and decomposed bodies of the crew.




  By the time Brian and I got back to the dinghy, we both felt ready for a little supper. We knew we had brie and oatcakes aboard, plus two bottles of Lagavulin which the distillery had kindly

  given us before departure. Brian had the bright idea that we ought to take our dram with the island water which we had tasted in the burn near the drystone bridge. While I tried to get more

  photographs of the puffins, using the flash this time, he walked back to the Dutch camp, begged an empty plastic bottle, tramped up to the stream where he rinsed and filled it. In the gathering

  darkness, at about midnight, we had our nightcap on board diluted by soft, peaty Mingulay water. It tasted absolutely delicious.




  Next morning the sun was shining and I felt so full of the joys of travelling that I plunged overside for a swim before breakfast. The water was so cold that I did not repeat the experiment

  until we got to the glacier-fed fiords of Norway, where it was much warmer. Martin Lawrence recommends sailing round the west coast of Mingulay to see the cliffs. With the wind now in the north and

  quite boisterous, this seemed an entertaining thing to do. The tide was flooding, which meant we would have it against us going west through the sound of Berneray. But we would then be under the

  lea of Mingulay, so that should not be a problem. For the rest of the short hop of 18 miles or so into Castlebay it would be wind against tide and pretty choppy.




  On his third day at sea, Brian was starting to look at home on the boat. We motor-sailed down round Geirum Mór, the stac at the southwest end of Mingulay, and into a sea that had the

  contours of an empty egg tray. The birds milling around the cliffs of the west end of Berneray looked like specks of dust in a shaft of sunlight. The damp in the air made the green on the tops of

  the cliffs appear almost luminous. Every tiny ledge of the near-vertical faces of the cliffs glistened. Brian remarked that it looked as if ‘the top of the mountain has melted’.

  Everywhere that was not either green or vertical seemed to be white with bird droppings.




  Martin Lawrence was right – this was a sight not to be missed. But we had a very wet sail. If Foggy Dew has a fault at sea it is that she easily buries her head in a short, steep

  sea. Also there was a lot of spray flying across the deck while we had the wind almost on the beam. But none of that could conceivably explain the fact, which we noticed shortly before coming to

  anchor in Castlebay, that the cabin sole was awash. The bilges were full of water. Where on earth had it come from? While Brian pumped it out, I checked the boat and could find no leak. A total

  mystery. The only thing to do was to keep a regular watch and try to detect a leak, first while we were at anchor and then when at sea.




  Due to a slight but persistent diesel leak, the bilges and the lower lockers had been given a fine coating of oily liquid. After lunch, Brian heroically set to with bucket and soap to clean

  everything, while I went ashore to meet Donald Manford, the councillor who had written to the National Trust about Mingulay. Donald is a bearded, solidly built Barraman whose varied career has

  involved the police force in Glasgow, which he left when asked to help cover-up a false accusation case, and the cockle trade on Barra. He used to send his cockles off the island in a

  de-commissioned ambulance since the main cost in the cockle trade was the high commercial vehicle charges from Castlebay to Oban. Ambulances travel free on the ferry, of course.




  Donald is an independent-minded man representing a community of independent-minded people. But it is a community under threat. I first became aware of the problem three years ago when he asked

  me to help resist an attempt by Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) to impose a seal sanctuary on the Sound of Barra, the stretch of water to the north of the island, between Barra and South Uist and

  including the Whisky Galore island of Eriskay.




  Due primarily to the problems of the British fishing industry, Barra has considerable social and economic problems.15 The obvious answer to economic

  difficulties is to allow more flexibility for development. SNH, however, seeks to restrict flexibility by imposing controls on two of the areas of sea around the island which can be fished in all

  seasons. As the fishing industry is by far the largest non-government employer on the island – the other two significant ones are agriculture and tourism – this is a matter of the

  highest importance. The particular designation concerned was something known as a Special Area of Conservation, or SAC.16 The basic way of making this

  assessment for animal species is by counting them. If the site holds more that a ‘qualifying percentage’ of the national population, usually 1 per cent, then the site may be designated.

  This sounds scientific and objective, but in fact few sites have natural limits and can, like the ‘seal areas’ of Barra, be extended until they include 1 per cent, or any other

  proportion, of the national population.




  The species of interest in the Sound of Barra is the common seal, approximately 33,000 of which breed around the British Isles. So if the Sound could be shown to ‘host’ more than 330

  seals then it would qualify as an SAC. The Sea Mammal Research Unit in St Andrews does the counting, at four-yearly intervals. In 1992 the count revealed 752 common seals within the Sound of Barra;

  in 1996, 510. Both figures are comfortably above the 330 needed to cross the 1 per cent threshold. But the year 2000 count revealed only 140 animals in the area. On that basis, SNH should have

  abandoned the designation.17 Instead they simply suppressed the 2000 figure and proceeded.




  Worse still, SNH issued a press release headed ‘Public Meetings Reassure Sound of Barra Concerns’. This was the opposite of the truth. Donald Manford has described the public meeting

  which SNH held in Castlebay, ostensibly to ‘consult’ local opinion, but in fact simply to inform the islanders of its intention to designate the Sound. ‘There wasn’t a

  single person there who was for the designation. I would describe the attitude as “quietly hostile”. SNH put on this act that they were not aware that there was such hostility towards

  this designation, and it was probably that we didn’t know and didn’t understand and if they came over and met with people on Barra then they would allay these fears.’




  This view was corroborated by Callum MacNeil, one of the fishermen likely to be affected, but also Chairman of the Barra Heritage and Cultural Centre. He said, ‘What I was so taken aback

  by was that they were trying to portray the fact that people weren’t worried. I think that is not only standing the facts on their head, but deliberately misleading. The mood of the meeting

  was one of frustration because the fishermen could not for the life of them understand why SNH wanted this designation when the place was alive with seals.18




  The Chairs of both the Castlebay and Northbay Community Councils, the only two on the island, were equally adamant that SNH had deceived the people of Barra. ‘It is positively untrue that

  we are untroubled by the designation,’ Marybell Galbraith of Northbay wrote, ‘The fishermen are absolutely incensed.’19 Her memory of the

  public meeting is that, ‘SNH did not listen to what we said. They were treating us with disdain. [The local officer] was very angry. I said we are not going to listen to unelected bodies

  telling us what to do, and that did not go down well. We appreciate the beautiful island we live in and we do not want it desecrated.’20




  Canon Angus MacQueen, the priest of Northbay, the parish opposite the Sound, spoke for the majority when he wrote publicly, ‘Hebrideans cared for and conserved all species without payment

  and before jobs were created for people who try to teach us how to look after our islands and their surrounding waters. Please let our fishing industry, which is worth millions to our economy,

  continue to thrive.’21




  SNH’s response was not to accept that it had misjudged the feeling on the island about the designation, but to attack the canon for speaking out. ‘SNH were furious,’ Canon

  Angus told me. ‘I’m a complete upstart, and how dare I, who know nothing about anything, comment! But I agree. Yes, I know nothing about anything, but I have a feeling about the seals,

  about the sea, about ourselves, and I don’t like seeing people taking us for a ride or telling us you can’t do this or that. I knew that SNH were dangerous. They consulted who? They

  consulted two people on Barra, I think. Did they ask one fishermen? Did they ask the people at the fish factory? Did they ask any of us? We have not been consulted. We the people, the fishermen,

  the crofters, have not been consulted.’22




  The whole episode was succinctly summarised by the laird, MacNeil of Barra, a retired American law professor who lives on the island and in Edinburgh and who has done a lot to

  ‘democratise’ the relationship between the estate of Barra and the people of the island. MacNeil wrote publicly as follows:




  

    

      

        The ‘scientific’ basis for an SAC to protect seals is nothing short of laughable. Local consultation was a farce. Not only had SNH already made up its mind

        long before, but it thereafter misrepresented local views.23


      


    


  




  Watching SNH suppress science that did not suit it, then announcing publicly that the people of Barra were happy with a designation which they were bitterly opposed to, has changed Donald from

  being a supporter of both the principles of conservation and the practice of the conservationists to one who still supports the principles of conservation but is deeply suspicious of the practices

  of most conservationists, especially when they have, as SNH does, the power of government behind them. He now speaks and writes regularly about this aspect of his island’s politics.




  Donald lives on a croft at Eoligarry, at the north end of the island, not far from the house in which Compton Mackenzie lived during the years when he was gathering material for, amongst other

  books, Whisky Galore. A couple of hundred yards to the west of Mackenzie’s house, Atlantic rollers break on a mile and a half long beach of pearly bright sand. A hundred yards in the

  opposite direction is the Tràigh Mhór (pronounced ‘try vore ’, meaning ‘big beach’), the great cockle shore where Donald harvested his produce and which, twice

  every weekday, also acts as Barra’s airport. A sign at the high water mark says ‘Keep off the beach when the windsock is flying and the airport is active’.




  The finger of land in between the two beaches is the Eoligarry mach-air, a flat, sandy links which explodes with wildflowers in the spring. To the north, the ground rises gently towards Ben

  Eoligarry Mòr, the 300-foot high hill which overlooks the township. Both areas are grazed by the crofters’ sheep and cattle, in competition with a rapidly increasing population of

  rabbits. This has caused a further conflict with SNH. Donald told the story with typical Barra wit at a conference the year before we left on our trip:




  

    

      

        The Barra Common Grazings encompass a flat area of machair ground. It is classified as a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and together with the hill to the north

        covers an area of approximately 400 hectares. We have a perimeter fence to allow the cattle to graze and roam the flat land and hill unimpeded. This allows the cattle to find shelter

        depending on the direction of the wind and rain. But this area has a serious rabbit infestation problem. Under our wonderful new environmental managers, in the form of SNH, we were led to

        believe we would be allowed to control the rabbits sensibly. To us, the local crofters, who have for generations cared for the land, the obvious method was to initiate a gassing programme for

        the entire machair and the hill area, as the sandy terrain is ideal for rabbits. But not a bit of it.




        We were instructed that assistance for eradication was only available for machair rabbits, not hill ones. I should explain that the area is made up of different designations. The south

        machair is both Environmentally Sensitive Area [ESA] and an SSSI, the in-bye an ESA but not an SSSI, and the hill an SSSI but not an ESA. Scientific reasons underpin these bureaucratic

        designations which the crofters do not understand. Crucially, neither do the rabbits.




        We are supposed to deal with the rabbits on the machair but not the rabbits on the hill. But the same rabbits move up the side of the hill when the machair water table rises in winter and

        back down again as the water table falls in summer. These rascally rabbits refuse to respect the finer points of the clever SNH and Scottish Executive bureaucrats and their letter soup of

        designations.




        So what were the local crofters required to do in order to receive the blessings of SNH? They were required to build a mile-long fence across the middle of nowhere on the ESA/SSSI

        boundary. As the rabbits had chosen to defy SNH designations, we had to build a £5,000 border, a frontier, a Barra Bunnies’ Berlin Wall.




        As with all frontiers, creatures develop a strategy to get round them and the wily bunnies were up to the task. They simply hopped onto the beach, round the end of the fence, and on to the

        ESA/SSSI on the machair, then hopped back onto their enclave on the hill SSSI whenever the gasman visited the ESA/SSSI. What purpose does the £5,000 fence serve? Well, the answer to

        that is simple. No useful one.




        Let me turn to the cattle. They once roamed freely but now they were hindered by the fence. But they, like the rabbits, simply walked onto the beach and round the fence. That of course

        gave rise to problems with young calves who often found themselves on the opposite side of the fence to their mothers. Panic set in, the calves got distressed and in some cases were

        injured.




        Now, after all these problems and difficulties, it would seem sensible to remove this ridiculous fence. But were we crofters allowed to do that? No, we were not. We were in a contract to

        be environmentally friendly. The fence had to stay for at least five years. It looks as if the Barra Bunny Berlin Wall will come down only when the contract ends, or when SNH or the Scottish

        Executive apply some common sense.
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