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About the Book


HOMETOWN TALES is a series of books pairing exciting new voices with some of the most talented and important authors at work today. Each of the writers has contributed an original tale on the theme of hometown, exploring places and communities in the UK where they have lived or think of as home.


Some of the tales are fiction and some are narrative non-fiction – they are all powerful, fascinating and moving, and aim to celebrate regional diversity and explore the meaning of home.
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The Boy in the Bubble


Colin MacIntyre
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About the Author


COLIN MACINTYRE is an award-winning songwriter, multi-instrumentalist and producer who has released eight albums to date, most notably under the name Mull Historical Society, so far achieving two Top 20 albums and four Top 40 singles. He has been voted Scotland’s Top Creative Talent and has toured worldwide, including with The Strokes, Elbow and REM, and has played all the major festivals. He has performed live on BBC Radio 1, Radio 2, 6 Music, Radio 4, Later with Jools Holland and The Jonathan Ross Show, among many others. His debut novel, The Letters of Ivor Punch, won the 2015 EIBF First Book Award, and will soon be adapted for the stage. His first book for children, The Humdrum Drum, is out now.


Born into a family of writers and storytellers, Colin grew up on the Isle of Mull in the Hebrides but now lives in London.




For my mum, Wonder Woman
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Tobermory High School music report card




MY TWO WORLDS collided on a wet and windy December night in the mid-1980s. The mainland came to the island.


Picture the scene: a man is wading in from a little boat to an island in the Hebrides. It is the middle of winter and pitch-black. He has a suit on, but no tie, and is carrying an object high above his head as though he has just won the men’s final at Wimbledon. He is travelling back late after spending the week working in the city, as he does every weekend in a whirlwind: a one-man Hebridean Grand Prix. Having missed the last scheduled Caledonian MacBrayne ferry, his car has been ditched and he has been picked up from the banks of Ardnamurchan by a boat belonging to a clam diver. But the diver’s boat can’t get any closer to the little jetty on the island. The tides are not behaving. That’s what tides do; they either behave or they don’t. The man is only lit by the light of the boat. The spotlight makes sideways daggers of the rain, casting a spell over the choppy sea, turning black into white. The man is slowly reaching the shore, his drenched suited legs gradually emerging from the sea like Charlie Chaplin from an encounter with a hosepipe. It is Friday night. He is almost home. He is my father. The clam diver is my uncle Rob. The object held above my father’s head is my Christmas present, come early. It is not the All England Club’s Gentlemen’s Singles Trophy; it is a 1978 USA original Fender Telecaster guitar.


We all know about the day the music died … well, this is the night the music arrived. To me. To my island. You might think from the way I describe the scene I actually witnessed it. I didn’t. I was at home waiting for the prize. I was thirteen, ready to plug in. My world was about to change.


Fifteen years later, my father died suddenly at the age of fifty-four, after jogging around a reservoir north of Glasgow, where he was working as a journalist for the BBC. The shock of his death kick-started my music career proper and inspired my debut album, Loss. That was my way of celebrating him, what he had given to me; what he had waded home with that dark, wet night.


I still have that guitar, with its unusual finish of light green and cream. I have never seen another like it. I am looking at it now – at the stickers I naively defaced it with in my youth. SAVEEA, one says. It was a popular word among my close-knit group of teenage friends. Nothing was ever severe in our world; it was always saveea.


The guitar has travelled around the world with me; it has stood on festival stages and in TV and radio studios, been played on eight albums and counting. But I have always looked at it as having come from the sea. Every time I plug it in, I expect to be thirteen. I expect an electric shock. And in a way that is what it gave me when it arrived in 1984 and continues to give me now. It has journeyed with me to the mainland from where it came, as I became an islander among mainlanders, a musician, and then a writer too.


It is never far from me, just as the Isle of Mull is never far from me. I am always an islander, even in London, where I have settled with my wife and two girls. I am constantly surprised that the Thames is not the sea; that the voice over the speaker on the tube is a driver from Transport for London and not the familiar tones of the CalMac ferry announcer; that the Piccadilly line stops are interspersed with warnings to ‘MIND THE GAP’ and not the availability of trinkets in the ferry shop. And all this then replayed in Gaelic. That’s what I hear.


I am a native of Mull, a Muilleach, which means I was born there, on the island that sits in the Atlantic as part of the Scottish Hebrides. I was born into a big family of writers and storytellers, a bank manager, musicians and plumbers. And Mull is where (some might guess, although it is never mentioned) my debut novel, The Letters of Ivor Punch, is rooted.


Mull has inspired my music too. I have netted four Top 40 singles and two Top 20 albums, mostly under the moniker of ‘Mull Historical Society’. It might not have happened without that guitar. And I’m not sure it would have happened had I not stolen the identity of the real Mull Historical Society from a poster advertising their AGM in the window of the Aros Hall on Tobermory Main Street. That was in the year 2000. Relations between both bodies have been good over the years, but the original MHS have since added an archaeological arm to their organisation to make a distinction from me: they are the ‘Mull Historical & Archaeological Society’. There is a little plotline in my novel that makes out I myself am now considering changing my name to the ‘Mull Historical & Archaeological Society’ too … But that story is told in other pages.


These pages contain snapshots of some of the people and events that have shaped my words and music, and moulded who I am. My story is about coming from an island, about how music travels in your head from island to mainland; it is about belonging, but, at the same time, having to leave. It is about how an island – its sounds and melodies, its myths and folklore, the stories passed down from generation to generation – travels with you. The stories that continue to mean something. That we can’t let go. I feel the need to offer them to others, whether that be on the stage or the page. I’ve always felt I do this because I need to get closer to something. Now I realise that something is home. But what is home? And how does it travel? And what does it really mean to belong, to plug in?




AS SPECIAL AS it was, the 1978 Fender wasn’t my first guitar. I need to go back further for that – to when I was six years old. The guitar was a small red acoustic and cost me five pounds. Well, it cost my grandfather, Angus Macintyre, five pounds.*


My grandfather was there when I was born – not, as most of the children on Mull are, in the hospital closest to us in Oban, which is the mainland ferry port, but at ‘The Home’ in the village of Salen, which was the closest thing we had to a medical centre on the island. While my mother was doing all of the hard work, my grandfather was pointing his new cine camera dangerously close to the whole affair. In the 1970s, films had been made on Mull starring Anthony Hopkins, Donald Sutherland and Robert Wagner, but my grandfather certainly fell into the amateur category, with most of his films starring Trudy, a cross between a Cairn and a Yorkshire terrier, who was small enough to fit in his suit pocket.


The money for the guitar could have been considered my first overdraft, because my grandfather, a polymath who seemed to have all the school history books confined within his head, was the island’s bank manager – and resident poet. (Thirty years after his death he is still known as the ‘Bard of Mull’.) The Clydesdale Bank was ‘Angus’s bank’. Even now some on the island believe the recession wouldn’t have hit Mull had my grandfather still been behind the desk, with Trudy in his pocket.


I wasn’t daft to go to him first. I remember telling him about the guitar and him smiling down at me with laughter in his watery eyes as he handed me the money. I had quite recently been headbutted and rolled by a fierce ram called McTavish at the Lochbuie Estate on the south of the island, where my father was doing some work with the building firm he had at the time. The ram and I rolled for several rotations and it was my grandfather – suited, his glasses falling from his head – who pulled the beast off me by its tusks. My own National Health glasses were already being worn by McTavish for all I knew. So I might still have been milking the effects of this bout; five pounds seemed fair enough for my troubles. But looking at the note, I couldn’t understand how this small piece of blue crinkled paper could transform into a guitar.


The walk to purchase the guitar was my first solo voyage. I walked the note from the bank to my mother’s hairdressing shop further along Tobermory seafront, ‘Elizabeth’s Hair Salon’. From there I headed back alongside the coloured houses: past the Aros Hall, Margaret’s sweetie shop and the Treasure Shop run by Daisy Craig, past the yellowest of yellow buildings, the Mishnish Hotel (the local fisherman’s hangout), and then up the beginnings of the lighthouse path. There was a cannon up ahead. We were told that in 1588 it had sunk The Florencia, a Spanish galleon that still sat on the seabed of Tobermory Bay. Consequently, we all believed we had Spanish blood in us. My grandfather had written a poem about the treasure. But I hadn’t seen any of its gold in the sea or in Daisy Craig’s.


Before I got to the cannon I turned off the path and began climbing the steps to the Western Isles Hotel, as my mother had directed. Built in 1882, it is an elegant gothic gift from the Victorians that sits above Tobermory harbour like a castle fit for Walt Disney. Below me, but only visible from the sea, was our own version of the famous ‘H O L L Y W O O D’ sign: the words ‘GOD IS LOVE’ painted onto the black cliff face in large letters of white paint. But given my Sunday School career had already come and gone in all of just one week’s attendance, my only aim that day was to keep my glasses on my nose and reach the top of the steps, where the owner of the hotel, whose son I was going to buy the guitar from, had been instructed to phone down to my mother to inform her that my mission had been safely completed. Which in turn would confirm I hadn’t spent the five-pound note in Margaret’s sweetie shop.


With each large step, I felt as if I was getting closer to another planet. The note weighed so heavily in my pocket, I had to keep making sure it wasn’t already a guitar. The entrance of the hotel looked so big and wide, it seemed to me that the wood touched the sky. I made myself dizzy in the revolving door. It was like walking into Mr Benn’s fancy dress shop or Superman’s phone box. I was becoming somebody else. It was 1977 and the rest of the world – which we called ‘The Mainland’ – was being seduced by the advent of something called Punk. But I felt less like Johnny Rotten and more like Charlie Bucket taking my Golden Ticket to the gates of Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory.


Looking back now, it strikes me as odd that my first guitar, which marked the beginning of my journey into making music, should have been enabled by my Grandfather Macintyre. Because the Macintyres are the writers (the warrior-poets no less) of my family. It is my mother’s side, the Kirsops, the island’s plumbers since the Victorian era, who are the musicians. And it was they who first lit the fire that led me to become a professional musician – which, I suppose, given where I came from, seemed as likely as Paul McCartney ever becoming a crofter. But then the odds weren’t entirely stacked against me, as there was, in fact, a certain ‘crofter McCartney’ residing down the coast on our namesake, the Mull of Kintyre.


It was Christmas Day, the year before I got my first guitar. We were gathered in Failte (Welcome), my Granny and Grandpa Kirsop’s house on Main Street, bang in the centre of the seafront. It was well named because the door was open to all. We were in the dining room – the good room that was generally only used during the tourist season for serving breakfast to B&B customers. Most of the family were wearing festive hats. My uncles Donald and John, two of my mother’s long-haired, bearded brothers, were making alien, jaw-droppingly exciting noises with curious black and white objects. Guitars they were called. I should mention I was watching down on all this, as my uncle Robert was doing his party trick of hoisting me to the ceiling. I was slightly terrified but also enjoying the view. Snow was falling on the seafront outside, not a common occurrence on Mull, and some members of my family had darted out to have a snowball fight. Our family friend, old Bessie MacAllister, was even doing a games’ forfeit of running around the town clock in her bare feet. But, placed back on terra firma, I was transfixed by the guitars and the strange coiled wires connecting them to black boxes, from which the sound seemed to be emanating. One was a six-string electric and the other a bass. The boxes were called amplifiers. It was the crisp sound of the future.


It was only later – but long before that Fender Telecaster was waded to the island’s shores – that I realised my uncles hadn’t actually written the tunes they’d played and sung. They belonged to people called The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, The Beach Boys, Neil Young, Bruce Springsteen, Creedence Clearwater Revival, Bachman-Turner Overdrive, Buddy Holly (he even had my glasses) and The Band. That was when the penny finally dropped as to why my uncles were the island’s plumbers and not living in a Gothic mansion the size of the Western Isles Hotel in the Hollywood Hills. But to me they were gods. They were connected to something from another world. One even Steven Spielberg hadn’t shown us.


And so it was, a year later, that I handed over my grandfather’s five-pound note and took hold of the guitar. It was smaller than my uncles’ guitars and a different shape. But it was the perfect size for me.


Leaving the hotel, I heard a few unwanted notes as I had an altercation with the revolving door akin to the one I’d had with McTavish the ram, but I managed to navigate my way out with both myself and guitar intact. I walked down the Back Brae this time, which ran behind the bank, rather than the Western Isles steps. I couldn’t risk being ambushed by the Spanish Inquisition. It was like carrying a body in my arms.


When I got to Tackle & Books, run then as it is now by the Swinbanks family, I turned right and walked all the way along the seafront towards the clock. I heard everything: the cawing seagulls, the creaking of the ropes holding the fishing boats to our island, and, as I got closer to the old pier, the mysterious hairy fishermen squeaking in oilskins. They walked to the tunes of Runrig and seemed to be joined by one long eyebrow. They had maps of the seas in their heads and were named ‘Steptoe’, ‘Cally’, ‘Winker’ and ‘The Gimach’ (Lobster). Everyone had a nickname; it was our way of keeping the mainland at bay.


My dad’s nickname was ‘Header’ because of his skill with a football. I would have liked a nickname like ‘Buddy’ or ‘Elvis’, who had died a few weeks earlier on my mother’s birthday. My new guitar was shaped just like his, and that day when I picked it up I was wearing a light blue sweatshirt with a picture of Elvis on the front. I loved to rub my hand on his head; it was so smooth. My classmates did occasionally call me Elvis, but I hadn’t figured on the nickname that would stick for me: ‘Trudy’, the name of my grandparent’s dog.


I looked to the only house that could clearly be seen that wasn’t on Mull, but it wasn’t on the mainland either. It was on Calve Island, which sits, like a slither of otherness, surrounded by hidden lobster creels in Tobermory Bay. Everyone knew the house belonged to Mrs Cotton, who had white hair and rowed into Tobermory for her shopping like a slowly enlarging cotton bud. The fishermen called it Duty Free.


Not wanting a fanfare or a hero’s welcome, I decided to take the guitar around the back of Failte, via a secret passageway at Jackie Johnson’s, the butcher’s next door. I wanted to be on my own with this new part of me. Now I felt like Elvis. I sat on the steps of my grandfather’s plumbing workshop, to an audience of hanging carcasses gently rotating in the window at the back of the butcher’s shop, and gradually figured out how to play the thing. I decided the best way was to dampen some strings with the fingers of my left hand, therefore leaving the ‘open’ strings free to ring out the tune that I made by frantically thrashing my right hand, all without losing my glasses. But over the coming weeks and months I realised that I had to actually press down on the strings to make the guitar really come to life. My uncles showed me that. They were in The Kinks and The Byrds and The Monkees too.


You might think with all this guitar talk that I am a guitar aficionado, that I run my hands along guitars the way farmers do their prize-winning cattle. But nothing could be further from the truth. I view the guitar, or any instrument for that matter, like a plumber might view a ballcock: whatever noise or movement I can get out of it that says it is working the way I want it to work is good enough for me. It was back then and it is now.


This mixture of music and words, of banknotes and ballcocks, makes me realise the debt I owe to both sides of my family: one for their words, the other for their music. I was lucky.


I also realise what an influence my grandfathers were: one with his hands stained with coins, the other with Swarfega; one keeping the island afloat, the other stopping it from sinking; one for his words, the other for his lack of them.


Because my Grandpa Kirsop, unlike my Grandpa Macintyre, was a man of few words. I wondered if all the words he chose not to speak were left behind at war. He had lost his mother at the age of eight and then fought during World War II from the age of seventeen, namely in Austria and Italy, having lied about his age in order to qualify for conscription. There was a war story we knew about him having been about to leave a building to combat enemy fire, when another soldier put a firm arm across his chest to stop him and ran out in his place. The man was killed instantly. I remember thinking that must be what war could do to you: make you say less. A few drams could occasionally tease the words out of him, but even then not much.


I was finding words, and music, were starting to overrun me. On my new guitar I taught myself to play songs like ‘Leaving on a Jet Plane’ (I was never going to leave) and something weird called ‘Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da’, I started wondering whether I could one day write songs too. And maybe even books like my Grandpa Macintyre. When I say I hoped, in reality, as the years and chords and words accumulated, I found I was willing to sweat blood and tears to make it happen. That it did happen is still quite miraculous to me. But how did I travel from musician to musician-author, from islander to apparent mainlander? From the seafront to uptown? From an audience of slowly maturing carcasses to an audience of slowly maturing people? (Sorry.) Why did I go the way of the sea?


* I should note at this point that my grandfather’s surname is spelled with the little ‘i’: Macintyre. That is my rightful surname. The lineage dates back to the eighteenth-century Argyllshire warrior poet Duncan Ban Macintyre no less. But I have confused the ranks. I am the big ‘I’ because I liked the look of it in Primary 7. Two hundred and fifty years of clan warfare and proud progress wiped out in a singular act of what can only be called capitals envy.




BACK THEN, LOOKING out from the island, we called everything that wasn’t sea, ‘The Mainland’. The Fonz, Reagan’s America, Top of the Pops, Thatcher’s Falklands, Bobby Sands’ hunger strike, Evel Knievel, Andy Kaufman’s Latka, Grizzly Adams, Maradona’s tight shorts, Tucker Jenkins, Olivia Newton-John’s tight leathers, the John Peel Show, the Miners’ Strike, Frankie Goes to Hollywood, the virgin Madonna, Quincy, John McEnroe’s hair, Björn Borg’s headbands – all of these were considered part of one thing, one single mass: ‘The Mainland’.
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